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There isn't a simple story about
looting

“The questicn you have to ask yourself is: Why are there so many people in our
society who don't have a lot to lose?” says sociolegist Darnell Hunt.

By Terry Nguyen | Juny 2, 2020, 1:40pm EDT

On May 27, the second day of protests over police brutality and the killing of George
Floyd, a vicdeo of people looting a Target in Floyd's home city of Minneapolis swiftly
went viral. The images of haphazardly cleared aisles, broken windows, and citizens
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seemingly walking off with merchandise became the focus of how the protests
“turned violent,” and the actions were broadly condemned by politicians, law
enforcement, and others who have urged for these demonstrations to remain

peaceful.

The ransacked Target provoked a strong reaction among observers across the
country, who interpreted the act in many ways: as a demonstration of anti-capitalist
intent, a sign of the protests’ lawless and disorderly nature, or an inevitable
expression of rage and economic distress.

The scope and scale of the demonstrations against police brutality have grown and
spread to more than 250 cities nationwide, and looting has often followed. From New
York City to St. Paul to Chicago to Los Angeles, luxury storefronts, big-box retailers,
and mom-and-pop shops have been looted or vandalized or experienced some form
of property damage. Some in solidarity with the protesters have argued that these
unlawful acts capture the outrage and chaos of the moment while fueling media
attention toward the cause.

“Merchandise can be replaced. Black lives can not” is a phrase that has been
frequently invoked on social media. Activists have started circulating a 2014 article
titled “In Defense of Looting,” which was published in the midst of protests in
Ferguson, Missouri. Amid the social turmoil, some people not affiliated with the
protests have capitalized on the moment for their own benefit.
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Civil disobedience is frenzied and chaotic by nature. Pecple who take to the streets
might not all share the same beliefs: Some protesters are looting out of the same
anger that drives the protests, and other looters are not protesters at all. But because
it's impossible to untangle every person’s motivations and intent, it's much easier to
lump them all into a group to create a narrative of the event that fits our
understanding.

To rein in the protesters, the National Guard has been deployed in more than 20
states. Cities are enforcing curfews that start as early as 6 pm and, in some cases,
shutting down mass transit early, The president has threatened to send the US
military to quash the protests, less than a week after he sent a tweet saying, “Any
difficulty and we will assume control but, when the looting starts, the shooting
starts.”
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| can't stand back & watch this happen to a great American City,
Minneapolis. A total lack of leadership. Either the very weak Radical
Left Mayor, Jacob Frey, get his act together and bring the City
under control, or | will send in the National Guard & get the job done

Donald J. Trump &
@realDonald Trump - Follow

This Tweet violated the Twitter Rules about glorifying violence.
However, Twitter has determined that it may be in the public's interest
for the Tweet to remain accessible. Learn more

....These THUGS are dishonoring the memory of George
Floyd, and | won't let that happen. Just spoke to Governor
Tim Walz and told him that the Military is with him all the
way. Any difficulty and we will assume control but, when
the looting starts, the shooting starts. Thank you!

11:53 PM - May 28, 2020 ®

Many rallies are publicized as peaceful events, although tensions between police
officers and protesters are on a short fuse. The imaginary line between peace and
chaos can be easily crossed — hy just a handful of civilians or law enforcement. Many
activists and protesters have actively warned against iooting, vandalism, and
violence on social media and at events, In some cases, captured footage has shown
police officers escalating events by using pepper spray, tear gas, and rubber bullets
on bystanders indiscriminately.

There is currently an overwhelming sense of unrest across America, preceded by
months of staying indoors to try to curb the corenavirus pandemic. The protests,
property destruction, and disregard for authority are only a symptom of our current
situation, according to Darnell Hunt, the dean of social sciences at UCLA, who has
done extensive research into the 1992 uprisings in Los Angeles following the acquittal
of the police officers who beat Rodney King. | spoke to Hunt about the many
narratives that emerge during a period of massive urban unrest, particularly the focus
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on theft and property damage, in an attempt to make sense of the social chaos
around us.

How does the conversation move from the protests to looting so quickly, and
does this lead actions like looting to overshadow the goal of the protests?

