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Introduction

Dancing and blaring music at Berths 55 and 56 marked the site of 7 p.m.'s general

assembly in the “occupied” Port of Oakland.1 Thousands of participants in the Oakland,

California, chapter of Occupy Wall Street had arrived at the site earlier that day, acting in concert

with demonstrators in other West Coast cities who likewise attempted to blockade their local

ports on December 12, 2011. Of these attempted port shutdowns, Oakland’s was the most

effective, with protestors blocking key berths and terminals in a matter of hours and grinding

port operations to a halt for a total of 36 hours.2 That Occupy Oakland was the most disruptive of

the day’s protests was unsurprising; the “Wall Street on the Waterfront” campaign, as organizers

called it, was modeled after the success of a port shutdown and citywide general strike held in

Oakland just one month prior.3 Hatched as a protest against local police violence and the

exploitative economic practices that circulated billions of dollars through the Port of Oakland

each year while the city teetered on financial collapse and many of its residents faced the risk of

foreclosure and displacement, the November 2 shutdown is estimated to have cost the port

operator some $4 million in revenue.4, 5 As boisterous as it was daring, the Occupy intervention

mobilized impromptu commons in a logistics space previously characterized by precarity,

disjuncture, and ruthless efficiency. December 12’s dance party gave way to a debate among

participants over whether to continue the blockade, eventually ending with the decision to extend

5 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 84.

4 Deborah Cowen, The Deadly Life of Logistics: Mapping Violence in Global Trade (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2014), 4.

3 Liberate Oakland, “Report West Coast Port Shutdown,” Occupy Oakland, December 12, 2011,
https://occupyoakland.org/2011/12/report-on-west-coast-port-shutdown/.

2 Laleh Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance: Occupy Oakland and the Evolution of State Power,” Order
No. 10190289 (University of California, Berkeley, 2016), 108,
https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/pre-emption-resistance-occupy-oakland-evolution/docview/18647009
69/se-2?accountid=11091.

1 KQED News Staff and Wires, “Occupy Brings Protest to Oakland Port,” KQED (San Francisco, CA), December
12, 2011, https://www.kqed.org/news/49649/occupy-port-protest-live-tweets-from-reporters.
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it until 11 a.m. the next day, at which point protestors dispersed to allow port activities to resume

for the second time in just over a month.6

These brief interventions in the global supply chain constituted radical and messy

attempts to draw attention to predatory financial practices and reconstitute public space beyond

the reach of neoliberal capitalism. On November 2 and December 12, a port (re)designed to

facilitate seamlessly efficient logistics operations was momentarily disrupted and transformed

into a space of protest against economic injustice and experimentation with more participatory

forms of democracy. However, the brevity of the demonstrations and the colonial implications of

“occupying” land already stolen from the Indigenous people of the East Bay suggests that

Occupy Oakland—as well as the larger North American uprising to which it belongs—was also a

movement fraught with contradictions. A critical geographic analysis of Occupy Oakland and the

spatial paradigms in which they intervened reveals a persistent coloniality to the flows of global

capital fixed briefly in the port each day, reflecting both the exploitative nature of globalized

logistics and the production of colonial difference in North America at large and in Oakland

specifically. While Occupy Oakland succeeded in momentarily visibilizing and disrupting the

economic violence of the supply chain, its geographic imagination was constrained by a failure

to engage with these underlying settler colonial dynamics. However, despite these shortcomings,

the 2011 port shutdowns are also worth examining for their potential to act as a stepping stone

toward more ambitious spatial agendas that can contend with the interlocking forces of

neoliberalism and settler colonialism.

An exploration of the 2011 Occupy Oakland port shutdowns adds to a growing body of

literature concerned with the political and social dimensions of global logistics, both of which

are being cast into sharp relief as a tangled global supply chain presents North American

6 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 84.
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organized labor with opportunities to strike, bargain, and otherwise agitate for more livable

futures. Anna Tsing, Deborah Cowen, and Charmaine Chua are among the activist-minded

scholars whose work offers a framework for thinking through the role of neoliberalized logistics

in restructuring the conditions under which people work and live. Their deconstructions of the

seemingly technocratic and apolitical world of the global logistics industry provides a foundation

on top of which more detailed and place-specific explorations can be built. This case study is

also contingent on examinations of Occupy Oakland undertaken by Laleh Behbehanian, Emily

Brissette, and others; while their work focuses more closely on the movement’s interactions with

state apparatuses and the media, their documentation of November 2 and December 12, 2011

allows for a reframing of the days’ events through a more geographic lens. Lastly, the following

intervention also seeks to synthesize the decolonial analyses of Glen Coulthard, Adam Barker,

and Konstantin Kilibarda, all of whom have drawn attention to the ways that activist movements

can be constrained by a failure to reckon with the ongoing reality of settler colonialism. In this

way, a case study of the Occupy Oakland port shutdowns sits at the intersection of several bodies

of research aimed at better understanding oppressive paradigms and furthering emancipatory

projects, allowing for a dynamic and wide-ranging exploration of two moments where the

radically possible became visible, but remained just out of reach.

Background

Talk of shutting down the Port of Oakland likely began in earnest during the early hours

of October 26, 2011. The night before, members of the Oakland chapter of the Occupy Wall

Street movement confronted the local police department in an attempt to take back the public

square they had claimed for themselves and from which the police had removed them earlier that
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day. As the night’s protests wore on, “less-lethal” violence against the crowd escalated, coming

to a head when an Oakland Police Department (OPD) officer shot a demonstrator in the head

with a beanbag.7 After images of that night’s police aggression flooded the front pages,

organizers seized the opportunity to direct renewed public and media attention to the oppressive

political and economic machinations they were protesting. Though Occupy Oakland had only

coalesced earlier that fall, many of its organizers were already well-versed in direct action and

confrontational protest. As a highly racialized city under the yoke of a notoriously brutal police

department, relationships between OPD and much of the rest of the Oakland community have

been contentious for decades.8 From the street patrols of the Black Panther Party during the

1960s to subway shutdowns in response to the police killing of Oscar Grant in 2009, Oakland

social movements have frequently made use of city infrastructure to protest perceived injustice

and to further emancipatory goals.9 Within days, organizers—many of whom had also played

critical roles in the Oscar Grant demonstrations—had formulated a plan for a citywide general

strike on November 2.10

Undoubtedly ambitious, the strike would culminate with a blockade of the local seaport,

at the time the fifth-busiest in North America.11 As an intervention, the blockade recalled the

city’s long history as a hotbed of labor action at the same time it owed its strategy and vision to

the contemporary international movement in which it was organized. In 1946, Oakland was the

site of the last citywide work stoppage in U.S. history. Sparked by widespread fears that the end

of World War II heralded a rollback of wartime welfare programs and economic opportunities,

11 “Occupy Oakland general strike — as it happened,” The Guardian, November 2, 2011,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/nov/02/occuply-oakland-general-strike-live.

10 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 54.

9 Angela Woodall, “Oscar Grant protestors swarm San Francisco BART station,” East Bay Times, April 8, 2010,
accessed March 10, 2022,
https://www.eastbaytimes.com/2010/04/08/oscar-grant-protesters-swarm-san-francisco-bart-station/.

8 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 54.
7 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 74.
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more than 100,000 people took a “work holiday” that brought the city’s anti-labor political

machine to the bargaining table.12, 13 Though the 1946 strike would bring about little lasting

change, its short-term success looms large in subsequent decades of Oakland organizing,

especially as the decimation of union labor and the growing precarity of work made the

collective effort seem all the more difficult to summon again.14 Historicized in this way, the

Oakland iteration of Occupy Wall Street becomes inflected with a uniquely local radicalism and

sense of desperation. Already plagued by some of the deepest inequality in the country, the state

of California was hit especially hard by the Great Recession; housing prices fell by 45 percent

while more than 500,000 people lost their homes and more than 1 million lost their jobs.15, 16

Against this bleak financial backdrop, Occupy Oakland emerged in part as an effort to recover

the economic security that the 1946 strikers had been so fearful of losing. With decades of

collective experience in political agitation and with little left to lose, Occupy Oakland

participants hatched a daring and boisterous plan to disrupt business as usual.

