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George W. Bush’s reelection has generated a new wave of strategic discussion within the United States left.  In print, on websites, over email, and over coffee, leftists all over the country are asking ourselves, and each other, what happened?  Where do we go now?  What do we do next?  From all directions and all angles, new perspectives and proposals are frothing up on movement shores: Democrats working dizzily to re-spin themselves as the party of faith and family; progressive activists urging us to strap on our helmets and dig our foxholes in preparation for massive battles against Bush’s second-term agenda; and, as usual, pockets of old and new radicals calling for “revolution” to replace “resistance” as our R-word of choice.  Questions of analysis, of vision, and of strategy are thick in the air.  From the nausea and sadness of a tragedy, we are cultivating a deeper environment of nationwide reflection and debate.  

But, while this rising tide of political introspection is exciting in many ways, I’m fearful of what’s going to come washing up along with it.  Sadly, when folks on the left start trying to talk about analysis and strategy, it’s usually only a few minutes before the old hierarchies of oppressions get trotted out: if we are thinking strategically, focusing on the PATRIOT act makes more sense than justice for queers…if we want to unite people across this country, ending the violence of the Iraq war has to come before struggling against sexual violence at home…white supremacy is the glue that holds this entire system together, focusing on it is the most strategic approach toward ending all oppressions.. Positions like these—based on a false and unimaginative mindset of political-struggle-as-protest-march, in which there has to be a group or an issue in the “lead” with everything and everyone else following neatly behind—are far, far too common in leftist discourse, especially in “high-stakes” historical periods (and no, I don’t think it’s just white guys, although we are probably the most obnoxious about it).  Such positions are unproductive, unnecessary, profoundly divisive, and, worst of all, highly contagious, and I believe that, sooner rather than later, the left needs to find some strong, compelling alternatives to their ideological simplicity.  If we hope to successfully build a mass movement for freedom, justice, equality, and dignity in this country, I believe that we are going to have to unite around a politics of authentic solidarity, not a politics of graded tactical/ethical priorities.  We have to really start working together to build a movement in which no movement is left behind.  

In this article, I hope to humbly contribute to our current climate of discussion and debate by articulating a set of ideas that I think might help us build that politics of solidarity.  This set of ideas, this proposal for what I call holistic revolutionary politics, belongs to no ism, it comes from no party or non-profit, and it has no singular author to build a statue of.  Rather, it is a synthesis, a vibrant mix of perspectives and tendencies, as processed, out loud and in secret, by countless strangers, by my friends and colleagues,
 and by myself.  Some who have observed it say that its nose resembles that of anarchism; that it has the eyes of women-of-color feminism; the freckles of autonomist Marxism; the laugh of the situationists; the toes of eco-feminism; and the hair of the environmental justice movement.  Others look and just don’t see the resemblances.   
In order to present the clearest view of these ideas and of their value, I have structured this article using three powerful concepts that are used by the folks at Project South: Institute For The Elimination of Poverty and Genocide, an organization for popular education and movement building in Atlanta, Georgia:

Consciousness: Our understanding of the way the world works, and of our place in it, including our sense of history.

Vision: The big, bold picture of what we want for ourselves, our families, and our planet.

Strategy: The plan we have for changing the world in which we live into the world we envision.

Each of these concepts will be given its own section of the article, in which I will discuss, in some detail, my own thinking about how a holistic revolutionary politics might speak to that concept.


In each of these three sections, I have chosen to write in a very blunt, clear voice—even using sets of numbered lists to share my ideas—not out of arrogance, but in the hope that this will generate blunt, clear critiques and responses that can move us all forward.  While I do wish to be honest about my opinions, in no way, in this article, do I intend to come across as “speaking for the movement” or as speaking as if I have all of the answers.  On the contrary, I am very well aware of my own vulnerabilities and contradictions, including those related to my identity as a 23 year old, raised white, middle-class, queer, able-bodied/minded, male, US citizen.  Rather than thinking that I am covering it all, I know for certain that there are going to be major gaps and errors in these ideas, and I am excited about whatever critical discussions come in the wake of what is written here.

With all of this said, it’s time to get started.
Consciousness: 

Our understanding of the way the world works, and of our place in it, including our sense of history.

Let us begin with our immediate situation.  I think it is vital that we recognize the United States as being in the midst of a steady, rightward shift.  In saying this, I am not trying to downplay the strong political polarization of this country, nor am I ignoring the amazing spread of progressive ideas over the course of the last few years, especially those that have been critical of corporate globalization, George W. Bush, and the war on terrorism.  I am simply saying that, whatever the raw number of progressive or left-leaning people who are in this country, I think that the overall shift, on both a cultural and structural level, is still to the right.  This shift should not be trivialized, as if it’s just ignorant Southern whites reacting to 9/11 or to seeing Britney Spears and Madonna kiss on TV.  This shift should not be misunderstood, either, as some kind of massive cultural accident or as the inexorable product of the trajectories of Capitalism, although certain cultural and structural dynamics have significantly shaped the way it has played out. This shift should be seen for what it really is, as an incredibly deliberate, well-organized, well-financed process that has been going on for more than 35 years, from Goldwater and Nixon, through to Reagan, through to Clinton, to right here where we stand today.  This is a shift that has been built, brick by brick, by the four pillars of the radical right: the neo-liberals, the cultural conservatives, the evangelicals, and the neo-conservatives.  Most importantly, I personally believe this is a shift that can only truly be turned around by a bold, organized radical left, united around a holistic, revolutionary politics.

If we observe the way right wing movements and organizations operate in this country, if we examine how they move and grow, it is not very hard to see their strengths: they share a powerful, user-friendly (that is, friendly to certain people) worldview, and they have absolutely phenomenal strategies for organizing themselves, managing resources, and growing their movements.  Frankly, I think we on the left need to learn some serious lessons from how the right operates in these regards, not so that we can mimic them, but so that we can beat them.  In this, the consciousness section, we will briefly look at the shared worldview of the right, and then later, in the strategy section, we will explore some of the right wing’s strategies in the service of their worldview.
Unlike much of the left, who are often okay with bringing people into movements based on single issue policy struggles, right wing thinkers consciously recognize the power of a broad, unifying worldview from which to pursue the agendas of their various different factions, even if those agendas actually contradict the principles of said worldview.  Having such a worldview allows them to build a foundation within people’s minds, it gives them a common language with which to speak to people’s daily lives, and from that foundation they are able to progressively add on specific policy positions as the need arises.  To use leftist intellectual language, a unified worldview gives them a platform from which to construct a total hegemony, so that they can eventually reach their goal of transforming the entire political and popular culture of the United States. 

Now, having a unified worldview doesn’t actually mean that the right is unified and, in many ways, the right isn’t.  Currently, there are very real divisions within the right over the Iraq War, over reproductive freedom, over the PATRIOT act, over queer marriage, over government spending, and even over the leadership style of the Bush administration.  We should pay attention to these divisions and strategically orient ourselves in relationship to them, something that we will discuss more in the strategy section.  But, despite their divisions, by having and organizing around a unified worldview, the right is able to keep even disgruntled people within their ranks for the sake of their broader agreements, and they are able to portray a convincing, cosmetic unity even when explosive fights are happening behind the scenes.




The worldview that the right uses is incredibly simplistic, and its basics can be picked up after about a week of watching conservative television or listening to conservative radio: Human beings were created by God to be free, and it is in freedom that we, as individuals, achieve our highest greatness.  Any kind of barriers on our freedom, especially government barriers, hinder the great potential that is within each of us.  However, human beings are also greedy and sinful, and are incapable of getting along together without some structures in place to keep us from ripping each other apart, so we need both personal responsibility (this is a big one for them!) and God and His laws to keep us within the lines of morality; we need the heterosexual nuclear family unit, with father at the top, to transmit those Bible-based values to our children; we need the mechanisms of free-market capitalism to translate our sinful greed into socially beneficial production; we need the police and armies of the state to keep us safe from our neighbors who don’t have morality (usually people of color); we need everyone to be assimilated into the proud traditions of Western European civilization in order to realize their full ingenuity as citizens; and, finally, we need to stand firmly behind the United States as the pinnacle of freedom, the shining beacon on the hill, endowed with the mission to defend and spread democracy as far and wide as possible.  