What you tend to see in media narratives is a focus on the immediate, the breaking
news element of a story. So, of course, when violence breaks out, that becomes the
lead. Looting becomes the focus. What tends to happen in the evolution of news
coverage of urban unrest is an ever-deeper focus on the particulars of protesters and
what they're doing, which all too often speaks about protesters in monolithic terms
and fails to distinguish between those who are possibly peaceful protesters and
others who may be participating in other activities for other reasons.

One of the things | learned from my research in the 1992 LA uprisings is that people
took to the streets for a variety of reasons. The Rodney King verdict was just a trigger
that created a moment for people to sort of put on the agenda any number of
critiques of the system. Questions of failures of the criminal justice system. Rampant
inequality in society. Right now, we're caught in an unprecedented moment where
you have a once-in-a-century pandemic combined with the biggest urban unrest
we've seen probably since the late 1960s.

“YOU HAVE A ONCE-IN-A-CENTURY PANDEMIC COMBINED WITH
THE BIGGEST URBAN UNREST WE'VE SEEN PROBABLY SINCE THE
LATE 1960S™

When does that ever happen? And they're not discannected. | think the strains of the
pandemic, the fact we have 4C miltion unemployed Americans, people without access
to health care, people who have been shut in for months, people who don't know
where the next paycheck is going to come from, and not just African Americans but
affecting people from across all racial groups.

If you look at the video coverage of what's happening across the country, this is a
multiethnic, multicultural protest in many ways, again, triggered by a specific instance
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of police brutality, but an instance that was the bookend to other cases of police
brutality in the last few weeks and months, going back to Ahmaud Arbery in Atlanta to
Breonna Taylor in Louisville. That's just the tip of the iceberg. There's more beneath
the surface of the water prompting people to risk their lives, quite literally, in the
midst of a pandemic and to protest without proper social distancing, in some cases
without a mask, because they've been driven to the edge.

after curfew outside a Cup Foods in Minneapolis o

You don't get that type of framing in mainstream news narratives. It tends to quickly
descend to the law-and-order frame, when there's the first case of fire or looting. It
then becomes about property values and then you get the inevitable question of why
people are destroying their own communities. All of that moves the discussion in the
direction away from the underlying causes of what's happening. We get hung up on
the symptoms and miss the causes altogether.
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It seems like there are two narratives emerging around looting: one of the
“outside agitators,” that those not affiliated with the protests are coming in to
cause chaos, and the other in which looting is actually a political expression.
What do you make of those arguments?

What’s interesting about the claim of “outside agitators” is that it's exactly the type of
argument that racist Southerners used during the civil rights movement to criticize
protests and movements there. They were saying it was the Northerners who came
there to mess up their way of life.

In some way, it doesn’t matter where the people are coming from or why they're
doing it. The fact is a moment was created that could be exploited by people, no
matter where they're coming from. That is what’s more important. Why is it that we
got to the point that agitators from other communities could come in and “agitate"?
That's the point. What created this moment and how are you going to deal with that?

Clearly, there are people there who are protesting peacefully and are legitimately
moved with their lives to do this. That should still be the focus. These narratives have
been used before in attempts to minimize the legitimacy or the political value of what
the people who originally took to the streets are attempting to highlight.

People generally seem to have a very visceral reaction to damaged property and
any sort of protester-incited violence or destruction. Why is that, and is that
changing?

It's pragmatic. No one wants to see their own property damaged. If you are a business
owner, who puts your entire livelihood into a business, you probably don't want it to
be the sacrificial lamb of a movement.

One evening when t was going out, researching for my book on the 1992 LA uprisings, |
ended up in this South LA shopping center where there were a couple businesses
burning. There was this older black man standing. He was watching everything unfold
and told me, “See that over there; that’s my record store.” He said he would give it all
up to see something positive come out of this.
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“THE QUESTION YOU HAVE TO ASK YOURSELF IS: WHY ARE THERE
SO MANY PEOPLE IN OUR SOCIETY WHO DON'T HAVE ALOT TO
LOSER
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In other words, he meant that things have to burn to get attention, to get people to
realize that there's something fundamentally wrong with the system. Yes, he might be
a victim of the looting because his shop was burning, but he was willing to make that
sacrifice to hope that the movement would advance in a positive direction. Not
everyone might feel that way, but there are some people who do.

Like any group, you're going to see a variety of opinions within the black community,
just like any other community, on what the proper way to protest is. The civil rights
movement was built on the philosophy of nonviolent protest, but others in the black
community who argued against that wanted a more militant approach, like the Black
Power approach. Some people would argue that nonviolent protest will only get you
so far, and the threat of other activities might push you over the finish line. History is a
mixed bag when it comes to that.

