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A Note From the Author

A Note from the Author
This series of essays examines the harms caused by border imperialism, police brutality, 
incarceration, weapons, war, and more. They strive to demonstrate how each of these 
structures relies on and helps sustain the interconnected systems of militarism, capitalism, 
racism, and patriarchy. Most focus on the United States because its role in militarisation 
affects so many other countries and people around the world, including through its wars, 
occupations, and military bases; the US training of soldiers, police, and border officials in 
other countries; and the export of US weapons and systems of militarism around the world.
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Introduction

What we mean when we talk about abolition

T HROUGHOUT history, people have demanded the abolition of structures and 
systems that cause harm. They have demanded the abolition of slavery and 
segregation, of nuclear weapons and war, of police and prisons, of borders. Each 

of these demands were, or are, initially met with derision. Those structures that have now 
been abolished were once considered instrumental; the calls to dismantle them treated as 
naïve, irrational, or irresponsible.

Nevertheless, activists—particularly Black activists and other activists of colour—persist. 
They have worked for generations to open the minds of naysayers to the possibilities of 
alternative ways of living and organising our societies. They have sought to change the 
economic, political, and social costs and benefits of these structures. They have altered, 
undone, and disrupted the pursuits of power and profit that have come for the few at the 
expense of the very, very many.

Abolition is a political project of promiscuous care—of living in a more expansive way 
than our capitalist, patriarchal society tells us we can. Abolition of structures of harm 
is not just about tearing down the system but building it anew, based on cooperation, 
equity, and justice for all. Abolition is about looking at the root causes of harm and 
violence and working to build alternatives that prevent this harm, rather than relying 
on existing structures that only create more harm. Abolition seeks not the destruction, 
but the transformation of our current world order, including through the disarming, 
demilitarising, defunding, and disbanding of entities of coercive state power that work 
against peace and freedom.

As activist and scholar Ruth Wilson Gilmore says in her forthcoming book Change 
Everything, “Abolition requires that we change one thing: everything.”1

Why not reform?

Why abolition instead of reform? Simply because reform of systems built on 
discrimination and violence is insufficient.

As a global leader in the movement for feminist peace, the Women’s International League 
for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) does not demand just a reduction in nuclear arsenals or 

1 ruth Wilson Gilmore, Change Everything (Chicago: haymarket Books, 2021).
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an adjustment to nuclear doctrines. We demand their total elimination, their removal from 
the arsenals of all states and the concurrent changes in thinking that ever made nuclear 
weapon production and possession possible in the first place.

Those working for the abolition of slavery in the United States in the 19th century were 
not calling for reforms to this system—for mere changes that would make slavery more 
“humanitarian”. They rightfully demanded its outright abolition. However, the structures 
of policing and incarceration were established in its place, leading to continuous repression 
and criminalisation of Black lives. With this came, over time, increasing militarisation 
of the police. US police forces around the country have for decades received military 
equipment through a federal government programme. So have US immigration agencies 
like Border Patrol and Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE). Police, prison 
guards, and border guards have been trained by the US military.

The mentality, tactics, and weapons of the US carceral state at home are derived directly 
from the country’s assertion of itself as a global military “superpower”. All of these 
structures—police, prisons, borders, the military—rely on violence to maintain economic 
and social inequalities. Each is part of what lawyer and activist Dean Spade has described 
as a force to “stabilise and maintain an absolutely ridiculous distribution of wealth and 
violence in the world.”2 Thus, efforts to confront, challenge, and change these structures 
through their abolition must also require the building of something new.

Dismantle, change, build

“Abolition is not primarily a negative strategy,” scholar and activist Angela Davis has said. 
“It’s not primarily about dismantling, getting rid of, but it’s about reenvisioning, it’s about 
building anew.” And in this, she argues, “abolition is a feminist strategy.”3 Feminism is 
not just about addressing issues of “gender”. Feminism is a methodological approach and 
practice that, among other things, helps us to understand the intersectionality4 of struggles 
and issues.

Intersectionality as a feminist theory and practice can help us recognise that the threats 
to our safety and security “come not primarily from what is defined as ‘crime’,” explains 
Angela Davis, “but rather from the failure of institutions in our country to address issues of 
health, issues of violence, education, etc.” In this sense, “abolition is really about rethinking 
the kind of future we want, the social future, the economic future, the political future. It’s 
about revolution.”5

2 haymarket Books, “on the road with Abolition: Assessing our Steps Along the Way,” Youtube video, 2:07:54, June 12, 
2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ghdg4dqBmyk. 
3 Democracy Now!, “Angela davis on Abolition, Calls to defund Police, toppled racist Statues & Voting in 2020 election,” 
June 12, 2020, https://www.democracynow.org/2020/7/3/angela_davis_on_abolition_calls_to. 
4 Intersectional feminism is defined by uN Women as centring “the voices of those experiencing overlapping, concurrent 
forms of oppression in order to understand the depths of the inequalities and the relationships among them in any given 
context.” For more on intersectionality, visit: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VidtnfQ9Fhc. 
5 Democracy Now!, “Angela davis on Abolition, Calls to defund Police, toppled racist Statues & Voting in 2020 election,” 
June 12, 2020, https://www.democracynow.org/2020/6/12/angela_davis_on_abolition_calls_to. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GHdg4dqBMyk
https://www.democracynow.org/2020/7/3/angela_davis_on_abolition_calls_to.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ViDtnfQ9FHc
https://www.democracynow.org/2020/6/12/angela_davis_on_abolition_calls_to


8

INtroduCtIoN

Abolition is thus about rejecting the current structures as a source of, rather than a 
solution to, violence. And it is about building alternatives. In place of police and prisons, 
we must build a system of community-based mechanisms to respond to harms caused 
and investments in education, jobs, housing, healthcare, mental health, food security, 
and more to prevent the conditions that lead to this harm. In place of discrimination and 
violence against Indigenous communities, processes of decolonisation and restoration of 
Indigenous lands and governance. In place of borders, freedom of movement and respect 
for the human right to live, while also providing redress for the destruction wrought in so 
many countries from colonialism, capitalism, conflict, and climate change.

Indeed, redressing harms caused is important for all projects of abolition, whether 
for survivors of nuclear weapons or police brutality or colonial genocide or sexual 
violence. It is within spaces of redress that we can learn from the lessons of post-conflict 
transformation and projects of transformative justice. Securing a ceasefire, undergoing 
a peace process, and engaging in disarmament, demilitarisation, reintegration, and 
restoration of the community, including through truth and reconciliation processes, 
are all part of the work necessary to achieve lasting peace and security and redirecting 
communities from conflict, retribution and punishment towards personal and collective 
restorative justice. This is an essential part of the abolition process: the rebuilding of 
community through accountability and commitment to change.

“Abolition is a movement to end systemic violence including the interpersonal 
vulnerabilities and displacements that keep the system going,” writes Ruth Wilson Gilmore. 
“In other words, the goal is to change how we interact with each other and the planet by 
putting people before profits, welfare before warfare, and life over death.”6

A new world order

We are often told that abolition is naïve. That we are inviting chaos into our world by 
thinking of dismantling any of these structures of violence. For each project of abolition, 
there is the same refrain: “But what about those who would seek to do us harm?” We are 
told that we must have police, we must have prisons, we must have borders, and above all 
else, we must have weapons!

But why must we? Our current world order has been built, by and large, by capitalist, 
racist, patriarchs. When the current US president tweets that we must maintain law and 
order, this is what he is seeking to protect. An order that serves his interests and the 
interests of others like him. We are conditioned to believe that police, prisons, and nuclear 
bombs are the “necessary evils” of our world—but they are only “necessary” in a construct 
built to value and profit from violence instead of peace, the hoarding of fortunes instead of 
sharing and equitable distribution, white skin over everyone else, men instead of women 
(and refusal to acknowledge the existence of any other gender or sex) and so on.

6 dan Berger, The Struggle Within (oakland: Pm Press/Kersplebedeb, 2014).
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The project of abolition is about rejecting and tearing down the structures that sustain this 
world order of inequity and horror. But it is also so much more. In Critical Resistance’s 
book Abolition Now!, scholar and activist Alexis Pauline Gumbs asks:

What if abolition isn’t a shattering thing, not a crashing thing, not a wrecking ball event? 
What if abolition is something that sprouts out of the wet places in our eyes, the broken 
places in our skin, the waiting places in our palms, the tremble holding in my mouth 
when I turn to you? What if abolition is something that grows? What if abolishing 
the prison industrial complex is the fruit of our diligent gardening, building and 
deepening of a movement to respond to the violence of the state and the violence of our 
communities with sustainable, transformative love?7

This is the nature of the work ahead for those willing to decarcerate their minds from the 
restrictions of our current system and work with others, led by Black feminists and other 
Indigenous, Latinx, and other activists of colour, for the creation of a new world. A world 
based in promiscuous care for each other instead of a world ordered by state violence 
through the tools of police, prisons, borders and militaries. Through the investment in 
the well-being of people, animals, land, and water rather than the destructive forces of 
capitalism, colonialism, racism, and patriarchy.

This series of essays is not meant to offer a definitive account of abolitionist projects. It 
seeks to convey and connect some of the current critical thinking about and action against 
certain structures of violence, particularly within the United States. It is intended to 
provide information and, hopefully, inspiration, to those seeking to fundamentally change 
our world, to work for societies that provide peace, freedom, and justice for all.

7 Critical resistance, Abolition Now! (oakland: AK Press, 2008), pg. 145. 
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ESSAY 1

disbanding Police

A T the end of May 2020, protests erupted across the United States following the 
murder of George Floyd by police in Minneapolis. In response, heavily militarised 
police forces cracked down violently against people in the streets.

As one commentator noted on 30 May, “The police are rioting across America tonight—
shooting and mowing down protestors, assaulting journalists, terrorising neighbourhoods, 
gleefully brutalising and arresting civilians en masse.”8 Another highlighted that “police 
all over the country teargassed protestors, drove vehicles through crowds, opened fire 
with non-lethal rounds on journalists or people on their own property, and in at least one 
instance, pushed over an elderly man who was walking away with a cane.”9

The violence continued for weeks, with police kettling, beating, and arresting protestors, 
deploying tear gas, and breaking bones.

The show of overwhelming and violent force from police, backed by the National Guard 
and threats by the US President to deploy the military10 and shoot protestors,11 must be 
considered in the broader context of governmental and institutional failure to address 
repeated and ongoing racist police brutality.

As noted in a blog published in WILPF’s COVID-19 series, structural racism is endemic 
to US policing.12 This is also true of other countries: Canada and Australia, for example, 
harass and incarcerate Indigenous peoples at high rates, and police violence against 
immigrant populations is common across Europe.

More broadly, police brutality is a fixture of the US carceral system. The “band of brothers” 
in blue, much like the military, is part of the apparatus of coercive state power designed 
and deployed to maintain the privileges of the elite. Borne through the enclosure of the 

8 laurie Penny, “the police are rioting across America tonight…,” twitter post, may 31, 2020, https://twitter.com/Pennyred/
status/1266980991454703617?s=20. 
9 matthew dessem, “Police erupt in Violence Nationwide,” Slate, may 31, 2020, https://slate.com/news-and-
politics/2020/05/george-floyd-protests-police-violence.html. 
10 dan lamothe and missy ryan, “trump pulls military into political fray of minneapolis unrest but is unlikely to follow 
through on threat,” The Washington Post, may 29, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/trump-unlikely-
to-follow-through-on-threat-to-deploy-military-in-minneapolis-unrest-but-has-authority-to-do-so/2020/05/29/ac88c794-a1d1-
11ea-9d96-c3f7c755fd6e_story.html. 
11 robert mackey, “racist history Behind trump’s threat to Shoot minneapolis Protesters Spurs twitter to Act,” The 
Intercept, may 29, 2020, https://theintercept.com/2020/05/29/twitter-restricts-access-trumps-threat-shoot-minneapolis-
protesters/. 
12 ray Acheson, “CoVId-19: disarm the Police, rebuild our Communities,” the Women’s International league for Peace 
and Freedom, June 2, 2020, https://www.wilpf.org/covid-19-dismantling-structural-racism-and-disarming-demilitarising-and-
defunding-police-to-rebuild-our-communities/. 

https://twitter.com/PennyRed/status/1266980991454703617?s=20
https://twitter.com/PennyRed/status/1266980991454703617?s=20
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2020/05/george-floyd-protests-police-violence.html
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2020/05/george-floyd-protests-police-violence.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/trump-unlikely-to-follow-through-on-threat-to-deploy-military-in-minneapolis-unrest-but-has-authority-to-do-so/2020/05/29/ac88c794-a1d1-11ea-9d96-c3f7c755fd6e_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/trump-unlikely-to-follow-through-on-threat-to-deploy-military-in-minneapolis-unrest-but-has-authority-to-do-so/2020/05/29/ac88c794-a1d1-11ea-9d96-c3f7c755fd6e_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/trump-unlikely-to-follow-through-on-threat-to-deploy-military-in-minneapolis-unrest-but-has-authority-to-do-so/2020/05/29/ac88c794-a1d1-11ea-9d96-c3f7c755fd6e_story.html
https://theintercept.com/2020/05/29/twitter-restricts-access-trumps-threat-shoot-minneapolis-protesters/
https://theintercept.com/2020/05/29/twitter-restricts-access-trumps-threat-shoot-minneapolis-protesters/
https://www.wilpf.org/covid-19-dismantling-structural-racism-and-disarming-demilitarising-and-defunding-police-to-rebuild-our-communities/
https://www.wilpf.org/covid-19-dismantling-structural-racism-and-disarming-demilitarising-and-defunding-police-to-rebuild-our-communities/
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commons,13 shaped by settler colonialism, raised by slavery, trained by military operations 
abroad, and reinforced through the rise of the prison-industrial complex and border 
imperialism, US policing is a key node in the network of the “national security state,” 
which relies on perpetual war abroad and oppression at home to sustain itself.

This is not an issue of individual police officers, good or bad. This is an issue of structure: 
of systemic racism and a culture of militarism imbued within policing as a whole.

This essay explores the structural racism and militarisation of the US police. Supporting 
the work of Black feminist and other BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, people of colour) 
activists, it advocates for defunding, disarming, demilitarising, and disbanding the police 
and for investments in preventative care and transformative justice as an alternative.

While the violence and racism of the police is not limited to the United States, this essay 
focuses on the US system and engages with the thinking of US-based scholars and activists 
because of the outsized role of the United States in training police in other countries and in 
exporting weapons and militarism abroad.