Obviously, this is bullshit, but it is incredibly powerful bullshit (once again, at least to certain people, although the appeal is spreading in surprising directions), which taps into long-standing American myths and which gives people “common sense” ways to understand their daily lives.  So, if we want to counter this stuff, which we should, it’s not enough to just call it out as bullshit.  I believe we on the left need to be putting forward a more or less unified worldview of our own.  But unlike the right (and, sadly, too many on the left), I believe that the potential strength of a leftist worldview lies in our willingness to actually be honest about the world, in our willingness to embrace the complexities of reality rather than settling for an easy simplicity.  We need a worldview that helps people make sense of the gaps and contradictions that they experience in their lived realities, and that draws out the various divisions in the right, especially in those areas where the right is scared as hell to tread: If this is a loving marriage, then why do I resent my husband so much?  Why did Uncle Joe sexually abuse the baby?  If I’m not prejudiced, why do I have all of these festering anxieties about my coworkers and neighbors of other races?  Why do I, as a guy, have such a burning desire to kiss that guy over there?  Why is my supposedly upstanding corporate employer poisoning my town?  Like a spotlight shining through the cracks of the right’s lies, we need a worldview that is always speaking the whole truth, in a coherent way, and that is always backing up people’s real life experiences, no matter how messy, or “un-strategic” it seems.

As I have already suggested I think that this kind of leftist unifying worldview should be a holistic one, and a revolutionary one, a worldview which makes no compromises, and which seeks to leave no movement behind.  Now allow me to share what I think are some of the basic points that I would hope to see in this kind of holistic revolutionary worldview:

1) Human beings are social animals, who are the products of a complex and beautiful process of natural evolution, and who are thus deeply, permanently connected with the natural world.  

2) As social creatures, we do not develop as isolated individuals, but as members of communities, and it is out of the nurturance of those communities—based on such community-based values as freedom, mutuality, love, cooperation, physicality, humor, curiosity, art, spirituality, and a relationship with nature—that we develop to be the creative, passionate individuals that we are.  

3) Human beings are also historical creatures who, for good or bad, are always changing and shaping the world we live in through our actions, leaving rich, deep legacies for all of those who come after us

4) One of those historical legacies can be understood as a legacy of domination and oppression,
 which has been in continuous existence for thousands of years.  How this legacy began, what the first forms of oppression were, is unknown, and is probably not very important.  What we do know is that oppressions have existed along many lines and in most cultures, and that oppressions are usually based on “hierarchical dualisms,” in which someone splits some aspect of reality into two groups (like human/nature, white/not-white, man/woman, old/young, citizen/non-citizen), and then applies a hierarchy to that division, so that society becomes structured to support and value one side of the dualism while devaluing, exploiting, and oppressing the other side.  

Another thing that we know is that most forms of oppression are self-perpetuating, and that they have insatiable appetites for growth, so we see that, over time, the legacy of domination has led to ever more sophisticated, systematic, institutionalized, technologically reinforced, international, and intertwined forms of oppression.

5) At the same time, there has always been another legacy, the legacy of freedom.  No matter what their circumstances, no matter what their social position, people have always made time in their lives for art, for stories, for dancing, for love, for humor, and for inquiry.  Everyone shows tenderness at certain times and in certain places.  

And, of course, since oppression tries to break down community values that are essential to positive human development, and since it institutionalizes the deprivation of people’s basic emotional and often physical needs, oppressed people have always fought back (sometimes even with the help of allies from privileged groups).  The legacy of freedom has always been a legacy of resistance.  Every oppressed group throughout history has found ways of resisting their oppression, whether that be individual or collective resistance, resistance for survival or resistance for liberation.  Also, just as the legacy of domination has become more systematic, sophisticated, and interconnected, so have our collective struggles for freedom, as we have won real victories, and we have learned, generation by generation, from the inspiring struggles of our pasts to forge new movements that will eventually end oppressive systems once and for all. 

6) The intertwining legacies of domination and freedom have brought us to where we are today, which is a society that is structured, from top to bottom as a “hierarchical world system,” a thick, multifaceted web in which various systems of oppression, which may have once existed independently of each other (or maybe not), are more and more coming to co-define, co-reproduce, and co-reinforce each other on an increasingly global scale.  

Within this world system, nothing is ever static.  Each and every manifestation of oppression that exists in our society is constantly shifting and flexing across time and across geographical locations.  Oppressive systems shift in response to changes in other oppressive systems, in response to their own internal logics, and especially in response to the steady waves of resistance that are fundamental to any human experience in which human dignity is denied.  

Still, within this dynamic world system, it is often useful to abstract and generalize about certain forms of oppression that have been relatively stable within the United States.  These systems of oppression include, but are not limited to: 

The Gender Binary System, Patriarchy, and Heterosexism: We live in a gender binary system, in which the biological categories of female and male have been expanded by our culture into two rigidly defined genders of “man” and “woman.”  People, assigned a gender at birth, are expected to live up to certain socially defined gender roles (women as feminine, submissive, emotional, nurturing, and men as masculine, aggressive, “rational,” and independent) under threat of emotional, physical, or institutional punishment if they fail to match up to the impossible standards of “real” womanhood or manhood, or if they break through gender barriers by being queer or transgender. 

While gender binaries are detrimental to everyone, we live within a fundamentally patriarchal system, in which men, as a group, derive tremendous power and privilege from the way that gender roles are defined and institutionalized in our society, at the expense of women, who are oppressed under patriarchy.  Within patriarchy, women are vulnerable to nearly constant physical and emotional violence at every level of society, in such forms as domestic violence in the home, sexual harassment and wage inequality at work, rape in the military, objectification and dehumanization in the media, sterilization abuse within the medical establishment, and/or breast cancer within the environment.  

Additionally, within patriarchy and the gender binary system, we have heterosexism, in which “straight” sexual relationships are normalized to the exclusion of all other kinds of sexuality, and those of us who have desires that go beyond the boundaries of heterosexism are running the constant risk of ridicule, social and institutional exclusion (such as the years of official ignorance of HIV/AIDS because it was a “gay disease”), and even outright violence.

Just as with every other system described below, the gender binary system, patriarchy, and heterosexism simply cannot be understood in isolation from our society’s other forms of oppression, or in isolation from history, either.  People’s experiences of gender and sexuality within our society are inextricably tied to their races and ethnicities, their ages, their class positions, their relative abilities or disabilities, and their religious backgrounds; even the very categories of gender and sexuality shift across these different identity groups.  Furthermore, these systems are constantly changing within history, and while I believe the overall contours of these systems have remained mostly stable, there have still been significant changes, both positive and negative, to how they have played out from decade to decade.  Because of forces such as the women’s, queer, and trans liberation movements as well as larger structural forces, these systems look differently and work differently in the United States of today than they did 10, 30, or 60 years ago.

White Supremacy:  We live in a society that is heavily organized around the social construct of race, an illusory concept that exists solely to reinforce oppressive social relationships.  

In the Unites States, both historically and presently, the racial category of “white” exists as the driving force of racial politics.  While dynamics of racial oppression in the US (and especially their intersections with all other forms of oppression) are complex, it is beyond doubt that we live in a white supremacist society, in which many people who are socially defined as “white” carry certain individual and institutional privileges at the expense of socially defined communities of color. If history books actually told the truth, they would be simply unreadable because of all the white supremacist bloodshed and exploitation that would fill them.  From the genocide, rape, slavery, and brutal exploitation that allowed the United States to develop the infrastructure and wealth that have made it so rich and powerful, to the disproportionate number of people of color who have HIV/AIDs or who live in polluted neighborhoods, all the way to the prison industrial complex which claims the lives and livelihoods of so many people of color today, American society is firmly rooted in white supremacy. 

