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stay ready

Mass protest is erupting
across the country in response
to the Trump administration’s
fascist attacks on immigrant
communities. As the public
attempts to make sense of this
moment, debates about
“violence” and nonviolence are
playing out loudly on social
media. In an effort to offer
some context and grounding for
those navigating this
discourse, Mariame Kaba and I
are publicly sharing chapter
six of our book, Let This
Radicalize You: Organizing and
the Revolution of Reciprocal
Care. 

— Kelly Hayes
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zine Acknowledgments Chapter Six: "Violence" in Social Movements

In spring 2020, when the United States saw mass
rebellion, protests that included acts of property
destruction struck fear into officials around the
country, as support for the uprisings ran high. Cities
across the United States saw billions of dollars in
property damage. Local governments offered
scattered, sacrificial indictments of killer cops in an
effort to appease the public. The words "Black Lives
Matter" began to appear in large block letters on
roadways in major cities. Painted by municipal workers
or by community members at the invitation of
government officials, rather than by protesters, the
block letter murals were co-optive (symbolic)
efforts to placate an outraged public and to depict
nervous mayors and other rattled officials as "allies."
As philosophy professor Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò has pointed
out, the mayor of Washington, DC, had a Black Lives
Matter mural painted on streets near the White House
"atop which protestors continued to be brutalized."1

By mimicking protest art, officials sought to refashion
Black Lives Matter into a mainstream phenomenon—
something that belonged to everyday people and
politicians alike. After all, how could city officials be
part of the problem if they were not only making the
philosophical concession that Black lives mattered but
also offering a public visual to affirm it? While some
appreciated the murals, others regarded them as
pandering gestures, often from officials who played
key roles in perpetuating—and sanctioning—police
violence.
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The murals were a predictable response to the upheaval
of the protests. In a time of isolation and crisis, when so
many people felt left behind, or even left to die by
their government, the George Floyd protests saw not
only unprecedented participation but also startling
levels of public approval, even after a police precinct
burned to the ground in Minneapolis. The fact that the
public remained supportive of the protests, even in the
wake of that fire, put officials around the country in an
unstable position. When a radical concept or movement
forces its way into the mainstream, the first reaction of
authority is to eject it. But if that radical presence
cannot be ejected, structural maintenance workers—
such as public officials and others who benefit from the
status quo—will attempt to defang and reconfigure it
so that the concept or movement is no longer disruptive
to the order of things. When such efforts are
successful, disruption gives way to mere expression, and
the powerful applaud themselves for welcoming or even
participating in that expression. What was once an
intervention becomes political wallpaper. Radicalism
that is not successfully co-opted or defanged, that
continues to linger within the mainstream, will be met
with increasing hostility and, ultimately, condemned as
associated with violence. As Táíwò writes in Elite Capture,
"Where co-optation fails, regular old repression will
do."2

Over time, support for the 2020 protests predictably
dissipated. It was a presidential election year, and fears
that the protests would help fuel a Trump victory led
some liberals to insist that the protests should cease
entirely. Others argued that the protests should
continue but that they should remain orderly,
"peaceful," and nondisruptive. In some places, like
Portland, rebellions continued for months as
protesters faced off with Donald Trump's fed squads in
the streets. But, in cities around the country, we also
saw the rise of the Defund the Police movement, which
uplifted longstanding abolitionist efforts to redirect
funds and resources away from police departments and
toward potentially life-giving services for communities.
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Citations

These efforts were targeted fiercely by
liberal pundits, public officials, and their
political fandoms. The idea of defunding the
police was too radical, they insisted. Some
suggested a return to the tired and failed
rhetoric of "reform," arguing that such
language would be better accepted by the
public. Many mainstream Democrats,
including Joe Biden, actually insisted that
to fund the police was critical to reform.  

It's true that the language of reform is
more easily accepted by the public, because
language that lacks substance is generally
inoffensive. Yet "reform" poses no threat to
the order of things and in practice often
leads to policies that further entrench
that order.

"Reform" is not a battle cry. It is a political
pacifier.

The Defund the Police movement was
challenging the order of things and would
ultimately be blamed for the electoral
losses of politicians who never embraced it,
as well as for supposedly rising crime
rates. To understand why, we have to
understand how violence is framed in
relation to social movements. 
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The maintenance of global capitalism
necessitates mass death, just as the maintenance
of capitalism in the United States requires the
violence of the carceral system. If these
systems function without interruption, you will
be told you are experiencing “peace.” After all,
police are often cast as “peace officers,” and
soldiers are called “peacekeepers.”   

If you choose to disrupt these systems,
passively, destructively, or by way of extending
mutual aid, the concept of violence may be
stretched and manipulated by the powerful to
encompass your work. That is why we must not
allow the frameworks of the powerful to define
the bounds of morality in our politics and our
action. The elastic concepts of criminality and
violence, as controlled by the powerful, will
always be bent against us.   

