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The Radiation-Measuring Movement is a Class Struggle

---Manuel Yang, you’ve been active as a scholar of radical Atlantic and Pacific history

and as a fellow traveler of  the Midnight Notes Collective,  a Marxist  theory-activist

group that emerged out of  the American people’s movement against  the Three Mile

Island accident in 1979. The pamphlet that Midnight Notes produced on the occasion of

the 2008 financial crisis has been translated into Japanese (Promissory Notes).

You’ve been staying in Japan for three and a half months from the beginning of June,

participated in anti-nuclear demos, and gone around the country.  First  of  all,  what

impressions did you have during your stay in this period in Japan?

Yang: Actually, I also stayed in Japan from last November until the end of January this

year. I went back to the U.S., the Arab Revolution occurred in the Middle East, and then

3.11 happened in Japan. When I watched the news video of the disaster, I was shocked

at first,  and I  wanted to meet my Japanese friends again and check out the current

situation with my own eyes and that’s why I came again to Japan.

It’s impossible to summarize simply the impressions I’ve had of Japan over the last

three  months,  but  I  was  surprised  initially  at  the  restored  scenes  of  everyday  life

because, at the level of images, all the videos of the disaster were so intense that they

made  your  mind  numb.  When  I  actually  talked  to  my  Japanese  acquaintances  and

friends, I gradually came to understand that everybody lived at a completely different

level of crisis consciousness. There were those who lived with an intense sense of crisis

and others who returned to everyday life before the disaster. I acutely felt such “faults”

of consciousness among people.

I also started to see that something has definitely gone mad even in places that on the

surface didn’t look like they were in a destructive condition like Fukushima, including



within the social environment and human relationships.

---What you just said about the emerging divided condition, even those of us who are

inside can’t really tell if this is due to the huge nuclear accident, a rarity even in human

history, or whether it’s a unique feature of Japanese society.

Yang: As an outsider looking at this accident and Japanese society, I can’t help but

think  about  the  coincidence  of  the  nuclear  accident  occurring  right  after  the  Arab

Revolution.  The  Arab  Revolution  took  place  in  Egypt,  that  is,  at  a  place  that  was

considered the object of so-called “Orientalism”, where Eurocentric imagination labeled

as historically stagnant. And in Japan, which is within the Orient, the nuclear plant, the

technological pinnacle of that Eurocentric modern economic system, is in the process of

collapsing. The subjectivity of popular revolt has come into being unpredictably from

such places. This nuclear accident may be a sign of collapse for “consumer society”

produced by the “economic animal”, that stereotype of high economic growth which

repainted the classical Orientalism of the Japanese traditional stereotype, such as the

aesthetics of wabi-sabi.

The nuclear plant itself is an abnormal apparatus – it is an energy source for producing

surplus value,  that  is,  nuclear  power plant  supplies  and concentrates  the energy for

everyday subsistence and means of production and, in this capitalist society, it functions

as an apparatus for  imposing work on human beings.  Cracks have appeared in this

apparatus, a sense of crisis is exposed everywhere. The word “expose” can refer to both

radiation exposure and revealing/showing through; nuclear exposure has exposed the

fundamental  labor  and  its  intense  exploitation  and  terror  which  make  possible  the

system.

---Looking at foreign news and websites, I often come across opinion that says “why

don’t the Japanese make greater fuss even after such a huge accident?” I think acts of

escape and demonstration are a response of “making a fuss”, but there is something

else that doesn’t stand out from the outside and that’s the “measuring movement” that

measures radiation and tries to maintain safety for living. One aspect of this movement

is an attempt to first protect the children, and there are many people, not just women

but also men, who are measuring radiation. The idea is, since no one is telling us what’s



going  on  around  us,  let’s  do  it  ourselves.  I  consider  this  to  be  a  new  “people’s

movement” but I think it’s a movement that’s really hard to see from the outside. What

do you think of such a movement?

Yang: If we were to put the act of “measuring” in the context of Midnight Notes, this

has significance as a movement to take back for ourselves the reproduction of labor-

power because labor-power is the matrix that creates all commodity-forms in capitalism.