Once again, however, we must recognize white supremacy as an historically dynamic and interconnected system, inseparable from other oppressive systems.  Every racial identification in our culture is heavily gendered, sexualized, and associated with economic class, and with the constant pressure of historical forces and of steady social activism, structures of white supremacy, and even basic definitions of racial categories (such as whiteness) have changed many times in our society.  For example, while not necessarily transforming the institutional setup of the United States, the legacies of the civil rights, nationalist, and feminist of color movements of the 1950’s, 60’s, and 70’s have fundamentally changed consciousness of race in the US, in many ways that I believe are irreversible, and which will provide our movements with fertile ground for new waves of organizing in the coming decades.

Capitalism:  We live in a capitalist society, with an economic system based on the private ownership of resources, and on the competitive exploitation of those resources (be they living or non-living) for private profit.  In this system, the individual capitalist people (almost exclusively white men) who once controlled the productive resources of our society have been replaced by vast, hierarchical, multinational corporations (which are still primarily controlled by white men), who are consistently exploiting and manipulating the vast majority of the world’s population for the sole enrichment of themselves.  This system of corporate capitalism is becoming increasingly global, which has rapidly accelerated the way that all systems of oppression are interacting and influencing each other all over the world.  

Because of the competition inherent to capitalism, growth must be nonstop, the search for profits must be ever-accelerating, and more and more of life must be made marketable.  Our homes, our bodies, our spiritualities, our schools, the media, and our very minds are battlegrounds for profit.  Those who win these battles gain more and more wealth, and they concentrate power in fewer and fewer hands, while the rest of us are either declared useless and left to rot in jail or in poverty, or we live as hollow, powerless, alienated consumers, who know no life but mall life, who know no joy but that which has a price-tag.

While I do not believe that capitalism is the most important, most serious, or most overarching system of oppression in our society, I do believe that because of the way that it’s structured, it is perhaps one of the most dynamic social systems ever to exist in human history.  It’s very nature demands that it be ever-changing and ever-expanding, constantly finding new links with all other systems in existence, and even creating whole new systems (such as those related to communications technology and the internet...spheres of life that didn’t even exist a century ago) in its wake.  While its dynamic nature makes capitalism incredibly powerful, it also makes it incredibly unstable.  Significantly, this means that since all of the activities of capitalism are bound up with all other forms of oppression, capitalism’s unique dynamic features make the entire hierarchical world system more unstable than it would be under a different economic order.  This raises profound strategic questions that we will touch on, predictably, in the strategy section.

Statism:  We live in a society that is founded on a strong state: a web of hierarchical government institutions and decision-making structures that facilitate the overall stability of our social system.  This state is made up of various levels of government officials, numerous public services, countless law enforcement agencies, and an absolutely gigantic standing army. 

While the United States makes grand claims to being organized around a democratic state, the reality is that it’s slightly better than the opposite.  If we actually compare the number of political decisions in which average American citizens have a voice to the number of decisions that are actually made, it is very clear that most of the political power in the United States lies firmly in the hands of a very narrow, privileged group of rich, straight, white men who primarily represent corporate interests.  In some cases, this unjust state of affairs is maintained through force (especially in regard to communities of color), but more often it is maintained through ideological control within cultural institutions such as the media, schools, and churches.  Through these institutions, the American public has been heavily disempowered and alienated from the political process.  Additionally, a strong sense of national identity and patriotism exists in the United States, which produces an incredible loyalty to the state, with certain cultural symbols such as the flag and the bald eagle being extremely effective in enforcing conformity and discouraging dissent.  

Finally, The American state maintains supremacy on an international level through militarism, through its big guns and its willingness to use them.  There have been countless examples of this such as the invasions of what is now the western and southwestern US, of the Philippines, of Cuba, and of Iraq, the government’s historical support of totalitarian regimes in places like Chile, East Timor, and Saudi Arabia, the rampant sexual violence that exists in the shadows of all US military installations around the globe, the two nuclear bombs dropped on Japan and the massive nuclear buildup that followed, and, of course, the war on terrorism that is being waged with typical fanaticism right now.  

Ablism:  We live in a society that oppresses and socially excludes people who have physical and mental disabilities, whether those disabilities are temporary or permanent, whether they are lifelong or the result of some event or some process in the course of a person’s life.  Often, in our culture, people with disabilities are either treated as invisible or as pitiful abnormalities, who must be controlled and contained in institutions, whose self-determination and bodily integrity are often denied, and who are thus relegated to sub-human status, while many of us who are considered ‘normal’ (for now at least) are free to go about our lives without having to worry about what places are accessible to us, what jobs, homes, and recreations are available to us, or even, on a basic level, whether we are to be considered complete human beings.

Often, in our own ablism, many of us on the left are unaware of the disability justice movements that have fought in this country against forced institutionalization, against sexual assault by caregivers, against dehumanizing “therapies,” for wheelchair access, for fair and equal employment, for the right to use American Sign Language (in the case of deaf and hard of hearing communities), and for many other changes in the ablist system.  

Anthropocentrism: We live in an anthropocentric society, based around a narrow-minded and ignorant view of humans (again, usually privileged white males) as separate from and superior to nature.  By creating this hierarchical separation from nature, the powerful feel justified in using the natural world as a simple instrument for their own ends.  Their exploitation and destruction of the natural world, and the location of the harmful byproducts of that destruction in the communities of the oppressed, makes the issue of ecology truly pressing for all of us.  

Those few who control our society, who exercise power and influence on a scale that most of us cannot even imagine, are rapidly destroying the very basic things on which human life depends.  The poisoning of water, global warming, deforestation, urban sprawl, the destruction of whole species and the elimination of biodiversity in favor of a simplified, easily exploitable environment…all of these things, if allowed to continue, will eventually lead to our demise.

Ageism: We live in a society in which young to middle-aged adults have power and privilege over children and the elderly.  While some amount of hierarchy and authority might be expected between adults and children (after all, there are some legitimate forms of authority, if they remain on a small, informal scale, and especially if they avoid a self/other dichotomy), our society forces children into an oppressive and age segregated school system for twelve or more years of their lives, where they are dehumanized and indoctrinated into the hierarchical system and are denied those experiences that might actually allow them to be healthy, empowered citizens.  The elderly, on the other hand, are simply just left for dead (which is strongly linked to ablism, too), with whole industries of telemarketers and door-to-door salespeople circling around them like buzzards. 

With capitalism’s demand for new markets, children as young as newborns are being targeted as the new consumers, and in this process, ageism is intersecting with racism, sexism, and classism in alarming new ways.  Unhealthy, sexist, euro-centric beauty standards are being foisted on elementary and even pre-school girls, while violent, racist, often pro-war video games are being marketed at young boys.  The very notion of childhood is being transformed within the intersections of all of these oppressive forces.

Religious Oppression:  We live in a society that is dominated by the symbols and values of Christianity, many of which are so deeply absorbed into our culture that they are not even recognized as religiously founded. While spirituality is an important, powerful thing, to be celebrated and nourished within our society, most organized religions, including but not limited to many forms of Christianity (especially those that can be called fundamentalist) are hierarchical, oppressive, and supportive of the status quo.  Additionally, many religions can be extremely disempowering, encouraging people to look away from the possibilities for a new world here and now and to instead focus on an afterlife that is guaranteed to none of us.

Finally, romanticism about religious organizations and individuals has led many to overlook the role that religious authorities have historically and presently played in the perpetuation of sexual abuse, genocide, slavery, and almost every other form of violence and oppression that has yet existed.  