You've previously mentioned how protesters nationwide appear to be selective
with their location and, in some cases, which places get looted. There's beena
lot of footage showing how chain stores like Target or CVS have been looted and
higher-end retailers boarding up their windows. How is that different from
previous periods of social unrest?

In the 1960s, a lot of protest activity was centered in the inner-city communities.
There was a long period after those events where the residents of those communities
suffered because they didn’t have access to certain resources. Grocery stores
stopped locating in those communities, banks went away, and people lost out on
services you had before because they were burned to the ground or looted and
destroyed.

What's interesting about this moment is that a lot of activities are not the inner-city
communities but in more affluent areas. Here in Los Angeles, it's in Santa Monica and
Melrose. | haven't heard of events in South LA, where people organized in 1992 and
other periods. it begs the question of symbolism, of where people decide to go and
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who decides to participate in those areas. [t makes it somewhat different than what
we've seen in prior instances of urban unrest — where people took to the streets
wherever they happened to be and those areas became the victims of burning and
looting. That doesn't appear to be necessarily the way things are unfolding now.
People appear to be more intentional and actions appear to be more political,

Just as we saw in 1992, from footage I've seen on CNN and social media, you see a lot
of spray-paint saying that this is a minority-owned or black-owned business. In other
words, these signs say, direct your anger toward the people who are oppressing you,
not these small-business owners. In 1992, at least, that spared a lot of businesses.
Protesters are not indiscriminately burning things. They seem to be more focused on
chain stores, like Target, or specific cultural icons that represent a system people feel
has not served them.
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How does the social chaos that stems from a protest spread in a city, and how
does that lead people who might not necessarily have the right political
motivations in mind to start looting for their own personal gain?

In any instance of urban unrest, you're going to see a range of different motivations,
tactics, and approaches. Some people are going to do it by the book: strictly peaceful
and law-abiding through nonviolent direct action. Then there's the response from
those who believe that confronting authority figures and the police by overturning
police cars and vandalizing police stations are actions that have to be done to get the
attention of the system.

You also have other people who aren’t necessarily proponents of either philosophy,
who see the moment as an opportunity to get ahead for whatever reason. Typically,
these people feel economically marginalized and don't have a Iot to lose. People with
alot to lose don't do things like that. The question you have to ask yourself is; Why are
there so many people in our society who don't have a lot to lose? That's the
fundamental underlying question.
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There are problems in our economy and problems in our social safety net right now.
People don't know when their next paycheck is coming. Things have been thrown into
question recently. These instances show a breakdown of legitimacy. People are
basically saying, the system is no longer legitimate. Frem the perspective of the
authorities, people are breaking the law because the law no longer has legitimacy.
They recognize the law doesn't apply equally; some people have justice and some
people don’t. The question is, how do you create a society where there's less
incentive for people to commit these acts because they have a basic modicum of
dignity, a living wage, and things that make them feel secure in their being.

You've read 2 articles in the last 30 days.

Will you help keep Vox free for all?

Today's economy is even confusing economists. And yet, we can't think of a topic that is
more important for an individual to understand. If money is power, then people need clarity
on what is happening with money. At Vox, we aim to explain inflation, jobs, the housing
market, personal finance, and the systems that shape these worlds so that individuals can
make smart chaoices for themselves and their families. We also believe that everyone
deserves this information — not just people who can afford to pay for a subscription. Help
us keep Vox's explanatory journalism free for all by making a financial gift today.

"

O $95/year O s120/year
O s250/year @] $350/year
Q other
Yes, I'll give $120/year
We accept credit card, Apple Pay, and Google Pay. You can alse contribute via
P Payral
hitps: waw tox com the-gowds 202066 2:21278113 looling-geonge-Noyd-protesis-social-unrest ne

THI23, T34 George Floyd peotests: [ ootiug isa’ the story The widlespread social unrestns - Vs

MONEY

We all just fell for Amazon's made-up holiday yet again

TRAVEL

Why this summer is already shaping up to be a drag for travelers

SOCIAL POLICY

The impossible paradox of car ownership

View all stories in Money

hps: www vox com the-goods 202046 2 21278113 looting-george-Nloyd-protesis-social-unsest