At the time of the November 2 strike, business as usual at the Port of Oakland involved

loading and unloading more than 2.3 million cargo ships a year, a staggering volume made

possible by a combination of physical geography, geopolitics, and technological change.17

Opened in 1927, the port is situated both within the area’s natural harbor and at the end of three

17 “Facts and Figures,” Oakland Seaport, accessed March 10, 2022,
https://www.oaklandseaport.com/performance/facts-figures/.

16 Richard Walker, “The Golden State Adrift,” The New Left Review 66, Nov.-Dec. (2010): 5-30,
https://geography.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/walker_96.pdf.

15 Glass, From Mission to Microchip, 426.
14 Glass, From Mission to Microchip, 291.

13 Fred B. Glass, From Mission to Microchip: A History of the California Labor Movement (Oakland, California:
University of California Press, 2016) accessed September 9, 2021, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/j.ctv1xxsfk,
281.

12 Chris Rhomberg, No There There: Race, Class, and Political Community in Oakland (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2004), accessed September 7, 2021, ProQuest Ebook Central.
https://ebookcentral-proquest-com.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/lib/georgetown/reader.action?docID=224755,
96-97.
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transcontinental railroads.18, 19 The strategic importance of its location was solidified at the onset

of World War II, as the port and the city that surrounds it was converted into an essential logistics

and distribution point for the Pacific theater, a transformation that brought about sweeping

demographic change for the city and entwined its economic prosperity with federal investment

and the future of the U.S. military-industrial complex.20 By the 1960s, the peacetime application

of World War II spatial logics had led to the rise of the shipping container as the base unit of

freight transport—otherwise known as containerization, the Port of Oakland was among the first

global seaports to specialize in the process.21 This specialization “eliminated the need to sort

through arriving product shipments and drastically reduced the cost of international shipping,”

which in turn led to a “surge in maritime traffic” that raised the economic and political stakes of

seaports’ seamlessly efficient operation.22 Though local activists have been attuned to the Port of

Oakland’s  strategic value for decades, the volume of cargo and capital that passed through the

port in the early 21st century presented organizers with a similarly substantial opportunity for

disruption and intervention.

So after the spectacular violence of the night of October 25, organizers decided to take

hold of the public outrage directed at the Oakland Police Department and redirect it toward the

predatory financial practices they saw as concentrating wealth in the hands of a few corporate

executives while depriving working and middle class Oaklanders of full participation in their

local economy and body politic. As the date of the strike approached, organizers’ rhetoric

expanded to incorporate support for Occupy movements worldwide, as well as port workers

22 Jake Bittle, “Stuffing Ourselves: Amazon, the Postal Service, and the Tyranny of Logistics,” The Drift 5
(September 27, 2021): https://www.thedriftmag.com/stuffing-ourselves/.

21 “Facts and Figures,” https://www.oaklandseaport.com/performance/facts-figures/.
20 Johnson, The Second Gold Rush, 31.

19 Marilynn S. Johnson, The Second Gold Rush: Oakland and the East Bay in World War II, (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1993), 31.

18 “Facts and Figures,” Port of Oakland, archived August 30, 2013, accessed March 10, 2022,
https://web.archive.org/web/20130808120846/http://portofoakland.com/maritime/factsfig.asp.
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represented by the International Longshore Warehouse Union (ILWU) locked in negotiations

with multinational grain exporter EGT.23 Estimates of how many people showed out in support of

this diverse agenda vary, but most sources tend to agree that between 3,000 and 5,000 strike

participants descended on the Port of Oakland on the evening of November 2.24, 25 By physically

blocking a number of transport gates and terminals, Occupy Oakland had effectively stalled all

the port’s maritime operations by dinnertime. The “occupation” lasted until the next morning, by

which point it had cost the Port of Oakland at least $4 million in revenue.26 Oakland Mayor Jean

Quan decried the demonstration as the work of “economic terrorists,” but as Occupy blog posts

and participants quoted in news coverage described it, the strike and associated blockade were

successful.27 According to these sources, shutting down the Port of Oakland disrupted and drew

attention to the flows of global capital fixed briefly in the port each day, as well as momentarily

reclaimed the space for demonstrators, port workers, and—symbolically—the rest of the 99

percent.

In the wake of international headlines about the strike, organizers started to hatch plans

for an even larger demonstration, one that would scale up the spatial politics of Occupy Wall

Street action and strain the bonds of solidarity that galvanized the first. Inspired by the

November 2 blockade, Occupy movements in port cities up and down the West Coast united in

their clamors for another shutdown on December 12.28 Their timing was strategic: the ILWU was

28 Julinvictus, “Support Grows for Occupy Movement’s Coordinate West Coast Shut Down on December 12,”
Occupy Oakland, December 1, 2011,
https://occupyoakland.org/2011/12/support-grows-for-occupy-movements-coordinated-west-coast-shut-down-on-de
cember-12th/.

27 Jonathan Mahler, “Oakland, the Last Refuge of Radical America,” The New York Times (New York, NY), August
1, 2012, https://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/05/magazine/oakland-occupy-movement.html.

26 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 84.

25 “Occupy Oakland general strike — Thursday 3 November,” The Guardian, November 3, 2011,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/blog/2011/nov/03/occupy-oakland-general-strike-live.

24 “Occupy Oakland general strike — as it happened.”

23 Malia Wollan, “Oakland’s Port Shuts Down as Protestors March on Waterfront,” The New York Times (New York,
NY), November 2, 2011,
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/11/03/us/occupy-oakland-protesters-set-sights-on-closing-port.html.
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still embroiled in a dispute with EGT—for whom West Coast ports were essential for linking to

East Asian markets—and largely immigrant truckers were wrangling with Goldman Sachs for

better working conditions and the right to unionize.29 By shutting down Pacific ports, the

movement hoped to demonstrate that, even after extensive neoliberalization and union

attenuation, workers and their allies still had leverage over multinational corporations. But as the

plan came together, labor leaders tried to distance themselves from the movement, drawing a

contrast between their own structured decision-making and Occupy’s anarchistic leanings.30 At

the same time, dissident voices within Occupy Oakland demanding more attention to the

gendered, racialized, and colonial impacts of neoliberalization and dynamics at work in the

movement began to consolidate, unifying behind the call to “Decolonize Oakland.” Despite

disputes over whether an “occupation” of the port was the best way to proceed, West Coast

operations mostly went according to plan when December 12 arrived. Oakland was the most

successful of the demonstrations, with 5,000 protestors shutting it down for 36 hours.31 That

night, participants held dance parties at blocked berths ahead of the general assembly at which

they voted to return home the next morning, ending the second blockade of the Port of Oakland

in less than two months.32

When the sun set on the days following both demonstrations, the port looked much as it

did on any other night—if momentarily unsettled by the disruptions of the days before. The

glancing impact of the protests, as well as their similarly brief consideration in existing scholarly

literature, raises critical questions about their resonance and the ability of Occupy Oakland to

32 KQED News Staff and Wires, “Occupy Brings Protest to Oakland Port.”
31 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 108.

30 Madison Marie Alvarado, “Reconsidering Occupy Oakland and Its Horizons: Media Misframing, Decolonizing
Fractures, and Enduring Resistance Hub,” (undergraduate thesis, Duke University, 2021, 43,
https://dukespace.lib.duke.edu/dspace/bitstream/handle/10161/22664/Alvarado%2C%20Madison%20GSF%20Thesi
s%20May%202021.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y/.

29 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 108.
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elicit further efforts to disrupt exploitative financial practices and remobilize North American

commons beyond the reach of neoliberal capitalism.33 A geographic exploration of these efforts

is valuable insofar as it highlights a mutually constitutive interplay between Occupy Wall Street

activists and the material and financial flows in which they intervened; in this way, one can

embark on a critical analysis of the politics of the port blockades themselves while also

contextualizing them in larger spatial paradigms of extraction and colonial dispossession.

However, as this scholarly contribution was produced within institutions enriched and

empowered by many of the same paradigms critiqued here, its function is not so much an

authoritative evaluation of the 2011 Port of Oakland shutdowns as it is an invitation to an

increasingly vital conversation about the struggle for spatial justice and the realization of

emancipatory goals. As such, the following analysis can be read as an iterative (re)framing of the

shutdowns that seeks to make sense of their significance, contradictions, and potential, starting

with the globalized logistics geographies in which the blockades intervened.