7) All of these oppressive systems, and any others that I’ve neglected to mention, can be understood to exist on five “levels:” the internalized, individual level, the interpersonal level, the institutional level, the international level, and the all-encompassing “level” of interconnections with all other forms of oppression.  These five levels are like the fingers of a hand.  By themselves, they may just seem like social barriers that certain groups of people face, but when combined they form a fist, a powerful, overwhelming, ever-present system of oppressive relationships.

8) If we are born in this society, then we are born into this ‘matrix’ of oppressions, and these oppressions—and their interactions within us—have profound influences over the development of our identities.  Each form of oppression has its own dividing lines, by which we are assigned our different social roles (be they privileged roles or oppressed roles).  When we are born, we are socialized into various combinations of these social roles depending on what sides of the various lines we were born into.  So, in relation to some social systems of oppression, someone could be born into privilege, but that very same person could be born and raised on the oppressed side of other oppressive systems.  

The implications of this are that we all have extraordinarily unique identities and relationships to the systems of oppression that surround us.  In reality, there is actually no such thing as a male or a female experience, or a black or white or Asian experience, or a queer or trans experience; those are false levels of abstraction.  Every man’s experience is also defined by his race, class, sexuality, etc., as is every woman’s.  This doesn’t mean that we can’t generalize about different group experiences, as we did in the brief descriptions of the oppressive systems above, but it does mean that we should be extremely self-aware in doing so, acknowledging that almost no one’s experiences are going to fully match the generalizations.  

This also doesn’t mean that we’re all “equally oppressed” or “equally privileged” (I, for example, was born on the privileged side of almost every oppressive system in this country), or that no one has any responsibilities as allies to anyone else; what it does mean is that wherever we experience privilege in this society, we have a responsibility to work as allies with those who we hold privileges “over,” and where we are oppressed in society, we are justified in fighting alongside other oppressed people to win our freedom.  How that plays out is unique to every single individual and their experiences, and it often means that people do some work as allies while simultaneously fighting for their own liberation from oppression.

9) It is imperative that we understand the ways in which all of these oppressive systems screw with our own internal senses of ourselves, as well as our abilities to relate with each other on interpersonal levels.  This is often called internalized oppression or superiority, one of the five fingers mentioned above.  Oppressive systems create all sorts of myths, stereotypes, and dividing lines that keep us from trusting each other and even trusting ourselves, and so it is vital that each of us works to understand how the unique confluence of oppressions and privileges in our own lives have affected how we interact with the world and people around us. 

10) Because of the multiplicity of oppressive systems, because of the ways these various systems interact within each of us, within our relationships, and within the institutions of society, and because none of these systems can even be understood in isolation from the rest, it is unproductive, and I believe wrong, to try to pull out and define any one or two oppressions as root or key oppressions which are the most important to fight against.  Instead, since we have to work together to end them all anyway, we should recognize, from the start, that all forms of oppression are intimately linked together and that they must be resisted and, ultimately, eradicated simultaneously.  We’ll discuss this more in the strategy section.

11) It is important to acknowledge that right now, in our society, there are countless social movements trying to resist and eradicate the various oppressive systems that exist in our society.  Many of these movements are single oppression or even single issue movements, and some are multi-oppression and multi-issue movements.  Some act in solidarity with other movements, and many do not.  Some have won important victories in the struggle for social justice, while many have not.  In the strategy section, we will talk more about the interactions between and within these various movements.

12) Finally, taking into account the above eleven points, we should recognize that the current setup of our society is not meeting even the basic physical and emotional needs of almost any of us, and thus, we must build a new society that will be in harmony not with the legacy of oppression, but with the legacy of freedom, and which will uphold community-based values that are essential to our health and happiness as human beings.

Wow.  Still there?  That was more detail than even I expected!  But, still, I felt like it had to be said.

Overall, I believe that these twelve points provide a rough sketch of the kind of consciousness, the kind of unified worldview, that I think our movements for liberation could use.  By being honest and explicit about both the positive, hopeful, ecological, and community-based aspects of human reality, as well as the deep, complex, and dynamic structures of modern oppressive systems, I believe that we can speak to people’s authentic everyday lives in ways that the right simply can’t.  Also, if we use this level of consciousness as a foundation from which to help people start thinking about vision and strategy, I think that we have some very good long-term prospects for building some truly powerful mass-movements in our lifetimes.  

Vision:

The big, bold picture of what we want for ourselves, our families, and our planet.

Okay.  So the world sucks, and we’re like all oppressed, and the system is totally rotten.  So what?  That’s just the way things are.  There is no alternative.  

There is no alternative.  TINA.  The phrase is thrown around so often in our society that we’ve created an acronym for it.  Oppression has existed in the world for so long, and the dominant culture has been so successful at making itself seem inevitable and natural, that most people genuinely believe that the world we have is the only possible world we could have.  

They are wrong.  This world exists as it is for very specific historical reasons, there has never been anything inevitable about it.  And the fact that this world came from within history means that it can be changed within history.  That is why you and I are here, now, thinking about this stuff; because we feel, or we want to feel that things could be radically different.

In a world that often seems like it is filled with misery and impossibility, vision is that small place in our minds and in our hearts where we can keep those feelings of what’s possible, where we can let our hope live and breathe.  Vision is the place where we get a glimpse, through our wild imaginings, of the brilliant, beautiful worlds that we so desire and so deserve.  But vision is not just an intellectual vacation spot for world-weary radicals.  It’s not just escapist fantasy for our breaks between activist campaigns.  I believe that vision is one of the key ingredients for building a mass revolutionary movement in this country.  

It is also the place, if we finally give it proper attention, where we on the left have the potential to seriously kick the right’s ass.  Because the right’s worldview is inherently cynical, individualistic, and anti-social, they are incapable of seriously defending themselves if faced with solid, compelling visions of a different world, visions that not only capture people’s imaginations but that are also backed up by a strong analysis and by practical strategies.  Beyond calling for higher and higher levels of consumerism, the right wing is simply not in the business of proposing better worlds.  Instead, all they can do is try to make our visions look impossible, thus always coming off as the grouches and cynics that they are, or some of them might even say that their visionary world is in Heaven, and that makes them look even more cynical.  Vision is the possible trump card of the left, because we are the ones who dare to hope.

So, what might a holistic revolutionary vision look like?   What kind of world could actually exist that would be free, or mostly free, from all forms of oppression?  Well, on a fundamental level, I agree with the Zapatistas’ desire for “a world in which there are many worlds, a world in which our world, and the worlds of others will fit.”  I believe that any kind of attempt to articulate one singular vision of how all of society should change is bankrupt from the start.  All visions should have room for many other visions, and all societies should have room for other societies, and so the very process of creating vision should be a collective process, a community process.  However, with all of that said, I believe there is still value, on a personal level, in sketching an outline of the kind of different society that would appeal to me, and which I think we could build a mass movement around:

1) On my most hopeful days, I imagine a society that is organized, not according to hierarchical, competitive, individualistic values and understandings of humans, but rather around the kinds of community-based values that we know we need to be happy, healthy human beings: freedom, cooperation, equality, participation, creativity, curiosity, physicality, spirituality (of some sort or another), and ecology.  


This society would thoroughly deconstruct the current hierarchical ideologies and institutions of patriarchy, capitalism, white supremacy, the state, heterosexism, etc. and would replace them with new values and institutions that are in harmony with our community-based values.  Social structures would recognize that their primary function is to support and strengthen communities, and to help nurture the healthy growth of empowered, passionate, inspired, and community-rooted individuals. 

