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Introduction 

 The Occupy Movement has evolved as a socio-political movement. It has gripped the 

United States with a sense of reality and profound knowledge of the existent injustices by 

both the Federal government and the wealthiest one percent of Americans. The Occupy 

Movement began on Wall Street in New York City protesting against the social and 

economic inequality, high unemployment and greed, as well as corruption and the undue 

influence of corporations on government (Bell). It served as a voice for thousands of 

Americans seeking social justice and reflected on the great movements of the past such as the 

1930’s sit-down strikes in Flint, Michigan to the 1960’s lunch-counter sit-ins to the 

occupation of Alcatraz by Native American activists in 1969.  However, unlike the 

movements mentioned previously, the Occupy Movement has taken up a form of Civilized 

Oppression, as J.Harvey puts it, “systematic brutality, terror and evil on a scale that shocks. 

Much of it may go on behind closed doors, but at least it is the kind of violence that should be 

recognizable as evil by those who do observe it”. Further, the oppression is rooted in 

distorted and morally inappropriate relationships, which underlie and contribute to tangible 

harm (Glantz).  The disparity in income between the wealthiest one percent of individuals in 

the country and the rest of the population has become increasingly important to the public, 

leading citizens to respond through civil disobedience and protest. In order to protect their 

economic wellbeing, many citizens have used innovative forms of organization that 

redistributes power from the few to the many. The Occupy Movement is characterized by a 

distinct philosophy, which pervades into its organization, tactics, and goals. Themes of 

participatory democracy, horizontal hierarchy, and consensus reinforce the nature of the 



movement as organic to the people. These themes are sincere to the ninety-nine percent and 

are contrary to the views of many other institutions that cater to the top one percent of 

Americans. 

National Occupy Movement 

 In order to properly understand the Occupy Movement, it is necessary to investigate 

its origins. There are some people who are mentioned more than once by the news media as 

potential core group members such as Kalle Lasn. Mr. Lasn was the editor of AdBusters 

magazine and he used modern social networks to help brand the movement. He created the 

hash tag #OCCUPYWALLSTREET on Twitter, which gave a name to the anger and 

resentment felt by many Americans (Yardley). However, many trusted sources do not cite 

any one person or group of people as the leaders of the movement. Gina Glantz--an adjunct 

professor of Political Science at Harvard--states that the movement is too scattered to be 

organized by any one person and they have too many different goals (Glantz). This leads to 

the conclusion that the Occupy Movement is a truly leaderless organization. 

 The Occupy Movement steers away from the top-down organization strategies 

employed by most institutions. Rather, the Movement is extremely decentralized (Bell). 

Movements in each city are independent of one another and they create their own set of 

goals. Similarly, there is not a single central leader of the Movement. As reported by the 

Washington Post, “This movement is not mired in the competitive mindset of ‘my issue is 

more important than yours’ that appears to be stymieing Congress as the country slowly 

crumbles” (Gautney). 

 Furthermore, the Movement employs tactics such as the “human microphone” to 

ensure that all people are considered leaders within the Movement. This procedure involves 

the words of the original speaker being repeated by the audience and sent further and further 

back among the crowd – a beneficial tactic when electronic amplification is restricted (Kim). 



This philosophy further emphasizes that the Occupy Movement is an effort to voice the 

collective concerns of Americans, and in order to effectively communicate these concerns, 

the Movement itself must practice what it preaches. This philosophy begs the question of 

how the Occupy Movement will be able to consolidate into a national force when 

decentralization of power and lack of proper leadership is thought of as strength.  

Ann Arbor Occupy Movement 

 In Ann Arbor, Michigan people are forming activist groups and voicing their 

discontent with the poor economic and societal conditions. Groups of individuals are 

discussing a range of issues such as the increasingly homeless population of Ann Arbor. 

One group that has recently caused a stir is the Ann Arbor Occupy Movement (AAOM). 