Although capitalist quantification, Taylorist measurement was set up as a standard to

squeeze out as much labor as possible, people’s “measuring movement” is doing the

very opposite, measuring the radiation spewed out by nuclear capital, making visible the

exploitation that is “exposure” – it is a class struggle that tries to protect labor-power

and  its  reproduction.  Such  terms  are  not  used  consciously  but,  because  the  act  of

protecting children, protecting health and food, which are the basis of life, are related

directly to the reproduction of labor-power, it’s not wrong to recognize this as a kind of

labor movement, a class struggle.

Attachment to Living and the Critique of the Nuclear Power Establishment

---Among those who are an active part of the measurement movement, people who call

for the continuation of the nuclear plants are probably less than 1/10th of the whole.

Thus, this movement certainly has an aspect of class struggle that tries to overcome the

“nuclear power establishment” from below. Of course, this was not so much intended

as it took such a path inevitably. I think class struggle in such a form has happened for

the first  time in  Japan,  but  during Chernobyl  the Soviet  government  prohibited the

individual  use  of  Geiger  counter.  This  means  that  “measuring”  is  something  quite

terrifying  for  the  state,  or  rather  scientific  awakening  of  individuals  are  quite

threatening for the state.

Yang: This might be somewhat  disconnected,  but  Ingmar Bergman depicted human

beings in a Godless world in his 1962 film Winter Light. A Swedish pastor loses his

faith and one of his parishioners is scared of the nuclear threat and becomes depressed.

This is also the case with The Seventh Seal, which revolves around the medieval figure

of “Death”, but what lies in the background of his movies of the 1950-60s, in which

people hypersensitive to such catastrophes appear, is the nuclear threat. This is not only



limited to Bergman but also applies to Godzilla (here, with nuclear testing as trigger,

Godzilla destroys the city as a revenge of the commons from Oodo Island) which was

released in 1954. From contemporary perspective, what’s striking about these images

from the 1950s-60s, which overlap with the introduction of nuclear plants, is that the

nuclear threat is represented as “something unspeakable”, that is, “something sublime”,

something that cannot be fought.

During the 1980s Midnight Notes problematized this powerless position. For example,

in an apocalyptic situation in which oil energy dries up and there are overpopulation and

environmental destruction, what should human beings do? By just posing the question

this way leads precisely to the logic of neoliberalism, which tells you to put up with

living  in  austerity  and  lowering  living  standards,  which  is  actually  what  happened.

Midnight  Notes’  George  Caffentzis  criticized  this  apocalyptic  conception,  which

nullifies social struggles, as a viewpoint that was divorced from popular movements and

that followed capitalist strategy. The popular movement’s scientific self-study and the

measurement  movement  liberate  us  from  such  an  apocalyptic  curse.  Apocalyptic

thought has culturally positive aspects, such as making visible the fundamental crisis of

the  world  or  preserving  the  possibility  of  absolute  world  revolution  as  a  utopian

imagination in a period of defeat, but, at the same time, it also tends to negate social

movements and human agency.

---In  Japan many novels  of  Kenzaburo Oe’s  are conceived along this  line.  Abroad,

Tarkovsky’s films also show such tendency considerably. In fact, there must’ve been not

a few people who felt that the “world has come to an end” when they saw the images of

the  Fukushima nuclear  plant  accident,  especially  the  images  of  the  nuclear  facility

exploding. However, immediately afterwards, the reaction that people showed and that

came to the forefront was one of tremendous desire to live, and it was a very unexpected

reaction. Radiation is invisible, has no smell or taste. What must we do then? Let’s

study  radiation.  What  is  sievert?  What  are  alpha  and  gamma rays?  What  are  the

differences  between  plutonium,  cesium,  and  strontium?  Unlike  the  literary  and

cinematic imagination, when nuclear accident actually happened, human beings did not

become  helplessly  despondent  in  the  face  of  catastrophe.  Quite  the  contrary,  they

became aggressive and a surprising number of people started to spontaneously study



about radiation.