2) This society would uphold the equality of the sexes (and those who do not fit into such categories), the infinitude of genders (rather than just two rigid categories of woman/man), the fluidity of sexuality (rather than the assumption that we are all either straight or queer for life), knowledge of and control of our own bodies, and a view of family life which recognizes, first, that even in the presence of lifelong monogamous partnerships, most people need and desire a wide array of intimate social connections in their lives (rather than isolated nuclear family units), and, second, that while children do need stable, loving, dedicated adults in their lives, they also need to be immersed in social life as equals (except, of course, with issues of safety), and not as raw material to be shaped according to the wishes of authority figures.  

All spheres of life and all resources would be available equally to people of all gender identities.  Children would be raised from birth with the freedom to choose which identities fit them and how they want to live, love, and be loved. Diverse types of intimate relationships, with open communication and explicit sexual consent being one thing common to them, would be not only accepted, but celebrated.  Families and households would share work both inside and outside the home and decisions would be made by all involved.  Child rearing and socialization would be the responsibility of the whole community, not just parents or age-segregated school systems, and community daycares and community-integrated schools would be freely available to all.

Obviously, sexual objectification and pornography would not exist to demean and degrade women as they do now, but, if people (meaning primarily women) so chose, erotica and sex work would still be available on some scale.  Also, self love and masturbation would be encouraged as healthy, even necessary aspects of our sexualities, decreasing some of the shame, insecurity, competition, and desperation that are currently attached to being without a sexual partner.

3) This society would work to deconstruct arbitrary categories of race and nationality, allowing people to live in communities that they choose, and to participate in cultural traditions that they feel truly speak to them.  At the same time, however, cultural autonomy and integrity would be respected (such as that of indigenous peoples) to protect cultures from being crassly imitated, exploited, and taken out of cultural context by insincere or misunderstanding people.  For the most part, people would be expected to contribute to the communities that they are a part of, and the communities would support each person in reciprocity. 

In order for this kind of interculturalism to work, however, cities, towns, and villages would have to be redesigned in ways that encourage community life; all aspects of community life would be redesigned to be accessible to people with various different disabilities (and disability institutions would be replaced by other democratic, community-based forms of care); parks, plazas, theatres, and numerous other public spaces would probably replace the rows and rows of malls and chain stores.  Neighborhoods would be transformed from being simple grids drawn on a map to being vibrant components of everyday life: lively intersections where people share stories, make important decisions, display artwork, have adventures, and so on.

These communities, in their wild diversity, would coexist in mutual support and celebration with each other, knowing that differences are one of the most profound and beautiful parts of human experience.   



Diverse spiritualities would be respected and celebrated, so long as they did not impose on other people’s belief systems, and people would be encouraged to explore outside of their own spiritualities (again, respecting cultural autonomy at the same time) to find those perspectives that most resonate with them.

4) This society would be based on the social ownership and control of the economy.  In practice, this means that our own communities would control the wealth that is currently owned by corporations, the capitalist class, and the state, and we would use that wealth to meet human needs instead of expanding private profit.  Actual decisions regarding how the economy works would be made in a participatory way by all of us who are affected by each decision, in federated community and workers’ councils, rather than by the impersonal forces of the market.

Work itself would be reorganized to include both mental and manual, both empowering and tedious labor, to ensure that the joys and sorrows of work are evenly distributed across society, and to encourage everyone to have solidarity about what it means to work for a living.  Everyone would be guaranteed a basic income to match their needs, and people would be able to earn additional income based on the effort and sacrifice they put into their work, not on the kind of job they do, so that the naturally gifted don’t get undeserved material rewards over people who may be less gifted but who work harder.  Additionally, workplaces would be run by the workers themselves, not by professional managers and bureaucrats and free, life-long education would be available to all to ensure that everyone has the skills to participate in decision-making.


Under such an economy, with our current technology and without the waste that the capitalist drive for profit creates, people would probably not have to work more than twenty hours a week to achieve a high standard of living.  This reality would be reinforced further by the production of higher quality goods (rather than current goods which are designed to wear out so we have to buy newer and newer versions of them), and by certain goods (like maybe cars, washing machines, and computers) that could be shared by neighborhoods rather than being owned by individuals.  

Such an economy would also be planned in such a way so that socially and environmentally destructive goods would not be produced, or would be produced in limited quantities, and so that the overall tendency of the economy is toward sustainable production and consumption in connection with the natural world.  One of the ways this can be accomplished is by prioritizing local consumption of local goods, to minimize the need for mass production and shipping and to maximize the connection consumers have with what they are consuming.


5) The stability and integrity of this society and its various “social contracts” would be maintained and enforced through a governing structure organized as a bottom-up global confederation, beginning with neighborhoods, federating across towns, counties, bioregions, continents, hemispheres, and finally the world.  Decision-making at each level of this confederation would be based on the principles of participatory democracy: people have a say in the decisions that affect their lives in relation to how they are affected.

The vast majority of decisions would be made at the neighborhood, city, and bioregional levels, and would probably involve massive public meetings, referendums, community-empowered working groups, internet-based polling, etc..  As mass decision-making becomes more and more cumbersome and time consuming in the higher levels of decision-making, temporary, recallable representatives would be sent to conventions and congresses to represent the expressed wishes of their constituencies in the lower federations.

Within this kind of political system, public safety, community defense, conflict resolution, and other functions that governments serve would be dealt with by rotating community patrols (rather than by professional, career law enforcement), volunteer emergency workers, community militias (specializing in non-lethal techniques of self-defense), and neighborhood conflict resolution panels, composed, literally, of a person’s peers.   


Criminals and people who otherwise endanger others might live in special areas of town in which they are guarded, but are still allowed to have some decision-making power, are allowed to engage in some aspects of public life (mainly with the hope of being rehabilitated), and are supported and encouraged in reconciling with those whom they have wronged.  Such a justice system might be more expensive or require more personnel than the existing prison system, but it should be kept in mind that there would surely be fewer people in the “justice system” (especially if drugs were decriminalized and white supremacy and capitalism were abolished, as they would be), and this method would have higher chances of rehabilitating criminals than the current approach, which essentially locks people into anti-social lives of crime and desperation because they are given no other way out.

6) This society would have an ecological relationship with the rest of the world, recognizing how we are all deeply connected with our surrounding ecosystems and organizing life according to that recognition.  From birth, children would be immersed in the natural world, getting a deep sense of its rhythms and nuances.  People would make personal, cultural, political, and economic decisions with a knowledge of how it would affect not only the people around them, but how it would affect the ecology and future generations as well.

In practice, this means that we would reverse our encroachment on wilderness areas, instead moving backwards toward more consolidation in urban areas, allowing for wilderness to recover across the land.  These more consolidated urban areas would be "greened:" filled to the brim with community gardens, sustainable energy generators, wild parks, recycling systems, etc..  Bikes and public transportation would replace most cars, and the economy would be organized so as to make commuting and long-distance travel less necessary than it is now.  Many streets would probably be torn up and replaced with forests, grasslands, and courtyards, thus maximizing the possibilities for privacy and ecological connection for the cities’ inhabitants.

Ecological ethics would be applied to the use and development of technology and projects that are dangerous, selfish, and ignorant of our place in nature would not be undertaken.  Biotechnology and nuclear technology, for example, would probably be completely abandoned, at least until more ecological approaches could be developed (as if that were possible).  Obviously, our dependence on fossil fuels and other non-renewable resources would be replaced by less overall energy dependence, and by more sustainable forms of energy such as wind and solar power.  

Additionally, our relationships with animals would be very different.  If we continued to consume animal products at all (which I personally don’t think we should or need to), we would do so in a limited, respectful fashion, not in mass industries of breeding and slaughter.  Pets, zoos, and other forms of domestication would probably be halted at their current point, and replaced with attempts to live in non-intrusive relationships with wild animals.

Also, democratic and just means of slowly reducing both the world’s population growth and the world’s (actually, mainly the richest countries’) consumption of resources would be developed.

