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Detecting Direction in Occupy Wall Street Protests 

 Thousands of protesters fill the parks of New York City, grills blazing and iconoclasts 

cavorting, sharing hot dogs and ideas in the camaraderie of revolution.  Protesters brandish 

picket signs throughout the Big Apple and America with one recurring phrase: “We are the 

99%.”  This grassroots movement, claiming to represent 99% of America’s population is only 

growing in support, so the question is not just how valid are its goals, but what, exactly, are these 

goals?  This seems to be a question to which few know the answer.  The Occupy Wall Street 

protests have addressed essential needs in the U.S., but in order to generate solutions they must 

focus on one goal: shifting power from Wall Street to Main Street. 

Chatting late into the night over blintzes and pirogues, artists; activists; anthropologists; 

and anarchists, all generally frustrated with America’s economic condition, met at Odessa 

Restaurant in New York City, political thoughts intertwining and meshing, spiraling into one 

infectious word: occupy (van Gelder 16-19).  The eclectic group found muse from movements 

around the world protesting income inequality, corrupt politicians, and general greed.  Little did 

these nonconformists know their unexpected idea, inspired in a small Ukrainian diner, would 

become a massive, worldwide movement.  In fact, Occupy Wall Street officially went global on 

October 15, 2011- spreading throughout eighty-two countries and 951 cities (van Gelder 20-21).  

The movement arose from the frustration everyday Americans feel toward the government, 

hoping to end the monopoly Wall Street holds over politics and the middle class’s pocketbooks 
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(van Gelder 1-13).  Because the movement stems from the New York General Assembly, a 

“leaderless group of people who get together to discuss pressing issues and make decisions by 

pure consensus,” the organization is extremely vague in terms of leadership and goals (van 

Gelder 17-18).  Although the goal that has prevailed and reappeared from the start is to reduce 

the power Wall Street holds over the economy, the protesters are reluctant to outline any official 

list of goals (van Gelder 13).  

Although goals may be vague, there is no question the power must shift from Wall Street to 

Main Street because of corruption and corporate greed in Wall Street.  The first clear example of 

greed in Wall Street is the recent housing market crash.  In 2005-2006, banks embraced a new 

method of loaning: one that quickly put cash in its own pocket.  During this period, banks gave 

out loans without doing the research because they planned to simply sell the loan to a larger 

corporation.  They did not care about the homeowner’s credit-worthiness, as long as it made 

them a quick profit.  A former loan officer from the housing market’s booming years, Barry 

Rybicki, confides, “If you had a pulse, you were getting a loan” about the mortgage firms (qtd. in 

Phillips).  Overall, $4.1 trillion were put “into mortgage-backed securities that would eventually 

imperil the U.S. financial system” (Phillips).  The housing crisis is only one of many examples in 

which big banks and corporations repeatedly chose greed and bottom-line-profits over the 

American people (Phillips).  Between 2005 and 2010, 35 million people lost their homes.  

Because of the banks’ mistakes, hard-working Americans were thrown out of their homes like 

vagrants (Sassen).  In this example, mortgage firms continued to make money through dues and 

commissions while average Americans struggled because of these firms’ avaricious practices 

(Phillips).  
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 A second example of Wall Street’s greed inhibiting American citizens is excessive 

speculation.  Through his work in the U.S. Senate Permanent Subcommittee, Michigan senator 

Carl Levin addresses speculation in the commodity markets.  Previously, those directly affected 

by specific commodities invested in these markets to “hedge their risk” (Levin C1).  For 

example, airlines would invest in jet fuel in order to stabilize prices.  However, speculators have 

now taken over these markets.  Speculators who profit from drastic price fluctuations, 

speculators who demolish the tie between prices and supply and demand, speculators who distort 

the fragile balance of investment have taken over these markets.  When greed and corruption 

have expanded to the extent that Wall Street investors benefit from “chaotic price swings…at the 

expense of American consumers and businesses,” it is time for a transfer of power (Levin C1).  

American citizens should not tolerate spending their hard-earned money to fuel corporate greed. 

  Next, the corrupt nature of Wall Street is cause for its forfeiture of power to Main Street.  

Although sensationalized, Occupy Wall Street protesters describe the Wall Street business model 

with validity: 

The model has come to feature excessive fees and usurious interest rates for ordinary 

customers, financing speculation, luring the unwary into mortgages they cannot afford, 

bundling the resulting junk mortgages into derivatives sold as triple-A securities, betting 

against the sure-to-fail derivative products so created, extracting subsidies and bailouts 

from the government, laundering money from drug and arms traders, and off-shoring 

profits to avoid taxes. (van Gelder 57) 

Even legendary Wall Street investor, Leon Levy, acknowledges the corruption in Wall Street.  In 

his work in Wall Street, one key example of corporate corruption was the bank bailout.  Because 
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savings and loans lobbyists held collusion with Congress, much of the S&L associations were 

deregulated during Reagan’s presidency, leading to greedy, corrupt, and self-serving loans (Levy 

98).  As a result, taxpayers were forced to pay $500 billion in bailouts.  In addition, the way Wall 

Street is set up, “trillions of dollars of derivatives are held by virtually every major financial 

institution…If misfortune hits the giant government-supported finance corporations such as 

Fannie Mae or Freddy Mac” like dominos, other large corporations will consequently tumble 

(Levy 196).  America’s economy should not be so dependent on such a fragile, greedy, and 

corrupt system.  This is why Occupy Wall Street is needed to help transfer power from Wall 

Street to Main Street. 