(Colonial) Logistics Geographies

The infrastructure of and capital circulations briefly fixed in the Port of Oakland had been

under construction for decades, if not centuries, when they were disrupted by Occupy Oakland in

late 2011. Half a century before, the “logistics revolution” unleashed new technologies of

shipping, transportation, tracking, and distribution on the postwar world, elevating the

“seemingly banal and technocratic management of the movement of stuff through space” to its

own logic of global spatial organization.34 The rise of containerization and just-in-time

34 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics, 4.

33 Ruth Wilson     Gilmore, “Forgotten Places and the Seeds of Grassroots Planning,” in Engaging Contradictions:
Theory, Politics, and Methods of Activist Scholarship, ed. Charles R. Hale (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2008): 38, accessed May 1, 2022, https://escholarship.org/uc/item/7z63n6xr.



Hamilton 10

manufacturing, for example, revolutionized how corporations controlled the production and

distribution of goods, bringing about industries that were standardized, flexible, and relentlessly

efficient in pursuit of profit. Scholars of this revolution often land on the military origins of these

operations as a starting point for their analysis. Stephen Collier and Andrew Lakoff, for example,

point to a largely technological explanation for the logistics revolution, arguing that the shifting

proliferation of 20th century security threats against the United States gave rise to a systems

approach to building and protecting critical infrastructure.35 Deborah Cowen is similarly

concerned with the reproduction of military spatial practices in seemingly civilian systems, but

she sees it as operating in step with a larger capitalist logic: the peacetime application of World

War II technological advancements represented an opportunity for wartime industry to maintain

profits and prove its continued relevance.36 In this history of the logistics revolution, one can also

follow the evolution of the Port of Oakland, from its wartime value as an essential hub of ship

manufacturing to its status as the fifth-busiest port in North America at the time it was

occupied.37

Though the logistics revolution brought about sweeping global changes, it is also

important to recognize that capitalism has been international since its mercantile beginnings.38

Early capitalist economies in Europe and North America were sustained by commodities

extracted from western and southern frontiers, the movement of which charted now-familiar

38 Jasper Bernes, “Logistics, Counterlogistics and the Communist Prospect,” Endnotes 3 (September 2013):
https://endnotes.org.uk/issues/3/en/jasper-bernes-logistics-counterlogistics-and-the-communist-prospect.

37 Occupy Oakland general strike — as it happened.”
36 Cowen, The Deadly Life of Logistics, 30.

35 Stephen Collier and Andrew Lakoff, “The Vulnerability of Vital Systems: How ‘Critical Infrastructure’ Became a
Security Problem,” in The Changing Logics of Risk and Security, ed. Myriam Dunn and Kristian Soby Kristensen
(London and New York: Routledge, 2008), 3. Penn State University, accessed October 9, 2021,
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.582.4075&rep=rep1&type=pdf.
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transportation corridors.39, 40 In the popular imagination, global shipping sites like the Port of

Oakland may seem like a world apart from the dispossession and exploitation that characterized

the earlier colonial period. However, the port—as well as the settlements that surround it—is

built on top of unceded land of the Ohlone people, whose claims to the East Bay have been

brutally and systematically undermined since the arrival of Spanish colonizers.41 The layered

nature of this history is what leads Martin Danyluk to posit a conceptual framework for global

logistics that is less tied to the specifics of the mid-20th century United States. Broadly, his

argument furthers the Marxist geographer’s imperative of rehabilitating space as a useful concept

for economic analysis. Specifically, he conceptualizes logistics as a “spatial fix” to the capitalist

problem of overaccumulation, iteratively “expand[ing] the horizons of consumption and

dispossession, respectively, by infusing territories with commodities and by facilitating the

extraction of cheap raw materials and labor power,” whether by occupying Indigenous land or

automating union labor.42 Following Danyluk’s proposition, it would be a mistake to describe the

global supply chain as a purely technical development of the mid-20th century. A more

expansive analysis reveals how what we might call the management of circulation has long been

a driving force in the global production of inequality.43

Scholars who operate at this intersection of the logistical and the political follow in the

footsteps of such foundational scholars as Henri Lefebvre, whose articulation of (social) space as

43 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics, 10.

42 Martin Danyluk, “Capital’s Logistical Fix: Accumulation, Globalization, and the Survival of Capitalism,”
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 36 no. 4 (2018): 630-647, University of Nottingham, 4, accessed
March 15, 2022,
https://nottingham-repository.worktribe.com/output/1482519/capitals-logistical-fix-accumulation-globalization-and-t
he-survival-of-capitalism.

41 Stephanie Lumsden, “Missionization, Incarceration, and Ohlone Resilience,” in Counterpoints: A San Francisco
Bay Area Atlas of Displacement & Resistance, eds. Ananya Roy and Chris Carlsson (Oakland, CA: PM Press,
2021), 84.

40 Charis Enns and Brock Bersaglio, “On the Coloniality of ‘New’ Mega-Infrastructure Projects in East Africa,”
Antipode 52, no. 1 (2020): 115, https://doi.org/10.1111/anti.12582.

39 Bernes, “Logistics, Counterlogistics and the Communist Prospect.”
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a (social) product underpins much of this contribution and supports its activist foundation.

Situated within Lefebvre’s theory of the human experience as a mutually constitutive relationship

between our activities and our material surroundings, it becomes possible to start decoding

power relations inscribed in seemingly technical structures such as the global supply chain.44

Lefebvre’s contention that every society inhabits and appropriates space differently through the

ways that it organizes production, distribution, infrastructure, and social life forms the basis of a

Marxist argument that the material conditions and social arrangements of industrial capitalism

work to construct alienating, hierarchical, and life-shortening—in other words, violent—modes

of occupying space.45 The global reach and sophistication of the supply chain, for example, is

predicated in part on the attenuation of union power and the resulting contingency of logistics

labor. Thus, at the same time as the logistics revolution gave rise to particular kinds of “logistics

space” in the form of transportation corridors, distribution centers, and highly automated

shipping sites such as the Port of Oakland, it also dramatically restructured the conditions in

which people work and live.46 This restructuring has been characterized in large part by precarity

and disjuncture, whether through tenuous relationships with environmental and financial

regulators or the steady fortification of logistics sites against relationships with the cities in

which they are located. In this way, the world of global logistics can be understood not just as a

passive staging ground for protest, but as an active economic paradigm that can both constrain

and create opportunities for collective life and well-being.

Likewise, thinking about colonialism in a similarly paradigmatic way highlights not only

the situation of the logistics revolution in a longer imperial history, but the material and specific

46 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics, 125-126.
45 Lefebvre, “Plan of the Present Work,” 26.

44 Henri Lefebvre, “Plan of the Present Work,” in The Production of Space, trans. by Donald Nicholson-Smith
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), 26.
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ways in which it continues to (re)produce colonial violence. Such a conceptualization requires

the subtle and necessary recasting of colonialism as not just a practice of political domination,

but as a shifting set of economic processes involving difference-making, extraction, and

dispossession.47 From a geographic perspective, it is evident that all of these processes

“transform rather than dispense with spatial calculation,” thereby demanding attention to their

disparate application across logistics space.48, 49 As Jasper Bernes describes it, “the inequality of

the global system in part has to do with the unequal distribution of productive means and the

infrastructures of circulation” that are built to best exploit them.50 For example, the expansion of

global supply chains into Asia and, to a lesser extent, Latin America from the 1970s onward was

predicated on the opening of new industrial labor markets in the Global South and prompted the

further development of port capacity up and down the U.S. and Canadian West Coast.51 Besides

inflicting some degree of economic violence on Asian and Latin American workers who have

lately been incorporated into a new hegemonic scheme as well as North American laborers

whose jobs have been made more contingent, it is also important to note the colonial character of

this investment. Part of an effort to efficiently exploit cheap labor from the Global South,

logistics sites such as the Port of Oakland are implicated in colonial economic processes that

serve to dispossess and displace communities living in sites primed for extraction. These

processes are further reconfigured and reproduced across spatial scales, shortening the lives of

individual logistics workers while interpolating them in a global system of industrialized

circulation.

51 Bernes, “Logistics, Counterlogistics and the Communist Prospect.”
50 Bernes, “Logistics, Counterlogistics and the Communist Prospect.”

49 Charmaine Chua, “Logistical Violence, Logistical Vulnerabilities,” Historical Materialism : Research in Critical
Marxist Theory 25, no. 4 (2017): 173, https://doi.org/10.1163/1569206X-12341544.