Instead, we must expose and dismantle the
supposed moral frameworks of the death-makers.
We must craft our own narratives and uplift our
own frameworks, which implicate the system
itself. We must, as Tatour says, “resist the
colonialist’s onslaught.”

On Violence and Nonviolence

The terms "violence" and
"nonviolence" don't have static and
indisputable definitions. Different
people deploy these terms in a wide
variety of ways to serve their
distinct political purposes. To some
people nonviolence is a strategy, a
practice, and an approach, and to
others it is a moral ethos. Popular
definitions of violence tend to
include property destruction. But
under these definitions, the
destruction of property is usually
viewed as violent only if it disrupts
profit or the maintenance of wealth.
If food is destroyed because it
cannot be sold while people go
hungry, that is not considered
violent under the norms of
capitalism. If a person's belongings
are tossed on a sidewalk during an
eviction and consequently destroyed,
that is likewise not considered
violent according to the norms of
this society. Those destructive acts
are part of the "order of things."   



As Tatour wrote,

They burned blameless children;
As for Hadil, they sniped her in public, 
Killed her in broad daylight.
Resist, my people, resist them.
Resist the colonialist’s onslaught.    

As organizers, we are practitioners of nonviolence,
but we also recognize that fetishizing distinctions
between violence and nonviolence can lead to the
indulgence of rhetoric about “good” and “bad”
protesters, where “peaceful” protesters are celebrated
and “violent” protesters—for example, those who engage
in property destruction that disrupts profit—are
viewed as disposable and disreputable.



Yet, even within the US itself, state violence against
Palestinians continues. The Boycott, Divestment, and
Sanctions movement (BDS), which "works to end
international support for Israel's oppression of
Palestinians and pressure Israel to comply with
international law" has been criminalized in multiple
countries, including many parts of the US.26 In June 2022,
the US Court of Appeals for the Eighth Circuit upheld an
Arkansas law forbidding public contractors from
participating in the BDS movement, arguing that boycotts
are not a protected form of speech. Arkansas is just one
of more than thirty states that have passed anti-BDS laws
in the last several years. In the United States, Canada,
France, Germany, and the United Kingdom, Palestinian
activists—as well as Jewish activists working in solidarity
with them—have been targeted and accused of antisemitism
for condemning Israeli apartheid.   

Kayali noted that, from Israel to the US and beyond,
Palestinians' armed struggle and nonviolent struggle are
both treated as "terrorism," or as an attack on Israel, or
even all Jewish people: "Student activism [in Palestine] is
criminalized, nonviolent struggle in the diaspora is
criminalized, international mutual aid or charitable
supports, including purely humanitarian support, is
illegal. Nonengagement through boycotts [in the]
diaspora is criminalized." 

The repression of Palestinian resistance offers a
profound example of the elasticity of violence as a
concept and shows how, while the powerful can wage war
on particular communities with impunity and claim
innocence, the oppressed can be deemed a violent threat
simply for attempting to assert their rights or defend
their humanity.

This licenses people to care about the cause being
protested without caring about what happens to the
"bad" protesters. For example, even as significant
numbers of people supported the uprisings
following the racist murder of George Floyd, many
fewer people vocally defended the rights of
protesters who were arrested for acts of property
destruction and funneled into the racist carceral
system. 

In moments of unrest, it's important to remember
that, as Martin Luther King Jr. stated, there is no
greater purveyor of violence in the world than the
US government. From war to policing to
incarceration to border violence to the slashing of
the social safety net, the US government kills
untold millions. The violence of rebellion is
infinitesimal by comparison. Moreover, gender-based
violence is pervasive in this society, and police
officers themselves are fifteen times more likely to
commit acts of domestic violence than people who
are not involved with law enforcement. While it is
unusual for police officers to be arrested for acts
of domestic violence, one study found that, of
officers who are charged and convicted of domestic
abuse, more than half keep their jobs. Researchers
have also found that people who perpetrate
incidents of mass violence, such as mass shootings,
often have a history of domestic violence. One study
argued that "prioritization of measures to decrease
access to firearms to perpetrators of domestic
violence may also reduce the incidence of mass
shooting."3 The frequency with which police kill
people—both while on the job and in their own
homes—also illustrates this connection between
domestic violence and more widespread violence, but
the United States is not about to disarm its police
officers.   



Kayali points out that under international law, Palestinians have the
right to violently resist Israel's unlawful occupation of Gaza, but she
also cautions against placing an overemphasis on "structures of law
and legality." As Kayali told Kelly on Movement Memos in May 2021, as
Israeli bombs were raining down on Gaza, "What this comes down to, in
my mind, is kind of the omnipresence of neoliberalism and its tight grip
on our framing of justice."25 Kayali explained, "After the Oslo Accords,
which were the peace deals that happened in the 1990s, we saw a really
detrimental shift in international discourse about Palestine that
really framed everything in terms of the rights of the individual,
everything centering the individual and the ascendance of the state as
the ultimate goal of the Palestinian people." Kayali says this shift
ushered in an era of discourse about a "two-state solution" and
protecting the "human rights" of Palestinian people. Discussions of
human rights are inherently limited, she noted, because rights are
afforded to individuals by larger structures of power and can be
revoked by those structures. "I want my existence and liberation to be
valid, whether or not the UN agrees with me," Kayali told us. "So I think
what this framing can deprive us of is an understanding of collectivism
and an understanding of liberation."    