In order to do this, the Occupy Wall Street protesters must narrow their goals because the 

American people struggle to grasp the objectives of the movement.  Sadly, this may be because 

the protesters themselves are not even clear on these objectives.  For instance, in her book on the 

movement, Sarah van Gelder writes Occupy Wall Street is “a movement, not a list of demands” 

(13).  The closest thing to goals listed are identifying the root of America’s financial crisis, 

providing a vision of a country that represents all people, offering a “big tent” for a diverse 

assortment of people, creating a venue for all people to make change, and most importantly 

returning power to American people (van Gelder 13).  For a global movement, these goals are 

quite vague.  Because the movement is allegedly leaderless, no one can officially declare goals.  

Rather, the movement serves as a venue for Americans to gather and voice whatever opinion 

they have on virtually any topic.  Therefore, the movement attracts people with a variety of goals 

ranging from anarchy in America to redistributing wealth to ending war (van Gelder 1-24).  

Americans, with their busy schedules do not have time to research details on the movement, so 

when they hear this ambiguous array of aims, it is easy to dismiss the movement as insignificant.  
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Cartoon artist Steve Breen impeccably depicts the frustration many feel toward the movement’s 

lack of clear direction. He shows that most Americans agree on at least one goal, strengthening 

Main Street over Wall Street, and that losing excess goals could benefit the movement and 

improve public perception (see fig. 1). 

 

Fig. 1. Steve Breen; “Suggestion for Occupy Movement”; Cartoon; U.S. News; U.S. News & 

World  Report LP, 2012; Web; 12 February 2012. 

Another factor contributing to public confusion over goals is that many issues have not 

been settled within the movement.  There are no leaders to make executive decisions, so 

controversy within the movement causes mystification outside the movement.  For example, 

from the start of the movement protesters have debated whether violence is a legitimate tactic to 

consider.  Many, of course, are strongly opposed.  However, some value the tactic greatly, 

thinking it a necessary course to take (van Gelder 39).  Because of this internal conflict, violence 

inevitably broke out.  In Oakland, California this year, protesters engaged in vandalism of 

property, burned a U.S. flag after breaking into a historic building, and threw rocks and bottles at 

police officers and buildings.  Police responded with “smoke, tear gas, and bean bag rounds” to 

break up the violent group (“300 Arrests”).  Events like these both confuse and generally repel 
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support from American citizens.  Are the protesters against violence or not?  Does flag-burning 

mean the movement is anti-American? Citizens are left with many unanswered questions.  

Another point of controversy within the movement is the question of transparency versus 

anonymity.  According to a journalist for the Atlantic, Nathan Jurgenson, Occupy Wall Street 

protesters fall into two categories: “(1) those who most value transparency and (2) those who 

most value anonymity” (“Occupy: Anonymity”).  The immense role of livestreaming in the 

movement is a strong argument that protesters clearly value transparency.  The movement is 

constantly being filmed and streamed to the web.  However, Tim Pool, the “eyes of the 

movement”, revealed another side of the movement when he was verbally attacked for filming 

select protesters (qtd. in “Occupy: Anonymity).  In addition, many protesters wear face masks 

and bandanas to hide their identity (“Occupy: Anonymity). 

As a result of these factors, Americans are left perplexed toward the goals of Occupy 

Wall Street.  Two Gallup polls were taken to test this.  In the first, 966 people were asked in a 

random sample if they approved of the goals of the Occupy protests.  A whopping 63% of people 

responded they did not know enough to answer (see fig. 2).   

 

Fig. 2. Lydia Saad; “Opinion of Goals of Occupy Wall Street”; Chart; Gallup Politics; Gallup, 

19 November 2011; Web;  9 February 2012. 

In a second series, when asked whether they support the movement, a remarkable amount of 

participants answered they did now know (see fig. 3).	  
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Fig. 3. Jeffrey M. Jones; “Most Americans Uncertain About ‘Occupy Wall Street’ Goals”; Chart; 

Gallup Politics; Gallup, 18 October 2011; Web; 9 February 2011. 

With over half of the American population unsure of the movement’s direction, it is clear 

Occupy Wall Street must narrow its goals. 

