Another problem with this discourse
is how it distracts from the greater vio-
lence. Honestly, who cares if someone
is smashing a Target or looting a conve-
nience store? People are getting murdered.
Black folks have to live every day under the
threat of sudden death. Those who focus
on property destruction should be shamed
for having their priorities so out of line.

Yes, rioting can be done well and it
can be done poorly, in a way that endan-
gers others. However, social media is not
the place to air those criticisms, especially
since we can never know if the criticism is
coming from someone who was actually
there, noris it possible to know what is left
out of the video they are sharing as proof
of their accusation.

Often, criticisms are shared in the
moment of the protest itself, and this can
be effective if people start communicating
on a good faith basis. Sometimes, how-
ever, you cannot communicate well in the
chaos of a demo under full police assault.
But serious social movements have other
spaces in order to talk about conflicts like
this and to educate newer folks on the best
ways to engage in protests. Accepting that
social mediais a terrible place for such con-
versations would make it much easier to
shut down the rumor mill before it starts.

There is yet another problem with
the provocateur trope: it spreads the idea
that the police need a justification to attack
demonstrators and kill people. That is the
common element to this conspiracy theory,
after all. Why are police supposedly smash-
ing windows or leaving an empty patrol car
for protesters to burn? So they can have
ajustification for breaking up the protest.

When have police ever needed a
justification? It is an absolute whitewash
to claim that police even pretend to be
reactive, only breaking out their arsenal
when there could feasibly be the per-
ception that they have a good reason to
do so. What planet are these people liv-
ing on? How many unarmed Black folks
need to be murdered, how many peace-
ful protests have to be attacked by visibly
sadistic cops for folks to get this notion
of “justification” out of their heads? The
idea that police are reactive, even ifitisin
a nefarious way, runs directly counter to
the struggle to abolish the police.

CONSPIRACIES THAT
UNDERMINE ACTION
This kind of conspiratorial thinking
also spreads the idea that we do not have

agency, that the cops are the all powerful
puppet masters and anything we do plays
into their hands. This view decenters
our own choices for how to respond. The
most important question is not, what do
the cops want us to do? The most import-
ant question is, how do the people most
affected — Black and brown folks — need
to respond to this systemic violence? And
secondarily, what strategies do other folks
have to support them, and to also push
back against forms of state violence that
do affect lighter-skinned people, given the
complexintersections of oppression.

The cops are not infallible. They
do use infiltrators. Most often to gather
information, sometimes to carry out
arrests, occasionally to provoke an action
that can entrap people. Even if cops do
engage in property destruction, this pales
in comparison to all the times they urge
protesters to be nonviolent. And when
they infiltrate, they are hardly omnipo-
tent puppet masters. Cops are often not
all that intelligent. In fact, the 1905 Revo-
lution in Russia was triggered in part by a
police informant who got carried away. We
need to be focusing on our own choices,
our own needs, and our own strategies.

Without losing sight of our own goals,
it helps to have an awareness of the enemy.
Itis probably no coincidence that progres-
sive politicians, right-wing politicians and
police chiefs all want us to be nonviolent.
This does not mean we should blindly do
the opposite of what we think they want,
but neither should we be blind to what
they are trying to do to us. The point of a
counterinsurgency strategy is to pacify a
rebellion that would be too difficult or too
costly to annihilate through pure military
force. Our goal should be to allow these
rebellions to grow and express themselves
freely, attacking oppressive structures and
prefiguring the world we want.

To do that, it is necessary to raise
awareness about how counterinsurgency
strategies work. In a digital age, one of
the most vital areas for improvement is to
teach one another how to recognize con-
spiracy theories, and how to apply basic
standards of evidence.

Just because someone on social
media says a video is from a certain place
or time, or shows a certain thing, does
not mean this is true. In fact, social media
“evidence” is extremely prone to sug-
gestion. As documented here, the rumor
that a black bloc protester was unmasked
as a cop went viral after a 2012 protest in

Madrid. It did not matter that in the video,
one can see that the cop is not actually
wearing a mask, and not dressed in typ-
ical black bloc fashion. The simple fact
that the message accompanying the video
made a claim about the cop’s appearance
changed the perception of the hundreds
of thousands of people who saw it.

[t needs to become standard proce-
dure, when people start spreading rumors
based on flimsy evidence, to call it out and
shut it down.

