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On November 2nd, an all-day demonstration took place in front of the
Consulate General of Japan in New York City.  People gathered throughout
the day in solidarity with the women and their allies sitting in at the Ministry of
Economy, Trade, and Industry in Tokyo to demand an end to nuclear power
and the evacuation of children in Fukushima to a safer location.When she
spoke at the solidarity demo in New York on that brisk and sunny autumn
afternoon, activist Yuko Tonohira urged the crowd to reject celebratory notions
of “Japanese technology” and remember “the disaster is still going on.”

In an interview with the Stimulator for It’s the End of the World as We Know it
and I Feel Fine, activist Takurô Higuchi said the “main goal” of the anti-nuke
movement in Japan is, of course, “to stop all nuclear power plants,” but he
added, “the problem is not only nuclear power plants.”  He explained, “We
have to note that our civilization produced nuclear power plants.  It also
produces plutonium.  So when the disaster happened, I felt like this is a kind
of answer … that the civilization that human beings created ended up like
such a disaster. This is a very deep problem. We have to change how to live.”
[See: http://submedia.tv/]

The civilization of which Higuchi spoke and its ongoing disasters, which
Tonohira urged us to face, can’t be made to respect the borders where our
own movements are policed.  Such borders cannot stop, detain, or stave off
the spread of radiation, for example. Radioactive rubble from Fukushima is
being distributed across Japan, a 35% increase in the rate of infant mortality
was documented after March 11th on the West Coast of North America, plans
are underway to transport bitumen extracted from oil sands in Alberta to the
Gulf Coast and Asia, and the devastating toll on health and the environment
due to the mining of uranium (for France and Japan) in Niger make clear that
what Higuchi calls “our civilization” is making us sick, is killing us – and doing
the same to the planet. 

What the post 3.11 situation in Japan signals to us, among other things, is that
this harm cannot be contained to only the already oppressed, colonized, and
battered communities, that chickens always come home to roost.  The
fictionalized prophecies of Leslie Marmon Silko’s Almanac of the Dead, in
which the oppressed of the Americas rise up to abolish white civilization, or
Tomoyki Hoshino’s Lonely Hearts Killer, which imagines the end of the
Japanese emperor system and perhaps the state, seem only a matter of time
now.  The question is: how much time and what of the meantime?  How do we
want to live our lives?

Although the specific words we use in our respective struggles and
movements might differ, there are lots of people who, out of necessity and out
of an urgent awareness that our survival and the survival of the planet are at
stake, are turning to abolitionist politics, movements, and cultures.  The desire



to abolish nukes, prisons, apartheid, capitalism, and authoritarianism, for
example, comes from the immiseration, harm, and violence emerging from
these systems, devices, and industries – and upon which they rely. As many
prison abolitionists have noted, abolishing the prison system today involves
furthering and ultimately completing the work of the abolition of slavery.  The
abolition of capitalism, colonialism, patriarchy, white supremacy, and nuclear
power plants is also the unfinished business of our liberation from what Sabu
Kohso calls the apparatus – including, for example, liberation from capitalism
and white supremacy.  So in a very basic sense, abolitionism offers us ways
to politically theorize and eliminate that which harms us, that which structures
and guarantees genocide, planet-cide, and so much harm.

First, I want to trace a very brief history of how and where I have encountered
abolitionist solidarity movements and potentiality over the past six months
since March 11th.  

Last March I was in Riverside, California, attending a conference
entitled Critical Ethnic Studies and the Future of Genocide: Settler
Colonialism/Heteropatriarchy/White Supremacy. The first day of the
conference, which itself was full of abolitionist solidarities, was March 10th,
and one of the plenary speakers was Waziyatawin, a professor in the
Indigenous Governance Program at the University of Victoria in BC. (Some
readers may know her from her interviews in Franklin Lopez’s film END:CIV).
Waziyatawin began her talk by saying, “It’s important for us to remember that
indigenous life has suffered so this institution could be here.  Indigenous life
has suffered so that we could have this conference here.”  (The same can be
said of the university where I work, a university also founded by a slave-
owning profiteer.)  The desire to abolish settler colonialism and white
supremacist occupation has emerged in some local movements and actions
that make common cause with the Occupy Together movement, but reject the
invocation of the word “Occupation” and refer to their efforts instead as
Decolonizations.  This is an abolitionist approach.  I mention this now to
foreshadow a strategic orientation I want to punctuate later.

On March 10th in Riverside when Waziyatawin was speaking, it was already
March 11th in Japan.  She started speaking around 9:30pm, so it was early
afternoon in Japan, just after the earthquake. She spoke about planetary
devastation and what she called “the perils of professionalization in the times
of collapse.” She challenged us to think about what is sustainable and what is
not.  She showed image after image of more planetary devastation:  oil spills,
clear-cuts, thousands of dead birds dropping from the sky, and millions of
dead sea life washing up on shores.  She told us the civilization underwriting
all this devastation was already unraveling.  As I’m sure was the case for
others present, I left sobered by this challenge to facilitate the abolition of that
which harms us as quickly as possible to ensure not only our survival,.  It was
after hearing her talk that I learned of the earthquake in Tôhoku.  

