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that "rises up and mellows almost instantly as a lyrical bass melody says its piece
and fades âway"4e Yet even in silence it is not gone. It remains as a faint vibration
that we carry into the next encounter, the next challenge, the next dream. All
these notes we keep and consolidate as evidence of our knowing and as a
resource in the composition of our next magnificent song.

46 Philip Sherburne, "Thundercat: 'Parisi' Pitchfork (November 18, 2015), available at pitch-
fork.com.

Chapter 14

Abolition Geography and the problem of Innocence

Ruth Wilson Gilmorej

we were trying to find ranguage to make sense of a time before whatever came after

-China Miéville, Embøssytown 2

1. MONEY

Loot. Pay. Wage. profit. Interest.
Colonialism. Imperialism.

Tax. Rent. Accumulation. Extraction.

Racial capitalism: a mode ofproduction developed in agriby enclosure in the Old World, and ."pi,". ì*a and labor
culture, improved
in the Americas,

The modern prison-is a centrar but by no means singularry defining institu_tion ofcarcerar geographies in the united states and beyond, geographies thatsignify regional accumuration strategies u.rJ oph."rurr,'i--"iritî.s and frag_mentations, that reconstitute in spaJe-time (even if g;;;ì;i;;iiy the coordi_nates are unchanged) to run another round of accumulation.
Prison rose in tandem with a world-historicar transition in the role ofmoney in everyday life. In retrospect, the transformution roou, ¡rt rit" u nip.From having been, as for most peåple it coJnues to be, a meansto move storedenergy between se'ers and buyersìf desired objects, money;";; the desir_able end, not for hoarders'aná misers,"roii. .ur"rres, but to touch differentlyand not for too rong-to enliven through pr"rrtng into imperatiu" -otio'irr.g-ular but perpetual cycres of transformiíiå., io -"L" money more. capitalism:never not racial' including.in rural Engrand, o. arrywhere in Europe for thatmatter, where, as Cedric. Robinson teaclies or, hi.r"r.hi* ;"";;;åple whosedescendants might all have becom. rnit"-ä"pended for their structure ongroup-differentiated vu-lnerability to premature death, exploii"¿ïy erites, aspart of all equally exploitable nature_as_othe., to justifz inequality at the end ofthe da¡ and next morning as well.

1 versions ofthis lecture were delivered at the fwenty-ninth annual sojourner Truth Lecturefor the Department of Africana Studies of the Cl.r._årì C"lleges (Septembe r 2014);ConfrontingRacial capitalism: A confe¡ence in Honor of ceirrc Robinson at the cuNy Graduate center(Novembe¡ 20r4); the Antinode lnrri,ui"ã. c.önr::li"rrice,women,s Gaol, Johannesburg(July 2015); the American Siudies Associa,i* tOãrot..)O15); and rhe biannual conference of rhecenter for American studies and n.r.urar .ì ìÀ. À..r.r" university of Bei¡ut (January 2016).

ffj:** 
is gratefur to the editors or titi.-ror"-.'.îa to -u.y irì;d;.*'d;encouraging

2 China Miévil\e, Embassytown (New york: Del Rey, 2011),191.



_l-f

226 RUTH WILSON GILMORE

I

I

ì

I

I

I

ABOLITION GEOGRAPHY AND THE PROBLEM OF INNOCENCE 227

profit cycles turn faster and faster, with racial capitalism ever less patient with
any friction on money-flow, sticking resources in prisons whence they might
not emerge on time and of the quality required isnt all that attractive, even

though the cages are full of millions of people in the prime of life.

We used to think that in the United States, contemporary mass un-free-

dom, racially organized, must be a recapitulation of slavery's money-making

scheme. But if these massive carceral institutions, weighted like cities, are not
factories and service centers, then where's the profit, the surplus money at the

end of the day? Today's prisons are extractive. What does that mean? It means

prisons enable money to move because of the enforced inactivity of people

locked in them. It means people extracted from communities' and people

returned to communities but not entitled to be of them, enable the circulation

of money on rapid cycles. What's extracted from the extracted is fhe resource

of life-time.
If we think about this dynamic through the politics of scale, understanding

bodies as places, then criminalization transforms individuals into tiny territo-

ries primed for extractive activity to unfold-extracting and extracting again

ümefromthe territories of selves. This process opens a hole in a life, furthering,

perhaps to our surprise, the annihilation of space by time. A stolen and corrupted

social wage flies through that time-hole to prison employees' paychecks. To

vendors. To utility companies. To contractors. To debt service. The cash takes

many final forms: wages, interest, rent, and sometimes profit. But more to the

point, the extractive process brings the mechanics of contemporary imperialism

to mind: extraction, in money form, from direct producers whose communities

are destabilized too. But mone¡ too, gives us some insight into the enormity of

the possible inhabitants and makers of abolition geographies-abolition geog-

raph¡ the antagonistic contradiction of carceral geographies, forms an inter-

locking pattern across the terrain of racial capitalism. We see it.

2, ABOLITION GEOGRAPHY

Abolition geography starts from the homely premise that freedom is a place.

Place-making is normal human activity: we figure out how to combine people,

and land, and other resources with our social capacity to organize ourselves in a

variety of ways, whether to stay Put or to go wandering. Each of these factors-
people, Iand, other resources, social capacity-comes in a number of tlpes, all

of which determine but do not define what can or should be done. Working

outward and downward from this basic premise, abolitionist critique concerns

itself with the greatest and least detail of these arrangements of people and

resources and land over time. It shows how relationships of un-freedom consol-

idate and stretch, but not for the purpose of documenting misery. Rather, the

point is not only to identify central contradictions-inherent vices-in regimes

ofdispossession, but also, urgently, to show how radical consciousness in action

perfected in slavery's time-motion field-factory choreography' its imperative

forged on the anvils ot *nJt war-making *o"""h'' andthe peers who had

to ante up taxes-in t"'fi'""' ft*d-so thÀ sovereign might arm increasingly

centralized und ,tgotu'i""Jtitit"'it' who became less able to pay themselves'

as they had in tftt pu't"Ç i""itt " 
each battle's end' Not that they stopped

t*î:li;åii'lii; 
packet come au at once: tn the YîT.1.::1',:î*t "t"

teenth-century citizeniJiái"" *t"t to their graves still waiting to- be paid for

having killed or 
"g...aio 

t iil Native Americais or French or their proxies' The

compensation took tf'"-fo'rn of something that could be transformed into

something else: either iitt.-to toot.¿ land-an honor for the vast "herrenvolk

peerage" of enfranchiJ;hn" men-land' u goo¿ that cant be moved though

a deed canbe pottttttåî 'oiã 
o'to"o*ed aginst or seized fo'r'a lien-in other

words turned into money; and if not a title í pension' an entitlement paid out

regularly as money to ease one's golden years'

Indeed, modern P;;;;; born alongside' and grew up'with' the united

srates of Am.ri.". p.;;;;;iaries establirh.jrtut.-.aking at the margin of the

early republi., *t'o" "ît'f 
founai"g document recapitulated free as against

other, impor,.d ", 
.s;;r;iH;;;;ä ã.rurirv tn.t sweeping ideals of defense

and general welfare' f""g Uløtt"'he Thirteentt' ¡tt"¿tnãnt' had no universal

remit but rather defined"in the earliest Pages who was in and who out'