We will be in a much stronger place
once everyone recognizes that conspiracy
theories are a right-wing tool, even when
they seem subversive. Who can forget the
9-11 Truther movement. What could be
more subversive than accusing the gov-
ernment of murdering almost 3,000 of its
own citizens? Over time, the right-wing
bent of the conspiracy movement became
undeniable: the theory promoted anti-Se-
mitic confabulations, it was based on a
high valuation of North American lives
and absolute apathy to a much greater
number of Iraqi and Afghan lives lost, it
distracted from the anti-war movement,
and it led to the creation of a “Deep State”
paranoia that Trump and similar right
wingers use constantly.

THE STRUGGLE IS RIGHT
IN FRONT OF US

Thereis no hidden truth to discover.
The reality is right in front of us. Police
murder Black and brown people every day.
They murder trans people. They murder
folks with mental health problems. They
murder homeless people. They enforce
inequalities that allow some to amass
insane amounts of wealth, leaving many
more with no access to good healthcare
or decent housing.

The movement that is fighting back
against this reality is legitimate. The
methods it is developing are legitimate.

There will be conflicts, there will be
differences, but that is okay. What we
cannot do is aid the counterinsurgency
strategies that help the state divide and
pacify this movement. The most import-
ant victories will be accomplished in the
streets, in moments of conflict and in
moments of creation. But how we talk
about the movement, the stories we
share, the narratives we create and the
enemies and allies we identify, will deter-
mine whether the struggle becomes
isolated and divided, or whether it con-
tinues to grow. F
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11 Arguments Against Protest Conspiracies

BY THE TOWER e JUNE 3,2020
WE'VE SEEN A LOT OF PEOPLE
on social media spreading
rumours and sharing conspir-
acy theories about the upris-
ing currently going on South
of the border. These might be
rumours about potential white
supremacist attacks and inter-
ventions or conspiracies about
police agents being responsi-
ble for violence carried out by
protestors. This kind of online
behaviour is harmful and
undermines the movements
you're probably trying to sup-
port, and we thought we'd take
a minute to break down why
we should collectively push
back against this trend.

1) Riots, that includes activi-
ties such as throwing bricks
and other things that could be
classified as violent, are and
have been historically part
of inciting social change. For
better or for worse, there is a
long history of rioting in Amer-
ica (and elsewhere), some of
the more popular U.S. exam-

ples include the Watts Riots,
the Compton's Cafeteria Riot
and then Stonewall, the Rod-
ney King Riots, and more
recently events like the Fer-
guson Uprising. Riots happen
for a lot of different reasons
and under a variety of cir-
cumstances, but it is usually
(at least in part) the result of
nothing else working, of being
ignored, unheard, and push to
a breaking point. Sometimes
they're both unavoidable and
necessary, and have an import-
ant role to play in struggle.

2) Rioting, brick throw-
ing, and other violence does
not and should not de-le-
gitimize a movement. Often
such events are the only
thing that make those who
are less impacted pay atten-
tion — police kill black people
and others, all of the time and
it doesn't get the attention
in deserves. Police in Amer-
ica have killed several black
people since the COVID crisis
broke out, for example Bre-
onna Taylor amongst others,

and business as usual con-
tinued. So many people are
paying attention right now
because of how people have
responded to the death of
George Floyd and how that
response has spread. The fact
that people are now paying
attention is proof of the effi-
cacy of these tactics.

3) Related to the first
two points, violent protest
can actually help and work in
tandem with non-violent pro-
test rather than detract from
it. Many of the most common
examples of pacifist resistance
and its successes weren't
accomplished alone and in a
vacuum. Rather, non-violent
movements were taking place
alongside other more militant
movements working towards
similar goals but pursuing dif-
ferent strategies and tactics.
For example, you can't look at
the Civil Rights Movements in
the U.S. and figures like Martin
Luther King, without also con-
sidering the Black Panthers
and other armed groups. It is
common that the existence of
more militant groups/events
create a context in which those
in power are forced to engage
with other groups that appear
more moderate in comparison.
This isn't necessarily desirable
and cooptation is real, but this
is part of understanding strug-
gle and how society changes
over time.