Structural bias in policing

The roots of policing as a whole are tied to the enclosure of the commons and the 
establishment of private property that took place throughout Europe over two hundred 
years. Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Michel Foucault, and other philosophers situate the 
rise of the “police state”14 in this process, as the answer of governments to creating what 
scholar Mark Neocleous describes as a “peaceful and secure order of lawful obedience”15 
in the face of dispossession and rising poverty created by capitalism. “A divided world 
was being engineered by enclosure,” writes political geographer Ian G. R. Shaw, “and an 
industrializing civilization had to forcibly subdue its alienated denizens.”16

The enclosure of commons, dispossession of those living on the land, and the “forcible 
subduing” of people also became a key component of settler colonialism. As white 
settlers moved across the United States beginning in the 16th century, they cleared the 
land by force and took as private property what had been the territorial land and waters 
of Indigenous nations. The roots of policing in the United States is thus tied, as The 
Red Nation describes, to the volunteer militias composed of settlers that “slaughtered 
Indigenous people to clear the land for more plantations.”17

These plantations were worked by enslaved Africans, forming another node in the origins 
of US policing. Militias of the state and of plantation owners hunted and captured anyone 
attempting to escape bondage. But this practice did not end with the abolition of slavery. 

13 the capitalist process in 13th century england of conslidating land and restricting access to it, which disenfranchised 
people from having access to common land for communal use and benefited the capitalist elite landowning class.
14 Ian G.r. Shaw, Predator Empire (minneapolis: university of minnesota Press, 2016).
15 mark Neocleous, War Power, Police Power (edinburgh: edinburgh university Press, 2014).
16 Shaw, Predator Empire. 
17 the red Nation #thereddeal, “the origin of police in the uS is rooted in systemic racism…,” twitter post, June 15, 
2020, https://twitter.com/the_red_Nation/status/1272559425501487106?s=20. 

https://twitter.com/The_Red_Nation/status/1272559425501487106?s=20
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The police continued to be the main tool the state used to control, monitor, and incarcerate 
Black people, including in order to ensure the continuation of a cheap labour pool through 
the bondage of imprisonment.

As explored in books such as Policing the Planet and The End of Policing, multitudes of 
police tactics have been designed specifically for communities of colour, particularly 
Black communities: broken windows18 policing, community policing, and stop-and-frisk 
practices, for example, have all been designed and directed towards surveillance and 
oppression of people of colour, leading to their effective criminalisation. LGBTQ+ people, 
the poor and houseless, sex workers, and others have also been subjected to the same 
scrutiny and criminalisation.

Maintenance of this order—of the relationship between bourgeois and the landless peasant, 
settlers and Indigenous nations, white landowners and Black enslaved people—has been 
the main charge of the US police force. Challenges to this order have thus always been 
met with violence. The brutality in the streets seen in 2020 mirrors the violent response 
to the civil rights movement, ACT UP’s direct actions against HIV/AIDS policies, anti-
globalisation protests, Occupy Wall Street, or any other social justice efforts in the recent 
or distant past.

Uprising against racism

It is in this context that the protests in response to the murders of George Floyd and 
Breonna Taylor, and police brutality against Black lives more generally, have persisted. 
Solidarity marches have been held around the world, many of which recognise that 
systemic racism and police brutality are not unique to the United States but also cost lives 
and well-being of Black, Indigenous, and other people of colour in many countries.

Protestors and city officials in many US cities are also tearing down racist monuments.19 
Statues celebrating white supremacists, particularly Confederate soldiers and slave 
owners, have been removed in the states of Alabama, Kentucky, Louisiana, Pennsylvania, 
Tennessee, and Virginia.20 This, too, has spread across the pond, where activists in Bristol, 
England pulled down a statue of a slave trader and rolled it into a river.21 Statues of 
Columbus in Massachusetts, Minnesota, and Virginia have been torn down or beheaded.22

18 the “broken windows” theory of policing posits that cleaning up visible signs of vandalism, “crime” or disorder in a 
community, such as graffiti and littering, can prevent more serious “crimes” from taking place. 
19 Alisha ebrahimji, “these controversial statues have been removed following protests over George Floyd’s death,” CNN, 
June 7, 2020, https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/03/us/statues-removed-george-floyd-trnd/index.html. 
20 Fadel Allassan, “Confederate monuments become flashpoints in protests against racism, Axios, June 7, 2020, https://
www.axios.com/confederate-monuments-racism-flashpoint-07bd1074-5635-4939-9a55-e572543483b7.html. 
21 ebrahimji, “these controversial statues.” 
22 leah Asmelash, “Statues of Christopher Columbus are being dismounted across the country,” CNN, June 11, 2020, 
https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/10/us/christopher-columbus-statues-down-trnd/index.html. 

https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/03/us/statues-removed-george-floyd-trnd/index.html
https://www.axios.com/confederate-monuments-racism-flashpoint-07bd1074-5635-4939-9a55-e572543483b7.html
https://www.axios.com/confederate-monuments-racism-flashpoint-07bd1074-5635-4939-9a55-e572543483b7.html
https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/10/us/christopher-columbus-statues-down-trnd/index.html
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As those tearing down these statues have made clear, the history of racism and oppression 
must be remembered, but not honoured. In this context, to paraphrase one Twitter user,23 
we need to tear down all the monuments to slavery—especially police and prisons.

The killing continues

This is made abundantly clear when the shooting of unarmed Black people continues even 
in the wake of public outrage. On 2 June 2020 in Vallejo, California, Sean Monterrosa, 
22, was on his knees with his hands raised when he was fired at five times and killed by a 
police officer. On 6 June, California state police shot and killed 23-year-old Erik Salgado 
and injured his pregnant girlfriend Brianna Colombo. Since then, there have been more 
attacks on Black lives across the country.

Overall the police are responsible for the deaths of thousands of people a year.24 Black 
people are 24 per cent of those killed, despite only constituting 13 per cent of the 
population.25 The website Mapping Police Violence has found that in all of 2019 there were 
only 27 days when police did not kill someone.26

“What we’re talking about here is a worldview that says that police are the only force 
capable of holding society together,” explained Alex S. Vitale, author of The End of Policing, 
in an interview with The Intercept. The view turns on the notion that “without the constant 
threat of violent coercive intervention, society will unravel into a war of all against all.” In 
this context, “authoritarian solutions are not just necessary, they’re almost preferable.”27

Militarisation of police

The “warrior mentality,” like structural racism, has been embedded in US policing since its 
origins. Historian Alfred McCoy traces this back to 1898, when the US military annexed 
the Philippines and imposed a police state over the country that it repatriated to build 
a system of surveillance, informants, and “counterintelligence” agencies at home in the 
early 1900s.28 Police forces across the country began to be “professionalised” through 
bureaucratic management, explains Ian G. R. Shaw, transforming the police “into a more 
sealed, hierarchical, and authoritarian agency.”29

The militarisation of the US police really took off in the 1960s, in response to the civil 
rights movement. The Special Weapons and Tactics (SWAT) police units were created 
in 1969, setting in motion what Shaw describes as “a ruinous lurch toward a machismo-

23 @autotheoryqueen, “tear down all the monuments to slavery…,” June 7, 2020, https://twitter.com/autotheoryqueen/
status/1269675166998630400?s=20. 
24 mapping Police Violence, accessed August 27, 2020, https://mappingpoliceviolence.org/. 
25 mapping Police Violence, accessed August 27, 2020, https://mappingpoliceviolence.org/.
26 mapping Police Violence, accessed August 27, 2020, https://mappingpoliceviolence.org/.
27 ryan devereaux, “Police attacks on protesters are rooted in violent ideology of reactionary grievance,” The Intercept, 
June 6, 2020, https://theintercept.com/2020/06/06/police-brutality-protests-blue-lives-matter/. 
28 Alfred W. mcCoy, Policing America’s Empire (madison: university of Wisconsin Press, 2009).
29 Shaw, Predator Empire.

https://twitter.com/autotheoryqueen/status/1269675166998630400?s=20
https://twitter.com/autotheoryqueen/status/1269675166998630400?s=20
https://mappingpoliceviolence.org/
https://mappingpoliceviolence.org/
https://mappingpoliceviolence.org/
https://theintercept.com/2020/06/06/police-brutality-protests-blue-lives-matter/


14

dISBANdING PolICe

infused military policing in the United States.”30 This was followed in the 1980s by the 
Military Cooperation with Civilian Law Enforcement Agencies Act. Coupled with the 
decision to name the drug trade a “national security threat,” this Act set the stage for the 
total militarisation of the police forces.

Since 1987, when Congress began allowing the US military to transfer “surplus equipment” 
to US police forces across the country, billions of dollars of military weapons, vehicles, 
and other gear have been transferred to state and local police departments.31 These have 
included assault weapons, ammunition, grenade launchers, armoured vehicles, helicopters, 
battle armour, night-vision equipment, and more. Most of this equipment has been 
transferred under the 1033 Program, established in 1997 as part of the “War on Drugs”.32 
This programme was further amplified after 11 September 2001 under the “War on 
Terror”—which not only transferred equipment but also tactics from the military to the 
police.

US police forces also receive direct training from the US military and from private military 
and security companies. Alex S. Vitale notes that the police have been trained to respond 
to uncertainty or fear with deadly force. “Part of this emphasis on the use of deadly force 
comes from the rise of independent training companies that specialize in in-service 
training, staffed by former police and military personnel,” he explains. “Some of these 
groups serve both military and police clients and emphasize military-style approaches.”33

The equipment and training isn’t just for show. “Departments use these wartime weapons 
in everyday policing, especially to fight the wasteful and failed drug war, which has unfairly 
targeted people of color,” notes the American Civil Liberties Union.34 It is also used, as we 
have seen time and again, to suppress protest. In Seattle, Washington in 1999, nonviolent 
activists protesting globalisation were attacked by police armed with pepper spray, tear 
gas, stun grenades, and rubber bullets. In Ferguson, Missouri, where protests erupted over 
the police killing of Michael Brown in 2014, people on the streets “were met with armored 
vehicles, noise-based crowd-control devices, shotguns, M4 rifles like those used by forces 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, rubber-coated pellets and tear gas.”35

Militarisation of police also has implications for the border. New surveillance technologies 
are tested along the US-Mexican border and the US military cooperates with border patrol. 
As described in another essay in this series on deconstructing borders, the framing of the 
transnational movement of human beings as a crisis has led to the expansion of budgets 
and the weaponisation of the border in a “War on Migration,” leading to horrific human 
rights violations, abuse, and the deaths of thousands of people.

30 Shaw, Predator Empire.
31 dexter Filkins, “‘do Not resist’ and the crisis of police militariazation,” The New Yorker, may 13, 2016, https://www.
newyorker.com/news/news-desk/do-not-resist-and-the-crisis-of-police-militarization. 
32 defense logistics Agency, “1033 Program FAQs,” https://www.dla.mil/dispositionServices/offers/reutilization/
lawenforcement/ProgramFAQs.aspx. 
33 Alex S. Vitale, The End of Policing (Brooklyn: Verso, 2018).
34 American Civil liberties union, War Comes Home (New York: AClu Foundation, 2014).
35 Kanya Bennett, “365 days and 605 Armored military Vehicles later: Police militarization a Year After Ferguson,” 
American Civil liberties union, https://www.aclu.org/blog/criminal-law-reform/reforming-police/365-days-and-605-
armored-military-vehicles-later-police?redirect=blog/speak-freely/365-days-and-605-armored-military-vehicles-later-police-
militarization-year-after. 
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Furthermore, the US and Israeli governments have initiated “exchange programmes” that 
bring together US police officers, ICE and Border Patrol agents, and the FBI with soldiers, 
police, and border agents from Israel. This “exchange of worst practices,” as the Jewish 
Voice for Peace describes the programme, promotes and extends “discriminatory and 
repressive policing practices that already exist in both countries, including racial profiling, 
massive spying and surveillance, deportation and detention, and attacks on human rights 
defenders.”36

While the militarisation of police in the United States has led to much more violence, it has 
certainly not led to less “crime.” A report released in 2018 found that police militarisation 
“neither reduces rates of violent crime nor changes the number of officers assaulted or 
killed.”37 Instead, as other studies have found, the transfer of military equipment to police 
increases not just the material militarisation of police departments but also militarises their 
cultural, organisational, and operational practices and leads to more violent behaviour.38

Militarism celebrates, promotes, and facilities a culture of violence. The weapons and 
strategies deployed to oppress and kill abroad, which are being integrated into domestic 
policing, inevitably carry that violence with them. Thus, the militarisation of the police 
only leads to one thing: violence. There is no room for militarisation to lead to de-
escalation of conflict or resolution of grievances. When governments and police forces 
decide to go down this road, they take an active stance for violence.

The digital panopticon and autonomous racism

The rising use of surveillance and tracking technology to “fight crime” is also a key feature 
of the militarisation of police. Critical race scholars and Black rights advocates have long 
characterised police militarisation as yet another means by which the state enhances its 
control over Black and other people of colour, including through expansion of surveillance. 
New technologies, such as facial recognition, biometric technologies, data mining, and 
“predictive policing” tools are massively exacerbating the structural racism of surveillance.

Not only is the origin of facial recognition racist itself, but this technology is leading to 
further incarceration, harassment, and battery of Black people and other people of colour. 
The algorithms used in facial recognition software have consistently been shown to be 
racist, resulting in much higher rates of false positives for Black, Asian, and Indigenous 
faces than for whites. A study by the US government found that these systems have the 
highest rate of false positives for African-American women, putting this population at 
greatest risk of being accused of a crime.39 Meanwhile, doorbell cameras, video surveillance 

36 deadly exchange, “About deadly exchange,” https://deadlyexchange.org/about-deadly-exchange/. 
37 Jonathan mummolo, “militarization fails to enhance police safety or reduce crime but may harm police reputation,” 
National Academy of Sciences 115, no. 37 (2018): 9181. 
38 Casey delehanty et. al., “militarization and police violence: the case of the 1033 program,” Research and Politics 4, no. 
2 (2017).
39 MIT Technology Review, “A uS government study confirms most face recognition systems are racist,” december 20, 
2019, https://www.technologyreview.com/2019/12/20/79/ai-face-recognition-racist-us-government-nist-study/.
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systems, and crime-reporting platforms “are playing a role in people of color being 
reported as ‘suspicious’ while they are simply going about their daily lives.”40

The introduction of “predictive policing” also has grave implications for criminalised 
communities. Predictive policing relies on data sets of past “crime” to determine where and 
when future crime will occur. Police are given maps of neighbourhoods to patrol in order 
to deter or stumble upon criminal acts. As Jackie Wang argues in Carceral Capitalism, 
“Even when it does not use race to make predictions,” predictive policing technologies 
“can facilitate racial profiling by calculating proxies for race, such as neighbourhood and 
location.”41 This type of technology does not benignly “interpret data,” it actively constructs 
reality. It constructs the future “through the present management of subjects categorized as 
threats or risks.”42

But as abolitionist Micah Herskind points out, risk is not an identity. “The risk assessment 
paradigm tells us that risk, or dangerousness, is something that resides within a person—
and that risk categorizations can tell us the likelihood of one’s inner dangerousness 
manifesting externally.”43 This frames human beings as inherently “risky,” when in reality it 
is the conditions in which people live that produce risk and create the potential for harm.