Then, as ""* "t;;;it;; 
t;;';ptt oir"t¿o* shaped planetarv movement

of people 
"rr¿ "t"tio"'î'p'' 

itftt [ves' early sentences were short' absorbing one

by one people *fto toofå"t toe their assigned or presumed line' play their part'

hit their mark, in racial capitalism's dramatically sialed cycles of place-making-

including all of chatä#;;y, imperialism, settler colonialism, resource extrac-

tion, infrasttotto'ui-too'¿i"utio"' urban industrialization' regional develop-

rn"rrt, 
"n¿ 

the financialization of everything 
l

Racîal capitali'*t "*tt"'iut 
and interisive animating force' its contradic-

tory consciou,tt""i" ;;;;' to turn objects and desires into money is people

in the prime of life or younger' people who make' move' grow and care for

tnt"t;ilï:lîl;:iÏ 
"ut 

orprace? unrree peopre wfo sltd thlnss thev made

or grew on the side' hiding the money.i" u" Àu"tipation pot' People who

couldnt,"y *rtt"'ihil;?il;1f'out'thut they are free' or show a ticket or a

pass' a document to save their skin' o' 
'uJt 

if"it"futt from the narrative that

their skin, stretched in particular *ty' "t'"tt 
muscles and bones' seemed or

s e e ms to su ssest,åä.,r'l"e "u: :l-.ï:: lïr",ii;1ål :?',;;:åiÏ, i ncrudin g

n",#:'îl fft:lli:X;ä:ii;irïåä in the overrapping u"Ji"terrocking

space-econo'""' ;;;;iunttt 'o'rute, 
TheY build and dismantle and refigure

states, moving capacity into and out of the åublic realm' And thev think very

hard about money on ih" move. rn,r.,..".iJö;";;;;;td, when product und
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acres, redirected the social wage, used public debt, and serially removed thou-
sands and thousands and thousands and thousands and thousands and thou-
sands and thousands and thousands of modestly educated people from house-

holds and communities.
As we can see, something changed. Therefore, instead of imagining the

persistent reiteration of static relations, it might be more powerful to analyze

relationship dynamics that extend beyond obvious conceptual or spatial bound-

aries, and then decide what a particular form, old or new is made of, by trying
to make it into something else. This-making something into something else-
is what negation is. To do so is to wonder about a form's present, future-shaping

design-something we can discern from the evidence of its constitutive patterns,

without being beguiled or distracted by social ancestors we perceive, reasonably

or emotionally, in the form's features. (I'[ come back to ancestors in a few pages.)

To think this way is to think deductively (there are forms) and inductively
(interlocking patterns reveal generalities which might or might not be struc-

tural). I suppose I became a geographer because this kind ofback and forth is
what we do, trying to see and explain the formalities and improvisations of
place-making, which are shaped by human/environmental relationships of
dependency-the coupling or connection of power with difference-and some-

times but not inevitably interrupted by preventable fatalities. Deliberately prop-

agated fatalities, and the forms and patterns that coalesce into premature death,

reveal human sacrifrce as an organizing principle, or perhaps more precisely as

an unprincipled form of organizing, which returns us to racial capitalism and

the role of criminalization in it.
The prolific advocacy-shaping efforts to foster anti-prison awareness and

action partially reveals, campaign by campaign, bits of mass incarceration's

breath-taking structure. The selection and arrangement of categories inspiring

sustained action ironically tends to legitimize the system as such by focusing on

how it's specifrcally harmful to youth, women, parents, mothers, men, gender

nonconforming people, the aged or inflrm, or how it's the outcome of the war

on drugs, stop and frisk, racism, privatization, and so forth. And yet, the extrac-

tion of time from each territory-body specifically and viscerally changes lives

elsewhere-partners, children, communities, moyements, the possibility of
freedom. At the same time, the particular also implies entire historical geogra-

phies in constant churn. For some examples think gentrification. Auto or steel

manufacturing. coal mining. Gold mining. conflict minerals. Fracking. New

shipping technologies. Robotics. commodity chains. Finance capital. The chal-

lenge is to keep the entirety of carceral geographies-rather than only their

prison or even law-enforcement aspects-connected, without collapsing or

reducing various aspects into each other. Any category or system has many

dimensions, necessitating analytical stretch in order to perceive the material

world in a variety of overlapping and interlocking totalities. This basic impera-

tive requires more in the way of self-critical consciousness than additional data

resolves into liberated life-ways, however provisional, present and past' Indeed'

the radical tradition f'om *hith abolition geograpþ draws meaning and

method goes back ir, ti^ri"-rp"." not in orderlo u¡otit' histor¡ but rather to

find alternatives to trr. ã"rp"iring sense that so much change, in retrospect'

seems only ever to have beà displacement and redistribution of human sacri-

fice'ifunfrnishedliberationisthestilt-to-be-achievedworkofabolition,thenat
bottomwhatistobeabolishedisntthepastoritspresentghost'butratherthe
processes of hierarchiäOp**rrt"r, årrd exclusion that congeal in and as

;;;;; - Jttr"tentiated ;httátititv to premature death'

Everyone wa, ,";;i*d i; ti* lqLt^*en 
the notoriously pro-sfates'-rights

Supreme Court of theäntJSt"tts (SCOTUS) upheld a lower court order that

theCaliforniaDepartmentofCorrectionsandRehabilitationreducethenumber
of people held in ,ft""-t"tt*t stock of adult prisons and camps' SCOTUS

affirmed a lower.ooÃjniñ that the Golden state could not "build its way

out,, of constitutionat violä,ion, .o severe they could be measured in premature,

which is to say preventable' death: averagittg one per week' every week' for

J"."d.r, due to well-documented medical neglect'

The decision, "f,i"tgh " "ictor¡ 
did not Ãark a clear turn away from nearly

forty years of life-shortãning mass criminalization, even though five judges

recognized tir. u..o-oiui.Ji","*rophe of premature death happening to the

people whom most Americans of all races' lenders' and ages have learned to

abhor and ignore' And yet' in the context oithe global *'ut-:t terror coupled

with domestic wars o" tlofnt'"Ufe people' we knÑ that challenges to murder-

ous outrage tto,tu", ¿'o* strikås' police killings' poisoned water) readily

dissolve into frenzieí"r"iyrl"r ".tiviÇ 
that produces fresh justification' cancel-

ling out prohibitions îy titt t"-Uintâ fo"t of applied violence" revised legal

reasoning, and lengthy commission reports' In the wake of scandal and demand

for prison reform, if"-'utf'ft" princìples and proceclures of criminalization

remain intact, .oi,iiyi*tutttd ai the margin but ever hardening at the center

where most people i" irìr", r"nguish: *rug. sentences, average conditions'

average cages' average charges' average miserylln other words' against the scan-

dalofdocumenteddeliberateneglect,criminalizationremainsacomplicated
means and process ;^;ht"r. u ä-pl. thing: to enclose llopt. 

in situations

where they are expected' and in many ways cãmpelled' to sicken and so die'

The processe' tãtt'iUt'i"g to both the deveiopment and epochal ordinari-

ness of mass ..i*it;;;;;o" rtîut been the focus óf research' action' advocac¡

andotherformsofstudytryingtomakesenseofexperience'Ageneralbutnot
exhaustive ,un'*urf !oår-it'f." if,O' In the United StJes, the multi-decade crisis-

riven politic"t .to'ioïy threw off surpluses that became prison expansion's

basic factors' r"'a,"iifr:,ï;;öti;i, ;;Ñ"t''up"'iry rhe elements of

,.the prison frr,, n.ith., 
"otomatically 

nor'necessarily cãmbined into extensive

carceral geographies' Rather' an enormously't-"-pii;td people-' income-' and

asset-rich political economy made a 
"tuiiutty 

sudden turn and repurposed
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(we already have too much): although what's real matters absolutel¡ the experi-
ence of it will never automatically reveal how and why negation (the thorough
reworking of materiality and consciousness) sometimes succeeds.

Worldwide today, wherever inequality is deepest, the use of prison as a
catchall solution to social problems prevails-nowhere as extensively as in the
United States, led by California. Ideologically, which is to say in thought and
everyday culture, the expression and normalization of the twin processes of
centralization and devolution-patterned as they are by the sensibility of perma-
nent crisis-shape structures of feeling and therefore, to a great extent, socially
determine the apparent range of available oppositional options. In other words,
the doctrine of devolution results in a constantly fragmenting array of centers of
struggle and objects ofantagonism for people who seek equal protection, to say

nothing of opportunity. In crisis, in resistance, in opposition: To whom, at
whom, against whom does one carry one's petition or raise one's fist?

Devolution is partition, sometimes provisional, sometimes more secure. Its
normalizing capacities are profound, patterning political imagination and thus
contouring attacks on the carceral form. As a result, many such attacks exhibit
trends which, not surprisingl¡ coalesce tightly around specific categories: polic-
ing, immigration, terrorism, budget activism, injunctions, sexualit¡ gender,
age, premature death, parenthood, privatization, formerly and currently incar-
cerated people, public sector unions, devalued labor, and (relative) innocence.
Racism both connects and differentiates how these categories cohere in both
radical and reformist policy prescriptions-in other words, how people, and
here I cite Peter Linebaugh's exquisite phrase, "pierce the future for hope."
Insofar as policies are a script for the future, they must be sharp, a quality often
confused with excessive narrowness-something devolution's inherent pattern-
ing encourages to a fault. As A. Sivanandan teaches, while economics deter-
mine, the politics of race define techniques and understanding, even though
racial categories and hierarchies-at any moment solid-are not set in concrete.
If, as Stuart Hall argued back in the late 1970s, race is the modality through
which class is lived, then mass incarceration is class war.