 That being said, Occupy Wall Street should condense its many goals to one: the transfer 

of power from Wall Street to Main Street.  Although protesters claim the movement has no 

definitive goals, the recurring goals seem to deal with corporate greed, income inequality, and 

Wall Street’s power (van Gelder 1-82).  Van Gelder identifies one of the movement’s key 

impacts as reclaiming the power of the 99%, putting economic power in the hands of the people 

rather than potent Wall Street leaders (van Gelder 13).  Even Brook Jarvis, a prominent Occupy 

protester, says one of his primary goals is to see power shifted from Wall Street to Main Street 

(van Gelder 51).  Another prominent figure in the movement, David Korten, outlines six steps to 

escalate economic power in Main Street (van Gelder 55-60).  A goal that many would agree is 

important, transferring some of Wall Street’s power to Main Street should be Occupy Wall 

Street’s main focus. 

Occupiers believe goals should not be narrowed because it will take away the founding concept 

of the movement.  The protests are rooted in the New York General Assembly- a creation 

protesters hoped to be a form of deep democracy in America (van Gelder 16).  The leaderless 
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movement bases its principles of solidarity on “mutual respect, acceptance, and love” (van 

Gelder 25).  The dilettante vibes of the movement recoil at the thought of definition, structure, 

and real steps toward action.  After all, they represent the 99% right?  Shouldn’t every goal of 

anyone in the 99% be lumped into the protests?  Protesters answer whole-heartedly, yes.  The 

faces behind Occupy Wall Street believe narrowing goals would take away from the beauty of 

the movement (van Gelder 25-30). 

 However, this idea is wrong because it hinders the success of the movement as a whole.  

If the movement claims to represent the 99%, it should have approval ratings higher than 22% 

(Saad).  Also, the bohemian feel the group exhibits turns away more people than it attracts.  Out 

of the mess of goals people see anti-capitalists, hippies, and anarchists, then they dismiss the 

movement (Farage).  For example, Nigel Farage wrote, “I have been unsure, from the start, what 

the Occupy Movement was all about, although I did suspect that it was just fatuous, anti-

enterprise, left-wingery.”  If the movement narrowed its goals, people like Farage would not be 

so uncertain, and the movement could gain support. 

 Additionally, others believe the movement should not be narrowing its goals, but rather 

the movement should not exist; however, this is not true because the movement has some valid 

arguments, inequality has reached an unacceptable rate, and America was founded on the 

concept of revolution and protest.  Critics believe the expiration date for Occupy Wall Street has 

long-passed for a multitude of reasons: Occupy Wall Street aims to terminate capitalism in 

America, high inequality is a natural byproduct of America’s enterprise system, and the 

movements disrupt peace throughout the country.  Opponents who claim the protests purely are 

anti-capitalistic simply do not know enough information about the movement.  Since there are no 

defined goals, obviously the one goal is not to destroy capitalism in America.  This may be some 
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protesters’ goal, but it certainly is not the main, prevailing goal of the movement (van Gelder 

13).  Secondly, people like journalist, Laura Vanderkam believe that the income inequality does 

not matter, that a high income gap is an inevitable product of capitalism (Vanderkam).  This 

survival of the fittest outlook may seem like a harsh but true reality, but is this how most 

Americans truly feel?  According to a recent study done by Stanford University, America’s 

middle class is slowly being erased from the portrait of America.  From 1970 to 2007, the 

percent of Americans living in middle class homes dropped from 65% to 44%, and the 

percentage of people living in either prosperity or poverty more than doubled.  Regardless of 

partisan ideologies, statistics show the income gap is rising (Tavernise).  So, those who believe it 

does not matter must hope the odds are in their favor as the middle class disappears and each 

member falls to one side- prosperity or poverty.  Finally, in terms of disrupting the peace, as long 

as protesters are following all laws, this argument is completely invalid.  In fact, all arguments 

against the existence of Occupy Wall Street are invalid because the Freedom of Speech and the 

Freedom of Assembly are clearly granted in the First Amendment to the Constitution.  The 

unprovoked dissembling of protests through the use of violence, tear gas, pepper spray, smoke, 

and bean bag rounds on protesters is not only unconstitutional, but goes against America’s basic 

political culture (“300 Arrests”).  Drew Sheneman humorously, but accurately exemplifies the 

absurdity of this police behavior toward protesters (see fig. 3).  
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Fig. 3. Drew Sheneman; Cartoon; U.S. News; U.S. News & World Report LP, 2012; Web; 12 

February 2012. 

America was founded on the principles of protest, and Occupy Wall Street members should not 

be punished for executing what the founding fathers had hoped for America.   

 In conclusion, in order to solve the pressing predicaments Occupy Wall Street has 

addressed, it must condense its many goals into transferring power from Wall Street to Main 

Street.  This must occur because Wall Street has abused its power, and is undeserving of the 

massive economic power it holds over American people.  It stands like Goliath, and Occupy 

Wall Street has emerged as a potential David.  However, many Americans do not understand 

their tactics, and consequently struggle to form an opinion and rally support.  The protesters must 

aim their slingshot at one goal in order to put up a fight, or they should finish their hot dogs, 

exchange phone numbers, and head home. 