In the end, we would be trying to live in the natural world in a way that allows us to develop, explore, express ourselves, and pursue our collective desires, but which constantly respects the vast biodiversity that characterizes life on this planet, and which attempts to leave free and open the paths which other species might take in their own respective evolutions.

7) In short, this society would be radically different from our current society.  Its institutions would foster dialogue and cooperation, democracy and diversity, creativity and innovation, and other socially positive values, rather than the competition, status seeking, and aggression that are actually encouraged by existing institutions.  

In order for this society to be stable, however, not only institutions would have to change, but actual people would have to be different as well.  Their daily lives would have a different mood to them.  They would be skilled in open, honest communication, dialogical conflict resolution, and other kinds of cooperation; they would be celebratory of diversity; they would be invested in public life; they would be curious and expressive.

This kind of human cultural shift would require new cultural institutions, to replace the toxic mass media and entertainment systems that we currently have.  While mass media will probably always exist, I would hope that in a future society we would also have a rejuvenation of more community-based forms of media and entertainment, such as storytelling, street theatre, and other folk arts.  

I believe that all of the above, both personal traits and social institutions, would combine to create a society made up of rich, diverse communities of free, creative people.  People would have the time, the resources, the energy, and the emotional support to pursue the kinds of dreams that only the privileged get to fully pursue in our society today: music, sports, painting, literature, poetry, scholarship, traveling, science, love, and so many other wonderful things.   This new society would take that small amount of human potential we see in both our history and in our current society and it would simply blow the lid off it, allowing the power and grace of a liberated humanity to explode in unprecedented, uncharted, and unpredictable directions. 

This discussion of vision begs an important question, though: given the immense power of the hierarchical system, how can we expect either the new people or the new institutions that this society would require to ever come into existence, especially considering the fact that the forces arrayed against us are so large and powerful?

This is the question of strategy, which we will turn to now.  

Strategy:

The plan we have for changing the world in which we live into the world we envision.

Now we return to where we started, that sketchy, heavily contested territory of leftist politics that we call strategy.  However hard we might work to sharpen our critique of the current society, as much as we might struggle to paint vivid and convincing visions of something better, we will be stranded without a revolutionary strategy to guide us from the one to the other.  It is the key ingredient that allows us to go beyond fantasies and complaints, to go beyond being utopians and whiners, and to become actual participants in the transformation of the world.  But how do we actually create a strategy that is successful, and which truly doesn’t leave any movement behind? 

Here, more than anywhere else, is where we have a lot that we can learn from the right.  I believe that their success in this country—while certainly dependent on their intimate ties with the power structure, their affinity for the status quo, and their seemingly endless financial resources—has a whole lot to do with the strategic choices that they’ve made over the last few decades and, once again, while I do not think that we should mimic them, I think that we actually should be making some of those same choices.

I believe that the right is doing so well because they fully recognize themselves as fighting a war for a radically different world, not just for a few minor reforms in the system.  They have a radical worldview, they want to see that worldview enacted across the entire society, they understand that it is going to take them decades of struggle to achieve this, and so they orient themselves in relation to that decades-long struggle.  They understand the difference between individual battles and the war itself, and they are willing to sacrifice all sorts of individual losses if it brings them closer to their broader goal.  They don’t want pieces of the pie, they want it all, and they are very clear about that.

In practice, what this means is that the right recognizes that their primary goal is cultural change.  Rather than getting hung up on mobilizing people for individual policy changes like most of the left does, the right focuses their resources on developing cultural institutions: flooding bookstores and newsstands with publications, infiltrating universities, taking over talk radio, creating conservative television stations, creating all sorts of right-wing social service organizations, building mega-churches that provide real senses of community.  Go into a Family Christian Store and it will smack you in the face: action figures, greeting cards, board games, video games, curriculums, music, movies; the creation of a radical right-wing culture that exists parallel to the dominant society, and which is steadily creating a base of people who will vote for conservative politicians, who will staff conservative institutions, and who will sometimes even hit the streets as activists for conservative causes.  

By prioritizing cultural change and the spread of their broad worldview over specific policy struggles, the right has avoided much of the divisiveness that the left has historically had to deal with.  Overall, they aren’t working from the political-struggle-as-protest-march mentality, so they aren’t having big battles over what organization comes first, or which issue gets priority.  They understand that if they build a foundation for their entire worldview now, then eventually they’ll control so much of the political culture of this country that they’ll have room for all of their different organizations and positions.  Rather than fighting over a small little radical-fringe sandbox now, they are uniting to share the entire damn planet later!  This is a level of mutual understanding that the US left has never been able to reach, or really even come close to reaching. 

Okay, so thinking about all of these observations about right wing strategy, what should we on the left be doing?  Here are some of my thoughts:

1) Given what we’ve already discussed about consciousness and vision, we should recognize both that we deserve an entirely different society than the current one and that a different society is possible (or at least conceivable enough to be worth fighting for).  We should thus always have an understanding of ourselves, as leftists, in the context of this larger, long-term revolutionary struggle.  We want a revolution in the structures and values of our society.  We are revolutionaries.  We can take or leave the specific language, but in terms of overall sentiment, this is something that we should be proud to say, not something that should ever make us feel naïve or childish.  

2) We should also recognize that the sweeping, revolutionary changes that we want will not come from fighting to reform existing structures from below, nor will they come from any kind of winning or seizing of state power to transform structures from above, although both approaches will probably be involved.  What is most vital in building a revolutionary movement and winning a revolutionary society in the US is exactly what the right is doing, what is called a “dual-power” strategy: working directly in our culture, at all levels, to actually build the values and institutions of the new world we envision right now, in the shell of the old.  

Working within a dual-power strategy, rather than waiting for certain preconditions for our freedom, we are always moving forward toward the society that we desire, regardless of whether we ever actually reach that ideal point where we are replacing the hierarchical world system as a whole.

3) A dual-power strategy is built around three broad types of struggle:

Popular Education: One of the most vital roles people can play within a holistic dual-power strategy is that of popular educators.  Popular educators are our movement’s alternatives to the right-wing intelligentsia.  One of the best ways for the left to beat the consciousness-forming power of the mass media is for us to go in-between ordinary people and that media, actually interacting with live groups of people, doing popular education activities in our communities, to expose the contradictions of the system.  While alternative media institutions are also crucial, I believe that it is equally important for us to have thousands of actual human popular educators who exist within actual physical spaces, doing regular, intense work with different groups of people to unlearn the norms and values of the dominant culture.  It’s like door-to-door political education, without the gross missionary feel that it has had in so many other contexts.


Popular education also offers us an excellent way to drive wedges within the right.  The right is divided on many points, and if we have people on the ground to draw out these divisions and provide an alternative perspective to the right's unifying worldview, I think that we can weaken right wing movements significantly.

Institution Building: A dual-power strategy is built around the idea of creating new institutions that will rival and eventually replace the institutions of the existing system, building a parallel power.  Using our vision as a guide, we should be working on specific projects that can meet peoples needs and desires so that they can become less and less invested in the dominant culture, hopefully weakening the dominant culture so much that it collapses and we can take over.


While institutions can be built through the buying and renting of property, or through winning some amount of political power, I believe that a fundamental element of revolutionary institution building is going to have to be militant direct action. While I agree with the idea of a diversity of tactics for a diversity of situations, I believe that, overall, prioritizing bold, creative, visionary, and non-violent forms of direct action is a good idea.  Just thinking in terms of ending capitalism, for a example, wealth is going to have to be taken back from the corporations and the super-rich to be redistributed in our communities, and that is not going to happen voluntarily.  We are going to have to seize it from them.  While some of this might be done through the initiative of some future progressive government, I predict that direct action will still be necessary to take the corporations' obscene amount of property from them.  So, it would be really exciting to see massive coalitions of community members and workers seizing corporate properties and converting those properties into alternative institutions, just as has happened in many revolutionary movements in the past.