They have ambitious goals of promoting universal solidarity, building a community center, 

and engaging in social justice on a local level. AAOM’s fundamental platform is to establish 

an alternative commune or commons space providing access to education, services, and 

shelter that is all-inclusive to members of Ann Arbor. They seek to intertwine their work with 

active participation in the community. In other words, they argue that work and involvement 

in the community cannot be separate. 

 The Ann Arbor Occupy Movement is developing its mission statement and purpose. 

Members are looking to increase their membership and continue to promote group saliency 

and communal welfare. The group is continuously discussing methods to develop their goals 

and appeal to the community. Though extremely underfunded and not as well established as 

traditional institutions in the city, Ann Arbor Occupy is working toward providing an 

alternative space for people to receive support and community needs. They are resisting and 

subverting the traditional system and supplementing the gap left by the city with a new space 

for members who feel abandoned or neglected.  



 The Ann Arbor Occupy Movement at this moment is a small group comprised of a 

dozen or more individuals that have become activists in their work and lives. There is no 

designated leader; instead the group is based on horizontal accountability and participation. 

All members have an equal opportunity to contribute, voice their opinion, and share in 

responsibilities. The group is very diverse in its membership; the movement is comprised of 

young and old, professional and non-professional, academic and blue collar, homeowner and 

homeless, male and female, etc. Many of the members are involved with activist groups 

separate from the Occupy movement, and have been participating in activism for a long time. 

Through AAOM, these groups are able coordinate their efforts and energy to execute larger 

demonstrations, projects, and establish a greater presence in the Ann Arbor area. It also 

serves as a community-based activist group, structured loosely around the lines of the 

National Occupy Movement. The Movement began on October 6th, 2011. The first protest 

was held on the University of Michigan campus. 

 Following the October demonstration on the University of Michigan’s campus, the 

Occupy Movement publicly established itself, but its members and goals were not yet clearly 

defined. Initially, no one knew that this movement would grow into anything bigger; that is, 

until they were camping out on Liberty Plaza. There were also unlikely participants who 

helped to stimulate the movement that took place on Liberty. Shortly after, a tent was put up 

on Liberty Square and the site became a 24-hour warming center for the homeless. Their 

innovative approach was to have a shelter for the homeless run by the homeless. 

  One of the largest issues of the Occupy Movement has been to come up with new 

strategies that incorporate them and their experience rather than making their activism 

another predominately “white-intellectual” movement. By integrating with the local 

population, an activist movement can essentially create an organic initiative with an 

established social base and infrastructure for organizing activities. However, concern of theft, 



drugs, and violence (especially against women) were challenges the Ann Arbor Occupy 

Movement had to confront when establishing warming centers in Liberty Square. 

 The AAOM has been successful in establishing protests across town. A few members 

were successful in establishing 24-hour warming centers over the winter of 2011 that 

provided shelter for the homeless, and have recently created a non-profit organization. They 

hold biweekly assemblies, open to the general public, where discussion of news and updates 

about the movement can be obtained. 

Conclusion 

 The Occupy Movement is comprised of numerous individuals who all feel that their 

economic livelihood, democratic rights, and participation in determining their well-being 

have been taken away by the corporations that run Wall Street. 

 As students in the Global Scholars Program, the Ann Arbor Occupy movement is 

very visible to us and is appealing because of the social justice implications involved within 

the overarching theme of inequality. In the course of our years as students at the University of 

Michigan, we fail to realize the suffering just beyond the bounds of our campus. The Occupy 

Movement has provided a forum for us to reflect upon some of the issues of great importance 

to social justice missions on a global and local scale. Due to the infancy of the movement, it 

is hard to determine the influence and impact these people will make. The ambiguity and 

decentralization of the movement creates an unsustainable environment to carry its initiatives 

to fruition. This could cause consolidation of the various sub-movements and a loss of the 

unique qualities that make the Occupy Movement novel and attractive to the masses. 
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