Tools such as predictive policing do not look at root causes of harms caused. As part of the 
growing militarised surveillance state, they only serve to provide the state with yet another 
way to control and confine populations ascribed with characteristics determined by that 
state. And once this kind of “digital carceral infrastructure” is built up, Wang warns, “it will 
be nearly impossible to undo [and] the automated carceral surveillance state will spread 
out across the terrain, making greater and greater intrusions into our everyday lives.”44

We can already see this with the use of drones for surveillance of US cities. The use of 
surveillance planes and drones during the recent protests against police brutality—
including the same drones that are deployed at the US-Mexico border and that were 
deployed at the Standing Rock protests in 2016—show another tactic for police to monitor 
and enact violence against anyone they consider a threat, be they immigrants, Indigenous 
Water Protectors, or Black rights activists. The city of Baltimore has approved the use of 
“surveillance planes” to conduct persistent monitoring of the city under the guise of aiding 
investigations of “violent crimes”.45 The Los Angeles County Sheriff ’s Department has also 
tested an airplane-mounted surveillance kit to monitor the entire city of Compton,46 with 
equipment similar to the US military’s Gorgon Stare technology.

40 Naomi Ishisaka, “Is Surveillance tech Widening America’s racial divide?” Government Technology, october 28, 2019, 
https://www.govtech.com/public-safety/Is-Surveillance-tech-Widening-Americas-racial-divide.html. 
41 Jackie Wang, Carceral Capitalism (los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2018).
42 Ibid. 
43 micah herskind, “three reasons Advocates must move Beyond demanding release for ‘Nonviolent offenders’,” 
Medium, April 14, 2020, https://medium.com/@micahherskind/three-reasons-advocates-must-move-beyond-demanding-
release-for-nonviolent-offenders-2e76629e7d03. 
44 Wang, Carceral Capitalism (2018). 
45 ABC News, “Baltimore board oKs surveillance planes amid opposition,” April 2, 2020, https://abcnews.go.com/uS/
wireStory/baltimore-board-oks-surveillance-planes-amid-opposition-69933320. 
46 Conor Friedersdorf, “eyes over Compton: how Police Spied on a Whole City,” The Atlantic, April 21, 2014, https://www.
theatlantic.com/national/archive/2014/04/sheriffs-deputy-compares-drone-surveillance-of-compton-to-big-brother/360954/. 
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The FBI has flown drones for surveillance operations; US Customs and Border Protection 
(CBP) operates a fleet of Predator drones along the US-Mexico and US-Canada borders; 
and CBP has “loaned” its drones to local law enforcement agencies hundreds of times.47 
Intercepted data can be stored indefinitely and there have been proposals to modify drones 
so they can track cell phones. Ian G. R. Shaw warns about the installation of “a system of 
ubiquitous air policing across major US cities,” which would establish “a permanent police 
presence in the skies.”48

This must also serve as a warning as to what is most likely to happen with the development 
of autonomous weapon systems. International discussions on these weapons have 
predominantly focused on the challenges they will pose in war. But, especially in countries 
that have a military-to-police pipeline for equipment, such weapons are likely to also be 
deployed in policing situations. The “permanent police presence” predicted by Shaw is likely 
to include not just the “eyes in the sky” provided by surveillance drones, but also the suite of 
biometrics, facial recognition, predictive policing and precrime reporting, and weaponised 
autonomous systems that operate together to monitor and control populations.

As such weapons will rely on sensors and software to determine “targets” without 
meaningful human control, they will inevitably reflect the innate bias and racism within the 
system that produces them. As ethicist Peter Asaro notes, “it would be easy to intentionally 
design a robocop to be racist, and quite difficult to design one that is not, given the existing 
standards, norms, and policing strategies.”49 Thus, once again, the militarisation and 
weaponisation of technology and police leads not to solutions to the challenges posed by 
social, economic, and political choices, but to their violent exacerbation.

The failures of reform

All of this demands a fundamental shift in our thinking about security. We need to stop 
looking to the apparatus of coercive state power to keep us “safe” and start looking at 
alternatives to those structures. This is true of borders, police, prisons, militaries, and all 
the other structures through which this power manifests and sustains itself at the expense 
of human life and well-being.

An essential part of making this shift in thinking is recognising that the current structures 
are past the point of reform.

Reform has been tried. Bias training, body cameras, anti-racist courses. Minneapolis, for 
example, was one of the pilot cities for the Obama administration’s response to the national 
call for police accountability. Its police force underwent a multi-year, multibillion-dollar 
training project, yet police officers still murdered George Floyd in broad daylight.

47 Jennifer lynch, “drone Surveillance of Border Far Greater than Previously Known,” Common Dreams, January 15, 2014, 
https://www.commondreams.org/views/2014/01/15/drone-surveillance-border-far-greater-previously-known. 
48 Shaw, Predator Empire.
49 Peter Asaro, “Will #Blacklivesmatter to robocop?” University of Miami School of Law (2016), http://robots.law.miami.
edu/2016/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Asaro_Will-Blacklivesmatter-to-robocop_revised_drAFt.pdf.
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Alex S. Vitale argues that police reforms implemented in the wake of Michael Brown’s 
death in Ferguson in 2014—from diversity initiatives to community policing to body 
cameras—“fail to acknowledge that policing as an institution reinforces race and class 
inequalities by design.”50 Individual accountability of officers, when it comes, likewise feeds 
into the idea that there are just some “bad seeds” at work and they are not representative of 
policing as a whole.

Yet as one former police officer reports, there are no bad seeds, only bad structures. “Police 
officers do not protect and serve people, they protect and serve the status quo, ‘polite 
society,’ and private property,” he writes. “Using the incremental mechanisms of the status 
quo will never reform the police because the status quo relies on police violence to exist. 
Capitalism requires a permanent underclass to exploit for cheap labor and it requires the 
cops to bring that underclass to heel.”51

He advocates against reforms, seeming to concur with the organisation Critical Resistance’s 
argument that reform only seeks to improve policing’s war against people.52 Reform 
does not address structural racism or the “warrior mentality” deliberately infused and 
embedded within US policing; it leaves intact the size, composition, and nature of police 
forces, and it can actually lead to increasing police budgets. For example, in the midst of 
the current actions to defund police in many cities, US presidential candidate Joe Biden 
proposed increasing budgets for police so they can “institute real reform.”53

At the end of the day, “police cannot be reformed,” notes educator and activist Mariame 
Kaba, “because the essence of their power is their discretion to use violence.”54 This is what 
enables them to beat protestors, murder Black people, harass queer communities, sexually 
assault women, and escape any accountability. “The system was designed to perpetuate 
harm, not to prevent it,” says Micah Herskin, “so if we want to undo harm, we have to 
undo the system.”55

Rethinking harm and “crime”

All of this is why demands for the abolition of police and the creation of new forms of 
community-based security and safety mechanisms and tools, rooted in the pursuit of 
equitable human security, are increasingly recognised as the only chance for real change.

50 rashmee Kumar, “envisioning an America free from police violence and control,” The Intercept, october 15, 2017, 
https://theintercept.com/2017/10/15/alex-vitale-interview-the-end-of-policing/. 
51 officer A. Cab, “Confessions of a Former Bastard Cop,” Medium, June 6, 2020, https://medium.com/@ofcrACab/
confessions-of-a-former-bastard-cop-bb14d17bc759. 
52 Critical resistance, “many reforms & strategies…,” twitter post, June 4, 2020, https://twitter.com/C_resistance/
status/1268712313634209794. 
53 Joe Biden, “Biden: We must urgently root out systemic racism, from policing to housing to opportunity,” USA Today, 
June 10, 2020, https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2020/06/10/biden-root-out-systemic-racism-not-just-divisive-trump-
talk-column/5327631002/. 
54 haymarket Books, “on the road with Abolition: Assessing our Steps Along the Way,” Youtube video, 2:07:54, June 12, 
2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ghdg4dqBmyk. 
55 micah, “Something the history of criminalization shows is that…,” twitter post, June 22, 2020, https://twitter.com/
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Yet when abolitionists advocate for the deconstruction of this current structure, people tend 
to want an answer that says, how will you eliminate crime? How will you prevent harm?

The counter question is, what is the current system doing to eliminate crime or prevent 
harm? The answer is: the current system is massively exacerbating both.

It’s important to remember that, as attorney Andrea Ritchie explains, “We are not 
proposing to abandon our communities to violence. We are naming policing as a form 
of violence that we all experience.”56 Along with recognising the failure of reforms to the 
current carceral system, shifting people’s perspectives about who is dangerous and what 
constitutes “crime” is an important aspect of the work to build true human security. Right 
now, as Dean Spade explains, in the United States the most violence is coming from—and 
the most dangerous weapons are in the hands of—police, the military, and agencies like 
ICE.57 Yet their violence is (deliberately) made invisible.

Secondly, we need to recognise that the current carceral system of police and prisons does 
not prevent “crime”. It does not prevent harms from being committed. That is not what 
police do. Police respond to harms already committed. Thus, for those who respond to 
calls for police abolition with comments such as, “But how are you going to stop murder? 
Or school shootings? Or rape?”, the first thing to recognise is that our current system is 
not stopping these things. It is a false equivalence, then, to demand that abolitionists offer a 
guaranteed roadmap to stop these things. But what abolition does offer is a chance to try 
something else that is preventative.

We need to ask, why do we have this kind of violence and harm being committed in the 
first place? As Spade points out, the United States is a highly militarised, patriarchal, white 
supremacist culture.58 This environment produces the kind of violence of which we are all 
so rightly terrified. Thus, we need to shift our society away from the idea that the way to be 
powerful is by wielding weapons and exercising violence. But the carceral system facilitates 
a culture of violence, glorification of weapons, white supremacy, and toxic masculinity—all 
of which actively facilitate the commission of harms.

What abolition can offer instead is a chance to reduce the context for harm by making our 
world safer, by expanding care for people, by creating a different context in which people 
live and work and go to school. “An abolitionist vision means that we must build models 
today that can represent how we want to live in the future,” explains Critical Resistance. “It 
means developing practical strategies for taking small steps that move us toward making 
our dreams real and that lead us all to believe that things really could be different. It means 
living this vision in our daily lives.”59

Abolition is not just about dismantling or disbanding existing structures—it’s also about 
building alternatives in its place. “Defunding the police is part of the abolition demand, 
but reflects only one aspect of the process represented by the demand,” explained Angela 

56 Ben Kesslen, “Calls to reform, defund, dismantle and abolish the police, explained,” NBC News, June 8, 2020, https://
www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/calls-reform-defund-dismantle-abolish-police-explained-n1227676. 
57 haymarket Books, “on the road.” 
58 Ibid. 
59 Critical resistance, “What is the PIC? What is abolition?”, 2020, http://criticalresistance.org/about/not-so-common-
language/. 
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Davis on Democracy Now! “Defunding the police is not simply about withdrawing funding 
for law enforcement and doing nothing else…. It’s about shifting public funds to new 
services and new institutions, mental health counsellors who can respond to people in 
crisis without arms. It’s about shifting funding to education, to housing, to recreation. All 
of these things help to create security and safety. It’s about learning that safety safeguarded 
by violence is not really safety.”60

Ultimately, “people want guarantees,” says Mariame Kaba, “but there are none.”61 We have 
to try, and fail, and try again. But trying something other than what we know is failing, 
what we know is creating harm, is essential. As Alex S. Vitale says, “There is no perfect 
world, there’s no perfect solution. What we have now is far from perfect. People get killed 
all the time, even though our society is filled with police. Can we come up with a situation 
where there are fewer killings, and fewer collateral consequences?”62

To reflect on our current reality and possible alternative futures, we need to ask ourselves 
and each other questions such as: What is our current system doing about people who 
commit harm? What do our current systems do to protect people? Do they actually protect 
people? Do they harm certain people in the process of protecting others? Do they produce 
more harm than protection? Whose protection and safety should be valued, accounted for? 
Everyone, or just a few? Who is protected the most, and from whom are they protected?

We also need to ask ourselves, who profits from the current system? Who is making 
money from militarising the police and from incarcerating millions of people? What 
happens to those people and the economic and social futures of those individuals and their 
communities?

We also need to ask, why do people commit harm in the first place? The former cop 
referenced previously explains,

Every single second of my training, I was told that criminals were not a legitimate part 
of their community, that they were individual bad actors, and that their bad actions 
were solely the result of their inherent criminality. Any concept of systemic trauma, 
generational poverty, or white supremacist oppression was either never mentioned 
or simply dismissed. After all, most people don’t steal, so anyone who does isn’t “most 
people,” right? To us, anyone committing a crime deserved anything that happened to 
them because they broke the “social contract.” And yet, it was never even a question as to 
whether the power structure above them was honoring any sort of contract back.63

What if everyone had food, shelter, employment, care, community? What if everyone 
had access to healthcare and mental health support? What if we had recreation and 
opportunities? What “crime” would manifest from such a society?

60 Democracy Now!, “Angela davis on Abolition, Calls to defund Police, toppled racist Statues & Voting in 2020 election,” 
July 3, 2020, https://www.democracynow.org/2020/7/3/angela_davis_on_abolition_calls_to. 
61 haymarket Books, “on the road.” 
62 madison Pauly, “What a World Without Cops Would look like,” Mother Jones, June 2, 2020, https://www.motherjones.
com/crime-justice/2020/06/police-abolition-george-floyd/. 
63 officer A. Cab, “Confessions.” 
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What do we even consider crime? Right now, most of those who create and enforce 
the systems of inequality that generate poverty, unemployment, lack of food security, 
employment, housing, and healthcare are not considered criminals; in fact, they are the ones 
the state apparatus seeks to protect at the expense of everyone else’s safety and security.

So then we also need to ask, what violence does the system itself generate? Is our system 
of policing, incarceration, and so-called justice actually producing more violence than it 
prevents? Is there something else we could try that might produce less harm while still 
obtaining accountability and justice for harms caused? What processes might actually 
result in accountability of those causing harms to entire societies and communities 
through the imposition and generation of inequalities and poverty?

Answering these questions, depending on who you are and what your experiences have 
been, may require that you think beyond your current understandings of the system and 
listen to what others are describing about their experiences. Doing the work of critical 
thinking, listening, and reflecting is essential to understanding the range of harms that are 
caused by our current carceral system.