On the last day of the same conference, by which time we all knew about the
tsunami and the explosion at Fukushima Daiichi, one of the plenary speakers



was Audra Simpson.  She’s a professor in Columbia University’s Anthropology
Department.  She spoke about “Columbus’ entrails.”  “His entrails,” she
argued, “are where we are.”  She thus began “not with his voyage or his
historical person, but the place where we are,” which she suggested is “in
him.” She went on to say “We have been ingested by the motherfucker, all of
us, and we are in his innards.”  The goal then, of course, would be for us to
claw our way out from inside.  This was, I think, a call for us to consider
abolitionism (in this case the abolition of where we are) from the inside-out.  In
Simpson’s formulation, those of us inside the belly of the beast are called on
to act as abolitionist escape artists whose liberation will necessarily involve
the destruction of the body that long ago ingested us, that we were born into,
what Sabu Kohso calls the apparatus.

The conference ended with a talk by Dylan Rodríguez, a founding member of
the prison abolitionist organization Critical Resistance and Chair of the
Department of Ethnic Studies at UC Riverside.  Rodríguez posed the following
question in the context of Ethnic Studies: “What might it mean to embrace a
sense of political and intellectual insurrection that does not move from an
assumption of unity or desire for it?” In the midst of the Occupy Wall Street
and other Occupation and Decolonization movements, we are finding out
more and more what it might mean.  Trying to live – as and where possible –
the way we want to live while struggling and fighting to do so can open us up
to the cultural practices and vitality of abolitionisms that move in defiance of
the death drive of the apparatus, Columbus, or civilization.  

The talks by Waziyatawin, Audra Simpson, and Dylan Rodriguez were fresh in
my mind last spring when I read about Franklin Lopez’s soon-to-be released
film END:CIV on the PM Press website.  The film promised to engage several
questions that events in Japan demanded I take seriously, so I checked the
website and learned the film would be available with subtitles in a number of
languages, but not yet Japanese. A few months later, Daigo Shima had
finished a very impressive translation of the film, and by October, Keisuke
Narita of Irregular Rhythm Asylum, an Infoshop in Tokyo, had organized a tour
for Lopez to screen the film with Japanese subtitles and speak to audiences in
Tokyo, Chiba, Fukuoka, and Osaka.  Narita, a brilliant artist in addition to
being an effective organizer, made an END NUKE POWER & END CIV
stencil, which crystallized for me the coming together of abolitions, of the
possibilities and realities of new abolitionist solidarities already underway.  It
warrants mention that since the tour ended, dozens of people have hosted
screenings and discussions of Lopez’s film in their homes in Japan, and
similar screenings are happening in North America and elsewhere.  The
desire to pursue the abolitionist conversations END:CIV film invites is
undeniable.  

I now want to sketch out one example of where abolitionism can come from.

In spite of the preponderance of evidence suggesting the expansion of
criminalization and sentencing policies creates expanded  populations, the
general public in Japan, like its counterparts in North America, has been



coached to support “tough on crime” measures in the interests of “security.”
This is how, for example, the state can exact 23 days from your life in captivity
without charge in Japan. We also know that states like Japan, the United
States, and Canada have always and increasingly imprison and
institutionalize more and more of the youth who are most ill-served by those
respective states.  The criminalization of poverty and oppression, for example,
is and has been as baldly instrumental for the sustainability of Japan as a
state as it has been for the US or Canada.  At the level of official discourse,
polices touted as “tough on crime” are presented as a matter of public safety
or security, but when we look at how our youngest populations are treated by
the state, we see such policies are, in fact, designed to expand options for
preemptive and indefinite detention to forestall or prevent insurrection and
resistance, a practice that, quite literally, identifies, sequesters, and
neutralizes the populations that stand to benefit the most from an insurrection
or rebellion before they have the chance to develop a political analysis,
organize, etc.

In other words, prisons and policing function to ensure the security of the
apparatus, of Columbus, of capitalism, and/or the state.  Whether we’re
talking about trans youth, indigenous youth, buraku youth, Zainichi youth,
poor youth, immigrant youth, homeless youth, youth of color, abused youth,
etc., there’s no shortage of liberation struggles or forms of resistance or
insurgence that might be possible and are surely necessary for the survival of
youth who are imprisoned (or who have “contact” with the criminal justice
system).  Because of this context, abolitionist solidarity has some real
strategic and tactical advantages.