48 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics, 51.
47 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics, 8.
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Neoliberalization (of Port Space)

Owing to their strategic position in these nested scales of economic (re)production,

logistics workers have historically been among those best placed to push back against the

violence of globalized supply chains. Though targeted efforts to deregulate, automate, and

atomize their industries have shaken their footing, unions and other forms of organized logistics

labor still retain a strategic position in global geographies of trade. When unions emerged in the

Global North at the turn of the 20th century, it was within the confines of a factory, a spatial

configuration in which workers could identify their position within an economic system,

collectivize with co-workers, and make use of their material leverage over means of

production.52 More than other sectors, the logistics and transportation industry offered workers

more of an opportunity to literally grind exploitative economic practices to a halt. The ILWU, for

example, which represents West Coast dock workers, including those employed by the Port of

Oakland, has been a formidable force against corporate and state exploitation since its founding

in 1937.53 Because the ILWU “handles (quite literally) a vast share of the world’s trade,” loading

and unloading ships, transfering containers, and engineering and maintaining port spaces, their

coordinated decisions to slow or stop work carry significant material and political weight.54 The

union exerts this power carefully and ambitiously, operationalizing a global definition of

solidarity. Three years before protestors “occupied” the Port of Oakland, more than 20,000

ILWU members walked off the job to protest the U.S. occupation of Iraq.55 Two years later, in

2010, the local ILWU again went on strike to protest the killing of Oscar Grant, demonstrating

55 Adam Martin, “Unions Say They Won’t Strike with Occupy Oakland,” The Wire, October 28, 2011, archived on
The Atlantic,
https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2011/10/unions-say-they-wont-strike-occupy-oakland/336175/.

54 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics. 94.
53 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics, 93.
52 Bernes, “Logistics, Counterlogistics and the Communist Prospect.”
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both the strategic geopolitical value of (the Port of) Oakland and the union’s commitment to

intervening for some measure of justice within it.56

However, those wishing to locate, much less seize, the means of production for activist

ends face a steep challenge in a globalized, neoliberal economic context. Since the 1970s,

organized labor in North America has been under siege by deregulation, automation,

outsourcing, and other processes of neoliberalization.57 Logistics workers’ ability to create

chokepoints in global trade made them an early target for neoliberalization, with post-WWII

automated technologies displacing full-time union workers and transport deregulation making

contingent labor more precarious: though 600,000 new warehouse jobs have been created over

the past decade, ever fewer of them are secured by collective bargaining agreements.58, 59 As

neoliberalization has shifted contract negotiations in favor of corporations, union membership

and bargaining power have dropped off.60 In addition to undermining Fordist-era labor strategies,

states and corporations alike have learned from them, building redundancy into transportation

routes and employing price-jacking slowdowns of their own.61 At the same time as it works

across time, shortening production and consumption cycles through the proliferation of

just-in-time techniques, neoliberalism also acts across space by rescaling and repurposing

infrastructures of global trade.62 Ports and other distribution sites built in this neoliberal period

are increasingly located in inland areas and backwaters tucked away from the major population

62 Deborah Cowen, “Containing Insecurity: US Port Cities and the ‘War on Terror,’” in Disrupted Cities: When
Infrastructure Fails, ed. Stephen Graham, (New York: Routledge, 2009), 73,
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203894484.

61 Charmaine Chua, Martin Danyluk, Deborah Cowen, and Laleh Khalili, “Turbulent Circulation: Building a Critical
Engagement with Logistics,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 36, no. 4 (2018): 13-14,
https://core.ac.uk/reader/160275784.

60 “Union Members Summary,” U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor, January 22, 2021,
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/union2.nr0.htm

59 Bittle, “Stuffing Ourselves.”
58 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics, 98.
57 Bernes, “Logistics, Counterlogistics and the Communist Prospect.”

56 Erin Allday, “Oscar Grant labor rally shuts Oakland, S.F. ports,” SFGATE, October 24, 2010,
https://www.sfgate.com/bayarea/article/Oscar-Grant-labor-rally-shuts-Oakland-S-F-ports-3169898.php.
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centers near which they have historically been sited.63 Taken alongside the now-global sprawl of

corporate manufacturing processes, this partitioning of logistics work(ers) from the spatialities of

everyday life presents a major quandary for labor activists. By dispersing production and hiding

its centers from regulatory oversight, states and corporations have attempted to reassemble the

factory beyond the reach of organized labor.

This global reconstitution of the factory involves elements of both diffusion and

concentration, disaggregating industrial processes across borders in search of new locations from

which resources can be cheaply extracted and exploited. Since the logistics revolution, products

are not made in one place so much as they are produced across space.64 In other words, “the

factory dissolves into planetary flows, chopped up into modular, component processes which,

separated by thousands of miles, combine and recombine” according to the shifting demands of

international financial capital.65 In pursuit of frictionless flows of capital, corporations

(supported, like in earlier colonial moments, by states in official and unofficial ways), set out to

shorten production cycles and establish more flexible operations that can respond to market

fluctuations. As Jasper Bernes argues, responsive production is possible in large part through the

strategic circumvention of labor and environmental standards that would otherwise constrain

profits, offshoring to locations where these regulations were less likely to take root and are easier

to dismantle where they do exist.66 Logistics scholars Jake Alimahomed-Wilson and Immanuel

Ness put things more bluntly: “[t]he vast majority of industrial production relies on the

hyper-exploitation of manufacturing workers in the Global South,” a reality that illuminates the

66 Bernes, “Logistics, Counterlogistics and the Communist Prospect.”
65 Bernes, “Logistics, Counterlogistics and the Communist Prospect.”
64 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics, 2.

63 Keller Easterling, “Zone: The Spatial Softwares of Extrastatecraft,” Places Journal, June 2012, accessed
November 23, 2021, https://placesjournal.org/article/zone-the-spatial-softwares-of-extrastatecraft/.
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racial and colonial implications of neoliberalization.67 Not only have manufacturing processes

been reassembled at a scale much larger than that of 20th century labor organizing, they have

also increasingly incorporated resources and labor from throughout Asia, Africa, and Latin

America.68 Such incorporation often involves making use of existing sites and structures already

implicated in colonial projects: military transportation routes, ports built by European imperial

powers, and former U.S. Army bases, among others. Scattered across national borders and

tucked inside decommissioned colonial infrastructure, the globally reassembled factory ends up

serving as a powerful spatial formation in the fight against (organized) labor.69

Unpacking the pervading coloniality of neoliberal logistics serves not only to situate the

Port of Oakland shutdowns in their larger global context, but to underscore the challenges and

urgency of logistical resistance. Efforts to enact seamlessly efficient transnational trade

inevitably run up against the fact of “the unruly, undisciplined working- class body” that refuses

to be perfected according to the logic of the supply chain.70 The subsequent possibility of strikes,

slowdowns, and other forms of unruliness—especially after the logistics revolution—has

prompted the development of a whole host of surveillance and discipline techniques to manage

the risk of losing revenue on account of labor action.71 Such a comprehensive assault on labor

rights makes clear the need for new forms of resistance, ones that can shift and scale in ways

commensurate with the recombinative power of global logistics. While scholars disagree on what

to call this response—many favor “counterlogistics” while Andreas Folkers and Julian

Stenmanns propose a working definition of “logistical resistance”—there is some consensus

71 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics, 118.
70 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics, 126.
69 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics, 61.
68 Enns and Bersaglio, “On the Coloniality of ‘New’ Mega‐Infrastructure Projects in East Africa,” 115.

67 Jake Alimahomed-Wilson and Immanuel Ness, “Introduction: Forging Workers’ Resistance Across the Global
Supply Chain,” in Choke Points: Logistics Workers Disrupting the Global Supply Chain, ed. Jake
Alimahomed-Wilson and Immanuel Ness (England: Pluto Press, 2018), 1, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt21kk1v2.3.
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around the political potential of disrupting and destroying the critical infrastructure of

neoliberalism.72, 73 With effective historical precedent around the world and especially in the

Global South, counterlogistics offers a playbook for those looking for traction in a global supply

chain that aspires to be frictionless.74 However, acts of “blocking ports, occupying financial

districts, and disrupting infrastructural flows” are not activist by nature, and they face a number

of barriers to being effectively operationalized for emancipatory ends.75 Among them are a

myriad of social, political, geographic, and economic wedge issues that divide logistics workers

worldwide from each other, complicating attempts to build transnational (and even local)

solidarity. It is in this fraught, contradictory, yet tentatively revolutionary realm of

counterlogistics that we can begin to tease out the significance of the 2011 Occupy Oakland port

shutdowns by beginning to layer on the complexities with which any would-be dissidents must

contend.

