"In Praise of Direct Action"

(A speech given outside B of A in New York, March 26, by Jesse Myerson)

(You can give it too -- or feel free to borrow, steal, cannibalize from it w/o attribution :-) )

I’d like to give a word on direct action, because some people deprecate the sort of head-on confrontation that US Uncut pursues tactically. Their grounds are reasonable: in a democracy, the people ideally have a body that will protect them from exploitation and provide a redress of grievances, and that is the government.

The problem is that the politicians cannot be trusted to ensure that justice is done. I’m going to repeat that, because it’s a very important point: in matters concerning the financial sector, we cannot depend on American politicians to ensure that justice is done. Which is a very sad state of affairs.

We saw this most strikingly with the bailouts. Bank of America and similar companies told us that they were so big, that they controlled such an enormous amount of the economy that, though they had engaged in risky money-making schemes, the free market would have to be suspended and the taxpayers would have to rescue them from failure. Their failure, they claimed, would plunge the American economy and many other economies besides into decades of Dickensian squalor. This was indeed a credible threat.

That is a pretty hefty sword of Damocles to hold over the heads of the American people. And so the banks successfully extorted the Congress on our behalf for trillions of dollars.

At the time of the bailouts and later on, during the writing of the very generously described financial regulation reform bill, the congress declined to abolish Graham-Leech-Bliley and reinstate Glass-Steagall, which would have the effect of shrinking banks, making it so that they were no longer too big to fail. Once smaller, these companies would no longer have the leverage necessary to extort America for financial rescue and could be allowed to fail, forcing them to behave more responsibly.

Why would the politicians decline to inure themselves to further extortion? Why would they retain their vulnerability to this sort of blackmail?

Well, the largest contributor to the campaign of Spencer Bauchus, the Republican of Alabama who is currently Chairman of the House Financial Services Committee, was Bank of America.

His predecessor in that position, Barney Frank, the Democrat of Massachusetts, just watched as his top staffer, Michael Paese, left the public sector to cash out by becoming the director of governmental affairs at Goldman-Sachs.

Frank’s counterpart in the Senate, during the writing of financial regulation reform was Chris Dodd, the erstwhile Democratic senator from Connecticut, whose top three lifetime campaign contributors were, in ascending order, the American Bankers Association, JP Morgan Chase & Co. and Bank of America.

Dodd’s successor, the current Chairman of the Senate Banking Committee is Tim Johnson, Democrat of South Dakota, whose top campaign contributor was the American Bankers Association.

So we cannot fight exploitative banks in the Congress, because the lawmakers are bought-and-paid-for wholly owned subsidiaries of the financial sector. Instead, we have to fight the banks on their own terms, and the language they speak is: profits. We need to undermine their profits. The good news is that, in the month since our first action, with a little help from our friendly neighborhood hackers over at Anonymous, we have been driving down Bank of America’s stock price by depleting the public’s trust that Bank of America is an upstanding member of American society.

The more we publicize their nefariousness, the less esteem the public holds for them, the more their revenue is threatened, the tighter our chokehold on them becomes, the greater leverage we have to correct their behavior. And it has to be that way because, as Frederick Douglass said, “Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never has, and it never will.”

In that same speech, he told us, “The whole history of the progress of human liberty shows that all concessions yet made to her august claims have been born of earnest struggle... If there is no struggle there is no progress.”

The struggle begins. The sides are clear: on the one hand, the largest bank in the world, and on the other, several thousand citizens. We might not be able to conquer these banks, but if we do, it will be because we made their lives hell.

So the question is: are you prepared to give them hell?