Yang: Although Kenzaburo Oe titled  one  of  his  novels  Teach Us to  Outgrow Our

Madness, it’s possible to say that in a certain sense everybody already knows how to

outgrow and survive. At the site of the 1995 Great Hanshin Earthquake people who

were  previously  shy  suddenly  manifested  their  leadership  and,  by  summoning

something like an incredible power in a state of emergency, a temporary autonomous

community was formed. This also connects to Rebecca Solnit’s A Paradise Built in Hell

–  during disasters  human beings  create  from below communities  that  never  existed

before. Although various elements are involved here because there’s also violence at the

same time,  we must  register  amazement at  the fact  that  relationships of mutual  aid

happen without any plan. That, in short, such things can happen without the ideology of

security. Many people say that security cannot be preserved without the state but that is

not  true.  I  also  felt  this  the  other  day  when  I  participated  in  the  Awa  Dance  in

Tokushima. In a place where there was virtually no police and people were dancing

madly, there was no fighting and a spontaneous order was kept. This can also happen in

times of disaster.

---Kenzaburo  Oe  wrote  immediately  on  the  occasion  of  the  Fukushima  accident:

Remember  the  victims  of  Hiroshima,  Nagasaki,  Bikini,  Chernobyl.  Although  I  was

impressed by the immediate recollection and connection of these specific names, which

I thought was befitting a Nobel laureate in literature, there is also a question of why it’s

only  “victims”.  Another  thing  that  I  remember  is  Hayao  Miyazaki’s  reaction

immediately after the disaster and, although he is enough of an anti-nuclear person to

come out to the demos, when bottled water was selling out right after the earthquake,

he criticized the act of so-called “stocking up” by saying, “old people shouldn’t drink,

it’s shameless.” In short,  among writers who depicted, up until  now, a sense of the

world’s end in a nuclear war, there was a certain inability to capture how the people’s

attachment “to live” connected to the critique of the nuclear power establishment.

Yang: Regarding people’s life and the nuclear power establishment, we need to think

about the extent to which nuclear plants have functioned for capitalist accumulation and

destroyed rural life in Japan. Nuclear plants were built in the name of doing such things

as increasing jobs and redeveloping through their construction in an impoverished area,



but  this  smashes  existing  customs  and  social  relationships  in  the  area.  In  short,  it

smashes the commons. So we can view the making of nuclear plants as an enclosure, a

form of primary accumulation. And to say “no” to that is to reject primary accumulation

that brings about death, in short it’s an expression of will that says, “I don’t want to die,

I want to live!” What mothers with children are trying to do is not to stop nuclear plants

in order to introduce new alternative energy or change a model of development but can

be interpreted more directly. They are opposed to the basic capitalist thesis of “I become

bigger  and  expand  my  power  by  robbing  your  land,  labor-power,  and  time,  by

murdering you this way”. In a world after 3.11, which exposed the inner aspects of our

everyday  life  that  had  been  sacrificed  continuously  for  capitalist  accumulation,  the

object of sacrifice of course should not be old people but rather corporations whose

distinguishing character is its antidemocratic structure, the state-industrial complex that

made nuclear  plants  possible.  Democratizing these forms of  power is  impossible so

there is no other method but for people to remove them with their own power. Whether

this  is  stated  consciously  or  not,  we  need  to  decipher  such  attitudes  that  are  there

subconsciously.

---Demos are actions that are relatively easy to see because they put up slogans but, in

the case of the measurement movement, because it started from an impulse to let’s just

measure and get to know what’s going on around us, the participants aren’t conscious

of doing anything special.  But  they are challenging something.  And you call  this  a

challenge to capitalism.

Yang: As it  says  at  the  beginning of  Volume One of  Marx’s  Capital,  capitalism is

supported by labor-power, and nuclear plants exist at a foundational site where labor-

power is produced. Of course, even if the measurement movement has subconscious

anti-capitalist elements, they have not yet manifested this tangibly. But a little of this is

starting to be seen. I don’t know whether what the popular movement has made visible

will be fought as an act of abolishing state/capital, but, rather than making use of such

impulses  for  the  next  capitalist  development  in  the  form of  alternative  energy,  it’s

important to extract and cultivate the seeds of a new society.