The road to abolition

Fortunately, decades of work from abolitionists can provide plenty of material for that 
reflection. While it may seem remarkable that the call for police abolition has entered 
into the mainstream discourse so quickly, the reality is that the theorising and organising 
for police abolition has been going on for decades. BIPOC activists, in particular Black 
feminists such as Angela Davis, Ruth Wilson Gilmore, and Mariame Kaba have long 
theorised about and organised for the abolition of police. These activists have founded 
organisations, written books, given interviews and podcasts, and created online resources 
for years. Groups like Critical Resistance, Incite!, Survived and Punished, Black Visions 
Collective, Project Nia, and others have long been advocating for the abolition of prisons 
and the establishment of alternative systems of care and community well-being.

The shift of these ideas and concepts into the mainstream represent an excellent example of 
people “picking up the ideas that are lying around” in times of crisis. As Naomi Klein says, 
“During moments of cataclysmic change, the previously unthinkable suddenly becomes 
reality.”64 In the context of the recent uprisings against white supremacy and police 
brutality against Black lives, in the midst of a pandemic that has also disproportionately 
affected Black and Latinx communities and resulted in a tailspin of unemployment, the 
idea of defunding the police and redirecting that money to invest in communities is being 
recognised as not only necessary but also as the only real solution available.

64 Naomi Klein, “Coronavirus capitalism – and how to beat it,” The Intercept, march 16, 2020, https://theintercept.
com/2020/03/16/coronavirus-capitalism/. 
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It is in this context that some work to defund, demilitarise, and disband the police has 
begun:

• In Minneapolis, the city council voted to dismantle and abolish the police 
department and replace it with a new system of community-led safety 
mechanisms.

• In Oakland, San Francisco, Los Angeles, New York City, and other cities across 
the US, mayors and city councillors have started looking at ways to reduce police 
budgets.

• The New York State Legislature voted to repeal section 50-A of the NY Civil Rights 
Law, which for 44 years has kept police disciplinary records secret from the public.

• Public school systems in Denver, Minneapolis, Oakland, Portland, Seattle, and 
others have announced the termination or suspension of contracts with their city 
police departments.

• These are just a few of the recent and ongoing shifts we are seeing right now across 
the United States. Much more is happening—and much more still needs to happen.

The praxis of abolition

In order to effectively prioritise human well-being, as abolitionists articulate well, 
there is not just “one thing” to replace the current system. We will need a collection of 
mechanisms, tools, and structures to prevent the conditions that lead to the commission of 
harm and to respond to harm that does occur.

Building on the theorising and organising of Black feminists and other BIPOC activists 
who have long championed prison and police abolition, several abolitions have set up a 
new website, 8toabolition.org, to help breakdown the essentials of what police abolition 
would look like. Key aspects include:

1. Defund the police, including by ending contracts with private companies; 
rejecting increases to police budgets and demanding budget cuts each year until 
funding for police departments reaches zero; and reducing the power of police 
unions, among other things.

2. Demilitarise communities, including by disarming police; ending the 1033 
programme that acts as pipeline for military equipment to police forces; 
prohibiting training exercises between police and the military; ending broken 
windows, community policing, and other strategies that target Black and brown 
communities; removing cops from hospitals; ending and preventing police use of 
surveillance technologies and “predictive policing” tools; and more.
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3. Remove police from schools, including by ending contracts between schools and 
universities and police departments; removing surveillance technologies from 
schools; and more.

4. Free people from prisons, jails, and detention centres, which is not just 
about freeing those currently in those facilities but also establishing alternative 
transformative justice mechanisms, ending immigration detention and family 
separation, and rejecting “alternatives to incarceration” that are still carceral in 
nature.

5. Repeal laws that criminalise survival, which includes decriminalising 
houselessness and sex work, and decriminalising survivors of gendered violence.

6. Invest in community self-governance, including by promoting neighbourhood 
councils as representatives in municipal decision-making; investing in 
multilingual resources for immigrant and asylum-seeking communities; assessing 
community needs and investing in community-based resources, such as groups 
from tenant unions to local shop-owners and street vendors, prioritising those 
from marginalized groups; and investing in community-based public safety 
approaches, including non-carceral violence prevention and intervention 
programs and skills-based education on bystander intervention, consent and 
boundaries, and healthy relationships.

7. Provide safe housing for everyone, including by repurposing empty buildings 
to house people experiencing houselessness; removing cops from shelters; 
prohibiting evictions; providing support to refugees and asylum seekers; and 
more.

8. Invest in care, not cops, including by allocating city funding towards healthcare, 
wellness resources, neighbourhood-based trauma centres, non-coercive drug and 
alcohol treatment, peer support networks, and training; investing in teachers and 
counselors, universal childcare, and support for all family structures; building 
free and accessible public transit; investing in food banks, grocery cooperatives, 
gardens, and farms; and investing in youth programmes that promote learning, 
safety, and community care.

As the above makes clear, there is not one thing that will replace the police. There are many 
things, each of which requires building and investing in community-based mechanisms 
for safety, support, and prevention—rather than relying on the state’s system of militarised 
coercive power and discipline to control, confine, and kill those it deems problematic. 
There are steps, as Rachel Herzing, executive director of Center for Political Education, sets 
out, that we can undertake today, tomorrow, next month, next year, and beyond to reduce 
our reliance on police, defund and dismantle the structures of the violent carceral state, 
and build alternative resources, responses, and networks.65

65 rachel herzing, “Standing up for our Communities: Why We Need a Police-Free Future,” Truthout, march 7, 2017, 
https://truthout.org/articles/standing-up-for-our-communities-why-we-need-a-police-free-future/. 

https://truthout.org/articles/standing-up-for-our-communities-why-we-need-a-police-free-future/
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It is also important to recognise and accept that there is no checklist with dates, 
deliverables, measurables. A common reaction to the call for the abolition of police is 
to demand that abolitionists show exactly what will happen if we make changes like 
the ones proposed by 8toabolition.com, to demonstrate exactly how it will work. But as 
Mariame Kaba said in a 2019 interview with MSNBC’s Chris Hayes, this isn’t possible.66 
For hundreds of years our societies have invested in the carceral state, we have lived under 
white supremacy and patriarchy, we have been ruled by capitalism. To demand that people 
wanting to try something else, who have never received the resourcing or funding or the 
opportunity to try it a different way, to demand that they spell out a guaranteed roadmap 
of how to make it all work, is not possible.

If we had investments, resources, and willingness within our cities and communities to 
try alternatives, then we could start establishing some of the “roadmaps” that people are 
looking for. We can already learn from local and contextual practices—from sex workers, 
from activists working on alternative mental health response, from groups of survivors 
of sexual violence, and so on. But we also need to imagine, together, what alternatives we 
need to invest in and how to build a different system.

Transforming justice

In this same way, abolition of police will also mean that we need to let go of our instincts 
for punishment and retribution in response to harms caused. This requires, as Kandace 
Montgomery of Black Visions Collective says, the construction of life-affirming institutions 
but also “ending the culture of punishment and instead stepping into addressing conflict 
with each other and within community” in nonviolent ways.67

Mechanisms and processes of transformative justice are addressed in the essay on 
incarceration in this series; but in short, transformative justice, like abolition, isn’t about 
finding one thing to replace the current system. As Ann Russo explains, it “asks us to 
develop accountability from the perspective of the person or group harmed, and within the 
context of a community, an organisation or another collective that could actively support a 
process of accountability.”68

TransformHarm.org, a resource hub created by Mariame Kaba that focuses on alternatives 
to the carceral system, and Beyond Survival, an anthology that that looks at community-
based approaches to preventing harm and repairing damage, are just two of many 
resources that outline the possibilities of a transformative justice approach. Key to this 
project is that rather than an individualist, adversarial system of justice, transformative 
justice seeks to build collective and communal support, intervention, and accountability. It 
is an approach that attends to the needs of those who have survived harm, but also seeks to 

66 NBC News, “thinking about how to abolish prisons with mariame Kaba,” April 10, 2019, https://www.nbcnews.com/think/
opinion/thinking-about-how-abolish-prisons-mariame-kaba-podcast-transcript-ncna992721. 
67 race Forward, “Building a movement,” Facebook live video, 1:53:32, June 18, 2020 https://www.facebook.com/watch/live
/?v=209147303485329&ref=watch_permalink. 
68 Ann russo, “locking people up won’t help combat sexual violence,” Red Pepper, may 15, 2019, https://transformharm.
org/locking-people-up-wont-help-combat-sexual-violence/. 

https://www.nbcnews.com/think/opinion/thinking-about-how-abolish-prisons-mariame-kaba-podcast-transcript-ncna992721
https://www.nbcnews.com/think/opinion/thinking-about-how-abolish-prisons-mariame-kaba-podcast-transcript-ncna992721
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?v=209147303485329&ref=watch_permalink
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?v=209147303485329&ref=watch_permalink
https://transformharm.org/locking-people-up-wont-help-combat-sexual-violence/
https://transformharm.org/locking-people-up-wont-help-combat-sexual-violence/
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allow space and provide resources for those who have committed harm to be accountable 
for their actions and change their behaviour.

The imperative of now

Abolition is inevitably a long-term, ongoing project of change. But abolition is not just 
about the future: it needs to start now.

In this moment that we are currently experiencing, this moment of profound shifts in 
thinking and in action happening across the United States and around the world, it 
is important to recognise that we are already doing abolitionist work. Throughout the 
COVID-19 pandemic and during the recent protests, we have built and enriched mutual 
aid networks—models of community support learned from, among others, Indigenous, 
Black, and queer communities. People from all walks of life are coming together to care 
for each other physically and emotionally. Many of these acts of solidarity and support are 
being documented through independent media like Unicorn Riot; many of them will never 
be recorded. But it is happening, and it shows what more we can do.

It also shows the urgency of the issue. The police continue to kill Black people in the streets 
and in their own homes. Meanwhile, our tax dollars continue to go towards funding the 
police instead of being invested in initiatives that would help prevent the conditions that 
lead to “crime” and violence. Even in the midst of a global pandemic, while healthcare 
workers have had not access to protective gear and there have been vast shortages of 
intensive care unit beds over the past several months, it seems that US cities somehow had 
enough money to pay cops overtime and fly helicopters over protests nonstop for weeks.

We also need to be aware that there have already been pushbacks against the efforts to 
defund and abolish police. Police departments in some of the cities where actions are 
underway have denounced mayoral or city council decisions to reduce police budgets, with 
the LAPD union even accusing the LA mayor of “losing his mind.”69 Meanwhile, other 
cities have announced budget increases for police: Chicago, for example, has announced it 
will invest $1.2 million in taxpayer dollars into private security companies.70

The US already spends about $100 billion annually on policing, according to a recent 
report from the Center for Popular Democracy.71 In some cities, policing takes up between 
30–60 per cent of the entire annual budget. In the midst of COVID-19, cities across the 
country are facing big budget cuts. This is a moment for people across the country to 
demand changes to what we collectively prioritise: the well-being of all people, or the 
profits of a privileged few. The momentum for police abolition has begun and must be 
supported now. This is an unprecedented opportunity to finally undertake decisions and 

69 dakota Smith, “lAPd union decries Garcetti’s ‘killers’ comment. he says he wasn’t talking about police,” LA Times, June 
5, 2020, https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2020-06-05/la-police-union-angry-garcetti-killers-comment. 
70 Gregory Pratt, “In wake of looting, Chicago to spend $1.2 million on private security firms to help protect businesses,” 
Chicago Tribune, https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/breaking/ct-chicago-hires-private-security-firms-20200606-
6d75fp7srzaz3hiltdnaqrko6u-story.html. 
71 the Center for Popular democracy, Freedom to Thrive (2017), accessed at https://populardemocracy.org/sites/default/
files/Freedom%20to%20thrive%2C%20higher%20res%20Version.pdf. 

https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2020-06-05/la-police-union-angry-garcetti-killers-comment
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https://populardemocracy.org/sites/default/files/Freedom%20To%20Thrive%2C%20Higher%20Res%20Version.pdf
https://populardemocracy.org/sites/default/files/Freedom%20To%20Thrive%2C%20Higher%20Res%20Version.pdf
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actions that will support real structural change, rather than tinkering around the edges of a 
system of violence and oppression.

Activist Kenyon Farrow, who was a staff member of Critical Resistance in the early 2000s, 
notes that back then, “Most ppl thought we were delusional at best. At worst ppl said 
we were destructive provocateurs for questioning the validity of police and the prison 
industrial complex. The lesson? Dream big. Keep working.”72

Keep working we must. Because the bottom line is, what we have now is not working for the 
majority of people. What we have now is creating and reinforcing inequalities, violence, and 
harm. If we are serious about building a world that works for all, disarming and disbanding 
the “brothers in blue” by defunding and abolishing the police is an urgent imperative.

72 Kenyon Farrow, “I was a member and eventually staff of…,” twitter post, June 7, 2020, https://twitter.com/kenyonfarrow/
status/1269683590167756802?s=20. 

https://twitter.com/kenyonfarrow/status/1269683590167756802?s=20
https://twitter.com/kenyonfarrow/status/1269683590167756802?s=20
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ESSAY 2

dismantling Prisons

F ROM afar, a prison looks like a fortress. Bricks, steel, barbed wire. Towers for 
surveillance, populated with armed guards. The sounds of the gates and the doors 
lend further to the fortress-like atmosphere, as do the uniforms and the weapons.

Within these gates and walls are sites of extreme violence, built to confine and dehumanise. 
They are not just places where people are “put” once they have been arrested or convicted. 
Prisons themselves arrest: they arrest development—of those locked away inside them, of 
those charged with “guarding” them, of the communities from which the incarcerated are 
drawn, and the communities within which the facilities are based. Prisons arrest all our 
minds: they stunt our ability to seriously consider alternative forms of accountability and 
reparation, even when we know full well the extent to which the current system has failed 
and harmed all of us.

As French philosopher Michel Foucault wrote in Discipline and Punish, his foundational 
text on prisons, the carceral system is, above all else, about power.73 It is comprised of 
discourses, architectures, regulations, programmes, and more, all determined to control, 
coerce, and surveil. It is ostensibly, of course, about “correction” or rehabilitation, but in 
reality, prisons are about retribution, not restitution. Certainly not restoration.

The framing established in this essay is meant to offer a perspective on incarceration 
that understands its relationship to inherently racist structures and poisonous gender 
norms, capitalism and the neoliberal agenda, and militarism. It also seeks to interrogate 
and contest the ways in which the dominant narratives around safety and security 
are constructed and perpetuated by those commissioned to maintain a social order at 
home and abroad that ensures the accumulation of wealth by the few is not disrupted or 
interrupted by the needs of the many.