And yet, breadth carries anal¡ical and organizational challenges as well. It's

not news that we find the answers to the questions we ask. What then might the
most adequate general term or terms be that usefully gather together for scru-
tiny and action such a disparate yet connected range ofcategories, relationships,
and processes as those conjoined by mass criminalization and incarceration?
Twenty years ago, the abolitionist organization Critical Resistance came into
being, taking as its surname "Beyond the Prison Industrial Complexl' The
experimental purpose of the term "prison industrial complex" was to provoke
as wide as possible a range of understandings of the socio-spatial relationships
out of which mass incarceration is made by using as a flexible template the mili-
tary industrial complex-its whole historical geography, and political economy,
and demography, and intellectual and technical practitioners, theorists, policy
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i::lå,åïi;ii,î'o 
parasites' a'who pi1:'p":g 

in, 
b",'"nttà rrom, or were

turing into rhe n";,t:;;Íto 
by the Departmenì of wa;'t 

"";"t"r.ative restruc-
In other words, we meant prison industrial complex (pIC) t(tually expansive as our object åf ,nulyrr, und struggre. gut r trri,]ub,"*as 

concep-
cases its eflbct has.been,to shriver_airophy, ;t:i"*J:#,i\iljï iîï
Ë-',ä1'î:Jï3,ïryî,'å'";i,h**x*jiï*"'.;T:l¡,e"*a",r.things or beating b ack.ho stile .'itiq";;d 

".,;;il, ääåä::'åi" 
"rH

to fighting scandals rather ttr"n ,our."* Ànd yet there;";ì;ïi, has occurredto me' as a remediar project, to provisiona,y ian ,FpIC by;lä., nu-"_o.,"I gave ro a course I deveroped rn tsgg".,ãì*gr,t for hurf a'd"cJàe ut nerkel"y_the somewhat more gn"rì. 'tarcerar geographiesl, The purpose here is to reno_

äi::ïi#"ffii;îi;#ÍifÍ:äi#'Ji,ï:il."0äi"ïiolg.og,upr,yi,
I will return to this point at the end, buthere_as you who know me willexpect-I wirl remind us that, in the archivar record 

"? 
rar_àlg."ization andworld-making activitv amons the s;.t ;"*" 

"åi'ìïi''i"*n 
underReconstruction' the great communist w E. B. Du Bois sawpraces peopremade-abolition geographies-under the participatory politicar umbrella ofwhat he ca'ed "abolitio' d"-o.r".r. i*;t.r, ó*,, î*--"rì recentry andexquisitery eraborated this w.ork through tru.ing its expansion and contractionacross space-time.) peopre didn't makã what they -uàe from *irrirrg_a"rti_tute though the milions were as a result of the great effort to strike, free them_selves, and estabrish a new sociar order. They brought things with them_sensi_bilities' dependencies, tarents, i"d;; u'-.o-pt"-.nt of consciousness andcapacity cedric Robinson termed an 'bntorogicàl toturity',_,;;;; where theywere into praces thev wished ro be. And yet they left abundant .;i;;n." showinghow freedom is noi simpry the absence ri.ii11.-.nt as a legar and properryform' Rather, the undoÀg or uonaugrjub-áhtron-is q;i,; i,,ä'y to changeplaces: to destroy the geography orrríu"./úy mixing their ,abor with the exter_nal world to change ,n: yã# *a ,rr.."ui irlemserves-as ir were, habitation asnature-even if geometricaìly speaking they hadnt _"r"d fä;;;;i,such Reconstruction prace-rnakin! rr"g"r"a the negation constituted as andby bondage, and wh'e nobody r"'f"r"îãu,ts its direct socio-spatiar rineagebecause of the counterrevorutitn or pr.p".r¡ the consciousness remains inpolitical, expressive, and organization¿ .litur. if we rook and risi"n, (Indeed,2015 is the 100th anniversary of The airtn o¡ o Nation-atale that made thewages of whiteness not only desirable but il

particularlv concerns o, há. t, ;;;'.*i ,X,ïî:ffi::.','f:ïiJ*ii'extract value from labor and land, eliás fashion political, economic, and culturalinstitutions using ideologies and ..thoãr-u.quired localr¡ nationall¡ andinternationally. They buirã states. tweak them . Aggrandizeand devorve them.
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Promoteanddeflateexplanatoryandjustificatoryexplanationsofwhythings
shouldeitherbeotherwiseo.asthey.are.Buteveninthethroesofperiodic
abandonment, elites rely on structures of order and significance,that the anar-

chy ofracial capitalism lan never guarantee' Further' as the actual experience of

thá Negro during the civil war and Reconstruction shows, non-elites are never

passive pawns' Ordinarf people' in changing diversity' frgure out how to stretch

ordiminishsocialandspatialformstocreateroomfortheirlives.Signsand
traces of abolition geographies abound' even in their fragility'

GazaandtheWestBank:Duringthefirstintifada(|987_93)popularcommit-
tees throughout the territories ãrganized an astonishing array of institutions

that would constitute the outline oi an infrastructure for postcolonial Palestine'

The projects incluaeJ health clinics' schools' shops' food growing and

processing capacities, and clothing factories' The people who organized and

worked in these plac., àir.urr.d th-e work as partial although necessary to liber-

ation,andrequiringpersistentworkonconsciousnessthroughimaginative
education, training, 

"rrd 
otht' programs' For example' some of the women who

worked in food pr"..;;;ãiràurred how the revolution-in-progress could not

be sustained unless patriärchy and paternalism became as unacceptable and

unthinkableasoccupation.Theworkinpopulareducationdependedonstretch-
ingawarenessfromtheparticular(aninoculation'anirrigationditch'anelec-
tricallypowered*u.t'*)tothegeneralrequirementsfortheadhocabolition
geographies of that time-space to tecome u"d b"to*t again sustained through

conscious action'

DomesticViolence:Carceralfeminismhasfailedtoendviolenceagainstwomen
ordomesticviolenceingeneral,althoughsometimeslawenforcementinterven-
tion makes ti-. 

^,,a 'iut" 
fot ptopft"to figure out alternatives' So' INCITE!

women of colorcg.inrt viol.rr.. un¿ many other people organized in a variety

ofwaysaroundtheworldhavetriedtoûgureouthowtomakethattime-space
in the context of nousãhold or communityuuitding rather than criminalization'

The idea here is rather than punish violence bettei or faster, to end violence by

changing the ,ocial iefutiontftipt in which it occurs' As a result' as the Story

Telling Organizing Project demonstrates' people around the world have devised

many appro".h., ; 'i;;pi"g Jh! central problem-violence-without using

violence to achieve ,o...rrru change, involving friends, neighbors, wider

communities, and different strategies'

Decolonialeducation:SóniaVazBorges's2016PhDthesisontheliberation
schools establishei ff 

-ir,. 
"trti.oloiriat 

forces during the Guinea-Bissau

thirteen-year liberation war shows the intricate interrelation of place-making'

space-changing ..tiuitit'' Educated to be a member of the Portuguese state's

overseas professional managerial class' Amilcar Cabral's role in the
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development of revolutionary consciousness drew in part from his training as

an agronomist. Having walked the land of G-B and CV to evaluate problems
and solutions for soil productivity, he also got to know the people who lived on
and worked that land. The PAIGC created a curriculum for alphabetical, practi-
cal, and political literac¡ wrote textbooks, and trained soldiers to become teach-

ers. The schools, built and staffed as soon as possible after expulsion of the colo-
nial military in each region of the country, articulated possible futures for
localities and beyond, with particular emphasis on Pan-African and Third
World connection.

Oakland anti-gang injunctions: The range of concrete control exercised by the

criminal justice system doesnt stop at the system's border, Rather, local admin-
istrators can use civil law to extend prison's total-institution regime to house-

holds and communities, while employers can discriminate at will against the 65

million or more people in the United States who are documented not to work
because of felony convictions. In Oakland, a coalition of formerly incarcerated

people, several social and economic justice organizations, family members, and

others launched a campaign to compel the city government to cancel an estab-

lished injunction zone and not establish more planned zones. In a zone, people

named in the injunction and the places they live and frequent have no barriers

to police questioning and searches. Further, household members become invol-

untary deputies, expected to enforce injunction terms or get into trouble them-

selves, Transforming the zone into an abolition geography required transform-

ing consciousness, as officially and locally mocked and reviled individuals had

to develop their persuasive power both at city hall and in the streets and empty

lots where they built community and trust through extraordinary commitment

to ordinary things: creating a garden and a mural. Being the first to respond in

times of trouble. Leading by following. curiously, people not afraid to die had to

demonstrate in altogether novel contexts their fearlessness anew.