 



Thinking About the Worldwide Legacy of the Anti-Nuclear Movement

---Several things became visible from the process so far. One is the question of how to

grasp  the  legacy  of  the  antinuclear  movement  that  antecedes  3.11,  the  movement

opposed  to  hydrogen-bomb-testing  that  begins  with  Hiroshima/Nagasaki  and  the

antinuclear-power  movement  that  emerges  around  the  1970s.  In  short,  this  is  the

question of how to assess the “global” continuity of the movement.

The reason I raise this question is because Midnight Notes produced an ambivalent text

by the title of “Strange Victory” in 1979. Midnight Notes said this was a “strange”

victory  because  the  nuclear  plants  didn’t  stop  being  ordered  as  a  result  of  the

antinuclear-power movement but they were terminated due to the rising cost of nuclear

plants. That is to say, nuclear plants didn’t stop as a result of popular movement. How

should we think about this?

It’s possible to think about it this way. That the reason for the increased cost of nuclear

plants was because the worldwide movement against hydrogen-bomb testing from the

1950s  and  the  global  resistance  of  nuclear  workers  and  residents  around  nuclear

facilities against health hazards had a cumulative effect that raised the cost of nuclear

plants.

Yang: When “Strange Victory” was published in 1979, there was also the particular

epochal nature of the 1970s. It was a period when the crisis of global capitalism was

detected and, as a method of expressing this, the question arose as to how to assess the

antinuclear movement.

The thesis of “Strange Victory” is that the student and antiwar movement in the city

shifted to a movement in the country, the rural area, the environmental and antinuclear

movements that effectuated the decline of U.S. nuclear plants, but the reason why this

was a “strange victory” was because the antinuclear movement didn’t have much of a

relationship  with  other  working-class  layers  and,  unless  it  was  strengthened,  this

temporary,  Pyrrhic  victory  would  be  recuperated  immediately  by  capital  and

transformed into a defeat. The participants in the antinuclear movement at the time were

mostly white youths who moved their place of activity to the rural area and didn’t take

into consideration the problem of energy and gas prices for blacks, slum dwellers, and



truck drivers who had to work in the city.  To put  it  simply,  the struggles  and riots

against  the  inflation of  oil  price  that  oppressed the  life  of  urban workers  were  not

connected to the antinuclear movement, which also revolved around energy resource,

and, as long as there was no such connection, this would produce a class division.

This  division  was  related  to  the  desolation  of  U.S.  cities  through  gentrification.  In

“Strange  Victory”  there’s  a  powerful  awareness  of  the  problem concerning  how to

analyze  and  expand  the  class  struggle  that  was  the  origin  of  neoliberal  economic

policies. Urban struggle, prisoners’ struggle, indigenous struggle – how to connect them

and fight against capital?

---There is also a spatial as well as a chronological problem. Opposition to hydrogen-

bomb testing  and  oppositional  movement  led  by  residents  around  nuclear  facilities

existed not only within the United States but also in Europe and Japan. Due to such

global resistance the ICRP’s (International Commission on Radiological  Protection)

average rate of acceptable radiation exposure has been lowered and the cost of nuclear

plants had been raised inevitably. We also didn’t know such facts until recently and of

course  I  don’t  think  Midnight  Notes  is  invalid  because  it  lacks  such  analytical

perspective.  But,  as  such facts  come to  light,  can’t  we say that  an opportunity  has

arrived to connect a global movement through chronological and spatial expansion?