Deconstructing the dominant narrative requires us to ask questions about safety. To this 
end, we can learn from antinuclear activists, who encourage us to ask: Who is made safe 
by these weapons and this threat of violence, and who is being harmed by it? Also: Who 
constructs the narrative around safety? Who tells us that nuclear weapons “keep us safe”? 
Who tells us that killing hundreds of thousands of people in other countries and arresting 
their development keeps us safe?

In the context of prisons, then, we could ask: From whom are prisons keeping us safe? 
Who are they keeping safe? Who are they harming? What even is safety? Do victims of 

73 michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Pantheon Books, 1977), transl. by Alan 
Sheridan.
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harm feel any safer because of prisons? And: Who tells us that mass incarceration keeps 
our communities safe? Who is us? What is this approach costing us—all of us? Who is it 
helping? Who is profiting from it?

This essay is also intended as a basic primer on the whys and hows of prison abolition as 
a political project of both moral and economic urgency. As with the other essays in this 
series, it focuses on the context of and action within the United States, as a site of extreme 
mass incarceration and particular historical and modern dynamics of structural racism 
and capitalist accumulation. However, the analysis is applicable to other contexts and 
countries and the work for prison abolition is not (and must not be) limited to the United 
States alone.

The structural racism of incarceration and criminalisation of 
“the other”

There are currently more than 2.3 million incarcerated people in the United States.74 This 
means that while the US is home to about 5 per cent of the world’s population, it has 21 
per cent of the world’s incarcerated people. This astonishing figure does not account for 
the additional 4.6 million people living under the carceral system in the form of parole 
or probation. And this is just those currently ensnared. 19 million people have been 
convicted of felonies. 77 million have criminal records. 113 million adults in the US have 
an immediate family member who has been to jail or prison.75 That’s nearly a third of the 
US population whose lives have been corroded by the politics of mass incarceration.

These numbers alone, however, do not tell the whole story. Racism and white supremacy 
are deeply embedded within the US carceral system, as are anti-queerness and gender 
normativity.

Racial incarceration

People of colour make up 37 per cent of the US population but 67 per cent of the prison 
population. African Americans constitute 34 per cent of those incarcerated, even though 
they only make up about 12.7 per cent of the US population. They are incarcerated at a rate 
5 times greater than whites.76

Indigenous peoples are the only group incarcerated at a higher rate. Native Americans 
are incarcerated at a rate 38 per cent higher than the national average.77 Indigenous youth 

74  Wendy Sawyer and Peter Wanger, “mass Incarceration: the Whole Pie 2020,” Prison Policy Initiative, march 24, 2020, 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/pie2020.html. 
75  Ibid. 
76  NAACP, “Criminal Justice Fact Sheet,” accessed August 26, 2020, https://www.naacp.org/criminal-justice-fact-sheet/. 
77  Intersections, “Indigenous peoples in the united States and mass incarceration,” August 27, 2018, https://
mccintersections.wordpress.com/2018/08/27/indigenous-peoples-in-the-united-states-and-mass-incarceration/. 
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are the most effected: representing just one per cent of the US youth population, they 
constitute 70 per cent of incarcerated youth.78

Meanwhile, migration detention centres are sites of incarceration of predominantly 
Latinx people in the United States. Migrant detention, notes activist and writer Harsha 
Walia, comprises “one of the fastest-growing prison populations with over two hundred 
detention facilities, representing an 85 percent increase in detention spaces.”79 On any 
given day in the United States, there are approximately 50,000 migrants and asylum 
seekers in detention centres.

As explored in an earlier essay about US policing, entire communities of colour, in 
particular Black, Latinx, and Indigenous, are subjected to surveillance and scrutiny, and 
are targeted with particular strategies that lead to higher rates of arrest and conviction 
for “crimes” than white populations. As Angela Davis explains, many people “are sent to 
prison, not so much because of the crimes they may have indeed committed but largely 
because their communities have been criminalized.”80

US prisons, like the police, are rooted in slavery. Building on the work of Angela Davis 
and Ruth Wilson Gilmore, civil rights advocate Michelle Alexander demonstrates how 
incarceration was used as a way to control Black labour and lives after the abolition of 
slavery.81 Incarceration was also, as Naomi Murakawa outlines, a response to the advances 
of the civil rights movement in the 1960s. “The United States did not face a crime problem 
that was racialized,” she argues. “It faced a race problem that was criminalized.”82 By which 
she means, the race “problem” of the 1960s—marked by gains made for Black communities 
through the advances of the civil rights movement—“was answered with pledges of 
carceral state development.”83

Going even further back, incarceration in the United States is also linked to colonialism. 
“The extension of criminal jurisdiction has long been central to the subjugation and 
displacement of indigenous polities,” writes political theory scholar Robert Nichols.84 
From the commission of genocide to the dispossession of people from their land to the 
establishment of reserves and residential schools, state violence has been essential to the 
formation of the United States (and all other settler colonial states, such as Australia and 
Canada). In this way, the carceral system can be seen as serving the continuation of settler 
colonialism: “criminal control” of Indigenous populations is an extension of the “conquest” 
that came before.

This is not just historical context. This is the reason that prison populations in the United 
States today are disproportionately Black and Indigenous.

78 lakota People’s law Project, Native Lives Matter (2015), accessed at https://s3-us-west-1.amazonaws.com/lakota-
peoples-law/uploads/Native-lives-matter-PdF.pdf. 
79 harsha Walia, Undoing Border Imperialism (Chico: AK Press, 2013).
80 Angela Y. davis, Are Prisons Obsolete? (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2003).
81 michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow (New York: the New Press, 2012). 
82 Naomi murakawa, The First Civil Right (New York: oxford university Press, 2014).
83 Ibid.
84 robert Nichols, “the Colonialism of Incarceration,” Radical Philosophy Review 17, no. 2 (2014), 446. 
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The context and violence of migrant detention and border imperialism is explored in 
another essay in this series. For this essay, it is important to highlight the intention 
of power, coercion, and control that migrant detention serves, including through the 
criminalisation of migration, which is a human right.

Queer incarceration

In much the same way that migrants and people of colour are criminalised and 
incarcerated in the United States, so too are many members of the LGBTQ+ community—
particularly trans people of colour and other gender non-conforming queer folx. The 
criminalisation and incarceration of those who do not conform to sexual or gender 
“norms,” the authors of Queer (In)Justice argue, was instrumental to the colonisation of the 
United States, the maintenance of slavery, and the violence against people at the country’s 
borders.85 “Enforcing gender conformity and heteronormativity” is a central feature of the 
carceral state, scholar Eric A. Stanley explains.86 The reinforcement and reproduction of 
binary gender is part of the deliberate work of prisons, including through violence against 
and repression of queer identities.

Because of this, as many queer activists have argued, laws ostensibly designed to “protect” 
LGBTQ+ people are insufficient to actually prevent violence or inequality against queer 
lives. Much like the idea that police brutality is the product of a few “bad apples” in law 
enforcement, laws extending protections to LGBTQ+ lives “frame the problem of violence 
in our communities as one of individual ‘hateful’ people,” argue Morgan Bassichis, 
Alexander Lee, and Dean Spade in Captive Genders.87 In reality, queer and trans people 
“face short life-spans because of the enormous systemic violence in welfare systems, 
shelters, prisons, jails, foster care, juvenile punishment systems, and immigration, and the 
inability to access basic survival resources.”88 Looking to systems of “law and order” and 
punishment through incarceration as an answer to violence against LGBTQ+ people only 
expands and enriches the carceral system, which itself is a site of anti-queer violence.

The political economy of mass incarceration

This feat of finding ways to draw more resources into itself to address problems that it itself 
facilitates or exacerbates is a feature of the prison-industrial complex (PIC)—much like the 
military-industrial complex (MIC) before it.

In his farewell address in 1961, US President Eisenhower warned against the growing 
power of the MIC—the system comprised of weapons manufacturers, various branches 
of the US military, and the country’s political and economic elite. We can see the 
manifestations of the MIC clearly today: decades of war in Iraq and Afghanistan; proxy 

85 eric A. Stanley and dean Spade, “Queering Prison Abolition, Now?”, American Quarterly 64, no.1 (2012).
86 Ibid. 
87 eric A. Stanley and Nat Smith, eds., Captive Genders (oakland: AK Press, 2011), accessed at http://www.deanspade.net/
wp-content/uploads/2010/07/Building-an-Abolitionist-trans-Queer-movement-With-everything-Weve-Got.pdf. 
88 Ibid. 
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wars and coups against democratically elected leaders around the world; a current 
annual military budget of $732 billion, accounting for 38 per cent of the global total89; an 
arsenal of about 3800 nuclear warheads90 and an ever-growing budget for nuclear weapon 
maintenance and modernisation; a growing private military and security company sector; 
and a cartel of powerful arms contractors who make billions in the design, production, and 
sale of weapons.

The term “prison-industrial complex” builds on this concept of an economic and political 
system that perpetuates itself. The term PIC seems to have first been used by incarcerated 
people when, in 1974, the North Carolina Prisoners Labor Union called for an end to “the 
judicial-prison-parole-industrial complex.”91 The term later came to prominence in a 1995 
article written by geographer Mike Davis in The Nation, in which he deliberately drew 
upon the concept of the MIC to describe the system of mass incarceration in the United 
States. “It has become a monster that threatens to overpower and devour its creators, and 
its uncontrollable growth ought to rattle a national consciousness now complacent at the 
thought of a permanent prison class,” he warned.92

The PIC includes, as of 2020, “1,833 state prisons, 110 federal prisons, 1,772 juvenile 
correctional facilities, 3,134 local jails, 218 immigration detention facilities, and 80 Indian 
Country jails as well as military prisons, civil commitment centers, state psychiatric 
hospitals, and prisons in the U.S. territories.”93 It employs hundreds of thousands of guards, 
parole officers, and administrative and caretaking staff. The PIC has sunk its claws deep 
into the communities where it sets up shop, providing direct employment as well as jobs 
in nearby service industries, in particular in rural communities where the industrial or 
farming base has been decimated by globalisation and neoliberal economic reforms.

The rise of the neoliberal agenda

The timing of the rise of the PIC in the 1980s coincides directly with the rise of the US 
neoliberal agenda. Free trade agreements and globalisation meant economic downturn for 
farming and manufacturing in the United States. Growing levels of unemployment were 
met with cuts in social service provision including education, healthcare, housing, and 
more. This meant a surplus of people employable by the PIC, but also a surplus of people 
living in poverty. As people lost their jobs and the working class social safety net was 
dismantled, more people became marginally employed and housed and were forced into 
criminalised economies.

89 Stockholm International Peace research Institute, “Global military expenditure sees largest annual increase in a decade 
– says SIPrI – reaching $1917 billion in 2019,” April 27, 2020, https://www.sipri.org/media/press-release/2020/global-military-
expenditure-sees-largest-annual-increase-decade-says-sipri-reaching-1917-billion. 
90 hans m. Kristensen and matt Korda, “united States nuclear forces, 2020,” Bulletin of the Atomic Sciences 76, no. 1 
(2020), 46-60, accessed at https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00963402.2019.1701286?needAccess=true&. 
91 dan Berger, “Where does the phrase…,” twitter post, december 6, 2018, https://twitter.com/dnbrgr/
status/1070749158947008512?s=20. 
92 mike davis, “hell factories in the field: a prison-industrial complex,” radical urban theory, october 4, 2013, http://
archive.li/rF45d. 
93 Sawyer and Wanger, “mass Incarceration.” 
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The number of people incarcerated in the United States has gone up more than 700 per 
cent in the last fifty years.94 Angela Davis wrote about the PIC as performing “a feat of 
magic”—seemingly constructed to “disappear” social problems. In reality, she argued, 
prisons disappear human beings, mostly from poor, immigrant, and racially marginalised 
communities.95 This is deliberate: as Christian Parenti has suggested, the main function of 
prison is to displace, demoralise, and criminalise the poor, thus working to justify, in the 
minds of the middle- and upper-classes, state repression, militarisation, and incarceration, 
while simultaneously making it more difficult for the working class and poor to organise 
against it. In this sense, incarceration is in large part about management of poverty, of the 
vast social and economic inequalities that define the United States.

Incarceration as class warfare

Even in the 1970s, before the PIC began to reproduce itself with gusto, Marxists like 
George Jackson—who was killed by prison guards—saw how incarceration is a deliberate 
response to unemployment and poverty. Law itself, he argued, is a political construction 
designed to manage the poor and the unemployed. “Crime is simply the result of 
grossly disproportionate distribution of wealth and privilege, a reflection of the present 
state of property relations,” he wrote.96 Class determines the way the law is applied and 
implemented, and what kinds of activities are counted as “criminal”.

Today, people living in poverty are still vastly overrepresented among the incarcerated 
population. The median annual income of incarcerated people is less than $20,000. About 
57 per cent of those incarcerated made less than $22,500, meaning that more than half of 
those incarcerated lived in poverty or in very low-income situations prior to their arrest.97 
Incarceration also contributes to poverty by “creating employment barriers; reducing 
earnings and decreasing economic security through criminal debt, fees and fines; making 
access to public benefits difficult or impossible; and disrupting communities where 
formerly incarcerated people reside.”98 Once released, people are thrown into or kept in 
poverty. The 4.5 million people in the United States on parole or probation99 live under 
conditions that make it difficult for them to secure employment and end up channeling 
them back into prisons and jails.

94 NAACP, “Criminal Justice.” 
95 Angela davis, “masked racism: reflections on the Prison Industrial Complex,” Colorlines, September 10, 1998, https://
www.colorlines.com/articles/masked-racism-reflections-prison-industrial-complex. 
96 George l. Jackson, Blood in My Eye (New York: random house, 1972).
97 Bernadette rabuy and daniel Kopf, “Prisons of Poverty,” Prison Policy Initiative, July 9, 2015, https://www.prisonpolicy.
org/reports/income.html. 
98 Center for Community Change, “the relationship between Poverty & mass Incarceration,” accessed August 26, 2020, 
https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/the_relationship_between_Poverty_and_mass_Incarceration.pdf. 
99 Alexi Jones, “Correctional Control 2018,” december 2018, https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/correctionalcontrol2018.
html. 
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Incarceration is a choice

This cycle of political and economic choices creating poverty and inequality, the 
criminalisation of certain communities and segments of the population, and the violence 
and harms generated by the PIC mean that it has become a self-reproducing system. Much 
like the MIC, the PIC is a force unto itself within the economic and political fabric of the 
United States. It is, as activist and scholar Julia Sudbury characterises, “a symbiotic and 
profitable relationship between politicians, corporations, the media, and state correctional 
institutions that generates the racialized use of incarceration as a response to social 
problems rooted in the globalization of capital.”100 Or, as journalist Eric Schlosser describes 
it, the PIC is “a set of bureaucratic, political, and economic interests that encourage 
increased spending on imprisonment, regardless of the actual need.”101

This, if nothing else, should be a key takeaway from all of the investigations and writings 
about the PIC: incarceration is a political and economic choice, not an inevitability.