Occupy Oakland & Settler Colonial Space

The Port of Oakland shutdowns and similar examples of counterlogistics are both a

response to the recombinative nature of globalized logistics and evidence of shifts in activists’

own identities and the grounds on which they organize. As neoliberalization and globalization

have reassembled factories across logistics space, the lines along which labor activists organize

have changed, although their strategies of resistance and solidarity-building do not always

recognize the archipelagic work of resisting the logistics industry’s many forms of slow violence.

75 Andreas Folkers and Julian Stenmanns, “Logistical Resistance Against Operations of Capital: Security and Protest
in Supply Chains and Finance.” Geoforum 100 (2019): 199, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2019.01.011.

74 Peter Cole, “Durban Dockers, Labor Internationalism, and Pan-Africanism,” In Choke Points: Logistics Workers
Disrupting the Global Supply Chain, ed. Jake Alimahomed-Wilson and Immanuel Ness (England: Pluto Press,
2018), 50-64, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt21kk1v2.3.

73 Chua et al., “Turbulent Circulation.”
72 Bernes, “Logistics, Counterlogistics and the Communist Prospect.”
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Among these, one is especially worth reiterating as we continue to reframe and recontextualize

the contradictions at play in the Occupy Oakland demonstrations: a structural affront on Northern

unionized labor through a combination of deregulation, automation, and offshoring that has

undermined historically powerful institutions and gave rise to the need for new forms of

organizing. While the ILWU’s dispute with a multinational commodity corporation is still

arguably an essential part of Occupy Oakland’s two blockades, it is also important to note the

degree to which nonunionized (and even nonemployed) labor was critical to visibilizing and

disrupting the workplace from and about which the ILWU made its demands.76 The changing

public face of calls for economic justice reveals a shifting activist landscape wherein working

with and across difference is essential for building movements that can contend with the

multiscalar nature of their respective political and economic challenges. In this light, the

necessity of reckoning with the settler colonial (re)production of difference in Oakland is all the

more apparent, and the local Occupy movement’s faltering efforts and eventual failure to do so

are even more salient.

To make critical sense of these failed attempts, it is first necessary to lay out the

aspirations and contradictions of Occupy Wall Street and the international co-movements that

also coalesced around 2011. An investigation of this transnational dimension reveals a global

constellation of social movements, all of whom rebelled against austerity and authoritarianism to

demand economic justice and participatory democracy. Attempts to articulate these demands in

Oakland, as well as in North America more broadly, were complicated by an underlying settler

colonial spatial paradigm, which poses difficult questions about Occupy Wall Street’s structural

76 Jon Brooks, “Did Rank-and-File Union Members Support the Port Shutdown?” KQED, December 13, 2011,
https://www.kqed.org/news/49866/did-rank-and-file-union-members-support-the-port-shutdown.
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and redistributive imagination and ability to resonate with other forms of collective organizing.77

From a transnational perspective, however, Occupy can be analyzed alongside uprisings in such

places as Egypt, Greece, Chile, and Spain that emerged in response to yawning inequality and

draconian austerity measures. Undergirding all of these movements was a frustration with

dominant political and economic forces, especially those that threatened to further foreclose

possibilities for public and collective life through what Cowen describes as “the elevation of

market rationalities as unquestioned organizing principles of government.”78 In other words,

Occupy and its international co-movements aligned themselves in opposition to the ideology and

policies of neoliberalization, which are felt the world over despite the vastly different ways that it

can materialize across space. The manifold nature of neoliberalization compels activists, as well

as geographers, to “jump scale” by striving for global coordination while attending to dynamics

at smaller scales that might present opportunities or challenges to emancipatory projects.79

To this end, Occupy Wall Street and its contemporary movements developed a spatial

tactic of “occupying” state and corporate space to disrupt exploitative financial practices and

contest neoliberal spatial logics. Both blockades of the Port of Oakland exemplify a larger

movement strategy that struck at the evasiveness and seeming immateriality of the political and

economic forces with which Occupy contended. In the context of a globally disaggregated

factory, activists face a steep challenge in identifying and visibilizing forms of economic

violence and exploitation that might be obscured by the scale and speed at which they happen

and the shifting matrix of authorities that are responsible for it.80 Faced with such an  intangible

enemy as neoliberalization, the anti-austerity movements of 2011 often manifested themselves in

80 Bernes, “Logistics, Counterlogistics and the Communist Prospect.”

79 Cindi Katz, “Vagabond Capitalism and the Necessity of Social Reproduction,” Antipode 33, no. 4 (2001): 724,
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8330.00207.

78 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics, 61.

77 Adam Barker, “Already Occupied: Indigenous Peoples, Settler Colonialism and the Occupy Movements in North
America,” Social Movement Studies 11, no. 3-4 (2012): 327–334, https://doi.org/10.1080/14742837.2012.708922.
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concrete efforts to “claim the spaces created by state power and corporate wealth—specific sites

such as Zuccotti Park or Wall Street, and more general spaces of urban poverty and suburban

collapse” from Madrid to Oakland.81 At once a form of logistical resistance and a response to the

neoliberal enclosure of public space, these interventions are notable for the multiple scales at

which they operate: blockading the Port of Oakland interrupted global trade flows while pointing

toward local outrage over police violence and displacement. Besides their ability to bring about

significant short-term political and financial impact, “occupations” as a form of resistance also

represent a more conceptual intervention, mobilizing impromptu commons in sites implicated in

the (re)production of neoliberal forms of organizing space.82

In North American contexts, these mobilizations were fraught with colonial implications,

recalling both the U.S. and Canada’s centuries-long histories of Native dispossession and the

ongoing invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan.83 Demands to “Decolonize Oakland” and other major

sites of the Occupy Wall Street movement emerged in response to a widespread failure to

meaningfully engage with the underlying colonial spatial paradigm of protests on land that was,

in many ways, already occupied.84 Whether or not it explicitly surfaced in general assembly

discussion, settler colonialism played a significant role in the conceptualization and spatial

politics of the North American Occupy movement. For example, Adam Barker has documented

how the posters and slogans that advertised Occupy activities often included clumsy allusions to

Indigeneity, evoking long-standing attempts to elide the settler status of most working-class

North Americans.85 The impact of this shallow historiography extends to the movement’s

metonymic birthplace, the “physical site of a vanished wall built by enslaved Africans to protect

85 Barker, “Already Occupied,” 328-329.
84 Barker, “Already Occupied.”

83 Morning Star Gali, “Decolonize Oakland: Creating a More Radical Movement,” Occupy Oakland, December 3,
2011, https://occupyoakland.org/2011/12/decolonize-oakland/.

82 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 84.
81 Barker, “Already Occupied,” 329.
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colonial settlers against resistance” from the Indigenous people of Manhattan.86 Beyond the

politics of the site itself, it is also important to note that much of the economic activity generated

and exchanged in places like Wall Street and the Port of Oakland is predicated on the ongoing

dispossession of North America’s Indigenous people.87 By calling generally for the redistribution

of these ill-gotten gains to the working-class settler majority, the Occupy movement implicitly

naturalized the ongoing, centuries-long occupation of the continent in a move to innocence

reflected by the widespread embrace of “occupation” as a strategy of resistance.88

At a local level, the decision to “occupy” the Port of Oakland was stacked with additional

meaning due to the city’s specific geographies of racialization, economic (in)security, and

dispossession. On top of the foundational understanding that Oakland sits atop unceded Ohlone

land, one can begin to layer more recent geographic developments, beginning with the World

War II shipbuilding boom that brought hundreds of thousands of new residents to the San

Francisco Bay Area.89 A sizable percentage of East Bay newcomers were Black migrants from

the Midwest and Jim Crow South, many of whom moved into temporary public housing in

neighborhoods surrounding the port and Oakland’s mulitple shipyards.90 Besides segregating

Oakland’s growing Black population from the rest of the city, these settlement patterns also

disproportionately burdened residents with the pollution, illness, and premature death associated

with proximity to industrial facilities: people living in neighborhoods near the Port of Oakland

are at dramatically higher risk of cancer, asthma, and heart disease than their neighbors further

90 Johnson, The Second Gold Rush, 8.
89 Johnson, The Second Gold Rush, 4.

88 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization is not a metaphor,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education &
Society 1, no. 1 (2012): 3, accessed March 31, 2022,
https://clas.osu.edu/sites/clas.osu.edu/files/Tuck%20and%20Yang%202012%20Decolonization%20is%20not%20a
%20metaphor.pdf.