Yang: During the first half of the 1970s in the U.S. there were the dollar shock and the

oil shock, which produced urban decay and riots. Such a situation gave a vivid sense of

the terminal stage of capitalism and Midnight Notes’ awareness of the problem was not

framed in terms of the New Social Movement – that is, as an individuated movement

such as the environmental movement and the woman’s movement – but advanced their

analysis, its axis being the struggles directly connected to capitalist global crisis. After

the oil shock Japan entered into high economic growth but this was a period when the

U.S. was rushing in the opposite direction. At the same time – this is what Takeshi

Haraguchi told me – there were also riots in Kamagasaki in the first half of the 1970s

and these riots were qualitatively different from those that occurred in the 1960s, also in

Kamagasaki. Many people emerged in the riots of the 1970s, such as Terashima Tamao

and others, who tried to create a new culture. So, even in many places we can’t even

see,  Japan and the United States  are  connected in  a  sense at  the  level  of  the class



struggle, and I have now started working with Haraguchi and other fellow scholars,

mostly in Osaka, to collectively study the question of how to understand this and related

issues in terms of global capitalist structure.

---That is to say, how do we understand global capitalist structure and the worldwide

labor movement and people’s movements, right? This time you also went to Okinawa

and Korea – what did you feel when you went to those places?

Yang: This was the first time I went to Korea and members of the scholar commune

Suyu-Nomo,  such  as  Hajime  Imamasa  and  Yi  Jingyong,  guided  me.  The  most

memorable was the demo in support of a Pusan waterfront worker, which I participated

on the day before my departure. Kim Jinsook, a waterfront worker, had confined herself

in protest, and many people from all over the country gathered together to undertake an

overnight demo in a huge number that was rare by recent Korean standards. Despite the

heavy rain, an amazing number of people, old and young, men and women, marched

through the streets. The Fourth International and Trotskyists, who are famous for their

internal splits, are most unified in Korea and were out on the streets. There is a lot of

discrimination  against  the  handicapped  in  Korea  and  people  in  wheelchairs  were

militantly on the frontline of the demo. Suyu-Nomo had established a study group with

such handicapped people, reading Deleuze, Foucualt, and Marx. I really felt a powerful

heat emanating from their culture of demonstration, a culture that was different, in both

intellectual and practical sense, from that of Japan or the United States.

And I also felt something similar in Okinawa. Chiyo Wakabayashi and Kozue Uehara

gave me a guide of Henoko, Takae, and Ie Island, and what I felt there was not only the

heat  of  the movement but  the firm transmission of  the movement’s  memory.  On Ie

Island an old woman who is still active in the movement spoke passionately about the

“crisis of war”; in Takae, Kosuzu Abe explained to us the situation of the U.S. military

helipad; and in Naha, at Space Yui, which is sponsored by Suzuyo Kori, I understood

intimately how U.S. military strategic training and the violence of American soldiers are

even now threatening and putting the daily life of residents in danger. I also found it

memorable  that,  with  the  U.S.  military  bases  right  in  front  of  them  and  through

solidarity with anti-U.S.-base movement in places like Puerto Rico and Diego Garcia,

Okinawa formed a different crisis consciousness from that of “mainland” Japan.



Because the Pusan demo took place right after the Aug. 6 anti-nuclear demo in Japan,

one thing I wondered about was whether it would be possible to link up the movements

in Korea,  Okinawa,  and Japan.  Whether  it  would be possible  to create  a culture of

insurrection,  at  first  even  just  in  East  Asia,  by  connecting  from below movements

against the neoliberal system that is dependent on the U.S. military.

 

East Asia and America, and People’s History

---I think the movement in Okinawa can be looked at from various angels but one thing

that is apparent is that the problem of survival and life themselves lies at its basis. So

the struggles in Okinawa may be flamboyant at certain times but most of them are quite

down-to-earth.  They are a community-based movement  and,  in such movements,  an

important issue is how to not get burned out. It’s not finished after a temporary surge

and there’s a strong dimension of a movement in which you participate with your family

across generations so that you don’t  get  burned out.  This nuclear accident and the

accompanying radioactive contamination are also about the crisis of survival and life

so it’s interesting that such developments as the measurement movement,  despite its

down-to-earth nature, are starting to emerge. This is something I’m witnessing for the

first time. Korea was originally a Third World country and has now developed a lot but

the shape of their movement is still taking place near the realm of subsistence.

Yang: Speaking somewhat reductively, the power of the United States (capital) exists at

the basis of what is generating the movements in East Asia. The bases in Okinawa as

well  as  the  Japanese  nuclear  plants  were  established  during  the  Cold  War  as  an

extension of U.S. capital, in order to get hold of its borders, and one reason the U.S.

bases are set up all over the world is to protect oil, that is, the source of energy supply.