3, THE PROBLEM OF INNOCENCE

I noted earlier that many advocates for people in prison and the communities

they come from have taken a perilous ioute by arguing why certain kinds of

people or places suffer in speciãl ways when it comes to criminalization or the

.ug". Thut, the argument gàes, prisons are designed for men, and are therefore

bad for women. Prisons ui" desìg.red for healthy young men, and are therefore

bad for the aged and the infirm. Prisons are designed for adults and are there-

fore bad for youth. Prisons separate people from tireir families and are therefore

bad for mothers who have frontline responsibility for family cohesion and

reproductive labor. Prisons are based in a rigid two-gender tytt-"Ï and are

therefore bad for people who are transgendãr and gender,nonconforming'

Prisons are cages and ieople who didnt hurt anybody should not be in cages'
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humanitarianism. One of the results of contemporary racial capitalism's relent-
lessly restructured state-institutional capacities, and the discourses and prac-
tices that combine to enliven them, is "the anti-state state"-governmental
capacity dominated by mainstream parties and policies that achieve power on
the platform that states are bad and should shrink. Mass incarceration might
seem inconsistent with something named the anti-state state. I think, to the
contrary, mass incarceration is its bedrock. In other words, the dominant trend
that goes hand-in-hand with mass incarceration is devolution-the off-loading
to increasingly local state and non-state institutions of the responsibility for
thinning social welfare provision. At the same time, increased centralization
(the strong executive) belies one of democracy's contemporary delusions-the
notion that more local is somehow more participatory.

Carceral/police humanitarianism is a domestic counterinsurgency program

spreading rapidly throughout the United States and abroad, Like mass incar-

ceration, this humanitarianism is a feature of what I've long called the anti-state

stater a dynamic pattern among the patterns shifting and reconsolidating the

anti-state state form, dispensing, to riff on Du Bois, the wages of relative inno-
cence to achieve a new round of anti-state state building. It's not new but now

altogether notable in the general landscape ofexclude and define, capture and

reward. This too is part of devolution, and more aggrandizing of police organi-

zations coupled with not-for-profit and state-linked partners to identify and

attend to the (relatively) innocent victims of too much policing and prison-
sometimes formerly incarcerated people, sometimes their families, sometimes

their neighborhoods. Police humanitarianism targets vulnerable people with
goods and services that in fact everybody needs-especially everybody who is
poor. But the door opens only by way of collaboration with the very practices

that sustain carceral geographies, thereby undermining and destroying so many

lives across generations, in the first place.

We have already seen that innocence is not secure, and it's a mystery why it
ever seemed reliable. And while nothing in this life is secure, sitting down to

make common cause with the intellectual authors and social agents who

unleashed and manage the scourge of organized abandonment-highlighting
for the present discussion the organized violence on which it depends-puts
into starkest terms the peril of the innocence defense.

Let's think about this problem in another way: While all those who benefit-

ted from chattel slavery on both sides of the Atlantic, and from all the forms of

slavery that preceded and intersected with and since have followed it' are

responsible for vicious injustices against individuals and humanity, to prove the

innocence ofthose who have been or are enslaved for any purpose ought to play

no role in the redress of slavery. In his controversial but indispensible Slavery

and Social Death,Orlando Patterson notes that the power to kill is a precondi-

tion for the power of "violent domination, natål alenation' and general

dishonor." The power to put humans in cages also derives from the power to

Now this does not exhaust the litany of who shouldnt be in prison' but what it

does do is two things' il;';; t*bllh"' u' a hard fact that some people should

be in cages, and only "g;;;;ilit 
desirability or inevitability might some change

occur. And it does '" 
uiäitit"s;;;itg dtgttt' of innocence such that there are

people, inevitably, who will become permanently not innocent' no matter what

thev do or say. The u"tìtr" "f 
fteling that 

'h"på' 
the innocence O:"t:ntt narra-

tive is not hard to ,rn¿.rriur¿' after ail, if criminalization is all about identifying

the guilty, within ;r' p'*uifi"g logic it's reasonable to imagine the path to undo-

itgü-"uue to disiover the wrongly condemned'

The insistence on finding innocents aÍLong the convicted or tilled both

projects and derives t;;;;;d- ail th.e various {hould notbe in cages" catego-

ries, such as those I lirt.å'uuoue. But it also inuokes, with stupefying historical

imprecision, a cavalcade of other innot""t'-to emphasize the wrongness of

some aspect of mass incarceration. In particular, many carry on as if mass incar-

ceration wer. tr" -tun'î" "ttigt 
t"ht;riteg1uW fo' 

'åmt 
set of uncompensated

tasks becaus" of *nut oi, 
"n.-"är, 

*.re violenily compelled to do' It's a reason-

"îlìï.i,"re*"'th"ñ;;;;i.4:'::1î::'::ï:îffi i*i#åî-.i:iïï:
ï:l::i:î;,îiJ:öi:"'.:ïi;ilffi i;;;;il;;..y,,ih.i,our.*demands

a different explanatioiïnJittt'"fo" different politlcs' This does not mean that

the lineage of uboritønî)(ì.r¿t"g through .hutt"t slavery is not robust enough

to form at least part of the platform fo' t"ãi"g mass incarceration in general'

However, as it stands,-to ".t 
j.u. significance, thi uncritical extension of a partial

pastto explain 
" 
ditr;t*t;;t*t ãt*""d' a sentimental political assertion that

depends on the ng;"f ä laboring victim whose narrative arc-whose struc-

tureoffeeling-isfixed,andthereforesusceptibletorehabilitation_orexpunge.
ment-intorelativeinnocence'Theturntoinnocencefrightensinitsdesperate
efforttoreplenishthevoidleftbyvariousassaults'calculatedandcynical'on
universalism on trr. on. turrd unå rights on the other. If there are no universal

rights, then what differentiated câtegory -tgttt provide some canopy for the

vulnerable? ," -y;;,;äîr"p"".í,, åf i'io.*ce are trying to make such a

shelter, but its ,rr"aåï'iir. or curtilag"-rir<e trrat "legaþ" demarcating people

drone-murdt*¿ oi 
"nãitio""¿ 

by the United Statãs abroad-can and does

move, expungitg tht;;;;'"t"t"ttt tu'li"' uthitued through expungement' In

otherwords,dialecticsrequiresustorecognizethatthe.negationofthenegation
is always uuo"auntrii"tìtuìì "¿ 

hasntã frxed direction or secure end' It can

change direction, uíitt 
"r"uy 

not revive åiJio,oty but calibrate power differ-

entials anewr 
this: a contemporary development_ in the, relative innocence

patrol, highlighteiby tt" Sopà"" Coo*ätãi'ion but not born of it' is toward

thephenomenalspreadoftothsaturationpolicing(sto'9'andfrisk;broken
windows; un¿ uu"iPo'uii;tt;';"-tuiit¿ "to**uniiy policing")' and its new

formation (whictr- echoå some Seconå Kl;; pru.ii..g' caiceral or police
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kill-not onlybyway of the ritualized punishment of the death penalt¡ but also

by life sentences, as well as the ritual of serially excused police killings that

tiansformed #BlacklivesMatter from a lament to a movement. Patterson gives

us the elegant turn of phrase that helps us, sadly, wrap our minds around the

continuum of killing to keeping: "One fell because he was the enemy; the other

became the enemy t..uur. he had fallenl' Human sacrifice rather than inno-

cence is the central problem that organizes the carceral geographies of the

prison industrial complex. Indeed, for abolition, to insist on innocence is to

,urr.nd., politically because "innocence" evades a problem abolition is

compelled to confront: how to diminish and remedy harm as against finding

better forms of punishment. To make what I'm discussing a bit more explicit, I

turn to the words of the great armed thief and spy Harriet Tubman. she told this

story:

I knew of a man who was sent to the state Prison for twenty-five years. All these

years he was always thinking of his home, and counting the time till he should be

free. The years roll on, the time of imprisonment is over, the man is free. He leaves

theprisongates,hemakeshiswaytotheoldhome'buthisoldhomeisnotthere'
The house in which he had dwelt in his childhood had been torn down, and a new

one had been put in its place; his family were gone, their very name was forgotten,

there was no one to take him by the hand to welcome him back to life'