4) Many conspiracy the-
ories are focused on bricks
being left near protest sites, as
if that is the only thing causing
violence. But people having
been using a range of tactics
since the beginning, includ-
ing many a lot more violent

than throwing bricks. People
have guns and are shooting
police, people are commit-
ting arson and burning build-
ings to the ground, along with
doing vandalism, looting, and
more. And violence is cer-
tainly not only coming from
anti-racist protestors, on the
contrary the vast majority
of violence is coming from
elsewhere. White supremacy
prevails—racist cops kill with
impunity, white supremacists
hold political office, and mil-
lions of black folks are locked
behind bars, to say nothing
about the intense socio-eco-
nomic inequality. In the face
of this reality, any way that
those under attack decide to
respond is both fair and legit-
imate, and it's important to
support rather than critique it.

5) The argument that
violent and/or confrontational
protest brings down state vio-
lence and repression is prob-
lematic on several fronts.
First and foremost, it is simply
untrue. There are many differ-
ent factors that go into what
the state’s response to protest
will look like, and this isn't just
tied to whether it is peaceful or
not. It also include things like
the identities/social locations
of those involved, perceived
level of threat to the status
quo, potential to spread etc.
There are lots of examples of
the state responding violently
to completely peaceful pro-
tests and this is not something
within the control of those
fighting back. The ability of
the state to use violence is a
political reality —this move-
ment has had broad support,
and that has done more to



restrain the police than the tactics cho-
sen by demonstrators. Supporting people
on the streets, rather than delegitimizing
resistance does more to keep people safe.

6) Furthermore, the argument that
conflictual demonstrations bring down
state violence shifts the blame from those
responsible and who should be account-
able (i.e. those acting to violently sup-
press a movement) to those, who in this
case, are fighting for survival in the face
of intense, every day structural violence.
To put it differently, if a woman was in a
physically abusive relationship, decided
one day to fight back, and was severely
beaten or killed by her partner, the issue
here and where the blame should fall
would not be on the women, but the part-
ner. The same applies here, the issue and
where blame should be placed is on the
state and white supremacy, and not those
defending themselves.

7) Agent provocateurs, undercovers,
and other state agents, absolutely exist,
but that is beside the point. Emphasiz-
ing this fact shifts focus from other more
important things, and creates several dif-
ferent issues. It helps to prop up and pro-
mote conspiracy theories that strip away
black peoples’ agency, erases their expe-
riences and actions, and gives way too
much space and credit to police. Sure, state
agents might agitate violence and maybe
leave out and/or pick up some projectiles,
cops do sketchy shit and try to entrap peo-
ple all the time. That doesn't really matter
though, because the huge majority of peo-
ple throwing bricks and engaging in other
confrontational activities aren't police.
Police don't start riots and they certainly
don't maintain/continue them, people do
and for good reasons.

8) Building on the above point, not
only is it untrue to attribute such activ-
ities exclusively to state agents, but it
also damaging and potentially danger-
ous. It can make people think that only
cops would do confrontational or violent
things, so those who do that for their
own reasons come to be seen as doing
the work of the state or as harming the
cause. This helps to perpetuate the good
protestor vs. bad protestor narrative in
which some people’s activities are viewed
as inherently legitimate and other's activ-
ities as inherently illegitimate. Instead of
allowing space for a diversity of tactics
and approaches, and creating opportu-
nities for coalition building, solidaristic
actions, and complimentary work, it sows

seeds of distrust, creates divisions, and
facilitates conflict. This is what the state
wants, and is one of the central strat-
egies (COINTELPRO is just one well-
known example) through which it tries to
disrupt, discredit, and otherwise hinder
resistance. The state doesn't want people
rioting, it wants people infighting.

9) Beyond being damaging, attribut-
ing violence exclusively to state function-
aries is actually dangerous and jeopardizes
people’s safety in at least two different
ways. In the first case, it can create a sit-
uation in which protestors attack other
protestors on the basis that they think/
assume (wrongly) that others are either
police or working for police. So, if the
rumour spreads and gains traction that
police are instigating violence and throw-
ing bricks, those who are not police and not
working for police but choose to do such
things, can be targeted and attacked in the
heat of the moment by a crowd who thinks
they're cops. Bad-jacketing/snitch-jacket-
ing without confirmation/concrete proof
can get people seriously hurt.