Oil capital and the military overlap here. In Korea, just as in Okinawa, the U.S. military

poses a constant threat. Moreover, the U.S. soldiers go into the military because they

have no money to go to college and they are dispatched to Korea and Okinawa. They

know  nothing  about  the  history  of  these  places  and  many  of  them  happen  to  be

Hispanics or blacks from layers of the poor, that is, they are workers and soldiers of the

American empire. The composition of divisions within the working class thus appears



grotesquely in the vicinity of U.S. military bases that are dispersed in Okinawa and

throughout the world.

If we trace it back to its origin, the problem of radiation in Japan today lies with the

United States,  which dropped nuclear  bombs on Japan and supplied it  with nuclear

power technology, and that’s also the origin of the Cold War. So to think today about

connecting the Korean labor movement, Okinawan anti-base movement, and Japanese

radiation measurement movement means to reconsider and subvert the negative legacy

of the Cold War that still maintains a distorted reality – perhaps we can connect them

from such a perspective.

---That is an interesting argument, for even regarding the current problem of nuclear

plants, it’s rare for people to directly mention the proper name “America” even as they

dimly feel the connection. They have reached the point of doubting the deception of

“Atom for  Peace” but  they haven’t  reached the point  of  connecting the movements

around the world through the name of America, starting with those in Okinawa and

Korea, and the current antinuclear movement in Japan. As you noted, the point about

U.S. soldiers in Okinawa being also from the American lower class is very important.

So here I want to shift to talking about America; in Japan there’s an aspect we seem to

understand but  don’t  understand and that  is  the  basis  on which the  American Left

speaks out, the reality they are registering. Can you talk a little about this point?

Yang: There are diverse types of people on the U.S. Left. For example, in the 1980s

there were movements in which Christians tried to stop the massacres taking place in

Latin America, movements that continue to this day. But, as for whether they emphasize

labor issues, that’s not necessarily the case. If there’s a common recognition within the

U.S. Left or liberals, it’s the issues of race and gender, a tendency that is especially

strong after the 1970s and 80s.

The Midwestern city, where the auto industry had gone into decline and where I have

lived for the past twelve years, has many Catholics and is a union town with strong

connection to the Democratic Party. The labor unions are not so much leftwing as they

are nationalist, posting signs at the gate that say, don’t bring in Japanese cars into our

plant or else you won’t know what might happen to them. So, if you tried to undertake



an anti-imperialist or anti-government movement inside the plant, you’ll bullied in all

kinds of  ways.  Typically,  people who are progressive or  leftwing are comparatively

affluent middle-class people in Berkeley or on the East Coast, and they express antiwar

and antiracist views, where the ideology repressing labor and class issues often operate.

U.S. blue-collar workers also have a consciousness of themselves as middle class and,

after  the 1950s,  the  majority  of  them have defined themselves as  such.  This  year’s

movement in Wisconsin and the American Midwest to protect the right to unionize was

a symptom that finally emerged to indicate perhaps that this notion has started to crack.

But the United States has everything from the Tea Party to Christian fundamentalists so

there are diverse antagonisms there. It’s a very complicated situation because Christian

fundamentalism has spread among the U.S. poor and working class,  from blacks to

Hispanics.

---C.L.R. James is famous as a postcolonial thinker in Japan but in the United States

he’s  often  viewed  as  a  founder  of  community-based  DIY,  that  is,  a  thinker  of

autonomous self-organization movement. The Japanese look at the U.S. with a relativist

perspective but many people don’t think about solidarity with movements in the U.S.

Through  the  Vietnam  War  or  reading  Howard  Zinn’s  books,  they  tend  to  one-

dimensionally look at American imperialism as an enemy (or an ally).