Eisenhower cautioned that with the military-industrial complex, “the potential for the 
disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist,” which had implications for “the 
very structure of our society.”102 The rise of both the MIC and PIC has served to reinforce 
and reconfigure in the most violent of ways the “order” upon which the United States was 
built: white supremacy, dispossession, and repression of those deemed “other,” and the 
pursuit of private profit above human well-being.

The profits of incarceration

Indeed, as the number of prisons grew, so did the budget for incarceration. The official 
budget for mass incarceration in the United States today is $81 billion. But that figure only 
includes “the cost of operating prisons, jails, parole, and probation.”103 There are other 
hidden costs of incarceration, including those related to phone calls, commissaries, court 
fees, and more. Overall, in a 2017 report the Prison Policy Initiative found that the annual 
total cost of incarceration is about $182 billion.104

Part of this money goes to private companies. “As the U.S. prison system expanded, so 
did corporate involvement in construction, provision of goods and services, and use of 
prison labor,” explains Angela Davis.105 Core Civic (formerly the Corrections Corporation 
of America) and GEO Group (formerly Wackenhut Corrections Corporation) are the two 
largest companies running private prisons and detention centres in the United States. Like 

100 Julia Sudbury, “A World Without Prisons: resisting militarism, Globalized Punishment, and empire,” Social Justice 31, 
no. 1 (2004), 95-96. 
101 eric Schlosser, “the Prison-Industrial Complex,” The Atlantic, december 1998, https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/
archive/1998/12/the-prison-industrial-complex/304669/. 
102 President dwight d. eisenhower, “President dwight d. eisenhower’s Farewell Address,” our documents, accessed 
August 27, 2020, https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=true&doc=90. 
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military corporations, they also operate abroad, running prisons in Australia, South Africa, 
and the United Kingdom.

Other elements of private industry are also profiting from the PIC. As Eric Schlosser found 
in 1998, the complex had already become a multibillion-dollar industry with trade shows 
and conventions, mail-order catalogues, and marketing campaigns. “The prison-industrial 
complex now includes some of the nation's largest architecture and construction firms, 
Wall Street investment banks that handle prison bond issues and invest in private prisons, 
plumbing-supply companies, food-service companies, health-care companies, companies 
that sell everything from bullet-resistant security cameras to padded cells available in a 
‘vast color selection,’” he wrote.106

However, unlike the MIC, private industry is only a relatively small part of the overall PIC. 
Most prisons and jails are publicly operated state, federal, and local facilities. The Prison 
Policy Initiative finds that the government payroll for prison employees is more than 100 
times higher than the private prison industry’s profits.107 Still, as prisons and detention 
centres turn into a commodity on the stock market, those with capital have yet another 
way to make money off those without, in a very literal manifestation of the domination of 
rich over poor. As Ruth Wilson Gilmore says, mass incarceration is class warfare.108

Alternative choices

Of course, there could be alternative investments and thus alternative employment 
in industries and sectors that would not be reliant on caging people for generating 
income and would, in fact, diminish all forms of harms rather than exacerbating them. 
Investments in, for example, education instead of incarceration would create jobs for 
teachers, support faculty, and staff, and would simultaneously create new opportunities 
and engagements for young people. This would be an investment in the prevention of 
“crime” or harms.

Yet, as a 2016 report from the US Department of Education notes, “Over the past three 
decades state and local government expenditures on prisons and jails have increased 
about three times as fast as spending on elementary and secondary education.”109 At the 
level of university and college, the contrast is even starker: from 1989 to 2013, the report 
notes, “state and local spending on corrections rose by 89 percent while state and local 
appropriations for higher education remained flat.”110

106 Schlosser, “the Prison-Industrial Complex.” 
107 Wagner and rabuy, “Following the money.” 
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109 u.S. department of education, Policy and Program Studies Service, State and Local Expenditures on Corrections and 
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As scholar and abolitionist Jackie Wang says, “The United States chose the path of 
divestment in social entitlements and investment in prisons and police. There was nothing 
inevitable about this policy path.”111

Militarisation of incarceration

But while there was nothing inevitable about choosing the path of mass incarceration to 
deal with the racialised “socioeconomic challenges” produced by capitalism, once that path 
was chosen, militarisation of it may have been inevitable. When the choice is made to lock 
up as many people as possible in order to control and confine the “surplus populations” 
created by neoliberal economic policies that eliminate jobs whilst simultaneously 
destroying the social safety net, the state has already decided to weaponise itself. The 
physical manifestations of that weaponisation include figurative weapons of prosecutors 
and prisons, and the literal weaponisation of guards.

To help illuminate the political and economic dynamics of the militarisation of 
incarceration, it may be useful to consider again how this plays out in terms of weapons 
and war. There are similarities, for example, in the certainty of authority exhibited by 
prison guards and nuclear war planners, police officers, and military commanders. This 
certainty is bound up in the systems of power, privilege, and profit that they are charged 
with protecting. They are certain in their perspectives, in their theories, in their actions. 
They impose power over others, dismissing alternative experiences—especially those 
rooted more deeply in lived reality than their own. They yield weapons and violence as the 
tools to assert the “rightness” of their approach to the world and their vision of “peace” and 
“justice” and “security”. They make the rules and the laws, and then they break them at will, 
whilst forcing the rest of the world to abide, regardless of circumstance. Whether a treaty 
against nuclear weapon proliferation or laws against unlawful search and seizure or against 
cruel and unusual punishment—it is those with the biggest weapons and an outsized 
perception of being the rightful master of one’s domain that dictate the terms to the rest of 
us. And we are all made less safe because of this.

We are all less safe with the existence of nuclear weapons, designed to incinerate entire 
cities and melt the skin from people’s bodies. We are all less safe from the wars waged 
around the world, costing billions of dollars in bullets and bombs and costing the lives 
and the futures of generations of people. We are all less safe from the violence imposed by 
police and prisons.

Then there are the similarities in terms of weaponisation. Both the MIC and the PIC design 
the policies and make the machinery of industrialised killing abroad or incarceration at 
home. Often, technology developed for the military is then marketed for use by police and 
in prisons. Tear gas is case in point. Outlawed as a chemical weapon in warfare, it is used 
liberally in the United States and many other countries by police forces as a “crowd control 

111  Jackie Wang, Carceral Capitalism (los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2018).
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weapon.”112 Tear gas has been used against incarcerated people in prisons, as have pepper 
spray, tasers, beanbag rounds, and Sting-Ball grenades.113

Most of these weapons are designed by the military for use in the military, but that is a 
limited market, notes Dr. Rohini Haar, a medical expert with Physicians for Human Rights. 
“So the next step for companies that are trying to make a profit off these weapons that 
they design is to sell them to one, law enforcement and police, and two, to prisons.”114 As 
more attention is paid to police militarisation and brutality, prisons are becoming a bigger 
market for these weapons. Meanwhile, though guards are not supposed to carry guns 
inside of prisons, shotguns loaded with birdshot, as well as lethal semi-automatic rifles, 
have been used inside of Nevada facilities.115

Militarisation as a culture

More than the weapons themselves, in prison the militarisation is about culture. The 
“warrior mentality” infused in police forces is also taught to so-called corrections officers. 
On paper, guards are not supposed to suppress fights or respond to perceived threats 
with lethal force. But violence by guards against those incarcerated is endemic, including 
beatings, sexual assaults, humiliation, cruel and unusual punishment, and even torture, 
including through solitary confinement.116 Qualified immunity, a legal loophole, protects 
guards against prosecution, as it does for police officers.

The violence of those incarcerated perpetrated against each other is also part of the 
militarised, toxic masculinity infused in the life-breath of prisons. Violence is a primary 
form of communication, socialisation, and order of life behind bars, reinforced and 
reproduced by the entire carceral system.

One does not need to be part of the military or have access to military-grade weapons to 
be militarised. One just needs to see violence as the solution to perceived threats and to see 
this violence as the source of one’s power.

State of surveillance

Surveillance is also a crucial part of the militarised carceral state. The prison as a 
“panopticon,” as designed by Jeremy Bentham, is about asserting and maintaining physical 
and psychological control over those incarcerated at all times. And while projecting the 
perception that one is monitored at all times is a hallmark of the prison as a physical 
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facility, the technologies of this kind of control are already bleeding into society, as Jackie 
Wang and Ian G. R. Shaw warn.

Even though Bentham’s panopticon was never built, notes Shaw, it generated a blueprint 
that could be endlessly replicated.117 Over time, the technologies developed by the US 
military for surveillance of “enemy combatants” abroad, or by the carceral system for the 
monitoring and control over incarcerated populations at home, are used increasingly by 
police forces, border patrols, and federal investigators. Technologies developed by Israel to 
confine and control Palestinians and enforce settler developments on Palestinian territory 
have also been exported around the world for use at other borders and in other police 
states. As this continues, “the distinction between the inside and the outside of prison will 
become blurrier,” cautions Wang. “It is even possible to imagine a future where the prison 
as a physical structure is superseded by total surveillance without physical confinement.”118

Thinking beyond bars

This future is not inevitable. Just like mass incarceration is a political choice—made by 
successive US governments to avoid having to provide for all citizens of the country 
and instead protect the wealth of the privileged—the dystopian nightmare of a digital 
surveillance state armed with autonomous weapons is not set in stone. We can choose a 
different path.

This starts with abolishing the prisons we already have. The demand for prison abolition 
has been ongoing for as long as prisons have existed. As Rachel Herzing points out, 
the Quakers have always resisted incarceration.119 Those working for jail and prison 
closures have contributed to an abolitionist discourse and practice. The political work of 
incarcerated people, including through uprisings, writings, and teaching groups, have been 
instrumental in advancing the goals of abolition. BIPOC feminists, LGBTQ+ activists, 
survivors of sexual violence and other harms, sex workers, the housing insecure, and many 
others have over decades built the case for abolition, pathways to achieve it, and alternative 
systems of harm prevention and community care.

All of this organising, thinking, and building means that in this moment of public 
reckoning with the failures of policing and the impacts of a global pandemic on 
incarcerated people, these ideas are ready go.

For example, as COVID-19 has spread like wildfire throughout jails, prisons, and detention 
centres, abolitionists have called for steps such as:

• Release all pre-trial detainees;
• Abolish bail;
• Release anyone over the age of 60;

117 Ian G.r. Shaw, Predator Empire (minneapolis: university of minnesota Press, 2016).
118 Wang, Carceral Capitalism. 
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• Release all pregnant people;
• Release any immunocompromised person;
• Commute the sentences of those serving life without parole;
• Release anyone who has less than 18 months remaining on their sentence; and
• Ensure that all people released from prisons and jails have the resources to socially 

distance and be fed and housed.

Decarceration for all

Of crucial importance to the process of immediate decarceration is that we don’t legitimise 
incarceration for some people while advocating for the release of others. For example, it 
may seem strategic or practical to call for the release of all “nonviolent criminals” or those 
who have committed “nonviolent” “crime”. But each of these words needs to be contested, 
as does the approach that suggests some incarcerated people need to remain behind bars 
or are more inherently “risky” to release than others. As Micah Herskin explains, structural 
racism is at play across these “crime categories”; the idea that risk resides within people 
is problematic and damaging; the context of “violent” and “nonviolent” are neither static 
nor necessarily accurate; and differentiating between these categories means that we are 
accepting incarceration is necessary for some people.120

If we accept, as the political project of abolition requires, that incarceration is a source of 
violence and generates more harm than it prevents or resolves, then we cannot perpetuate 
these distinctions—as well-intentioned as they may be.

8toabolition

Beyond the immediate actions necessary in the context of the pandemic, the process 
of abolishing prison will also require further steps, such as those set out by the activists 
behind 8toabolition.com:

• Free all people from involuntary confinement, including but not limited to jails, 
prisons, immigrant detention centers, psychiatric wards, and nursing homes, 
starting with those who are aging, disabled, immunocompromised, held on bail, 
held for parole violations, and survivors;

• Permanently close local jails;
• Grant clemency to criminalized survivors;
• Pressure state legislatures to end mandatory arrest and failure to protect laws that 

lead to the criminalization of survivors of gendered violence;
• Reject “alternatives to incarceration” that are carceral in nature, including 

problem-solving courts and electronic monitoring and coercive restorative justice 
programs;

• Reduce jail churn by reducing arrests;

120 micah herskind, “three reasons Advocates must move Beyond demanding release for ‘Nonviolent offenders’,” 
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• Cut funding to prosecutor offices;
• End pre-trial detention;
• End civil commitment;
• Release all people held pre-trial and on parole violations;
• Make all communication to and from prisoners free; and 
• End immigration detention, end family separation, and let undocumented 

community members come home.

Decarceration will also require the decriminalisation of many things that currently result 
in imprisonment—sex work, drug use, migration, and survival of gender-based violence 
among them. It will require decriminalisation of communities of colour, LGBTQ+ 
communities, and of poor communities, which are over-policed and targeted by various 
forms of surveillance.

But decarceration isn’t just about minimising the number of people being sent to prison; 
it’s also about preventing “crime” by building more equitable societies, as described above, 
and about building alternatives to dealing with people who do commit acts of violence 
against others.

Decarcerating our minds

Embarking on this path, then, obligates us first and foremost to decarerate our own minds. 
We need to think beyond police and prison and imagine a different system for community 
and social safety, security, and care, a different way to prevent harm and to ensure 
accountability and justice.

As with the abolition of police, the abolition of prisons requires the realisation that 
the most dangerous and violent people in our society are not in prison, as Eric Stanley 
notes, but are running our government, militaries, prisons, police forces, and financial 
institutions.121 Once we recognise “that prisons promote order and security for a few at 
the cost of generating violence, inequality, and social disruption for the many,” writes Julia 
Sudbury, we can “go beyond arguing for the release of those incarcerated for nonviolent or 
drug offenses, or the reform of penal regimes, and demand a radical restructuring of the 
way in which we deal with the social conditions that generate ‘crime’.”122

Again, this is a similar process required of those opposed to war. Can we credibly oppose 
only certain military actions? Can we differentiate between armed conflicts by this or 
that state, or that are conducted within the “laws of war,” or that only use certain types of 
weapons? Can we distinguish between “wars of aggression” or “just wars,” especially when 
we know full well that those determining these categories are also creating the narrative of 
justification or excuse, are also the producing the weapons and profiting off the violence, 
are also claiming total immunity from the consequences of these actions?