Abolitionism does not ask us to be fortune-tellers.  There was talk of the “lack
of clarity” regarding future plans or demands in the Occupy Together
movements.  Asking for clarity and what comes next poses a political question
that abolitionism can authorize us to reject. There will certainly be much to
learn upon abolition that would impact what comes next.  How much more will
we be able to theorize and do when we do not have to worry about cops,
prisons, debt, or a degree? To use Audra Simpson’s image again, only by
clawing our way out from inside Columbus can we see more clearly what
might be possible and begin discussing and trying out things without having to
focus so much of our energies on courts, police, and elementary self-defense.
This is not to argue against or even to minimize the incredible work that many
anarchists, anti-authoritarians and others already do to live the way we want
to live here and now, but rather acknowledge that we probably can’t yet see or
know everything beyond or without the apparatus or outside the mother-
fucker’s innards from where we are. 

So what might prison abolitionism bring to nuke abolitionisms and other
abolitionisms? We see preemptive policing and imprisoning play out at all
levels – including the impact of carceral regimes on reproduction
(reproduction deterred by imprisonment, but also the reproduction of
imprisonments or multigenerational imprisonments that make my point here
especially obvious). We know the aggressively expansionist globalizing prison



regime requires an ever-expanding population to criminalize.  We can look, for
example, at the criminalization of association – what we see with “gang
enhancement” sentencing clauses (and terrorism enhancement clauses) in
the US and pre-delinquency (guhansei) profiling in Japan (which enables the
Family Court to intervene with youth who know or associate with already
criminalized people or who exhibit “signs” of pre-delinquency, which could be
anything from running away from home to family or community history).
Family Court in Japan, like its counterparts in North America, preemptively
establishes "contact" with potential "delinquents" through profiling. Family
Court in Japan has jurisdiction over youth deemed "likely" to engage in
criminal behavior or acts.  As the law is expanded to allow in more and more
youth of younger and younger ages, the time limits on sentencing (up to a
maximum of three years until the dawn of the 21st century) have also been
scrapped and more room has been made to subject youth to adult criminal
processes.  Some of the language is really telling (italics mine for emphasis):

"The present Juvenile Act provides that the family court has jurisdiction over
juveniles who (a) habitually disobey the proper control of their custodian, (b)
repeatedly desert their home without proper reason, (c) associate with
persons having a criminal tendency or who are of immoral character, or
immoral persons, or frequent places of dubious reputation, and (d) habitually
act so as to injure or endanger their own morals or those of others, provided
that from their character or environment there is a strong likelihood that the
juveniles involved will become offenders." 

By assessing “the threat” posed by imprisoned youth in terms of the
challenges they might someday pose to a state (or the apparatus) if they
weren’t (quite literally) incapacitated in this way, we can begin to extricate
discussions of youth and prisons from the narratives of “crime and
punishment” (or “morality,” offense,” etc.) and situate them where I argue they
belong – in the context of social movements and struggles for autonomy and
self-determination.  In other words, kids are being locked up – native kids,
black kids, trans kids, poor kids, immigrant kids, etc. to make sure they are
less likely to be able to resist and threaten the state.  Their threat is NOT to
our security, but rather to the security of the apparatus or Columbus or
civilization or whatever we’re calling it.   Prisons, like nuclear power plants,
feed the apparatus; they nourish Columbus. This is why I want to nurture and
expand our abolitionist solidarities.

As is painfully clear to many of us, liberal, green capitalism has been
strangling the radical possibilities of what could already be a strong nuclear
abolition movement.  Green capitalism overtakes those radical possibilities
and funnels the energy of movements back into things that valorize the nation
(or apparatus) – shopping or consumer actions, appealing to state officials,
engagement with electoral politics, and the like.  Instead of surrendering to the
compulsion to repeatedly hand over our movements to the very forces that
structure and/or at least serve or obey what we want to see abolished,
abolitionist solidarities authorize us to demand something better and more
sustainable than forestalled or slightly reformed genocide (and planetcide). 



I appreciated, for example, the way the Rescue Committee that formed after
the targeted arrests of activists at a de-nuke demo in Tokyo on May 7th took
an abolitionist stance towards the police in its support efforts.  Through some
great comics and statements, the Rescue Committee made clear it would not
recognize the criminal justice system’s authority even as they organized to
secure the release of their comrades.  They wanted their comrades out, and
they weren’t going to shut down any critique of the system in the process.
This was an exciting and radicalizing moment in the early months of the post
3.11 de-nuke demos to me, from afar, where I live in Montreal.  Of course, we
need our attorneys and engagement with these systems (to appeal to parole
boards, to get out, etc.), but this doesn’t mean our movements must surrender
our critiques of those systems. The Rescue Committee’s approach may have
turned off some liberals, but it opened the movement up to more sustainable
solidarities, and I want to say thank you to everyone who was involved with
the Rescue Committee. Without an abolitionist position on prisons or police,
any of our liberation movements risk domestication. The signs of
domestication are with us, to be sure, but so are signs of increasing
abolitionist solidarity. 

Photos:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/submediatv/6213114587/in/set-
72157627688648641/lightbox/
(photo by the Stimulator)

  See: http://www.oneworldnonukes.org/One_World_No_Nukes/Submit_the_letter.html
  See:  http://www.courts.go.jp/english/proceedings/juvenile.html