87 Barker, “Already Occupied,” 329.

86 John Hayakawa Torok, “On Oakland Decolonize/Occupy moment 2011-2013,” Interface 8, no. 2 (November
2016): 433, http://www.interfacejournal.net/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Interface-8-2-Torok.pdf.
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east.91 The extent to which life in Oakland has been rendered precarious, especially for racialized

residents, was further underscored and exacerbated by the 2009 financial crisis. In the first two

years following the stock market crash, approximately 10,000 houses in Oakland alone had been

foreclosed on, making way for the displacement of long-time residents of color by wealthier,

whiter beneficiaries of the tech boom.92, 93 Each successive wave of marginalization and

dispossession alters Oakland’s geography, resituating the port in a growing history that reveals it

as not just a proxy for transnational economic struggles, but as central to the production of a

distinctly local space.

The critiques at the center of calls to “decolonize” Oakland and other North American

cities in which Occupy Wall Street enjoyed a major presence can be characterized as an attempt

to better grapple with these local and regional dynamics. Decolonial voices within the Occupy

movement pushed back against universalizing discourse about economic violence against the “99

percent” and emphasized the racialized, gendered, and especially colonial impacts of

neoliberalization.94 Though the slogan can also be read as an aspiration toward what Ruth Wilson

Gilmore names stretch, the quality that enables a movement to scale from—for example—a

grassroots level to one commensurate with the state and corporate forces it opposed, Decolonize

Oakland activists saw in the movement a failure to commit to praxis as ambitious as its

messaging.95 Throughout the fall of 2011 and into the next year, activists demanded a reckoning

95 Ruth Wilson     Gilmore, “Forgotten Places and the Seeds of Grassroots Planning,” in Engaging Contradictions:
Theory, Politics, and Methods of Activist Scholarship, ed. Charles R. Hale (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2008): 37, accessed December 5, 2021, https://escholarship.org/uc/item/7z63n6xr.

94 Konstantin Kilibarda, “Lessons from #Occupy in Canada: Contesting Space, Settler Consciousness and Erasures
Within the 99%,” Journal of Critical Globalisation Studies 1, no. 5 (2012): 24-41.

93 Emily Brissette, “Beyond Tear Gas and Torched Dumpsters: Rethinking Violence at Occupy Oakland,” Humanity
and Society 42, no. 2 (May 2018): 230, https://doi.org/10.1177/0160597617716962.

92 Glass, From Mission to Microchip, 426.
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District and the West Oakland Environmental Indicators Project, October 2019, 2,
https://www.baaqmd.gov/~/media/files/ab617-community-health/west-oakland/100219-files/owning-our-air-plan-su
mmary-pdf.pdf.
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with the ways “male, heterosexual, class, and especially white racial privilege exclude the

histories and experiences of women and queer people of color” within a local movement whose

activist convictions were forged by radical antiracism.96 Decolonize Oakland also identified a

gap between the Occupy’s pretensions to “take back” state and corporate space and the reality of

the city’s occupied status, drawing parallels between the ongoing dispossession of the Ohlone

and the effective occupation of Black neighborhoods by the OPD.97 Around the same time that

plans were being developed to shut down the Port of Oakland, the broader Occupy Oakland

movement attempted to reckon with these criticisms at general assembly meetings; proposals to

officially change the movement’s language and practices accordingly, however, fell short of

necessary consensus thresholds.98

Occupy Oakland’s glancing attempts at reckoning with a local history of dispossession

reflect a structural and redistributive imagination constrained by the spatial politics of settler

colonialism.99 By (re)asserting claims to so-called commons that had been enclosed by

neoliberalization, the movement took for granted the colonial foundations of North American

settler states that are directly challenged by Indigenous forms of resistance.100 The ways that

Occupy interacted with the Port of Oakland, as well as other West Coast seaports, indicates an

approximation of economic injustice that could be effectively disrupted by short-term spectacle

and resolved within the existing North American relationship between state and capital.101

Announcing the port blockades as efforts to “shut down the commerce of the 1%,” for example,

implicitly places the blame for growing inequality on corporations and a handful of ultra-wealthy

101 Barker, “Already Occupied,” 330.
100 Kilibarda, “Lessons from #Occupy in Canada,” 26.

99 Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition (Minneapolis,
Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 14.

98 Alvarado, “Reconsidering Occupy Oakland and Its Horizons,” 95.
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individuals, not on the larger organizing logic of the neoliberal economy or the settler colonial

state.102 The movement’s emphasis on financial flows through the Port of Oakland also renders

its infrastructure and local situatedness somewhat incidental to the blockade, neglecting the

port’s role in the production of racialized spatial inequality in Oakland. As Barker describes it,

this failure to meaningfully engage with local and regional legacies of dispossession relegates

Occupy to the status of “another settler colonial dynamic participating in the transfer of land and

space” from North America’s Indigenous people to its settler majority.103 One might contrast this

limited ambition with the economic imperatives at the heart of Indigenous visions of spatial

justice, which are predicated on uprooting the colonial processes that allow for the extraction of

the very wealth Occupy was committed to redistributing.

Spatial Justice & Decolonial Struggle

Contextualized in their respective spatial politics, the infrastructure of the Port of

Oakland and the choreography of the November 2 general strike become apparent as dialectical

forces in the production of protest space. Here, Gilmore’s observation that a “geographical

imperative lies at the heart of every struggle for social justice” is especially useful insofar as it

stresses the ways in which the pursuit of social justice necessitates the creation of a place where

it can manifest.104 On the night of November 2, thousands of Occupy demonstrators transformed

the Port of Oakland into a space for celebration, solidarity with the embattled ILWU, and the

kind of boisterous physicality that the logistics revolution threatened to automate and alienate

into submission.105 By “occupying” the port, Occupy Oakland demonstrated that the ruthless

105 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 82.

104 Ruth Wilson Gilmore, “Fatal Couplings of Power and DIfference: Notes on Racism and Geography,” The
Professional Geographer 54, vol. 1 (2004): 16.
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102 Julinvictus, “Report about Occupy Oakland Port Shutdown,” Occupy Oakland, December 14, 2011,
https://occupyoakland.org/2011/12/report-about-occupy-oakland-port-shutdown/.



Hamilton 26

efficiency of globalized logistics could be successfully disrupted, prying back open opportunities

for public life in Oakland that had been significantly diminished since the city’s workers had

gone on strike some 65 years earlier to ensure their wartime safety net and workplace protections

would remain intact. The so-called “work holiday” of 1946 loomed large in public imaginings of

the 2011 strike, evidence of a distinctly American romanticization of and sense of entitlement to

post-war prosperity.106 The 2011 shutdown is in conversation with its historical precedent in

more ways than one: namely, both struggled to articulate new social arrangements that could be

realized alongside the geographic intervention of a citywide strike.107 Where the 1946

demonstrators set out to maintain a status quo secured by wartime welfare, Occupy Oakland

demanded a more participatory democracy and just economic system—within the confines of a

geoeconomic paradigm whose settler colonial foundations undermined the possibility of both

aims, especially for the city’s Black and Indigenous residents. As a result, the interplay between

protestors and the port spaces they sought to transform through “occupation,” though radical in

its own ways, was also fraught with contradiction.