121 Kameelah Janan rasheed, “the Carceral State,” The New Inquiry, November 12, 2014, https://thenewinquiry.com/the-
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We are either for the system of war, or we oppose it: on the grounds that the entire system 
is a flawed approach to mediating human conflict, that it creates more harm than it 
prevents or resolves. That violence, punishment, and retribution are not the answer to 
harms committed or threatened.

When we oppose war as a system, we do not say, but in the case of X, Y, or Z, war is 
acceptable. When we advocate for the abolition of nuclear weapons, we do not say, but it 
is fine and necessary for X government to possess, just not anyone else. Instead, we offer 
alternative systems to govern international relations. We promote accountability, justice, 
and peace through processes such as disarmament, demilitarisation, dialogue, nonviolent 
conflict resolution and peaceful settlement of disputes through arbitration and mediation, 
and more.

The same must hold true for the abolition of the carceral system. “But what do you do 
with all the criminals?!” is the first thing one hears when advocating from an abolitionist 
position, just as those advocating for the abolition of war or nuclear weapons are told, 
“What do you do with all the ‘bad actors’ or ‘irrational governments’?!” The answer must 
be the same: the current system is not working. The current system is not preventing harm 
or conflict or violence; in fact, the current system is generating more harm. It is investing 
resources into social destruction rather than human well-being and real, equitable safety 
for all. “Harm is a basic fact of human reality”, argues Amanda Aguilar Shank. “We can’t 
avoid being harmed and harming others. It’s just that current systems we have in place 
perpetuate harm and increase suffering, while claiming to do the opposite.”123

Undoing criminality as a concept

But our answer does not stop there. The question of what to do about the “criminals” needs 
unpacking, too. Criminality is not a state of being. It is not inherent to a person. First of 
all, who determines what constitutes a crime is important—sex work and drug use are 
“crimes” while devastating the global economy through a few wrong moves on the trading 
room floor is just a bad day at the office, or while manufacturing weapons and profiting 
from war is celebrated and encouraged. Crime, to a large degree, is relative, determined by 
the most privileged in our societies.

But addressing the concerns of how we respond to harms committed is vital. This is what 
makes the articulation of alternatives to the carceral system so important.

As Arthur Waskow at the Institute for Policy Studies has noted, “First, having no 
alternative at all would create less crime than the present criminal training centers”—
meaning prisons with their high rates of violence, oppression, and recidivism. But beyond 
that, he argues, “the only full alternative is building the kind of society that does not need 
prisons: A decent redistribution of power and income” and “a decent sense of community 
that can help support, reintegrate, and truly rehabilitate those who suddenly become filled 
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with fury or despair, and that can face them not as objects—‘criminals’—but as people who 
have committed illegal acts, as have almost all of us.”124

This is a crucial aspect of prison abolition: being able to see those who have committed 
harm as human beings. Not as monsters who need to be locked away, not as disposable 
objects that can be imprisoned, put out of sight and mind from the rest of society. And, 
being able to locate that the reasons most “crimes” or harms are committed stem from 
inequal access to resources, jobs, housing, safety, care, love, recreation, healthcare. “Crime” 
and harm also come from the toxic structures and cultures embedded in all aspects of our 
societies: white supremacy and racism, patriarchy and toxic masculinities, militarisation 
and violence, capitalism and neoliberal exclusionary agendas. “People who harm are not 
individuals,” says Eli Dru. “They are created in a context.”125

Building communities of care, not cops and incarceration

Changing that context, then, is key to preventing harms being committed. This means 
investing in education, jobs, housing, healthcare, food security, youth services, recreation 
programmes. It means providing more opportunities for people to live well, to live 
equitably to one another, to build safe communities for all.

Investing in care instead of cops and incarceration means allocating municipal funding 
towards healthcare infrastructure, including wellness resources, neighbourhood-based 
trauma centres, non-coercive drug and alcohol treatment programming, peer support 
networks, and training for healthcare professionals. It means making these services 
available for free to low-income residents. In some cities, residents and organisations have 
started building a “care not cops”126 model that others can adapt to their local contexts.

The process of building new forms of care also means investing in teachers and counselors, 
universal childcare, and support for all family structures; free and accessible public transit, 
especially servicing marginalised and lower-income communities; ensuring investments in 
community-based food banks, grocery cooperatives, gardens, and farms; and investing in 
youth programs that promote learning, safety, and community care. Research shows that 
urban greening and improved built environments dramatically improve community safety, 
including creating livable communities where the local landscape affirms people’s dignity 
and humanity.127
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125 haymarket Books, “Abolition Can’t Wait,” Youtube video, 1:32:54, June 25, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=QfSm7JdhGl4&feature=youtu.be.
126 Care Not Cops, www.carenotcops.org. 
127 lincoln larson and S. Scott ogletree, “Can Parks help Cities Fight Crime?” The Conversation, June 25, 2019, https://
theconversation.com/can-parks-help-cities-fight-crime-118322. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QfSm7JDhGL4&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QfSm7JDhGL4&feature=youtu.be
https://theconversation.com/can-parks-help-cities-fight-crime-118322
https://theconversation.com/can-parks-help-cities-fight-crime-118322


42

dISmANtlING PrISoNS

The provision of safe housing for all is another important aspect of building communities 
of care.128 According to 8toabolition, this will require steps such as:

• Cancelling rent without burden of repayment during COVID-19;

• Repurposing empty buildings, houses, apartments, and hotels to house people 
experiencing homelessness;

• Prohibiting evictions;

• Removing cops from all re-entry and shelter institutions;

• Providing unequivocal support and resources to refugee and asylum seeking 
communities;

• Allowing Community Benefits Agreements to be a community governed means of 
urban planning;

• Making public housing accessible to everyone, repealing discriminatory laws 
barring people from accessing resources based on income, race, gender, sexuality, 
immigration status, or history of incarceration;

• Supporting and promoting the existence of community land trusts for Black and 
historically displaced communities;

• Ensuring that survivors of gendered violence have access to alternative housing 
options in the event that their primary housing becomes unsafe; and

• Providing non-coercive housing options for young people experiencing abuse or 
family rejection of their queer or trans identities.

All of these steps will require cities, towns, and neighbourhoods to build or expand 
mechanisms and cultures of community self-governance,129 for example by:

• Promoting neighborhood councils as representative bodies within municipal 
decision making;

• Investing in multilingual resources for immigrant and asylum-seeking 
communities;

• Assessing community needs and investing in community-based resources, 
including groups from tenant unions to local shop-owners and street vendors, 
prioritising those from marginalised groups;

• Investing in land stewardship councils to oversee return of land to Indigenous 
communities; and

128 8toAbolition, “7. Provide safe housing for everyone,” accessed August 27, 2020, https://www.8toabolition.com/provide-
safe-housing-for-everyone. 
129 8toAbolition, “6. Invest in community self-governance,” accessed August 27, 2020, https://www.8toabolition.com/
invest-in-community-self-governance. 

https://www.8toabolition.com/provide-safe-housing-for-everyone
https://www.8toabolition.com/provide-safe-housing-for-everyone
https://www.8toabolition.com/invest-in-community-self-governance
https://www.8toabolition.com/invest-in-community-self-governance


43

dISmANtlING PrISoNS

• Investing in community-based public safety approaches, including non-carceral 
violence prevention and intervention programs and skills-based education on 
bystander intervention, consent and boundaries, and healthy relationships.

These will be some of the investments and changes necessary to build the infrastructure, 
policies, and cultures of equity, peace, safety, and nonviolence that can begin to offer 
alternatives to the carceral state. All will require further elaboration and brainstorming, 
and those engaged in these processes and will be broadly context-dependent, changing 
based on the needs of the communities engaged.

Decarceral and abolitionist feminism

In addition to preventing the commission of harm by building a culture of care, shifting 
away from the carceral state also requires that we change expectations and understandings 
of concepts like accountability, justice, and safety.

In the pursuit of decarcerating our minds from the assumption that locking people up 
is the best, or only, way to deal with “crime,” Angela Davis asks us to imagine, among 
other things, a society “in which punishment itself is no longer the central concern in 
the making of justice.”130 To this end, in addition to the investments in education, health, 
and community-based structures described above, we also need what Davis describes 
as “a justice system based on reparation and reconciliation rather than retribution and 
vengeance.”131

Restorative and transformative justice programmes and mechanisms are critical for 
dealing with harms that are committed. Decarceral and abolitionist feminists have done 
the most thinking about this, including in the context of sexual and domestic violence. 
Reports such as Because She’s Powerful132 document the overwhelmingly negative effect 
mass incarceration has on women, including the financial and emotional costs, especially 
chronic loneliness and depression. The Crime Survivors Speak report,133 one of very few 
reports conducted with survivors to find out what response they wanted to address violent 
crimes committed against them, found that most generally do not want punitive criminal 
law responses and instead want restorative justice approaches.

The carceral system, as we well know, is stacked against survivors of gender-based violence, 
including sexual and domestic violence. This system does not create accountability or 
lasting change; it does not deal with patriarchy, misogyny, and structural sexism. It focuses 
on individual behaviour rather than the cultures of toxic masculinity that lead to the 
systemic and structural nature of gender-based violence.

130 davis, Are Prisons.
131  Ibid. 
132 essie Justice Group, “#BecauseShesPowerful Pledge,” Youtube video, 0:53, december 19, 2018, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=nnw5th1hJ7m&feature=emb_logo. 
133 Alliance for Safety and Justice, Crime Survivors Speak (oakland: Alliance for Safety and Justice, 2018), https://
allianceforsafetyandjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/documents/Crime%20Survivors%20Speak%20report.pdf. 
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“While there is something satisfying about knowing Hollywood mogul Harry Weinstein’s 
ankle is finally chafing under an ankle monitor the same way the ankles of immigrants 
and POC parolees have been for years, we also know how this story ends,” notes Amanda 
Aguilar Shank. “Any time the state steps in to deliver safety, it is always a white supremacist 
model of safety that sees our communities as the threats to be protected against. We never 
win when we expand the powers and resources of the state to control and punish.”134

For every Weinstein behind bars, there are thousands of other abusers walking free, living 
with impunity in our patriarchal world order. The vast majority of perpetrators of sexual 
assault are not arrested, convicted, or incarcerated.135 The failures of the current system are 
so widespread and well known that many survivors of sexual violence don’t even bother 
reporting cases at all, understanding that it is more likely that their reputations and lives 
will be damaged, that they will be further traumatised, than it is that those who caused 
them harm will ever be held accountable. Yet framing the carceral state as the best or only 
form of “protection” against sexual- and gender-based violence sets us to invest even more 
in a failed system and teaches us to celebrate the few convictions that are handed down 
while true justice, accountability, and prevention remain elusive.

Further, the carceral system itself is a site of sexual- and gender-based violence. Police 
themselves have been known to rape women in custody136 and commit acts of domestic 
violence137 within their families.

Violence is rife within prisons, committed by guards and by those incarcerated. There is no 
safety or protection from sexual and gendered harm within the existing system. It is itself a 
source of this violence.

“Thinking about imprisonment as gender violence helps us get out of the false idea that we 
can have a government that promotes ‘gender equality’ while we still have imprisonment, 
and helps clear up the fantasy that we could have some kind of prison system that is safe for 
queer or trans people or women,” explains Dean Spade.138 This is why, as Eric Stanley says, 
the work of prison abolition “is forged in the work of daring to ask what true accountability, 
justice, and safety might look like and feel like so violence in all forms is decreased.”139

Towards transformative justice

In the quest to establish alternative forms of accountability and justice that do not rely on 
punishment, confinement, surveillance, and violence, decarceral and abolitionist feminists 
advocate for transformative justice (TJ) processes and mechanisms.

134 dixon, ed., Beyond.

135 rAINN, “the Criminal Justice System: Statistics,” accessed August 27, 2020, https://www.rainn.org/statistics/criminal-
justice-system. 
136 Joshua Bote, “two NYPd detectives accused of raping teen in their custody won’t get jail time,” USA Today, August 
30, 2019, https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2019/08/30/nypd-detectives-accused-raping-teen-wont-get-jail-
time/2166015001/. 
137 Conor Friedersdorf, “Police have a much Bigger domestic-Violence Problem than the NFl,” The Atlantic, September 
19, 2014, https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2014/09/police-officers-who-hit-their-wives-or-girlfriends/380329/. 
138 eric A. Stanley and dean Spade, “Queering Prison Abolition, Now?”, American Quarterly 64, no.1 (2012).
139 rasheed, “the Carceral State.” 
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This type of process is survivor-led, designed to support and facilitate the healing of the 
survivor through holding the perpetrator of harm responsible and accountable, but without 
“punishment” at the centre of that accountability. TJ recognises that “many survivors do not 
necessarily want harm to be done in response to the harm caused,” explain the authors of 
Beyond Survival. “Instead, they want the person to take responsibility for their behaviour 
and its impact, to feel remorse, to offer a genuine apology, to address the survivor’s needs 
and to commit to individual change and transformation.”140

As generationFIVE writes in the Transformative Justice Handbook, many of those who 
have experienced harm report that they need to tell their own stories about their own 
experiences, within a context of trust and safety; experience validation that the harm they 
experienced was and is real; observe that the person who abused or harmed them feels 
remorse and is accountable for their actions; receive support that counteracts isolation and 
self-blame; have choice and input into the resolution of the harm they experienced; and be 
accepted and encouraged, not shamed and blamed, for coming forward by their families, 
peers, and communities.141

While survivors’ experiences, needs, and goals must be at the centre of any TJ process, this 
“does not mean that people who may have been deeply wounded are suddenly handed 
full responsibility for a community dialogue and rehabilitation process,” writer and artist 
Kai Cheng Thom makes clear. “Survivor-led does not mean that the community gets to 
abdicate its responsibility for providing support, safety, expertise, and leadership in making 
healing happen.”142 It is also not meant to place a burden on the person harmed to lead a 
process or reach out their perpetrators. On the contrary, it means organised support for 
survivors is made available throughout a process that is designed with the survivor’s needs 
and goals leading the process.

TJ processes can take many forms. In Beyond Survival, Ejeris Dixon explains, “Some groups 
support survivors by helping them identify their needs and boundaries while ensuring 
their attackers agree to these boundaries and atone for the harm they caused. Other groups 
create safe spaces and sanctuaries to support people escaping from violence. There are 
also community campaigns that educate community members on the specific dynamics of 
violence, how to prevent it, and what community-based programs are available.”143

A key goal of any TJ process is also preventing future harm. To this end, TJ processes are 
meant to facilitate transformation in the behaviour of those who have committed harm 
and, where possible, restoration in communities and relationships where harms have 
been committed. This means providing space for the transformation of “the individual 
perpetrator, the abusive relationship, and the culture and power dynamics of the 
community,” explains Janaé E. Bonsu of Black Youth Project 100, “rather than a process in 
which revenge, retribution, or punishment is enacted.”144

140 dixon, ed., Beyond.
141  generationFIVe, ending Child Sexual Abuse: A transformative Justice handbook (San Francisco: generationFIVe, 
2017).
142 dixon, ed., Beyond.
143 Ibid. 
144 Ibid.
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Because “as much as we try to “throw away” people—through the prison industrial 
complex, through deportation, through violence—people do not simply ‘go away’ when 
it is convenient or desired,” says Amanda Aguilar Shank. When we exile people for their 
“crimes,” she argues, “there is very little possibility of reconciliation, transformation, or 
healing.”145 Offering people an opportunity to understand and name their behaviour 
and the impact of their actions, to issue an apology, and to take specific steps towards 
reconciliation or restitution can provide a way to prevent future harm, create a culture 
against harm, and offer justice to survivors.