10) In the second case, if it is believed
that anyone who engages in certain activ-
ities (whether or not they're state agents)
is detracting from or harming a move-
ment, overzealous folks may take on the
role of trying to manage (i.e. like a work
manager) a protest or even police other
protestors. In such instances, “peace
police” may actively try to stop some-
body’s actions (usually through physical
restraint) or in the worst cases, try to
do a “citizen’s arrest” of a fellow protes-
tor and turn them into the police (where
they will likely face violence). A particu-
lar awful video was recently circulating in
which a protestor was breaking up pieces
of concrete from the road presumably to
throw, when another group of protestors
surrounded them, tackled them to the
ground, and dragged them over to a line
of riot cops.

11) Fighting for change is messy,
complicated, contradictory, and yes,
sometimes violent. This is true through-
out the history of social movements
and remains true today. Violence can be
empowering, it can engender change,
and sometimes people have no other
choice —sometimes the world needs to
burn so that something new can be builtin
its place, and it is so important to respect
the autonomy of black people resisting.
Struggle takes all kinds, looks many dif-
ferent ways, and entails a huge diversity

of activities. Right now, instead of spec-
ulating or spreading rumours, we should
be focusing on how can we engage with,
take risks for, and support what is hap-
pening, in real, material ways and not just
on social media (which causes much more
harm than good).

Counterinsurgency:
dousing the flames of
Minneapolis

BY PETER GELDERLOOS ¢ JUNE 4, 2020

THE UPRISING THAT HAS SPREAD ACROSS
the United States since the police murder
of George Floyd on May 25 in Minneapo-
lis has, like any rebellious movement, met
with police strategies for counterinsur-
gency. Itis well documented how modern
police forces systematically use counter-
insurgency strategies against their own
populations.

The most visible counterinsurgency
measure so far has been the campaign of
straightforward, brutal repression: the
thousands of people arrested and injured
by police and National Guard across the
country, as well as the handful of Black peo-
ple who have been murdered since May 2,
shot to death by cops or white vigilantes.

Nonetheless, people have coura-
geously held their own, staying in the
streets, redistributing wealth through
looting and mutual aid initiatives, support-
ing one another with horizontally orga-
nized first aid and legal support, disabling
police vehicles and infrastructure in order
to physically remove cops’ ability to cause
harm, and destroying many of the busi-
nesses that led to gentrification, exclusion
and police violence in the first place.

Needless to say, this is an incredible
feat. Amidst such a dangerous, brutaliz-
ing, potentially traumatizing situation,
collective strength is what gets people
through. That is why it is the other side
of counterinsurgency, the one that divides
movements against themselves, that is
the most pernicious at times like these
— especially since it is often movement
participants who enable and reproduce
such measures.

NONVIOLENCE
Since British colonial wars in Kenya
and India, police strategists have identi-
fied the need to keep resistance move-
ments arrested at the level of nonviolence

or simple verbal dissent. This is a funda-
mental function of counterinsurgency:
treating society like a hostile population
and keeping it from rising up.

In earlier rebellions against police
murders, mayors, police chiefs and
would-be protest leaders were united
from the very first hours in declaring that
only symbolic protest was a legitimate
response. This happened in Oakland
after the murder of Oscar Grant, and it
happened in Ferguson after the murder of
Mike Brown. Fortunately, we have come
a long way. People have seen that the
only time cops get charged for killing is if
people riot. And we have also recovered
histories of struggle that the dominant
institutions had tamed and manipulated.

Now, we once again remember
that nearly all our victories in the past,
whether in the labor movement, anti-war
movements, or even in the Civil Rights
movement, came from riots, rebellions
and wildcat actions, specifically those
moments when we were uncontrollable.

For the first few days after the mur-
der of George Floyd, hardly anyone was
openly advocating nonviolence, because of
how clearly that would sound like putting
property over Black lives. Even the mayor
of Minneapolis, after block stores and a
police station was burnt down, claimed to
empathize with the anger of rioters.

To pacify this movement, subtler
strategies were needed. In came the out-
side agitators.

ABOLITIONISTS AND
CRIMINAL IMMIGRANTS

The concept of the outside agitator
is a very old trope. Some of its first uses
were to delegitimize the rebellions of
enslaved people, suggesting that Africans
would not want to rebel on their own or
would not be smart enough to do so, and
were instead led into rebellion by nefar-
ious white abolitionists from the North.
Another early use was against anarchists,
who were frequently immigrants, espe-
cially in the US movement, and as such,
subject to xenophobic prejudices.