Similarly, the second blockade of the Port of Oakland alluded to the potential of a

grassroots movement to “stretch” across space and into new bonds of solidarity while still falling

short of meaningful engagement with the protests’ underlying geoeconomic paradigms. After the

visibility and media attention garnered by the first shutdown, Occupy organizers decided to

recreate the intervention at scale, uniting port cities along the West Coast in a concerted day of

action on December 12, 2011. The transnational coordination involved in organizing and

executing the “Wall Street on the Waterfront” protests, which shut down seaports in Portland,

Longview, Seattle, Long Beach, Vancouver, San Diego, and Oakland, demonstrate a more

107 Lefebvre, “Plan of the Present Work,” 59.

106 Cecily Burt, Kristin J. Bender, Sean Maher, “Dozens of arrests at Occupy Oakland,” The Mercury News (San
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ambitious spatial agenda than the one at work in the November 2 general strike.108 Though the

ILWU was still locked in negotiations with international grain exporter EGT at the time of the

second shutdown, union leaders appeared keen on avoiding the implicit endorsement they had

given the first, contrasting the union’s deliberative decision-making with Occupy’s relative lack

of structure.109 While difficult to ascertain the degree to which rank-and-file ILWU members

agreed with this characterization, the juxtaposition is instructive insofar as it highlights the

difficulty of building a social movement that can effectively oppose neoliberalization—within a

labor landscape that is increasingly contingent, racialized, and non-unionized, organized labor is

compelled to be more selective about when and how it confronts state and corporate power.110

Tension with the ILWU and Decolonize Oakland troubled the local movement’s ability to

articulate a purpose for the shutdown beyond the aforementioned commercial disruption, leading

it to fall short of its potential to shake the foundational spatial paradigms in which it was

organizing.

Occupy Oakland’s faltering efforts at emancipatory spatial intervention are consistent

with the larger North American movement’s limited imagination of what “public” space could be

when reconstituted beyond the logics of neoliberal capitalism. In cities throughout the continent,

Occupy organizers were slow to reckon with colonial dynamics at play in their protest strategy,

with some eventually taking cues from Native participants and settler allies about the

contradictory politics of “occupying” stolen land without the permission or acknowledgement of

its Indigenous residents.111 Though, as Barker writes, “it is impossible not to feel for the

American homeowners whose lives have been devastated by predatory banks and lax

111 Kilibarda, “Lessons from #Occupy in Canada,” 26-27.
110 Cowen, Deadly Life of Logistics, 98.
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regulations, or the increasing mass of the poor” caught on the other side of a yawning wealth

gap, “it cannot be ignored that American wealth (especially that of the esteemed home-owning

middle class) is founded on the exploitation of land” of which Indigneous people have been

dispossessed.112 Occupy Wall Street’s calls for the more equitable distribution of this wealth, as

well as its embrace of “occupation” as a strategy of resistance, betrays an underestimation of the

importance of land in producing the dominant North American economic paradigm. Where

decolonial activist modalities directly challenge the exploitation of colonized land for capitalist

profit—a form of violence normalized within North American definitions of property and

(public) ownership—Occupy limited its demands by placing them squarely within the bounds of

these definitions. Despite efforts from Decolonize Oakland and other anticolonial factions to

change the ways the movement conceptualized and related to land, the persistence of one-off

“occupations” and reluctance to embrace the causes of decolonization and Indigenous territorial

reclamation suggest their success was somewhat limited.

However, to dismiss the significance of these interventions outright would overlook their

contributions to the (re)politicization of space in North American social movements, as well as

disregard the work of Oakland organizers whose commitment to economic justice outdistanced

the short-term impact of the “occupations” themselves.113 Although the movement’s protest

tactics were informed by decades of examples of place-based resistance, the media spectacle of

Occupy Wall Street allowed it to introduce strategies of reclaiming state and corporate spaces to

new audiences.114 Conversations that have arisen in the decade since Occupy about the

importance of protecting a “right to the city” and to public space more broadly only become

more urgent as North American landscapes are continually reorganized for efficient profit. In

114 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 72.
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Oakland, movement leaders have continued to push back against the extraction of profit from

their community, most notably in a 2012 campaign to terminate a high-interest rate swap with

Goldman Sachs. Already a familiar antagonist—a majority shareholder in port operator SSA

Marine, the 2011 shutdowns sent its stock prices tumbling by 5 percent—members of Occupy

Oakland were at the forefront of an effort to convince Oakland City Council to end its

relationship with the firm, which stood to make more than $20 million from a municipal rate

swap upended by the financial crisis.115, 116 Organizers’ continued opposition to the further

neoliberalization of Oakland, even as Occupy Wall Street as a whole was losing momentum,

demonstrates a degree of local commitment belied by the glancing success of the previous year’s

port shutdowns. These two examples of the protests’ resonance speak to the need to continually

recontextualize moments that may at first appear discrete, as their limitations and ostensible ends

can also reveal other avenues along which to pursue emancipatory projects.

Additionally, placing Occupy Oakland in conversation with other social movements and

grassroots organizations at work in the city allows for a more connective understanding of the

movement’s significance. A deeply unequal city with a long history of radicalism, Oakland is

also home to a number of other collectives whose critical engagement with the ways racial

capitalism and settler colonialism contribute to the (re)production of spatial injustice make them

better-positioned to further emancipatory goals. Geographer Margaret Marietta Ramírez

identifies two such collectives, Moms 4 Housing and the Sogorea Te’ Land Trust, whose forms

of place-based resistance “offer routes toward housing justice and…decolonization” in the East

Bay.117 Started in 2019 by five Black Oakland women whose takeover of a vacant home in the

117 Margaret Marietta Ramírez, “Take the houses back/take the land back: Black and Indigenous urban futures in
Oakland,” Urban Geography 41, no. 5 (2020): 683, https://doi.org/10.1080/02723638.2020.1736440.

116 Halah Touryalai, “City of Oakland Taps Occupy Wall Street to Take On Goldman Sachs,” Forbes, July 11, 2012,
https://www.forbes.com/sites/halahtouryalai/2012/07/11/city-of-oakland-taps-occupy-wall-street-to-take-on-goldma
n-sachs/?sh=104f137e6e18.

115 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 109.
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face of the city’s housing crisis envisions “occupation” as a strategy for long-term spatial

transformation, the anti-eviction work of Moms 4 Housing draws attention to the dispossessing

force of real estate speculation.118 Likewise, the Indigenous women who coordinate the Sogorea

Te’ Land Trust seek to reestablish Ohlone land sovereignty in the East Bay parcel by parcel,

subverting the dispossessing logic of the dominant North American property regime in the

process.119 The spatial ambition of both organizations manifests itself in “organized, creative, and

mundane” praxis that engages with the particularities of Oakland history to connect the

present-day housing crisis to centuries of exploitation, dispossession, and displacement.120

Though Moms 4 Housing and the Sogorea Te’ Land Trust differ from Occupy Oakland in their

degree of attention to colonization and racialization, this comparison also reveals an ongoing

local conversation on place-based resistance, with Occupy Oakland’s brief and boisterous port

blockades preceding these more decolonial interventions.

Having taken a step back to survey the larger landscape of Oakland activism, one can

quickly alight on the potential of what Yellowknives Dene scholar Glen Sean Coulthard

identifies as anti-displacement and anti-gentrification alliances to deepen and expand activist

spatial imaginations beyond those at work in the 2011 Port of Oakland shutdowns. The

decommodifying work of organizations such as Moms 4 Housing and the Sogorea Te’ Land

Trust suggests that housing and the urban built environment more broadly could offer

opportunities for both conceptual shifts and practical interventions in the (re)production of

neoliberal and settler colonial space. Scholars have drawn parallels between the “Lockean

rationale” of gentrification, which recasts working-class urban areas as terra nullius for middle-

and upper-class residential and commercial development, and the processes of dispossession and

120 Ramírez, “Take the houses back/take the land back,” 683.
119 Ramírez, “Take the houses back/take the land back,” 687.
118 Ramírez, “Take the houses back/take the land back,” 683.
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displacement that characterize settler colonialism.121 With one of the least affordable housing

markets in the country, the Bay Area presents activists with the urgent possibility of building

solidarity between local Indigenous people and Oaklanders at risk of displacement—and

especially of prioritizing the people to whom both labels might apply. Such solidarity might be

enacted through spatial interventions that are keyed toward visiblizing the economic violence

hidden in the gentrifying Oakland landscape, as well as its distinctly colonial character. Where

the 2011 port shutdowns only scratched at the surface of underlying North American spatial

paradigms, future activism could build on the work of the Sogorea Te’ Land Trust by seeking to

“reclaim and reassert relationships to land and place submerged beneath the settler colonial

world.”122 Put this way, the commodified, privatized aftermath of the financial crisis as seen in

Oakland’s rapid gentrification can offer both scholars and activists direction on how local

geographies might be transformed beyond what Occupy Oakland itself could conceptualize or

accomplish.