Even though Israel blatantly and regularly violates international
law, the United States and others routinely defend Israel as an
important ally, insisting "Israel has the right to exist." This language
not only positions all Palestinian struggles for self-determination
and survival as an existential threat, but it also confers upon a state a
fundamental right that Israel does not extend to Palestinians, who are
not treated as though they have an inherent right to exist. In the United
States, Israel's many crimes are often glossed over or defended by
those who insist the situation is "complicated." With rare exception, the
word "violence" is seldom invoked by US officials to describe the
executions, imprisonment, and torture Palestinians experience at the
hands of the Israeli government or the apartheid conditions in which
Palestinians are forced to live. As is the case in the US, institutionalized
violence is normalized. When people in the United States do rally
against Israeli violence, it is usually in response to an active bombing
campaign being perpetrated by Israel against Gaza. During such times,
marches and other protests may take place in the US, but once the
bombs temporarily stop falling—when supposed "peace" is "achieved"—
most Americans typically turn their attention elsewhere.

We are surrounded by violence in this society, even
under conditions that government authorities would
characterize as "peaceful," because violence has
always been embedded in the norms and functions of
this system.   

Some people blame the uprisings of the late 1960s
and early 1970s for the derailment of the civil
rights movement, and we saw a resurgence of those
arguments in 2020, from people who condemned some
forms of protest and discouraged certain illegal
acts. But that assignment of blame is ahistorical and
erases the responsibility of racist white people, who
organized en masse to destroy the civil rights
movement by using tactics like the formation of
White Citizens Councils, which sought to socially and
financially suppress Black communities, in addition
to enacting physical violence against Black people.
It also erases the responsibility of the United States
government, which ramped up imprisonment,
brutality, and assassinations and launched programs
of infiltration and disruption, like COINTELPRO, to
destroy Black-led movements. Racist white people
have always lashed out against Black-led
movements, and white liberal support for Black-led
movements is historically fickle and unreliable.   

As moments of rebellion subside, even people who
support the cause tend to have short attention
spans, and criminalized people—often, those who've
been accused of "violence"—are often left behind.
Prison and court support work is usually maintained
by small, committed groups of people who are
overworked and under-resourced. If we are serious
about supporting people who rebel, we must
understand that support as a long-term project. We
must never abandon our co-strugglers who've been
cast as "violent" and thereby subjected to the
violence of the state.  



 Resist, my people, resist them.
  Resist the settler's robbery
 And follow the caravan of martyrs.
 Shred the disgraceful constitution
  Which imposed degradation and humiliation
 And deterred us from restoring justice.

Given the regular
theft and demolition
of Palestinian
housing, the
frequent murder of
Palestinians at the
hands of the Israel
Defense Forces, and
the overall violence
of Israeli apartheid,
one can easily
understand why
Tatour would write,

As scholar and organizer

Barbara Ransby told us,  

Defending people who've been incarcerated for acts the
state deems violent is an essential act of antiviolence—
challenging the vast harm perpetrated by the state itself.

[People can become] distracted by the next thing that’s
happening. So many things have been happening, and the
bodies are piling up of people killed by racist cops, and
so people are on to the next thing. But when people are
tried and convicted of charges involved in movement work,
we really have to rally to their defense, and I don’t think
we do a good enough job, and that’s certainly a lesson from
the ’70s. Many people were set up by COINTELPRO, went to
jail for many years, and we didn’t do an adequate job to
publicize those cases and defend those political prisoners. 



In 1981, Israel Shahak wrote about art being confiscated
from Palestinian shops because it was illegal to use the
colors white, black, green, and red "too closely" in any
publicly displayed work. Other works of Palestinian art
were also targeted. As Shahak wrote, "A horse wildly
rearing on his hind legs was confiscated because, so the
governor said, the name of the picture, which was 'The
Horse Refuses,' is of course a 'nationalistic incitement.'"24  

As Kayali told us, the Israeli government's definition of
violence "contorts itself to repress any and all forms of
our resistance." Kayali explained that even during periods
when it was not officially illegal to raise the Palestinian
flag, nonstate actors enforce its prohibition by removing
or destroying flags that are displayed in public and
targeting those who carry them. She noted that this kind of
delegated violence, as Ruth Wilson Gilmore would call it, is
also occurring in the United States, where nonstate actors
have been rallied to enact violence against the same
communities targeted by state violence. In Israel, nonstate
actors participate in acts of ethnic cleansing, such as the
mass theft of Palestinian homes, in which mobs of Israelis
invade and move into the homes of Palestinian residents,
forcing them from their communities en masse, in addition
to other acts of violence. 