So it was with me. I had crossed the line of which i had so long been dreaming' I

was free, but there was no one to welcome me to the iand of freedom' I was a stran-

ger in a strange land, and my home after all was down in the old cabin quarter, with

ihe old folks and mybrothers and sisters. But to this solemn resolution I came; I was

free, and they should be free also; I would make a home for them'

4. INFRASTRUCTURE OF FEELING

w. E. B. Du Bois interviewed Harriet Tubman late in her life. For a while in the

mid-twentieth century, a small but rather raucous scholarly competition devel-

oped to "prove" how many (which is to say how few) people Tubman helped

..t..p -*i.rg" along the underground Railroad. By contrast' Harvard- and

Humboldt-trained historian and sociologist Du Bois, a numbers guy if ever

there was one, said hundreds. Then thousands! Why? Did he just get sloppy? Or

did he begin to see how abolition geographies are made, on the ground, every-

where along the route-the time-róute as well as the space-route. Indeed, was he

able to redo in Black Reconstruction in America his earlier research on the

Freedman's Bureau because of the insights-truly visionary-he gained from

talking with the ancient Tubman? It's here that I think the concept "infrastruc-

ture oifeeling" might help us think about the development and perpetuation of

abolition geographies, unã ho* such geographies tend toward' even ifthey dont

ABOLTTION cEOGRApHy AND THE PROBLEM OF TNNOCENCE 
237

i"Ï:y"i:1ä:"r'*ü'#;:,lli:ïi¿'iï.:':1e-werrappinganáinterrocking
exhaustive, ., th. .*u-ptes of abotitior r"";Ï*ri1î:J¡htl; absotutety nonl

"."" 
llIilT:. i,r'å :ïå:ï: î:1,ïï: ;iî:,: :l J: i.; È;,h a, e ach age has its

materiar rimits to the pãssib'ity of change i:"ìäïl"i:iåå'1"ïh1ï1,îi:
engaged wi[iams's thinking, and shown that necessarit, 

"**'.ïä praces havemultiple structures of feeling, which are dialecticar ,"th"; if;; ää.,, contem_poraneous. wi[iams went on to explain how we might best onä"rrruna,r"¿r_tion as an accumuration of structures of feeling-thaigath.;;;;; 
chance, northrough a naturar process that would seem rikã a driftãr ,ìá",î.,, å,r,er by wayof what he calls "the selection and reserection-of ancestors.,í ;;ìhr, wi¡iamsdisavows the fixity of either culture or biolog¡ discovering in päi.tu.tio'rro*

even the reast coherent aspects of human consciousness-ieerings_have
dynamically substantive shape.

The Black Radicar Tradition is a constantly evolving accumulation of struc_
tures of feeling whose individual and coilective narratiie ur., p.rrrrr".rtly tend
toward freedom. It is a way of mindful action that is constanìry ,enewed and
refreshed over time but maintains strength, speed, stamina, ugitia¡ flexibiliry
balance. The great explosions and distortions ãf moder"ity pui i.rto motion_
and constant interaction-already existing as well ., ,ro.,r.l understandings of
difference, possession, dependence, abunãance. As a result, the selection and
reselection ofancestors is itselfpart ofthe radical process offinding anywhere_
if not everywhere-in political practice and anai¡ical habit, liveã expressions
(including opacities) of unbounded participatory openness,

what underlies such accumulation? what is the productive capacity of
visionary or crisis-driven or even exhaustion-provokedìeselection? The best I
can offer, until something better comes along, is what l,ve called for many years
the "infrastructure of feelingJ' In the material world, infrastructure underlies
productivity-it speeds some processes and slows down others, setting agend.as,
producing isolation, enabling cooperation. The infrastructure of feeling is mate-
rial too, in the sense that ideology becomes material as do the actions that feel-
ings enable or constrain. The infrastructure of feeling is then consciousness-
foundation, sturdy but not static, that viscerally und".lies our capacity to select,
to recognize possibility as we select and reselect liberatory lineages-in a life-
time, as Du Bois and rubman exemplify, as well as between and Jcro* genera-
tions' what matters-what materializes-are lively re-articulations and zurpris-
ing combinations. If, then, the structures of feeling for the Black Radical
Tradition are' age upon age, shaped by energeticaly expectant consciousness of
and direction toward unboundedness, then the tradiiion is, inexactly, move-
ment away from partition and exclusion_indeed, its inverse.



5. UNBOUNDEDNESS' AGAINST CONCLUSION

Thus, abolition geography-how and to what end people make freedom provi-

sionally, imp"rutively, 
"r 

in"y imagine home agalnst the disintegrating grind of

partitiån and repartition through which racial capitalism perpetuates the means

of its own valorization. Abolitiðn geography and the methods adequate to it (for

making, finding, and understandi"gi elaborate the spatial-which is to say the

human-environment processes-of Du Bois's and Davis's abolition democracy'

Abolition geography ii capacious (it isn t only b¡ for, or about Black people) and

specific (i;,s a;uid; to action for both understanding and rethinking how we

combine our labor with each other and the earth). Abolition geography takes

feeling and agency to be constitutive of, no less than constrained b¡ structure'

In other words, it's a way of studying, and of doing political organizing, and of

being in the world, and of worlding ourselves'

Þut another way, abolition geography requires challenging the normative

presumption that territory and liberation are at once alienable and exclusive-

in.r,n"y should be partitionable by sales, documents, or walls. Rather, by seiz-

ing the particular capacities we have, and repeating ourselves-trying' as C' L'

R."James wrote about the run-up to revolutions, trying every little thing, going

and going again-we will, because we do, change ourselves and the external

world. Even under extreme constraint'

A last story: in the 1970s, the california Department of corrections (cDC)

decided to reorganize the social and spatial world of people in prison in response

to both reformist and radical mobilization. Evidence shows that the cDC

experimented with a variety of disruptive schemes to end the solidarity that had

u.L.n u-ong its diverse (although then mostly white) population in the prisons

for men. Cooperation, forged in study groups and other consciousness-raising

activities, had resulted ln b"oth significant victories in federal courts over condi-

tions of confinement, and deadÇ retaliation against guards who had been kill-

ing prisoners with impunity. In spite of twenty years of Washington' DC' rule-

,nãting forbidding, among otherlhit'g', segregation' failure to- advise of rights'

lack of due process, and ùtra¡udicial punishment' the CDC decided to segre-

gate prisoners into racial, ethnic, and regional groups labeled gangs' to remand

some of them to indefrnite solitary co-nfinement, and to restrict the end of

punishment to three actions: snitch, parole' or die' To reify the system as the

tuilt environment, the CDC created two prisons for men and one for women

with high-tech Security Housing units (SrHU-a prison within a prison)' The

history of SHUs has y.i,o b. futty told; it is indisputable that they induce mental

and plysical illness, which can lead to suicide or other forms of premature,

prevårriable death. Indeed, the United Nations defines solitary confrnement in

excess offourteen daYs as torture,

The people locked in the Pelican Bay State Prison SHU' some from the day

it openeá, o' D".emb"r 10, 1989, might or might not have done what they were
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convicted of in court; their innocence doe
and others have worked with people i" ,h. ;Tiilll::f:',1"r,, v""r, lawyers
not picking and choosing whom to aid, b ¡rrt5' to qlscover the way out,
about conáitions of confinement 

""d ,r.it :T,T:lîit.any willing Jb;;
Activists created handbooks and websites, ffi;;": ï"i::lt: a generar pian.
administrative taw judges, devised r"*rri,r-r,Jra"*ir'ti;:iri.:äï::T"*,1;
family members, and otherwise sought to b'ng the sHu ;:;ö to right. (In
liåå::.1'äi"f,',ïi,:ffi::rr;i,î;::!Tùr:::""'iäi.-"iooyguards,
these guvsl' "Do you care about justice?,, ."i'å'f,r"Ti.ï.îlå,:ïî::jrîl
care about people. Why should they care?")