Resistance: As long as oppression exists in our society, we are going to be faced with the task of resisting it.  Whether through individual resistance, electoral politics, protest, or even more militant forms of action, we should always be confronting those policies of the system that we despise...which is all of them. The question I want to ask, though, is how are we orienting ourselves towards our resistance?  Do we exist, as movements, only in resistance, or is our resistance tied to a larger, more constructive project?  Are we mindlessly, hectically moving from single-issue resistance struggle to single-issue resistance struggle, or are we strategically building a resistance movement that is also raising people's consciousness about our broader worldview...so that the next time we have to resist something, we don't have to educate people about the basics all over again?

By itself, resistance will never be enough.  It will overwhelm us, depress us, and burn us out.  But if it is linked with the two other forms of struggle above, as part of a holistic dual-power strategy, resistance can be one of the sharpest political tools we have, drawing peoples attention to the contradictions of the entire system, carving out a space for people to imagine how things might eventually be different, and giving people real opportunities to realize their potential as participants in the shaping of history.


Like popular education, certain forms of resistance in certain communities can be used to drive wedges within the right, and these should be used strategically, without compromising our own beliefs for the sake of challenging theirs.
4) Our dual-power strategy must be holistic, recognizing that, for us, winning means an end to all forms of oppression in every single state, city, and neighborhood in our country, linked with similar revolutionary changes in every other country in the world.  More concretely, this means that we will actually need to build holistic anti-oppression cultures and institutions in every single state, city, and neighborhood.  The vast majority of people in each of these locations will need to be actively participating in directly democratic ways.  Liberation doesn’t mean having kick-ass multicultural alternative schools in Boston and then having an amazing rape crisis center over in Houston.  Liberation must be understood as having awesome structures that serve all people in every single location where people live their lives.

5) While it may be useful for single-issue movements, the common leftist mentality of political-struggle-as-protest-march simply doesn't make sense for a holistic revolutionary project.  We cannot possibly achieve the wide array of changes that a dual-power strategy demands within a movement that is trying to move in one straight, neat line, with certain issues or people in the lead (as revolutionary subjects), and with all the rest of us following behind (as more or less objects).  We need a more open and productive way of thinking about our struggles.  Instead of trying for a singular, grand, unified Movement, I believe a holistic dual-power strategy should be carried out by a massive, diverse, ecosystem of movements, organized around a politics of solidarity.

In an ecosystem of movements, there is no front or back, there is no margin or center, and there is no one revolutionary subject.  Rather, every one of us is a revolutionary subject, and every aspect of our lives is a possible site of revolutionary struggle.  Every single authentic attempt to undermine and replace the current system is celebrated as a part of the ecosystem, and we recognize how vital it is to always have activists, organizers, and movements who are called to different issues and different styles of fighting.  After all, diversity is fundamental to any healthy ecosystem.

6) But, as I've already said, this ecosystem of movements is only effective if it is organized around a politics of solidarity, where even though we aren't all doing the same things or fighting in the same ways, we seek to genuinely understand each other's struggles and to have each other's backs as parts of the same larger cause.  Your struggle is my struggle, my struggle is your struggle, and thank goodness that we have each other to split this vital work between us!  

Concretely, there are major implications to this kind of orientation: none of us can be content with just specializing in the fights that most affect us, focusing only on building the dual-power institutions that most serve us.  The anti-war group must be anti-sexist and must apply that analysis into their anti-war work.  The feminist collective must be anti-racist, the anti-racist coalition must be queer liberationist...and so on and so on.  Within whatever focused work we might choose to do, be it environmental justice, or youth liberation, or animal rights, we should always be seeking to connect and expand our focused work into the fight for total liberation.  

Furthermore, ally work is essential to this politics of solidarity.  Because of the oppressive reality that we live in, because of the dividing lines that different oppressions have drawn across our realities, and because of the historical scars that these dividing lines have left on our movements, where society's most marginalized voices have been similarly marginalized within social justice struggles, those of us who are privileged, in one way or another, have both an ethical and strategic responsibility to work actively as allies to those communities who we hold privileges "over."  We lose without feminist men.  We lose without anti-racist whites.  We lose without accessible, cross-class multigenerational movements. Taking the time and making the effort to cross the lines that have been drawn by our oppressive reality, to actually go and meet with and come to know those who we’ve been taught to distrust and fear…this is how we win.   For those of us with privileges in this society, ally work must be inseparable from our understanding of solidarity.

Working as an ecosystem of movements, organizing around a politics of solidarity, we shouldn't need to fight nearly as much amongst ourselves about which issue should get priority when, because all of our issues will feed into the building of the broader movement.

7) This is not to say, however, that all possible struggles should be considered strategically or even ethically equal, and that we should just have an uncritical, "anything goes" approach to building a revolution.  It would be hard to argue, for example, that a fight for a single new bicycle lane in a suburban community is on the same plane as the fight against domestic violence in the United States, the fight against the forced institutionalization of people with disabilities, or the fight to end the daily military assaults against the people of Iraq.  There are real differences between each possible struggle, especially in the ways they play out in different communities, and those differences need to be studied, discussed, and argued about.

But still, even if different issues and struggles have different weights to them, there are so many people in our society, so many potential revolutionaries, that there is actually room for all of it.  If we recognize, as we should, that every issue is a potential path into the broader movement, then the more issues that are being worked on at the same time—big issues, little issues, deep issues, shallow issues—the more paths we have open!  Different issues speak to different people in different ways in different places, so rather than trying (and always failing) to steer everyone toward one or two "key issues," we should acknowledge and celebrate people's different interests while trying to get all of these different interests to link to the larger revolutionary project.  

8) Just as real ecosystems on our planet are shaped by the circumstances in which they exist (the climate, the soil, the availability of water, the history of the land), the ecosystem of our movements is also shaped by the circumstances in which our movements exist.  The conjuncture of social forces is different within every single different community, and these conjunctures have a powerful effect on which kinds of struggles will be successful where.  Although, eventually, every community will need to have different schools, health care, transportation, economic institutions, etc., the way these things are brought to life, and what they actually look like will vary tremendously from community to community.  Whatever the particular struggles people are most involved with, all activists should pay careful attention to the conjuncture of social forces within their communities to determine their own tactics and strategies for building pieces of the dual-power.

And where the conjunctures of social forces in multiple communities overlap, there are tremendous possibilities for building large mass movements that cross all sorts of geographic and identity boundaries.  This is where the unique dynamism of capitalism has shot the system in the foot: in attempting to intensify the globalization of the oppressive systems, capitalism has simultaneously given our movements a number of unique opportunities for globalizing our revolutionary struggles.  When we are doing strategic thinking within our communities, we should take these new opportunities for cross-community solidarity into strong account.

9) This actually brings us to a key component of a dual-power strategy: we should seek to root our work in our own specific geographical communities, and we should network out and in from there.  It is at the community level where the deepest cultural changes need to happen, in our neighborhoods, our schools, our supermarkets, and our workplaces.  These places, even if we feel alienated from them now, should be seen as our bases.  When we decide on what kind of work we want to do, we should be at least partially thinking about how that will relate to our bases.

Now, this is not to discourage the formation of groups beyond the community level.  Regional, national, even international networks and organizations are essential to social change in the United States.  But members of these larger groups should always be thinking about how to root their work back into their communities, and how to use the resources of the larger group to develop more grassroots leadership at the community level. 

For example, if a young, queer woman of color wants to work with a group of all queer women of color, there might not be enough vocal queer women of color in her immediate surroundings, so the group would have to be broader than that.  That’s totally cool, and totally understandable, and in our current context I’d say that’s the norm for most political groups of all stripes.  But, thinking long term, even this queer women of color group might set their sites on establishing concrete ties (at least finding allies) in their own neighborhoods, workplaces, and schools.   