                   They Will Call You Violent

If your tactics disrupt the order of things under capitalism,
you may well be accused of violence, because "violence" is an
elastic term often deployed to vilify people who threaten the
status quo. Conditions that the state characterizes as
"peaceful" are, in reality, quite violent. Even as people
experience the violence of poverty, the torture of
imprisonment, the brutality of policing, the denial of health
care, and many other violent functions of this system, we are
told we are experiencing peace, so long as everyone is
cooperating. When state actors refer to "peace," they are
really talking about order. And when they refer to "peaceful
protest," they are talking about cooperative protest that
obediently stays within the lines drawn by the state. The more
uncooperative you are, the more you will be accused of
aggression and violence. It is therefore imperative that the
state not be the arbiter of what violence means among people
seeking justice.    

In the past, activists frequently leveraged the violence of
police, taking actions they believed police would likely
respond to with violence, in order to expose the brutality of
policing and force the public to witness and confront it. Many
of those actions, including protests carried out by the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference or the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee during the civil rights
movement, took place in a context that was very different
from today's world of pervasive mass media. Today, people are
much more accustomed to witnessing violence, including
violence against protesters, as such imagery is shared widely
on a regular basis, particularly through social media. The
public has largely become inured to such imagery. 



In her poem, Tatour wrote,    
 
Resist, my people, resist them.
In Jerusalem, I dressed my wounds and breathed my sorrows
And carried the soul in my palm
For an Arab Palestine.
I will not succumb to the "peaceful solution,"
Never lower my flags
Until I evict them from my land.     

There is a long history of the Israeli
government seeking to suppress Palestinian
art and cultural expression. The US passed
similar laws as it sought to stamp out
Native cultures in the United States. In
Israel, Palestinian activist Lea Kayali told us
that, at one time, it was illegal for
Palestinians to use the colors of the
Palestinian flag—red, white, green, and
black—in combination in any single piece of
art. "I grew up on stories about [how if] you
were stopped with red, white, green, and
black paint that you would just claim you
were painting watermelons instead. So then
watermelons became a symbol of
resistance."

The violence of the state in response to protest is
rarely scrutinized to the degree that protesters are
scrutinized. The idea that if you are defiant in the
face of authority you should expect to incur its
wrath is firmly entrenched in our culture. When
people who defy police are abused, we often hear
people ask, "What did they think was going to happen?"
The ubiquity of the abuse puts the onus on the abused
to avoid it, because they simply "should have known
better." Protesters are expected to remain
"nonviolent" at all times, regardless of the
circumstances, while the state is assumed to be
justified, at least sometimes, in inflicting violence to
quell "unrest."  

Protesters are expected to absorb violence but
never inflict it—to function as shock absorbers to
be acted upon, whose sympathetic value is nullified
by any deviation from that standard. This expectation
briefly wavered during the height of the George
Floyd protests, striking fear into the hearts of
public officials, but largely restabilized over time.



Poetry as Violence
On July 31, 2018, Palestinian poet, activist, and filmmaker
Dareen Tatour was convicted in an Israeli court of “inciting
violence” and “supporting a terrorist organization.” Tatour’s
crime, as defined by the state of Israel, took the form of a
poem. The poem, titled “Resist, My People, Resist Them,” was
written in response to the extrajudicial execution of
Palestinian student Hadil Hashlamoun and the burning of two
Palestinian children, Mohammed Abu Khdeir and Ali Dawabsha.
While the idea of a poem being criminalized may sound
unthinkable to some, Israeli investigators argued, “The content,
its exposure and the circumstances of its publication created a
real possibility that acts of violence or terrorism will be
committed.”23  

Arguing that her work had been mischaracterized, Tatour received
support and expressions of solidarity from around the world. She
had already been under house arrest for nearly three years at
the time of her conviction. She would ultimately serve two
months in prison before being released in September 2018.    

In 2019, Tatour’s conviction for inciting terrorism via poetry
was overturned, while other convictions regarding her social
media posts remained intact. It’s important to note that
Israel’s belated acknowledgment that Tatour’s poem was not a
crime does nothing to address the violence the state of Israel
inflicted on Tatour. Her arrest, house arrest, and imprisonment
were not undone by the court’s eventual acknowledgment that
Tatour had a right to artistic expression. State violence around
the world is routinely dealt out in such a manner: the state
reserves the right to overstep its own laws, and even when it
subsequently acknowledges its mistakes, it has already subjected
people to the indignity of arrest, deprived them of their
liberty, or subjected them to other violence. Such abuse is
intentionally crafted to discourage others from expressing
themselves or taking action, because it sends a message: even if
the government is in the wrong and is ultimately forced to
acknowledge as much, it can make you suffer and ruin your life
in the meantime.    