The trope of the outside agitatoris a
psychological operation meant to suggest
that those who rebel have no legitimacy.
Those who come from outside threaten
the closed, localized system of oppressor
and oppressed. The outsiders are imputed
with evil, ulterior motivations, whereas
the authorities are simply motivated by a
desire to protect that closed system. And

of course they want to protect it: as the
oppressors in the closed system, they are
the ones who benefit from it. Solidarity
and collective power are discouraged, as
people are impelled to distrust anyone who
does not come from within a very small cir-
cle, family member or immediate neighbor.
Obedience is normalized while rebellion is
portrayed as something sinister.

Another disturbing element of the
trope is the suggestion that white people
are being irresponsible if they also want
to fight against slavery, and people born
in other countries are suspect if they also
claim to suffer under capitalism. The racist,
classist implications translate well to the
modern uses of the provocateur bogeyman.

The logic of counterinsurgency is
spread across the political spectrum:
everyone who has an officially recog-
nized right to comment on the unfolding
rebellion, everyone given a bullhorn by
the mainstream media, has been warn-
ing about outside agitators. Trump does
it, most police chiefs do it, Democratic
mayors do it, even the progressive wing
of the Democratic Party like Ilhan Omar
and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez do it. The
right wingers add the obviously anti-Se-
mitic suggestion that George Soros funds
these agitators, the “professional anar-
chists,” but all of them, nonetheless, are
using a trope that is irremediably racist.

WORKING FOR THE COPS

The most common iteration of this
conspiracy theory that circulates among
people who actually participate in move-
ments against police brutality suggests
that the outside agitators are actually the
police themselves, agent provocateurs.
How could blaming the cops for the vio-
lence possibly play into their hands?

This is in fact one of the most effec-
tive and also pernicious iterations of
counterinsurgency discourse, precisely
because people who spread it do not real-
ize that they are favoring pacification and
doing the cops’ work.

If it is just media and politicians
claiming that our movements are invalid
or our methods too extreme, that actually
does not matter a lot, because in order to
make a revolutionary change in society,
we need to be strong enough to go against
the media and the government anyway. It
is when the movement turns against itself
that we lose.

As | documented in The Failure of
Nonviolence, signaling protesters as

infiltrators, even when it is done by paci-
fists, exposes them to violence. It is a sig-
nal to the crowd that the person singled
out is a threat, and also an unreasonable
force: they are not who they say they
are. Rioters can in fact be both reason-
able and polite. It is not all uncommon,
in the midst of a riot, bonfires blazing,
to hear people say things like, “don’t set
that one on fire, it's a cheap model, that's
not arich person’s car,” or “hey, let’s grab
those fire extinguishers, there are apart-
ments above this bank office and we don't
want the fires getting to big.” Of course,
more often than not, such conversations
happen non-verbally, but commonly, part
of the beauty of the riot is that strangers
take care of one another.

However, when someone is accused
of being an infiltrator, a false protester,
dialogue becomes impossible because, a
priori, honest communication is precluded
by who they supposedly are. Those who
spread this kind of accusation are actually
hoping the crowd will rely on the uglier
methods it has available to protect itself:
beating up the supposed provocateur, and
handing them over to the police.

This was exactly how the political
parties imposed nonviolence on the Cat-
alan independence movement in Octo-
ber 2017, using their massive resources
to spread the rumor that police infiltra-
tors were planning on committing violent
acts in the protests. The degree of dou-
blethink was undeniable: in the name of
nonviolence, people assaulted those who
began to carry out property destruction,
proving that they did not logically believe
such protesters were actual cops, or they
never would have beat them up. Rather,
the accusation of being a provocateur
converted those protesters into homo
sacer, people with no legitimacy or right
to bodily integrity.

Ironically, those who engage in this
kind of snitchjacketing are doing some-
thing very similar to what Amy Cooper
did in Central Park, calling the police and
lying about being threatened, knowing
full well that the target of her accusation
faced police violence.

And we have already seen how pro-
testers in various cities have assaulted
demonstrators and given them over
directly to the police for damaging prop-
erty, once again valuing capital more
than human life, which is the very kind
of thinking that gives us police murders
in the first place.
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