The department absolves itserf of breaking laws and viorating court decreesby insisting that the gangs it fostered run the prisons u.,a th; itreets. Afteralmost forty years of people churning through_the .*p".rå"a äiå, nn impos_sible that there's no stretch or resonance across the priå., ;;lrr. sH; placementmixes people from ascriptive (what the cDC says) and asserti;e (vÀat the pris_oners themselves say) free-world social geographies in order to'minimize thepossibility of solidarity among people *ho, the circulu, logic gåer, u.. 
".r._i",or they wouldnt be in the sHU. They cant see or touch one aiother, but acrossthe din of television sets and the machine-noise of prisor,, th.y.u'tark, debate,

discuss, And while race is not the SHU's only oiganizing ru.to., race is thesummary term that ordinary people, inside and out, use to-name the divisions.
For many years some of the most active sHU residents debated racism versus
racialism, first embracing and then chalrenging a variety of supremacies, while
for years continuing to accept the structure ãrã"h"g tt ut t ."p, ,uce corrstarrt us
naturally endowed or culturally preferable.

People make abolition geographies from what they have; changing aware-
ness can radically revise understanding of what can be done with avaìable mate_
rials. It's clear that the sHU, in calcurated opposition to r970s soledad or san
Quentin or Attica, thins social resources to the breaking point. But what breaks?
In many cases the persons locked up. But consciousness can break into a differ_
ent dimension, shedding commonsense understandings of being and solidarity,
identity and change. A negation of violence through,,i,ol"n.. is"possible, which
returns us to the territory ofselves invoked in the opening pug", ofthis discus-
sion' Even in a total institution sovereignty is contradiclãr¡ u, resistance to
torture demonstrates. The regime-its intellectual authors anà social agents, its
buildings and rules-tortures captives one by one. They can turn on the regime
through shifting the object oftorture into the subject ofhistory by way ofhunger
strikes. Participating individuals turn the violence of torture alainst iiself not by
making it not-violent but rather by intentionally repurposirig vulnerability to
premature death as a totality to be reckoned with, herà together by skin.

The first strike, whose organizers represented aI of the utteg"a prison
gangs' sent its demands upward to the cDC, asking for modest
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improvements for all SHU dwellers' experience and fate: better food'

improved visitation, and some way to contest SHU sentences based in

evidence rather ttt",, 'y't"- 
-aggtandizement' People in many non-SHU

prisons joined the strilie in soliãarit¡ and one died' The CDC offered to

iregotiate; the strike ended' Nothing changed'

A second strike erupted, well-clovereðboth by the ever-active in-prison

grapevine, and the 
"';;å;';gcollective's.free 

world support infrastructure' In

the context of the suireme 
-court 

decision concerning medical neglect, and

uprisings in many p""t åiift" planet-North Africa' West Asia' South Africa'

the streets of the unitJ itut.r-th. demands took a new direction, against the

partitions that, especially in the contemporary era' normalize devolved imagi-

nations and shrunken afhnities when expansiveness seems absolutely necessary'

Thecollectivesentitsdemandsout'horizontallyasityttt'to.ll:irconstituent
communities inside and out' calling for an end to the hostilities among the

races. Althougr, ,o,,'. f .opr. interpiet the call as "Black-brown solidarityi' the

collective,s documents'are radical and all-encompassing, leaving no group out'

The call has a history as old as moderniry however anachronistic contemporary

labels might be.

Theracialinracialcapitalismisn'tsecondary'nordiditoriginateincoloror
intercontinental conflict,ïut rather always group-differentiation to premature

death. Capitalir- *;;;;;i"tqoutity and raãisT tenshrines it' The PBSP collec-

tive, hidden fro"' tuth other experiencing at once the torture of isolation and

the extraction "rtm", 
*äñr"Jih.tt *o.l*d, however tentatively, into an aboli-

tion geography by findini an infrastructure of feeling on which they could

rework their experie^* "i¿ 
understanding of possibility by way of renovated

consciousness. The fiction of race projects a petuliar animation of the human

bod¡andpeopletaketothestreetsinoppositiontoitsrealanddeadlyeffects.
And in the end, as the relations of racid càpitalism take it out of people's hides'

thecontradictionofskinbecomesclearer'Skin,ourlargestorgan'vulnerableto
all ambient toxins, "iitt" 

t"¿' is all we have to hold us together' no matter how

much it seems to keeP us aPart'

Chapter 15

An Interview on the Futures of Black Radicalism

Anryl1 D øv i s, .int erv i ew b y G ay e Th er e s a I ohn s o nønd Alex Lubin

In your scholarship you 
frave 

focused on prison abolitionism, Brack femi_
nism, popular culture and the blues, and Black internationalir* *itr, a focus
on Palestine. Taken together, how does this work draw inspiratio'f"o_, urrd
perhaps move forward, the Black Radical Tradition?

Cedric Robinson challenged us to think about the role of Black radical theorists
and activists in shaping social and cultural histories that inspire us to link our
ideas and our political practices to deep critiques of racial ..pit"lir-. I am glad
that he lived long enough to get a sense ofhowyounger generations ofscholars
and activists have begun to take up his notion of a Black Radical Tradition. In
Black Marxism,he developed an important genealogy that pivoted around the
work of c. L. R. James, w E. B. Du Bois, and Richard wright. If one looks at his
work as a whole, including Black Movements in America and rhe Anthropology
of Marxism, as H. L. T. Quan has pointed out, we cannot fail to apprehend how
central women have been to the forging of a Black Radical rradition. euan
writes that when asked about why there is such an enormous focus on the role
of women and resistance in his body of work, Robinson replies, "why not? All
resistance, in effect, manifests in gender, manifests as gender. Gender is indeed
both a language of oppression [and] a language of resistance,"r

I have learned a grear deal from cedric Robinson regarding the uses of
history: ways of theorizing history-or allowing it to theorize itself-that are
crucial to our understanding of the present and to our ability to collectively
envisage a more habitable future. cedric has argued that his remarkable excava-
tions of history emanate from the positing of political objectives in the present.
I have felt a kinship with his approach since I first read Black Marxism. My frrst
published article-written while I was in jail-which focused on Black women
and slavery was, in fact, an effort to refute the damaging, yet increasingly popu-
lar, discourse of the Black matriarchy, as represented through official govern-
ment reports as well as through generalized masculinist ideas (such as the
necessity of gender-based leadership hierarchies designed to guarantee Black
male dominance) circulating within the Black movement in the late 1960s and

1 Interview with cedric Robinson by H. L. T Quan, quoted in euan, "Geniuses of Resistance:
Feminist Consciousness and the Black Radical Traditionl' Race and Class 47, no.2 (October 2005): 47.



earlv 1970s. Although this is not how I was thinking about my work at that time'

I certainly would ""t 
h'j'*t;;;F;;l*:i"t "í'u"n 

to the effort to make a

Black radical' thus feminist' tradition more visible'

The new ûeld fo'*utiá-critical prison studie' and its explicitþ abolition-

ist frameworu-r,,""r.rï,îär*nt t" 
,rr. uru.t *"¿ical Traditi¡on, both through

its acknowleagta gtntiå;n"f '"iutto" 
to the period in US history we refer to as

Radical Reconstructi"ililJät'"'-'t"out*tt 
its relation both to the work of

w. E' B' Du Bois ""dì;;,;i.¡ 
gt".l. r",,iini,*' The work of Sarah Haley'

Kellv Ll'tle Hernandez' and an exciting nt* glnt'ution of scholars' by linking

theii varuabr. ,.r."r*'Jiî,r,.i.prinJipr.d uliiuirnì, is helping to revitalize the

t".ffi,f:*;tåi:'r""ion 
of anriracist activism, it seems, narrow Black nation-

alism returns phoenix-like to claim oo' **t*t"is' allegiance' Cedriis work

was inspired, in part' by his desire to 
'"'po"a 

io the narrãw Black nationalism

of the era of his (and ;iüJïj;;;;;;""' extremelv frustrating to witness

the resurgen.. "r -J:::i;;""ür"r ,r," 
"rá 

not only counterproductive' but

contravene *rtut 'i'oîii 
üt åî' g"¡' BI"tk' ;;á;hu' hu-u"' flourishing' At the

same time it is thoroughiy exciting to witness the ways new youth formations-

Black Lives Matter, t#iä' ;;ï;- Defenders-are helping to shape a new

Black feminirt-i"fl.:;;i internationalir- tt æ highlights the value of queer
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theories and Practices'
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Vietnam-in retrospect, reflected a failure to recognize, as Audre Lorde put it,
that "the master's tools will never dismantle the master,s house." In other words,
the use of guns-even though primarily as symbols of resistance-conveyed the
message that the police could be challenged effectively by relying on åxplicit
policing strategies.