Leftist organizers are currently confronting a surge of white
supremacist violence, reaching levels the United States has
not experienced in decades. When activist Heather Heyer was
struck and killed by a man who plowed his car into protesters
during the 2017 "Unite the Right" rally in Charlottesville,
Virginia, public outrage was tremendous and widespread. Even
some Republican officials felt the need to denounce the
vigilante attack and distance themselves from the white
nationalists who had besieged Charlottesville (with the
notable exception of Donald Trump, who maintained that there
were "very fine people on both sides").4
 
But between May 27, 2020, and September 5, 2020, there were
at least 104 incidents of people striking protesters with cars,
96 by civilians and 8 by police.5 Some might argue that those
incidents were simply lost in a larger blur of political chaos
and unrest. Yet in June 2021, Deona Knajdek was struck and
killed by a car that drove into a crowd of protesters in the
Uptown neighborhood of Minneapolis. While the attack did
garner media coverage, Knajdek's name did not echo across the
country and her death did not spark calls for politicians to
denounce the attack or its perpetrator. Deona Knajdek had two
daughters and was just shy of her thirty-second birthday
when she was killed. She was struck while protesting the
killing of Winston Boogie Smith Jr., who was gunned down by
federal marshals on June 3, 2021. Like Heather Heyer, Knajdek
was an antiracist white woman killed by a white man who
intentionally rammed his car into a protest, but Knajdek's
death did not galvanize or polarize the country, because the
violence she experienced had already become a standard
feature of an ongoing (culture) war.

Whitelash



There are a number of factors that have propelled this
uptick in vehicular violence, including the fact that
hitting protesters with cars became a right-wing meme
after Heyer's murder in Charlottesville. Racist white
people on social media and forums like 8chan have avidly
shared images of protesters being struck and egged each
other on, encouraging further violence. The Trump
administration also stoked racial hatred. More broadly,
we are witnessing a rise in right-wing nationalism and
violence across the country that has led to increased
violence against marginalized people and activists
demonstrating solidarity with marginalized groups. 

Republicans in at least thirty-four states introduced
eighty-one antiprotest bills in the 2021 legislative
session. Much of this legislation seeks to conflate all
unpermitted protest with riotous acts of rebellion. Many
of the bills include provisions that would legalize
hitting protesters with cars if protesters are unlawfully
obstructing roadways, even though obstructing streets is
a common protest tactic that is generally considered
nonviolent. Other bills would increase penalties for
tearing down monuments, blocking sidewalks, and writing
or drawing on someone else's property. Many of those
bills did not pass,6 but even in states where such bills do
not become law, their proposal sends a message of
validation to would-be white vigilantes. By forwarding
these bills, Republicans are telling white people who are
angry at Black protesters that even if it isn't legal to hit
them with cars, it should be, and that people who commit
these acts have the backing of some government officials.

There has always been a reciprocal relationship between
racist elected officials and white vigilante violence, and
we are witnessing a moment of intensification on both
sides. This kind of order-making, through the state
sanctioning of outright racist violence, is deeply
embedded in the United States as a political project. Ruth
Wilson Gilmore refers to this phenomenon as "the
delegation of violence."7 As organizers, we must
understand that these latest antiprotest laws are part
of a long and unceasing tradition that becomes louder and
more recognizable in the face of resistance but never
abates.



Klemp's rejection of the award, posted on Facebook,
subsequently went viral. Addressed to Anne Hidalgo, the
mayor of Paris, the post read,   
 
Madame Hidalgo, you want to award me a medal for my
solidarian action in the Mediterranean Sea, because our crews
"work to rescue migrants from difficult conditions on a
daily basis." At the same time your police are stealing
blankets from people that you force to live on the streets,
while you raid protests and criminalize people that are
standing up for rights of migrants and asylum seekers. You
want to give me a medal for actions that you fight in your
own ramparts. I am sure you won't be surprised that I decline
the medaille Grand Vermeil. 

Paris, I'm not a humanitarian. I am not there to "aid." I stand
with you in solidarity. We do not need medals. We do not need
authorities deciding about who is a "hero" and who is
"illegal." In fact they are in no position to make this call,
because we are all equal.

What we need are freedom and rights. It is time we call out
hypocrite honorings 
and fill the void with social justice. It is time we cast all
medals into spearheads of revolution!

Documents and housing for all!22

Klemp's statement calls out the hypocrisy of governments
that would obscure their own violence with symbolic
gestures. From block-letter street murals to state-
sanctioned awards that exceptionalize individual activists as
"heroes" while death-making policies remain unchanged, we
must reject the empty PR maneuvers of those who sustain the
oppressions we struggle against.    