Yang: There are movements  whose existence surprises  you even if  you live in  the

States. Five, six years ago after the eclipse of the anti-globalization movement, local

anarchists organized workshops at the Bowling Green State University and asked me to

talk about Marxism and anarchism. The young people of the Midwest I met there were

from the area,  the  “post-Seattle  generation”,  and were  involved in  diverse  kinds  of

activities in their respective community, from organic gardening to the anti-freeway-

development movement to taking care of the homeless. I had no idea such movements

existed and was really impressed. As Chomsky said, the opposition movement against

the massacres in Latin America due to U.S. government intervention emerged in various

places in the 1980s but each of the movement groups often did not know that the other

existed. Even in the United States they don’t know each other’s existence and haven’t

been able to have an exchange. As to how to break through that, for now I can’t think of

anything except through a series of personal encounters.



---To the extent that you’re close to everyday life, it might be easier to have nothing to

do with what’s outside. That’s not a bad thing in a singular sense. But, if that’s all you

have, you’ll definitely get stuck eventually. Leaving aside whether it’s actually possible,

there comes a time when you have to look outside with a will to solidarity.

Yang: Even people who were involved in the U.S. antinuclear movement before 3.11

probably didn’t know that Japan had nuclear plants. You can see domestic nuclear plants

but it’s hard to extend your vision abroad. But, after such a thing has happened in Japan,

I think the U.S. antinuclear movement will try to connect and form solidarity with the

Japanese movement.

---In the Middle Eastern Revolution that took place this year I think you can cite its

spectacular nature as one of its characteristics. There was a debate between Slavoj

Zizek and Hamid Dabashi about the Middle Eastern Revolution but, putting aside who

was right, I think the gist of what Dabashi was arguing was, look at the inconspicuous

activities in the Middle East. That there’s about a hundred year’s history of people’s

movements that led to the Arab Revolution. That the spectacular may be over but it’ll

most  likely  continue.  A flamboyant  revolution  doesn’t  occur  suddenly  and,  once  it

happens, it’s not finished immediately in a few months. Because most people only look

at the spectacle, what’s important is how to make visible the apparently inconspicuous

movements and incorporate them into one’s own thought-process. 　 

Yang: I think that’s actually something you can even do by yourself. For example, it

must be possible for you to be able to go to Egypt now, listen to people’s stories, and, in

the form of oral history, reportage, or ethnography, make a record of them.

Howard Zinn’s close friend Staughton Lynd lives near Toledo, where I’ve lived until

recently. He has been active for many years as a labor and prisoners’ lawyer. As an anti-

Vietnam-War  activist,  he  was  run  out  of  academia  and  moved  to  Youngstown,  a

Midwestern industrial area that even Springsteen had made into a song. While involved

in the labor movement and aiding prisoners, he and his wife Alice have transcribed

superbly the voices of Palestinians, labor activists, those who shouldered the history of

nonviolence in the U.S., and have inconspicuously piled up this work over the years.

Collecting such materials is possible without that much money as long as you have



endurance, a notebook, and a few acquaintances. Such a form of documentation is one

method of “history from below”. No matter how much time passes there’s a possibility

that such a history will be excavated again.

C.L.R. James and E.P. Thompson taught us that “history from below” can be created at

any time. During the 1930s, a period when fascism was on the rise, James described the

history of Haiti from below. The opportunity came in the way of the anti-imperialist

movement against England and Europe in which he was involved. He went to Paris to

collect various sources and extracted the narrative of how Africans in the 1790s brought

about the first successful slave revolution in world history.　 

As he worked in labor education in rural England, on basis of local sources and even

using literature as a source, Thompson published The Making of the English Working

Class in 1963. In terms of time-span, two hundred years had already passed but, despite

that, he dug that up, recomposed it, and put it into shape.

Howard Zinn was also influenced by Thompson and wrote a people’s history of the

United States. So, no matter how many defeats had been accumulated, nothing ever

disappears, whether it’s the labor movement, the Haitian Revolution, or the origin of the

English working class. It’s important to remember that the gene of memory remains in

our lives and that it’s possible to excavate it. The Arab Revolution is, like the Japanese

movement, expanding as a work-in-progress, and I believe sincerely that, out of this

global motion whose direction is unpredictable, we must work together in making and

writing history.