Furthermore, an examination of Occupy Oakland’s attempts to jump scale from its local

landscape to the global supply chain in which it intervened offers valuable insights on the role of

counterlogistics and place-based protest in resisting neoliberal capitalism.123 Despite the fact that

it is ever more difficult to locate, much less seize, the means of production in a globally

disaggregated factory, because “capitalism reproduces itself through concrete and abstract, global

and mundane operations,” it continues to experience friction and be vulnerable to disruption.124

This intractable vulnerability has allowed organized labor to continue to push back against

exploitation and economic violence in the midst of relentless neoliberalization, even as unions

124 Folkers and Stenmanns, “Logistical Resistance Against Operations of Capital,” 199.
123 Cindi Katz, “Vagabond Capitalism and the Necessity of Social Reproduction,” 724.
122 Barker, “Already Occupied,” 329.
121 Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks, 175.
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such as the ILWU have scaled back their efforts to comply with increasingly restrictive collective

bargaining agreements. By “occupying” the same port space in which the ILWU was bargaining

for better working conditions, Occupy Oakland demonstrated a degree of recognition of the site’s

strategic value, which was quickly confirmed by the single-day costs incurred by both

interventions.125, 126 While the immediate material impact of the 2011 port shutdowns was largely

limited to those two days, one might imagine a more grounded and incisive version of logistical

resistance against the port’s machinations, one that reaches across global supply chains to stand

with port workers at the other end of shipping routes to and from the Global South or that

visibilizes the racialized geographies of pollution surrounding the Port of Oakland.127 Here,

Occupy Oakland’s messy attempts to reconstitute public space beyond the reaches of neoliberal

capitalism reveal themselves as important, if unsteady, stepping stones toward more ambitious

activist agendas that can better contend with the nested and interlocked schemes of (settler)

colonialism and globalized logistics.

Lastly, the glancing impact of the Occupy Oakland port blockades underscores the

necessity of logistical resistance and of beginning to look beyond making demands of the settler

colonial nation-state. The populist, quasi-nationalist ways that the movement engaged with class

struggle and the neoliberal enclosure of public space still served to promote a vision of economic

justice that could be resolved within the existing North American relationship between state and

capital, a relationship that takes for granted Indigenous dispossession.128 Coulthard laments that

his and other Indigenous activists’ attempts to engage “discursive and institutional spaces” such

as Occupy Wall Street “to secure recognition of [their] rights have not only failed, but have

128 Barker, “Already Occupied,” 330.
127 “Owning Our Air,” 2.
126 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 109.
125 Behbehanian, “The Pre-Emption of Resistance,” 84.
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instead served to subtly reproduce the forms of racist, sexist, economic, and political

configurations of power” that they set out  to reconfigure through negotiations with the state,

casting doubt on the ability of institutional negotiation to achieve Indigenous liberation.129 While

an outright rejection of state-based appeals may not be in order, Coulthard does raise the

possibility of moving away from efforts to reform the settler colonial state, or at least of

incorporating more modalities of activism.130 One does not need to look far to find examples of

multimodal, decolonial activism that seek to exploit infrastructural vulnerabilities to further

emancipatory projects, from the Pacific Climate Warriors’ revival of Indigneous boat-building

knowledge in their 2014 blockade of Australia’s Newcastle Harbor to underground Palestinian

tunnel systems that forced the Israeli apartheid state into ever more absurd means and

justifications for occupation.131, 132 This more expansive, searching understanding of the value of

counterlogistics suggests that the spatial tactics employed by Occupy Oakland might be taken up

and transformed in ways that can further emancipatory goals beyond those permissible to settler

colonial nation states.

Conclusion

The November 2 and December 12, 2011 blockades of the Port of Oakland by the city’s

local chapter of Occupy Wall Street constituted radical and messy attempts to interrupt

exploitative financial practices and mobilize impromptu commons in the face of neoliberal

132 Jake Alimahomed-Wilson and Spencer Louis Potiker, “Decolonizing Logistics: Palestinian Truckers on the
Occupied Supply Chain,” in Choke Points: Logistics Workers Disrupting the Global Supply Chain, ed. Jake
Alimahomed-Wilson and Immanuel Ness (England: Pluto Press, 2018), 116-117,
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt21kk1v2.3.

131 Noelani Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua, “Protectors of the Future, Not Protestors of the Past: Indigenous Pacific Activism
and Mauna a Wākea,” The South Atlantic Quarterly 116, no.1 (2017): 186,
https://doi.org/10.1215/00382876-3749603.

130 Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks, 179.
129 Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks, 179.
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capitalist enclosure. A geographic analysis of the movement’s protest strategies and spatial

paradigms in which they sought to intervene brings to light the persistent coloniality to the flows

of global capital fixed briefly in the port each day, revealing the site’s implication in colonial

paradigms at multiple scales, from the globalized industry’s reliance on exploiting cheap

Southern labor to the production of racialized geographies of health and housing in Oakland

itself. While participants in the port blockades succeeded in briefly visibilizing and disrupting the

global supply chain, Occupy Oakland’s structural and spatial imagination was constrained by a

failure to engage with this coloniality, as well as with the settler colonial assumptions that

underpinned North American neoliberal capitalism and even the movement’s own organizing.

Through a series of geographic (re)framings of the demonstrations that seek to both problematize

their politics and situate them in larger processes of spatial production, it becomes apparent that

the blockades were at once boisterous, daring, and fraught with contradictions. Attempting to

work with and through these contradictions reveals how a failure to reckon with the settler

colonial paradigm that upholds North American space and society can limit movements’

emancipatory potential at the same time as it yields important insights about the potentialities of

place-based counterlogistics.

A decade on from the demonstrations themselves, one can also situate the Occupy

Oakland port shutdowns in a wider scholarly conversation about the coloniality of global

logistics and the corresponding possibility of decolonial, place-based counterlogistics. Scholars

interested in this frictive relationship might examine how the recommissioning of colonial

infrastructures and transportation corridors involved in the disaggregation of the factory might

result in new or different ways of (re)producing inequality. And for all the connectivities that can

be drawn out of the Port of Oakland, it is still just one location in interlocking global networks of
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industrialized circulation, one whose uneven exploitation of racialized Southern labor and

Northern working-class communities of color could be meaningfully articulated through

translocal study. In turn, modalities of resistance employed the world over, and particularly in the

Global South, offer geographers chances to explore the means by which those interpolated in the

logistics industry and the neoliberal enclosure of collective life understand—and seek to change

the terms of—their involvement in these spatialized processes. From the everyday

decommodifying work of collectives such as the Sogorea Te’ Land Trust and Moms 4 Housing

to the blockades and other more militant ways of protesting the industrialized streamlining of

dispossession, the 2011 Port of Oakland shutdowns can serve as a stepping stone toward analyses

of other movements that reckon more intently with the (settler) coloniality of their respective

situations.

An especially valuable conclusion one might draw (or an invitation one might consider)

from this suggestion is that the exploitation of logistical vulnerabilities constitutes a promising

avenue for organizing within a globally reconstituted factory and against colonial processes of

extraction, dispossession, and displacement. Where Occupy Oakland swiftly identified the

disruptive potential of a blockade, enacting confrontational plans to draw attention to their goals,

it may also be useful to think through the potential of this and other forms of counterlogistics to

also involve elements of regeneration and repair. As Coulthard asserts, “Indigenous forms of

economic disruption through the use of blockades are both a negation and an affirmation” insofar

as they acknowledge and reassert relationships to place and community that settler colonial

systems attempt to submerge.133, 134 Here, direct action reveals itself as not just a tool for making

demands of political and economic power, but also for moving outside of dominant relationships

134 Barker, “Already Occupied,” 329.
133 Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks, 170.
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between land and capital.135 While it is important to note that, in critical ways, Occupy Oakland

reified this relationship by calling for the redistribution of ill-gotten colonial wealth to the settler

majority, the movement’s contribution to the (re)politicization of public space in North American

social movements and the ongoing work in the East Bay with which it is in conversation reiterate

the ability of spatial interventions to resonate with future efforts and stretch beyond the specific

site where it takes place in order to create something ambitious and new.136 As such, the

aspirations and contradictions of the 2011 Port of Oakland shutdowns underscore the necessity of

engaging critically with a movement’s underlying spatial paradigms at the same time as they hint

at the possibility of jumping scale to effectively oppose neoliberalization and settler colonialism.

136 Gilmore, “Forgotten Places and the Seeds of Grassroots Planning,” 37-38.
135 Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks, 170.
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