Recent antiprotest bills have notably been accompanied by a fresh barrage
of voter suppression bills, propelled by conspiracy theories about the
2020 election being “stolen” from Donald Trump. These mythologies have
fueled a phase of Republican politics that some are calling Jim Crow 2.0,
as Republicans double down on voting restrictions and work to criminalize
protest at the state level, while also lending legitimacy to white
vigilante violence. According to Toni Watkins, a voting rights organizer
with the New Georgia Project, some activists are now taking precautions
usually reserved for protests—such as writing their lawyers’ phone
numbers on their bodies and wearing glasses instead of contacts, in case
of pepper spray—“when we go to poll monitor or even to vote,” due to
escalating police harassment and right-wing interference.8  
 
An example of the current onslaught is the antiprotest law HB 1 in
Florida, which Republicans promoted as an “antiriot” bill. One federal
judge has stated that the law “arguably criminalizes mere presence at a
protest where violence occurs—even if that violence is caused by counter
protesters.”9 Among its many draconian provisions, HB 1 aims to prevent
local officials from reducing funding for police departments while
severely escalating penalties for protest-related offenses. It also
prohibits protesters from posting bail prior to their first court
appearance, ensuring they’ll remain incarcerated during that time. As
Ransby has written, the antibail provision of the law “is reminiscent of
the detention without charge policies that characterize dictatorships
around the world and regimes like the former apartheid system in South
Africa.”10 The law also provides an affirmative defense for motorists who
strike protesters with cars. 

As of this writing, HB 1 is being challenged in the courts by groups like
the Dream Defenders, the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, the
ACLU of Florida, and the Community Justice Project and was denounced by
the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination.
Still, the bill enjoys broad-based right-wing support and is consistently
referenced as a tool against the “violence” of protest. 



In order to ward off surplus people and discourage migration,
governments narrow migration routes to scenarios that will necessarily
result in mass death. At least seven thousand migrants are believed to
have died along the US–Mexico border from 1998 to 2017. More than
thirty-three thousand migrants died at sea trying to enter Europe
between 2000 and 2017. People who disrupt this cycle of violence are
accused of human trafficking and smuggling because they chose to
preserve life. This should not surprise us. When laws encode violence
and law enforcers maintain it, those who attempt to prevent this
violence are indeed breaking the law and challenging its enforcers.
Such is the perversion of “violence” under imperial and colonial rule:
the maintenance of state-sanctioned violence is considered peaceful,
while the disruption of those death-making processes is deemed violent.    

In March 2021, Italian prosecutors charged more than twenty rescuers
from NGOs including Save the Children and Doctors Without Borders with
crimes carrying sentences of up to twenty years. The charges, which
include collaborating with smugglers, have been vehemently denied by
rescuers and contradicted by a forensic study by academics at
Goldsmiths, University of London. Italian officials have complained
that NGO-led rescues hamper their investigations of human smuggling at
rescue sites—investigations that often amount to questioning migrants
about who steered a rubber boat, held a compass, or even bailed out
water as the boat sank, so that migrants themselves, who have been
thrust into survival roles, can be charged as smugglers.

Among the rescuers facing charges is Pia Klemp, a German biologist who
commanded two rescue ships for the nonprofit organizations Jugend
Rettet and Sea-Watch between 2016 and 2018. Her ships rescued about
fourteen thousand migrants during that time. In 2019, with Klemp’s
future in jeopardy due to criminal charges, the council of the city of
Paris announced that Klemp and another rescue captain, Carola Rackete,
would receive the Grand Vermeil Medal, the top award of the city of
Paris, for rescuing migrants at sea.

The elasticity of violence as a concept allows vigilante violence to be
legitimized by the state or even attributed to its victims, if they are
protesting the white supremacist order. The conceptual elasticity of
violence also allows police to commit casual acts of brutality and gender
violence and to kill three people per day in the US, while robbing
countless others of life and dignity, without being viewed as inordinately
violent. The everyday violence of policing is protested by a select few,
while the broader public views the need for intervention narrowly, only
supporting protests in cases where police violence is popularly deemed
extraordinary, and even then only if the victim is viewed as helpless and
relatively innocent. In such cases, much of the public may join calls for
the offending police officer to be indicted. Such indictments are rarely
granted, and most do not lead to convictions. Occasionally a conviction or
a hollow reform is offered up. In such cases, many perceive the system to
be redeemed—an officer has been convicted, so it must be working! This
perception erases the pervasive violence of the system itself. The status
quo is then restored, until the next time.  

Meanwhile, organizers campaigning to defund the police and redirect funds
toward life-giving services are blamed for alleged spikes in violent
crime, even though no correlation exists between defund efforts and crime
rates. Elites have merely conjured an association between violence and
efforts to disrupt the status quo, and that narrative has been allowed to
gain traction in the mainstream. It is a thematic association, propagated
through rhetoric, in the hopes that fearful people will reject Defund the
Police and eject its radical ideas from the mainstream. Because, under
capitalism, “peace” is the maintenance of violence on the state’s terms.
Organized efforts to disrupt those harms will always be characterized, by
any neces- sary stretch of the imagination, as violent. 