Another example: resistance to the Iraq war is an international effort, requiring international coordination, but every activist in the anti-war movement has opportunities to bring that resistance into their workplaces, into their schools, and into their apartment complexes, through the sharing of literature, community forums, video nights, or local protests. 

It cannot be stressed enough: building a revolution is a concrete, physical process, and so it must eventually take place in each and every one of the concrete, physical spaces in which we live.

10) Obviously, those of us who want fundamental social change have a lot of enemies, and we should not underestimate them.  We should acknowledge that they will cheat us, lie to us, spy on us, try to divide us, try to hurt us, try to discredit us, try to buy us off, and try to steal our ideas for their own.  We should recognize how the tactics of our enemies have hurt our movements in the past by creating paranoia, shutting down communication, and turning us on each other.  We should make sure that lines of communication are always open, that we are verifying sources of information, that we are careful about sensitive information, that we avoid sectarian divisions wherever possible by assuming good intentions from each other unless we have overwhelming evidence to the contrary.  Also, it is absolutely essential that we support our political prisoners!

Moreover, because of the power of internalized oppression, we should be aware of the ways that our enemies have already become part of ourselves, and we should make the time within our movements to try to heal from the pains and traumas that have been inflicted on us by this society, to connect with each other as human beings, to share laughter and love and discovery, and to find joy wherever we can in the cracks of this system.  

11) The process of building a healthy, sustainable revolution, from the local to the regional and beyond, requires a tremendous amount of coordination, communication, and cooperation amongst all of our different movements and communities.  Since top-down hierarchical organizations (like traditional political parties or non-profits) are contrary to the bottom-up, directly democratic culture that we're trying to build, we need new structures to facilitate us in the revolutionary process.  I definitely think that we can learn from the right regarding this issue. 

I think leftists should start building churches.  Now, before you get too alarmed, let me explain: if we understand a church as a community-based institution, in which diverse groups of people regularly gather to share in their mutual commitment to a broad, unified worldview, then I think leftists should start building institutions like that for ourselves.  Rather than a movement based around sectarian political parties or closed revolutionary collectives, imagine a movement that is based in warm buildings that anyone could go to once a week, in their neighborhoods, where they and others gather to share their politics, to learn more about different struggles against oppression in their communities, to share activist news and needs in the area, and to just generally celebrate each other and find some joy together.  

In some social movements, especially the civil rights and Latin American solidarity movements, churches have played pretty much this function, and many progressive churches still serve this function today.  But I think that on a broader, non-religious level, our communities need physical buildings that will serve as hubs for a holistic revolutionary culture to be built, where the person who’s most passionate about animal rights will actually have the time and space to meet with the feminist, the deep ecologist, and the socialist on a regular basis, so that all of us can be enriched, all of us can be allies to each other, and yet none of our movements get left behind.  Maybe to sound a bit less weird, we should call these institutions something like radical community assemblies.  

In my head, I imagine these radical community assemblies beginning as simple coalitions between different local movements, who come together around some kind of explicit articulation of a shared politics (like this article, but probably shorter).  This coalition works together, shares resources, plans social functions (I think that point is key), and eventually puts together enough resources to set up shop in a physical community space, thus becoming more of an established institution, a radical community assembly.  

These assemblies would take as one of their constant tasks to help other assemblies form in localities around them, building networks of assemblies across cities, regions, states, and the world.  These assemblies, community-rooted and run in a directly democratic fashion, could then serve as the foundation for a dual-power revolutionary governance structure.  The right is well ahead of us in its networking of churches, and the crystallization of those churches into an alternative culture, so we have a lot of work to do on this front.

12) Ultimately, our success in everything we do will be determined by how much popular support we have achieved, and that includes support within the ranks of the police and the armed forces.  Unfortunately, we do not win without a significant level of cultural change within these traditionally reactionary populations as well as broader “civilian” populations.

13) Finally, it is helpful to remember that no one is truly served by the world as it exists now, and that a better world really is in the best interests of all of us.  As cheesy as it sounds, our enemies really are just misguided friends, and that fact should give us both cause for alarm and cause for hope.  Some of them, who are so deeply entrenched in their worlds of exploitation and terror, may never be won over, but I believe that over time, with patient, strategic organizing, the vast majority of people will end up on our side.

Closing Thoughts

In this piece of writing—which started as a plan for a simple 5 page synopsis of some of my basic politics and which became what you have just read—I have tried to share some of the various thoughts that I’ve been thinking about the United States left, articulating just one set of ideas of how the left might move forward.  Like I said before we began, while I have tried to be detailed in the articulation of these ideas, I have no intention of passing them off as the way.  These are merely my thoughts, as they’ve come out on this day, at this time, in this place.  Where these ideas go next, if anywhere, depends entirely on where we collectively decide to take them.  

In the final analysis, there is no guarantee that the social transformations that we so deeply desire will ever come about.  Even with the strongest efforts and the most brilliant applications of theory, our ideals may end up as just a handful of abandoned web-sites, as revolutionary newspapers lining litter-boxes, and as faded memories of a few exciting days when the streets were ours.  Perhaps a meteor or a sudden nuclear exchange will wipe us out while we’re still just sitting in meetings.  Perhaps whatever revolutions that do happen will prefer to jail and execute people like us rather than call us comrades.  Or perhaps, most likely of all, people will simply decide not to listen to us, the effort that we demand being just too much for their wary spirits.  There is an infinite universe of ways that we can fail.


But we already know this.  Being leftists here and now, it is impossible not to.  Still, in the face of these tragic possibilities, we remain in our movements (at least I hope we do) because we also know that our lives, all of them, can be better than these.  We know the world that we deserve, the world that can and should exist, is still out there waiting to be made, and that the smallest possibility of that world is worth the risk of failure.  We know that living in struggle, with hope, with anger, with passion, is far superior to the withered dreams and atrophied desires that would greet us if we gave in.  


Obviously, we’re not in it to fail, though.  We are in it to win (again, at least I hope we are), and we know that this requires more than just ideals.  It requires exertion, it requires creativity, it requires patience, it requires humility, and it requires preparation.  It requires sharp theory and careful, concrete practice, and a constant willingness to augment both as conditions demand.  In short, it requires us at our best, evolving into our potentials, growing together as we collectively grow a brand new society.

I believe that the road to that new society is a wide one, perhaps so wide that it can’t even be called a road.  While there are many, many ways to fail on our journey down that road, I believe that there are probably just as many ways to succeed.  The trick, which I think we’ve been missing for far too long, is in recognizing that those many ways only work when they are connected together.  That notion, more than any of the specific points that I have written here, is the central message of this essay: that we move forward together, or not at all.  A world in which many worlds fit can only be created in a struggle in which many struggles fit.  No movement can be left behind.  I mean that.

The old days of the heroic leader taking us to the promised land…of the revolutionary vanguard at the forefront of the fight…of that one key domino knocking everything else into place…those days are not only gone, they never existed.  Today, tonight, and tomorrow, just like every day before, the answers have always existed right here, in us.  In you, in me, in her, him, and hir, and especially in the spaces in between, it is in us and how we move together that the future is written.  

Will we, as leftists, with all of our baggage and our drama and our attachments to this and that ideology, ever find the time to move together?  Will we ever really make that kind of space within our movements for authentic, consistent, principled solidarity?  That, ultimately, is for history to tell.  But for now, let us, you and I, at least, keep talking here.  Let us try to sort some of this stuff out…

� Here I want to acknowledge the profound impacts that Briana Herman-Brand, Greta Gaard, Chris Dixon, Alisa Bierria, Peter Bohmer, Lambert Rochfort, Tamara Myers, Jessica Hardy, Kathleen Fletcher, Orange McDonald, and Blair Taylor have had on my thinking and the ideas I'm going to put forward in this article.  


� The terms “legacy of domination” and “legacy of freedom” were picked up from the anarchist thinker, Murray Bookchin.
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