A hashtag developed by Patrisse Cullors, Alicia Garza, and Opal Tometi in
the aftermath of the vigilante killing of Trayvon Martin, #BlacilivesMatter
began to transform into a network as a direct response to the rising protests in
Ferguson, Missouri, which manifested a collective desire to demanãlustice for
Mike Brown and for all of the Black lives sacrificed on the altar of racist police
terror. In asking us to radically resist the racist violence at the very heart of
policing structures and strategies, Black Lives Matter early on recognized that
we would have to place the demand to demilitarize the police at the center of
our efforts to move toward a more critical and more collective mode of justice.
ultimately linked to an approach that calls for the abolition of policing as we
know and experience it, demilitarization also contested the way in which police
strategies have been transnationalized within circuits that link small US police
departments to Israel, which dominates the arena of militarized policing associ-
ated with the occupation of Palestine.

I appreciate the more complicated analysis that is embraced by many BLM
activists, because it precisely reflects a historical-mindedness that is able to
build upon, embrace, and radically critique activisms and antiracist theories of
the past. As the BPP attempted-sometimes unsuccessfully-to embrace emer-

gent feminisms and what was then referred to as the gay liberation movement,

BLM leader and activists have developed approaches that more productively

take up feminist and queer theories and practices. But theories of freedom are

always tentative. I have learned from Cedric Robinson that any theory or politi-
cal strategy that pretends to possess a total theory offreedom, or one that can be

categorically understood, has failed to account for the multiplicity of possibili-

ties, which can, perhaps, only be evocatively represented in the realm of culture.

Your most recent scholarship is focused on the question of Palestine, and its

connection to the Black freedom movement. When did this connection

become obvious to you and what circumstances, or conjunctures' made this

insight possible?

Actually my most recent collection of lectures and interviews reflects an increas-

ingly popular understanding of the need for an internationalist framework

within which the ongoing work to dismantle structures of racism' heteropatri-

archy, and economic injustice inside the United States can become more endur-

ing and more meaningful. In my own political histor¡ Palestine has always

occupied a pivotal place, preciselybecause of the similarities between Israel and

the Ùnited States-theii foundational settler colonialism and their ethnic

What is your assessment of the Black Liv-eslatter movement' particularly in

üsht of your partic'pïi""ì"1rte Black P;;;"" Party during the 1970s?

D-oes Black rives tuatåä yoo" ri* have a sufficient anaþsis and theory

of freedomf uo yoo ï* å"f *i-ito"ities between the BPP and BLM

movement?

As we consider the relation between tfre fflt eanther Party and the contempo-

rarv BlackLiv., fufu,,"räî;;en, it feels fit.-tn. ãttudes and generations that

separate one from,h";;h*;;e a certain incommensurabilitythat is a conse-

quence of all the tt""îå"' pãititut'-totto'"i' ""¿ 
t""n"otogical changes that

make this.o"t"-no'î'fn'ååt* 'o 
difft"nì in many important respects frorn

the tate 1960s. But n.äil;;;;;ìd seek connections between the two move-

ments that ur" ,"u.uriäT*ï; il;l;,n. ,inïf"ti i.s, but rather in their radi-

cal differences' he police occupation of Oakland'

.r*lj:l;ffi:;i,ï"; J:iffi"ï'ï""' it'" countrv- It was an abso'

lutelv brilliant *""t ";;l;^p"'t 
oftruty il;;; ttd Bobby bede to patrol the

neigirborhood with ö"' "'i¿ 
r"* books' i";;;;;"'ds' to "police the policei'

.rtîhesametime*ilffi ';;r1*-':i*11*:hXi*^l*ïi,ï:îÏäJ{
{:*:lnn'i*:::,fi'å 

jï:ï:i¿ïTïm;;na,Libera,ionFron,in



cleansing processes with respect to indigenous people' their 
'systems 

of segrega-

tion, their use of ftguf 
''f'tt*s 

to enact 'y""å*it 
repression' and so forth' I

often point out that "tit"îttå"*" 
oi the predicåment of Palestine dates

back to my undergraoÏ;";#;Þ::;á;Ï "niversiry 
which was founded in

the same year as ttte siate áf t"utl' t''to'"o*t' ¿oring my own incarceration' I

received support r'o-'p""räti"ã" potititut ;*;t";t as well as from Israeli

*"iî;l;:#;i 
:,i:iåää: *tg.":'ïal or Youth and stude*s in Berrin

(in the German Dem".r"ä*.nìOir.ff f,"¿ tfr. oppo.tonity to meet Yasir Arafat'

who atways u.kno*1.å'gä,nãï^rf,ip of th. ;;l:åinian siruggle and the Black

freedom struggle 
't 

th:i;;ä;ìä;J *r'o' tit" ct"' Fidel' Patrice Lumumba'

and Amilcar Cabrat, #;;t.a ãgor. *itli' the movement for Black libera-

tion. This was a time *ht" to-*o"i't i"tt'nuiionalism-in Africa' the Middle

East, Europe' R'ia"tu't-'ulø'South ¡rnt'i"u' u"dthe Caribbean-was apowerful

force. If I *igf't 'p""tïU"tîÃy 
o*" 

'tory' 
it *ootd have almost certainly ied to a

diferent conclusion rr"ã 
"á,,rrß 

internationalism played such a pivotal role'

The encountt";;*;;; Black liberati";;;"ggitt'in the united states and

movements against ir,. i,,uai occupation of palestine have a vgrylong history.

Alex Lubins Geogrøphies of Liberation, n'r'ioli"g of an.Afro-Arab PoliticøI

Imaginøry attempts to chart important- aspects of this 
'history' 

Oftentimes'

however,itisnotintheexplicitlypolitical,.'"i*.r'*onediscoversmomentsof
contact' As Cedric ilñ" .áih",i,"d, n o 

'n 
the cultural realm. of course

Robin Ke[ey,s Frrr;r*';;;o*rin, Making of the Black Radical Imagination

accentuates the arena of surrealism "' 
u"^"'i"á*ll gelerati've :::'"tt 

zone' In

the latter twentieth ..r,ror¡ it¡,vas Black r.ärir, foãt Jo.r. ]o.td1" who pushed

the issue of the occupation of Palestine,to ,^hJ";. Dáspite the Zionist attacks

,r'"r-or.,'a,""dd;;;;;h't"-po'u'If ""'rt.";ffi:'iffi :îil,1;1;Ï*:Tt"'îå:

fffi,:XliïÏ"':fi :lìtFï åi.ì'."r," i.n i mp erted io emb o dv the

iuncture of glutk anã pultu"" liberation' 
iiä' bo'n a Black woman / and now

7 I am becom. 
" 
nu[,i,f,ì;;/ against ttr.t.i.r,tt.r, laughter of evil / there is less

and less tiuing roo-"iîîäîfr.î" are mï loved ones / it is time to make our way

home.,,2 At a time îï* r.*i"trt, or.oio, *.re attempting to fashion strategies

of what we "o* "äïìä "' 't'"*"t'tnality' 
Iune' *ho "pit"nts 

the best of the

Black Radicat TrJ;ì;;, ;ght us about the capacity of political afftnities âcross

national, .orto'"r' i"î':;;pï"át racial boundaries to help us imagine more

habitable futures' iä"ïJt ¿ttity *a "ti t;:;*v that she did not live long

enoughto.'p.,iå..glackl,ivesoo*"'".*istsacrossthiscontinentraising
ba.,nãrs of resistance to the occup*;Ï:fi:Ti¡o,r'.a 

a delegation in 2011

As I have remarked on many occasl:lÌ:ll":ì"1":;':u** 
,o ñre West Bank

of indigenou' ""ï;;;;; 
or toiot feminist scholar activists tc
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and East Jerusalem, I was u'der the impression that I thoroughly.understood
the occupation. Although all of us were alread.y linked, to one extent or another,
to the solidarity movement, we were all thoroughly shocked by how little we
really knew about the quotidian violence of the occupation, At the conclusion of
our visit, we collectively decided to devote our energies to participating in BDS
and to help elevate the consciousness of our various constituencies with respect
to the us role-over $8 million-in sustaining the military occupation. so I
remain deeply connected in this project to chandra Mohanty, Beverly
Guy-sheftall, Barbara Ransby, Gina Dent, and the other members of the
delegation.3

In the five years following our trip, many other delegations of academics
and activists have visited Palestine and have helped to accelerate, broaden, and
intensifr the Palestine solidarity movement. As the architects of the Boycott,
Divestment, and Sanctions movement have modeled their work on the anti-
apartheid campaign against South Africa, US activists have attempted to point
out that there are profound lessons to be gleaned from earlier boycott politics.
Many organizations and movements within the United States have considered
how the incorporation of anti-apartheid strategies into their agendas would
radically transform their own work. Not only did the anti-apartheid campaign

help to strengthen international efforts to take down the apartheid state, it also

revived and enriched many domestic movements against racism, misogyn¡ and

economic justice.