As Ransby writes, “The challenge to social movements, then, is to be ever
courageous and creative in speaking truth to power, no matter what
censoring measures those in power attempt to impose in Florida and
beyond.”
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Similarly, Scott Warren, an activist with the

humanitarian organization No More Deaths, was

charged with a felony by the United States
government after giving food and water to
migrants crossing the Arizona desert in 2018.

 In

such cases, activists are being penalized for

disrupting what Harsha Walia calls a “violent

warscape of premeditated fatalities.” Acts of

care and rescue disrupt the deterrence strate
gy

of governments whose border security measures

herd desperate refugees into deserts and ocea
ns.

“The doctrine of deterrence requires mass bor
der

deaths to instill fear and prevent migration,
”

Walia explains in her book Border and Rule.21

Rescue as Violence

In recent years, amid a rise in Indigenous-led efforts to
defend land and water, we’ve witnessed a push to designate
these types of protest as “violence” and to simultaneously
permit brutally violent state-sanctioned tactics to quell
them. Indigenous land defenders and other environmental
activists have been targeted with dystopian antiprotest
provisions, including enhanced penalties for those who
hinder “critical infrastructure” projects, like pipelines,
through acts of protests.

 Land and Water Defense 
as Violence



From the United States to the UK and

beyond, the suppression of dissent is

being ramped up, not to "keep the peace"

but to preserve a status quo so violent

that it is incompatible with most life on

Earth.  

According to the
Brennan Center
for Justice,

Since 2016, 13 states have
quietly enacted laws that
increase criminal penalties for
trespassing, damage, and
interference with infrastructure
sites such as oil refineries and
pipelines. At least five more
states have already introduced
similar legislation this year.
These laws draw from national
security legislation enacted
after 9/11 to protect physical
infrastructure considered so
“vital” that the “incapacity or
destruction of such systems and
assets would have a debilitating
impact on security, national
economic security, national
public health or safety.”11 

The fact that these laws draw on national security legislation
created in the wake of 9/11 is illustrative of two important
facts: laws that supposedly target “terrorists” will always be
used to target activists, and those who would interrupt
systemic violence will in turn, be associated with violence by
those who maintain the system. While Indigenous land and water
defenders face surging rates of targeted violence around the
world, it is the potential disruption of “critical in-
frastructure” projects that is associated with the catastrophe
of 9/11, and it is environment activists who are depicted as
terrorists. 



An effort in Atlanta known as Stop Cop City further illustrates the connection
between environmental destruction and the extractive violence of policing and
prisons. Stop Cop City is an organized effort to prevent the destruction of 381
acres of Weelaunee Forest for the construction of “a police military facility
funded by corporations.”17 Waging struggle at an intersection of state violence
and environmental destruction, Stop Cop City protesters have been the targets
of extreme charges and extraordinary violence—including the first known killing
of a forest defender at a protest site by law enforcement in the United
States.18 As Atlanta organizer Micah Herskind told us,    

On January 18, 2023, a joint police task force marched into the Weelaunee
Forest and murdered a queer, Indigenous Venezuelan forest defender named
Tortugita. And as of February 2023, nineteen forest defenders have been charged
with domestic terrorism in an attempt to suppress and intimidate others in the
movement against environmental devastation and police expansion. These charges
are not about individual protesters’ conduct—they’re about using the state
violence of cuffs and cages to undermine a movement that threatens Atlanta’s
ruling class.    

As climate change intensifies, legal efforts to suppress environmental
activism are not limited to the United States. In the United Kingdom, the
Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Act has ramped up police power to
curtail protests. Among other powers, the law gives police the authority to
choose start and stop times for protests and to impose noise limits on
protests when their sounds affect “activities of an organisation” or have a
“relevant impact on persons in the vicinity.” The bill also gives the home
secretary (a member of the UK cabinet) the power to create laws, without
legislative approval, that dictate what constitutes a “serious disruption,”
giving police further license to restrict the actions of protesters. These
rules apply to all protests, even those that involve just one person, and any
refusal to comply with police directives, or directions police claim
protesters “ought” to have known about, can result in heavy fines.19 The
provisions are largely a response to the massive Extinction Rebellion
protests of 2019, in which activists shut down roads and bridges, occupied
public spaces, and intentionally incurred arrests in order to draw attention
to the climate emergency. Critics say the UK antiprotest law’s provisions
violate international human rights laws and seek to extinguish all forms of
disruptive protest, including the occupation of public space.

Much like the antiprotest laws forwarded in the wake of the
George Floyd protests, these "critical infrastructure" laws
invoke vague terminology that conflates passive acts of
resistance with more destructive acts and ramps up the
penalties for both. As Kaylana Mueller-Hsia writes, "Vague
language like 'damage,' 'tamper,' and 'impede' in critical
infrastructure laws makes it unclear if, for example,
knocking down safety cones and starting a fire next to a
natural gas facility are the same under the law." Some state
laws seek to criminalize those who "train" or "conspire" with
protesters.    

