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Author’s Note: Today, a jury in the Washington, D.C., Superior Court
rendered a verdict of not guilty on all counts for the first six defendants in the
J20 trials. This article was researched and written over the past weeks in the
breathless hope, but with absolutely no certainty, that such a verdict would
be passed down. For freedom of speech and assembly in the United States, for
democracy, and especially for the defendants and their loved ones, this is
pretty much a best-case scenario. I’d love nothing more than to throw this
column in the shredder and take to the streets to celebrate—and this is
definitely a cause to celebrate. But the dystopian realities detailed below are,
sadly, just as real now as they were yesterday.

The verdict does not change the fact that our government, in unprecedented
fashion, has thrown its full weight behind this effort to prosecute almost two
hundred protesters, medics, and journalists just for being at an anti-
capitalist, anti-fascist demonstration where some property damage
occurred. The verdict does not change the fact that the government, in that
effort, has relied on the kind of trumped-up charges and deeply questionable
evidence that have been the historical hallmark of political show trials. The
verdict does not change the fact that there are still more than 180 defendants
awaiting similar trials. The verdict does not change the fact that much of the
country didn’t seem to give two shits about the first trial, nor does it excuse
the infinitely damning fact that there was no broad, sustained movement on
the left to defend and show solidarity with the J20 defendants.

I’m not pointing this out to be a buzzkill. I’m doing it because we have a
troubling tendency to treat momentary ends as a justification for our
collective lack of political means. I’m doing it because the worst thing we can
do now is take today’s verdict as proof that the crisis has been averted and
things will go back to “normal.” This has not been the case with the Muslim
ban, it was not the case with tax reform or gutting health care—with the
current administration at the helm, our government is a bumbling, ravenous
ogre, but it’s an ogre that learns how to adapt. As I and others have said
before, the fate of the J20 defendants has, from the beginning, been
representative of our collective fate. And a victory for this first trial group is
also a victory for us. But it is a victory that many of us cannot take credit for.
Since the arrests in January, I have witnessed a truly soul-shaking amount of
love and solidarity and mutual aid among the J20 defendants themselves,
from their friends and family, from legal support groups (like the Dead City
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Some of these questions are more valid than others, but they still obscure what is
ultimately a more complicated slew of factors at play. We live in a wildly different
media environment these days, in which the flow of content is endless, our attention
is perpetually strained, and the capacity to captivate, let alone mobilize national and
international audiences faces a host of unprecedented challenges. We do not have a
mass labor or student movement, nor mass leftist parties, to draw on. We have a
destructive, monstrous idiot in the White House who dominates the news cycle. And
so on.

Again, it’s complicated. And I don’t want to deviate from the issue at hand, nor do I
want to overlook the heroic efforts that have been made to spur a broad coalition of
solidarity for the J20 defendants. At the end of the day, it’s up to each of us to reckon
with these issues in the deepest wells of our own conscience. But regardless of today’s
“not guilty” verdict, the question itself will continue to hang there like a stain on our
politics: why didn’t more people give a shit?  

Since Donald Trump took office, we have been suspended in dizzying, breathless
anxiety about the many hypothetical, but suddenly possible, circumstances that could
propel us toward a more authoritarian political regime. This week, though, no
hypotheticals were needed. Had the government succeeded in convincing a jury of
the defendants’ guilt of these trumped-up charges, and if it is able to do so in the
future trials, the case against J20 defendants would set a most dangerous precedent.

Whether they are anticapitalist or antifascist in nature, or whether they are simply
critical of the ruling administration, future political demonstrations would be subject
to the state’s uniformly repressive and brutal logic. If some glass gets broken, anyone
who happens to be standing nearby can be treated as a criminal conspirator.
Suddenly, a new mechanism of political repression would become available,
providing those in power with the means to sweep away dissenters en masse. And, just
as suddenly, more pages from the playbook of history’s demons would be opened
anew. It’s all too easy to envision how, for instance, a guilty verdict in the J20 cases
would lay a legal foundation for eliminating government dissenters by planting
agents provocateurs to cause property damage in future protests, thereby giving
police officers and the Department of Justice a green light to employ their same
repressive strategy. For most mainstream legal thinkers and political commentators,
this scenario may sound incredibly paranoid and even unthinkable according to the
norms and practices we’re accustomed to in our current judicial system. But the
unthinkable doesn’t become thinkable all at once. It emerges in stages—like this one.
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from “the anarchists” as a seemingly homogenous, dark, dangerous mass—if we have
refused to look into the “sea of black masks” and see the humanity of individuals and
comrades and lovers fighting for their vision of a better world—then, in one damning
sense, today’s verdict was always going to be inconsequential, because we had
already validated the police and the government’s logic. If we have become a nation
of people who genuinely haven’t seen our own fate in that of the J20 defendants this
whole time, then the coals that keep democracy alive may have already gone out.

Maximillian Alvarez is a dual-PhD candidate and graduate student instructor in the
departments of History and Comparative Literature at the University of Michigan.
He received his BA and graduated with honors from the University of Chicago in
2009.
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deliberately sought to conceal a
multitude of sins.
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