In the same way, solidarity with Palestine has the potential to further trans-

form and render more capacious the political consciousness of our contempo-

rary movements. BLM activists and others associated with this very important

historical moment of a surging collective consciousness calling for recognition

of the persisting structures of racism can play an important role in compelling

other areas of social justice activism to take up the cause of Palestine solidar-

ity-specifically the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions movement. Alliances

on university campuses that bring together Black student organizations,

Students for fustice in Palestine, and campus chapters of fewish Voice for Peace

are reminding us of the profound need to unite antiracist efforts with strong

challenges to Islamophobia and anti-Semitism, and with the global resistance to

the apartheid policies and practices ofthe State oflsrael'

ùreoretically and ideologically, Palestine has also helped us to broaden our

vision of abolition, which we have characterized in this era as the abolition of

imprisonment and policing. The experience of Palestine pushes us to revisit

2 June lordan, "Moving Towards Homej' in LivingRoom'

3Themembersofthedelegationwere:RababAbdulhadi'SanFranciscoStateUniversity;
Ayoka Chenzira, artist and frimäaker, Atlanta, GA; Angela T'-?t"i':y-1i:trsity.of 

California'

Santa Cruz; Gina Dent, Univ..r ty 
"ièãfif-nia, 

Santa Cru-z; G. Melissa Garçi¿, Dickinson College;

Anna Romina Guevarra, author Jnd sociologist, Chicago, IL; Beverly Guy-Sheftall' author' Atlanta'

GA; Premilla Nadasen, author, New York, ÑY; sarbari Runsby' author.and ll:t""Tlif ^:lcago' 
IL;

Chandra Talpade Mohant¡ Syracuse University; and Waziyatawin' University ol vrctonâ'



conceptssuchaS..theprisonnation,or..thecarceralstate',inordertoseriously
understand the quotidiaï iu"t'ufiti* of the occupation and the ubiquitous

policing by not ""lv;;;;;;;lut 
also the Palástinian Authoriry This' in

turn, has stimulated otht' "'"u"h 
directions on the uses of incarceration and

its role' for example, in perpetrating notions of a permanent binarism with

respect to gendera and in naturalizing segregation bu"d o" physical' mental'

and intellectual abilitY's

Whatsortofsocialmovementscan'orshould'existatthepresentconjunc-
ture, given tt " n"t"¿"nce of American gtoU"t hegemony' neoliberal

economic relations, 
--iüi"rr""¿ 

"oorrt"rirrråg"rr.y 
ui home, and racial
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of course' not only requires resistance and dismantring, but arso radical reimag-
inings and radical reconstructions.

perhaps this is the time to create the grourdwork for a new political party,
one that will speak to a far greater number of people trrun tr"¿it"io*l progres-
sive political parties have proved capable of doing. Thi, ;"r,il;"ld h"u" io ue
organically linked to the range of radical movements thàt have emerged in the
aftermath of the rise of global capitalism. As I reflect 

"" ,i. "J". of cedric
Robinson's work in relation to- contemporary radical activism, it seems to me
that this party would have to be anchored in the idea of racial capitalism-it
would be antiracist, anti-capitalist, feminist, and abolitionist. But most impor-
tant of all, it would have to acknowledge the priority of movements on- the
ground, movements that acknowledge the intersectionality of current issues-
movements that are sufficiently open to allowing for the future emergence of
issues, ideas, and movements that we cannot even begin to imagine today.

Do you make a distinction, in your scholarship and activism, between
Marxism and "Black Marxisnt''?

At a time when popular discourset::1n'dÏTitÏ?ä;itÏilii."l'"* 
'ï::-,or., 

"-unuting 
from sustained protests agar

sentational practices ilü^;; t;w technãlogies of communication' I suggest

that we need movem.r;;;; p* as much attÉntion to popular political educa-

tion as they pay t" ;; åîuitti",t*s that have ,u..."d"d in placing police

violence and mass i"tu"t'ution on the national pol*t:il 
:9::1î' 

What this

means, I think, i' th"t;;;;y-t'" f"'gt.u" "tuly'is 
of ihe current conjuncture that

draws importu,,t rt"onJi'á,,' tntî"t"tiuely recent campaigns tha:hïe pushed

our collectiv. .orrr.iourrr.r. t.yorra pr.uior* li*its. In other words, we need

movementsthatarepreparedtoresisttheinevitableseductionsofassimilation.
The Occupy .u-p"ig"Ï"abled us to develop an anti-capitalist vocabulary: the

99 percent versus the 1 percent is a concept that has entered into popular

parlance' The question is not only how to ireserve this vocabulary-as' for

example, in the anatysi' oft*aUytne Bernie l"ndt" platform leading up to the

selection "f 
rfr" ZO'Aîi-".r"ti. "urraiaate 

for president-but rather how to

build upon this, or c;pñit.*r,rr,rr" 111" 
of racial capitalism' which cannot

besoneatlyexpressedinquantitativetermsthatu"u-tthehomogeneitythat
*"å:äï:îå*,iit',i;., 

stopped excavating ideas, curtural,products, and

political -outrnt"t' irom the past' He attemptld to understand why trajecto-

ries of assimitation ".d "f 
;;i;.. in gt".k äeedom movements in the united

States co-exi,t"¿, uiï' t"ttgfttt-t Black Movements in America' for exam-

ple_continu. ," J;;ì;"ut.l ,trri-iru,to"r, strategies that leave intact the

circumstances and structures that perpetuate excluiion and marginalization

havealwaysbeenofferedasthemore..u,onuut.alternativetoabolition,which,

I have spent most of my life studying Marxist ideas and have identified with
groups that have not only embraced Marxist-inspired critiques of the dominant
socioeconomic order, but have also struggled to understand the co-constitutive

relationship of racism and capitalism. Having especially followed the theories and

practices of Black communists and anti-imperialists in the United States, Africa,

the Caribbean, and other parts of the world, and having worked inside the

Communist Party for a number of years with a Black formation that took the

names of Che Guevara and Patrice Lumumba, Marxism, from my perspective'

has always been both a method and an object of criticism. Consequentl¡ I dont

necessarily see the terms "Marxism" and "Black Marxism" as oppositional.

I take cedric Robinson's arguments ín Bløck Marxism: The Making of the

Black Radical Traditionvery seriously. If we assume the unquestioned centrality

of the West and its economic, philosophical, and cultural development, then the

economic modes, intellectuaf histories, religions, and cultures associated with

Africa, Asia, and indigenous peoples will not be acknowledged as significant

dimensions of humanity. the v"ry concept of humanity will always conceal an

internal, clandestine racialization, forever foreclosing possibilities of racial

equality. Needless to say, Marxism is firmly anchored in this tradition of the

enlgni.n-.nt. Cedric's brilliant analyses revealed new ways of thinking and

actirig generated precisely through the encounters between Marxism and Black

intellectuals/activists who helpeà to constitute the Black Radical Tradition'

The concept associated with Btack Marxism thall find most productive and

most potentially transformative is the concept of racial capitalism. Even though

Eric William s's Cøpitalism ønd Slavery was publishe d in 1944' scholarly efforts

exploring this relationship have ,e-ainedìelatively marginal' Hopefully the

4 See Eric A' StanleY and

Indu str i al C omPlex (Oakland'

5 See Liat Ben-Moshe'

Impr i s onm ent and D ß ab ilitY

2014).

Nat Smith, eds., Captfue Genders: Trøns Embodiment ønd the Prison

äT. t"Jtit"u"rgh: AK Press' 2015)'

chris chapman, and Alliåì'ï.-'curry, Dßab.ility Incarcerated:

in the United States and c"'*a' ø¡¿i iork: Palgrave Macmillan'
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new research on capitalism and slaverywill heþ to further legitimatethe notion

ofracialcapitalism.Whileitisimportanttoacknowledgethepivotalpartslav-
ery played in the historä-.ãnrori¿u,i"n of capitalism, more recent develop-

ments rinked t" gr"b"i.";it.rtr- .*t* be aåequately comprehended if the

,u"iuf ¿i-.nsionãf capitalism is ignored'