In June 2021, antipipeline activist Jessica Reznicek was
sentenced to eight years in prison and ordered to pay nearly
$3.2 million in restitution after she pled guilty to damaging
an energy facility. This hefty penalty was due to a terrorism
sentencing enhancement enabled by the Patriot Act. No one
was harmed by Reznicek's acts of property destruction,
which were intended to halt construction of the Dakota
Access Pipeline, but the judge in Reznicek's case determined
that she could be considered a terrorist because "not only
the flow of oil, but the government's continued response
were targets of this action."12 Regardless of whether one
agrees with the validity of property destruction as a
political intervention, it is important that we consider the
imbalance of power when it comes to the state's targeting of
pipeline protesters and how the label of "violent" is
assigned. For decades, oil executives have knowingly
contributed to catastrophic climate change while
suppressing knowledge about the severity and trajectory of
the problem, endangering all of humanity and many other
species. These executives' actions have already contributed
to the death and displacement of millions of people.
Meanwhile, activists who challenge those executives' acts
are designated "violent" terrorists deserving of lengthy
prison sentences. 



Police arrested over a thousand people struggling to stop Line 3,14 and,
as of this writing, hundreds of water protectors were still facing
charges, including bogus felony charges. Thanks to the escrow fund
Enbridge established, police agencies received a $2.9 million infusion
for their efforts. From militarized “field force” trainings and
helicopter and drone excursions to overtime and mileage costs, the
escrow fund served as a piggybank for policing.  

Water protectors who resisted Line 3 have been subjected to carceral
violence. They have been jailed, and some are being threatened with
years of incarceration. In retaliation for their protests against
profit-driven resource extraction, they are being threatened with what
Ruth Wilson Gilmore characterizes as the extraction of time. In her
essay “Abolition Geography and the Problem of Innocence,” Gilmore
writes,

Today’s prisons are extractive. What does that mean? It means prisons
enable money to move because of the enforced inactivity of people locked
in them. It means people extracted from communities, and people returned
to communities but not entitled to be of them, enable the circulation of
money on rapid cycles. What’s extracted from the extracted is the
resource of life—time. If we think about this dynamic through the
politics of scale, understanding bodies as places, then criminalization
transforms individuals into tiny territories primed for the extractive
activity to unfold—extracting and extracting again time from the
territories of selves.15 

A Giniw Collective member named Siihasin also tied the struggle against
pipelines (resource extraction) to the struggle against prisons (time
and life extraction) when she spoke to Kelly in November 2021 for an
episode of Movement Memos. Siihasin, a Diné and Mescalero Apache water
protector, was still facing protest-related charges. She said that in
addition to showing direct support for water protectors facing charges,
people could act in solidarity by “showing support for people who are
advocating for the abolition of prisons and for the ending of
incarceration” and “tying the struggle that we have had as water
protectors in this fight against Line 3 to the struggles that are
happening across the world around extraction, [and] to our borders where
children are being held in concentration camps.” Siihasin emphasized
that “[these] systems and structures of violence” are “all one in the
same.”16 Siihasin was providing a corrective, emphasizing that the main
perpetrators of violence are these extractive systems, which—in varied
but connected ways—extract the resources that sustain life. 

Contributing to mass death while destroying the Earth for a
profit are not considered violent actions, while damaging
equipment in an effort to interrupt those harms is considered
terrorism. 

In examining how—and to whom—labels of "violence" are assigned,
we must also consider the ways that the fossil fuel industry has
directly merged its extractive power with that of the carceral
state. The Standing Rock movement's efforts to stop construction
of the Dakota Access Pipeline reportedly cost Morton County,
North Dakota, $40 million. Rather than serving as a deterrent to
further pipeline construction, these astronomical costs led the
Minnesota Public Utilities Commission to create a mechanism by
which oil companies like Enbridge could fund policing to protect
pipeline construction themselves. When the commission issued
Enbridge a permit for work on its controversial Line 3 pipeline in
December 2020, they included a provision that required the
company to establish an escrow trust that would reimburse local
law enforcement for mileage, wages, protective gear, and training
related to pipeline construction. 

Meanwhile, Line 3 protesters also faced escalated charges; two
were charged with "attempted assisted suicide" for entering a
pipeline to halt construction. Line 3 opponents also encountered
intensified police-perpetrated brutality. In September 2021, not
long before Line 3 became fully operational, water protector
Tara Houska told Kelly in Truthout, "The level of brutality that
is experienced by Indigenous people and allies in struggle with us
is extreme." Houska is the founder of the Giniw Collective, whose
Namewag Camp became a hub of resistance and care for water
protectors taking action against Line 3. "I was a part of a group
that experienced rubber bullets and mace being fired at us at
very, very close range," Houska told Kelly. "I was hit several
times, but I also witnessed young people with their heads split
open, bleeding down their faces . . . and sheriffs have been using
pain compliance [inducing pain to force people to comply with
orders] . . . which is essentially torture. They dislocated someone's
jaw a couple weeks ago."13