For perpetrators, as the Philly Stands Up! Collective outlines, key steps in the TJ process 
might include:

• Recognising the harm they have done, even if it wasn’t intentional.
• Acknowledging that harm’s impact on individuals and the community.
• Making appropriate restitution to the individual and community.
• Developing solid skills for transforming attitudes and behavior to prevent further 

harm.146

Accountability can take different forms. It can include “stopping harmful behavior, 
naming harmful behavior, giving sincere apologies, stepping down from leadership 
roles, developing daily healing and reflection practices to address root causes of harmful 
behavior,”147 as well building systems for support, providing material repair, and 
contributing to community efforts to the types of harms in which the perpetrator engaged.

There are many models for TJ processes, developed largely by BIPOC, feminist, queer, 
disabled, and other marginalised communities that have never been able to rely on the 
carceral system to provide for justice, accountability, or safety. As any TJ practitioner will 
report, these processes are not perfect. They can be messy, they can retraumatise or cause 
new trauma, and they do not always satisfy the survivor or result in transformation of the 
perpetrator. But, just as with the alternatives to policing and other aspects of the carceral 
system, TJ offers a different approach that by and large produces much less violence and 
harm in responding to violence and harm. And, just like the alternatives to policing, the 
long-term transformative effects cannot be felt until real investments are made into these 
alternatives. Right now, people engaged in TJ work usually operate on shoestring budgets 
without wider community, city, or state support. If the billions spent every year on policing 
and incarceration were instead invested in building up TJ systems on a larger, more 
resilient scale, we could see meaningful change.

Breaking the cage

While many people may see “criminal activity” and “criminal behaviour” as the main 
obstacles to pursuing the abolition of police and prisons, it is really the carceral state itself 
that is the impediment. It is the profits made by the prison industry, the benefits gained by 

145 Ibid.
146 Ibid.
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the capitalist class, the privileges accrued by the white supremacist, neoliberal state that 
continues to choose to make more investments in locking people up than in providing a 
livable world. And as our states make these choices and investments, our minds become 
increasingly trapped in the same buildings and systems designed to confine the “surplus 
population” the state seeks to control, confine, and dispose.

Imagining another way

Due to its very nature as an institution that confines and hides away those the state rejects, 
prisons are easily taken for granted. “It is difficult to imagine life without them,” Angela 
Davis acknowledges. “At the same time, there is reluctance to face the realities hidden 
within them, a fear of thinking about what happens inside them. Thus, the prison is 
present in our lives and at the same time, it is absent from our lives.”148

For those who have worked for the abolition of nuclear weapons, this may sound familiar. 
Objects designed to inflict massive violence against entire cities, the lived reality of which 
is horrific, intergenerational pain, trauma, and suffering, seemingly exist in most people’s 
minds as abstract objects that “keep us safe”. Many people can acknowledge nuclear 
weapons are horrible, yet claim their necessity as tools of security. In order to reconcile 
this ghastly incongruity and live with the cognitive dissonance it inevitably buries in our 
minds, most people put the atomic bomb out of sight, out of mind. They exist, but they are 
meant to never be used.

Except, they are used. Every day, nuclear weapons shape the way our world operates, waste 
precious human and economic resources, put our entire planet in danger.

It is the same with prisons. For those that have never had to interact with the carceral 
system, it can seem to be a necessary evil. To those that have had that displeasure, in any 
shape are form, it is simply evil. They are not abstractions that “keep us safe,” they are 
physical manifestations of brutality, cruelty, and the reproduction of harm, over and over 
and over.

The insistence on continuing to invest in the broken systems that operate “to exile, cage, 
and torture immigrants, poor people, people of color, and people with disabilities always 
seem to rely on an idea that we need these systems, we just need to clean them up or fix 
them up somehow,” says Dean Spade. “Abolitionists are asking, in a variety of ways, if we 
can imagine letting go of the idea that some people need to be caged, exiled, or kept out.”149 
This requires us, first and foremost, to “unlearn what is possible,” as Derecka Purnell 
suggests.150 This is essential for the abolition not just of the prisons, but of the whole 
carceral system, and of other systems of violence that keep us all caged in the global hell of 
inequality and violence of our own making.

148 davis, Are Prisons.
149 Stanley and Spade, “Queering Prison.” 
150 haymarket Books, “Abolition.” 



48

deCoNStruCtING BorderS

ESSAY 3

deconstructing Borders

W RITING about the 1918 influenza pandemic, historian Esyllt W. Jones notes 
that “an epidemic represents a moment of marginality between life and 
death, between chaos and order; it is a border region where the meaning and 

membership in the community is imagined and re-imagined.”151

This feeling of being between life and death, between chaos and order, has dominated 
in recent months due to the COVID-19 pandemic. It can be especially felt, perhaps, in 
the United States, where police brutality, structural racism, the violence of neoliberal 
capitalism, and the material realities of militarism are coalescing on the streets of US cities, 
giving rise to and simultaneously repressing protests for racial justice, for freedom and 
dignity, for life itself. The questions about meaning and membership in the community, 
particularly for Black lives, are starkly present in every move and every breath.

In this “moment of marginality” described by Jones, we are meant to feel marginalised, yet 
we are the majority. In this moment of what can feel like chaos, the structures of coercive 
state violence want to restore “order”—but what order? An order that controls and presses 
those who seek justice; that suffocates and shoots Black people with impunity; an order 
that has the one per cent looting the wealth and well-being from the rest of us. An order 
that reinforces the borders that are designed and deployed to keep the majority marginalised.

The pandemic of borders

If the pandemic itself is a border, as Jones suggests, what can it show us about the borders 
we have drawn in our world? Does the border between life and death of the pandemic 
match, for example, the borders we have constructed around our countries; or the borders 
within our communities, borders based on race, class, sex, gender, sexuality, ability? What 
can the border of the pandemic teach us about the violence of our borders? The pandemic 
creates dispossession—of our lives, our communities and families, our livelihoods. 
It displaces people through economic hardship, physical separation, social isolation. 
Physically, the virus makes it difficult for people to breathe; metaphorically, it does the 
same to many—people feel cut off, suffocated, confined, marginalised through social 
distancing and economic hardship.

151 esyllt W. Jones, Influenza 1918: Disease, Death, and Struggle in Winnipeg (toronto: university of toronto Press, 2007).
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The borders between people within our countries also make it hard to breathe. “I can’t 
breathe” were the last words of many Black people killed by police in the United States, 
including most recently George Floyd. The divisions deliberately constructed through 
the systems of slavery persist today, upheld by those who benefit from the privileges and 
power it grants them. These systems also inform and instruct the ways in which the United 
States—as well as other countries built on white supremacy, the genocide of Indigenous 
nations, and the enslavement of Black and other people of colour—operate to keep out 
those deemed “other” in defiance of international law, human rights, and morality.

In this sense, the borders of our supposed “nation-states” make it hard to breathe. 
They dispossess and displace. Whether lines on page on maps, or systems of walls and 
checkpoints, borders separate people physically, socially, politically, economically. They 
demarcate lines of privilege and oppression. They are mechanisms of extraction, exclusion, 
and exploitation. They determine fates of countless human beings based on random 
geographic location—based on where you were born, how much money you have, if you 
can get a passport, if you can get a visa, if you can afford to travel, if you are allowed to 
travel, if you can find work, if you can get asylum.

These conditions themselves are based on historic and ongoing acts of physical and 
structural violence, starting with colonialism.

Colonialism

In many of our minds, borders are fixed and clear. We have grown up in a world with 
borders, with set demarcations between countries, with ideas about the sanctity of national 
sovereignty, patriotism, and nationalism. But borders are relatively new, especially in the 
form we think of them now. Europe’s modern-day borders only really began to emerge in 
the decades after the Peace of Westphalia in 1648. And with the demarcation of countries 
in Europe throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, colonisation of territories abroad 
massively expanded. Many borders around the world were not established by the people 
that live within them, but by colonial forces who paid no attention to ethnicity, language, 
history, or needs of local populations and environments.

In the 19th century, the Europeans got together and carved up the continent of Africa, 
deciding who could pillage and plunder which population, which lands. The UK 
government decided the borders of South Asian countries. Some borders, such as that 
between the United States and Mexico, were set by force, through war against Mexicans 
and genocide of Indigenous populations. Those establishing settler colonial states, like 
Australia, Canada, and the United States, paid no heed to the multiplicity of nations 
already living on the land. The Europeans arriving took what they wanted, established 
systems of private property, land enclosure, and extraction, and displaced and murdered 
Indigenous communities along the way.
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Capitalism

The economic, political, and cultural privileges that colonialists and imperialists have 
accrued over the past few hundred years are now protected by borders, which as Reece 
Jones exposes in Violent Borders, create and exacerbate inequalities and serve to maintain 
dominance by the wealthy few.152 As economic inequality between states, and between 
people within states, has skyrocketed, borders have become essential tools to “protect and 
secure not individual nations but the international class of wealthy nations,” as Jeff Halper 
explains in War Against the People.153 The ratio of Gross Domestic Product between the 
richest and poorest nations went from 22:1 at the beginning of the 20th century to 267:1 
by the year 2000. In this situation, “the experience of the vast majority of people worldwide 
becomes one of impoverishment, marginality, exploitation, dislocation, and violence.”154

Colonialism has served well the interests of capitalism, enabling imperialist forces to 
extract and exploit their way to the pursuit of endless accumulation of wealth, privilege, 
and power. Thus, is it no surprise that the establishment and entrenchment of the concept 
of borders has been structured to serve the capitalist system. This system allows the free 
flow of money and corporations between borders while constricting the movement of 
people, creating the perfect conditions for exploiting workers and the environment with 
impunity. The effects of this exploitation are felt globally, but they are carried out unevenly 
across the planet.

Trade agreements between states, such as the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) and the US-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA), are part of the system where 
borders are “open” for capital but closed for people. The method of capitalist accumulation 
enshrined in these trade agreements ensures the maintenance of low wages and 
dangerous working conditions in the “global south” and the exploitation and repression of 
undocumented workers in the “global north”. As Reece Jones documents, various countries 
have different wages, environmental regulations, taxes, and working conditions. “While 
corporations are able to operate in many countries in order to take advantage of these 
differences, workers are usually contained by these borders and regulators are unable to 
enforce rules outside their jurisdiction. The problem crosses borders, but the solutions are 
contained by them.”155

Or as William Robinson puts it, “Global capitalism exerts a structural violence over whole 
populations and makes it impossible for them to survive in their homeland.”156

Climate change

Another of capitalism’s violences that makes it impossible for so many people to survive in 
their countries of birth is its violence against the environment. Wealthy countries extract 

152 reece Jones, Violent Borders (New York: Verso, 2017).
153 Jeff halper, War Against the People (london: Pluto Press, 2015).
154 Ibid.
155 Jones, Violent.
156 William robinson, “Globalization and the Struggle for Immigrant rights in the united States,” ZNET, march 10, 2007, 
https://zcomm.org/znetarticle/globalization-and-the-struggle-for-immigrant-rights-in-the-united-states-by-william-robinson/. 

https://zcomm.org/znetarticle/globalization-and-the-struggle-for-immigrant-rights-in-the-united-states-by-william-robinson/


51

deCoNStruCtING BorderS

fossil fuels and minerals for consumer goods from around the world, despoiling forests, 
plains, rivers, lakes, oceans—much of it land and water protected by Indigenous nations.

Toxic substances used in mining, oil production and transportation, dams, and other 
measures of resource extraction contaminate and destroy land and water, putting the 
environment as well as people and animals in harm’s way. Usually there is no compensation 
or remediation by the corporations or governments responsible for the harm.

The same countries doing the extracting and exploiting are also disproportionately 
responsible for the pollution that has led to our current climate crisis, burning carbon 
at greater rates and being more energy-intensive per capita than the countries that now 
suffer the most from rising sea-levels, droughts, and increasing disastrous weather events. 
Millions of people will be driven from their homes by environmental degradation and 
the climate crisis over the coming decades—many already have been. Yet the countries 
and corporations that have led us to this crisis hide behind their borders, shirking their 
responsibility for climate change and for the people displaced by it.

Conflict

The same dynamics of inequity can be seen in armed conflict, another driver of migration. 
Many wealthy, industrialised countries produce and sell weapons for profit—weapons 
that fuel conflicts and violence around the world. In Libya, for example, warring factions 
are supported by various governments that are supplying weapons despite the arms 
embargo.157 The acting UN envoy in Libya warned, “From what we are witnessing in 
terms of the massive influx of weaponry, equipment and mercenaries to the two sides, the 
only conclusion that we can draw is that this war will intensify, broaden and deepen—
with devastating consequences for the Libyan people.”158 More than 370,000 people 
have been displaced by the conflict in recent years.159 In Yemen, which a coalition led by 
Saudi Arabia has been bombing since 2015 with weapons supplied by the United States, 
United Kingdom, and other major arms exporters, over 24 million people are in need of 
humanitarian aid and more than 3.6 million are displaced.160

Meanwhile, a steady stream of US guns have been flooding Mexico and Central America 
since the early 2000s, contributing to rising paramilitary, gang, and cartel violence, as well 
as gender-based violence.161 In Mexico, ten women a day are killed, at least 60 per cent 
with guns. The United States also trains officials throughout Latin America in violence and 
oppression. Many of the soldiers and other state personnel that have graduated from the 
School of the Americas, for example, have gone on to lead genocides against Indigenous 
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and local populations, often with weapons also provided by the United States through 
military aid packages.

The failure to provide refuge

Thus, the brutal impacts of colonialism, capitalism, climate change, and conflict work in 
tandem to create vast numbers of people on the move. Right now, around the world, about 
70 million people are unroofed and on the run. By 2050, predictions are that number 
will rise to 250–500 million. Possibly half a billion people will be migrants, refugees, and 
asylum seekers in just thirty years.

This crisis is not, however, migration itself, but the global response to it. The crisis is caused 
by the militarisation of borders, the incarceration and brutalisation of those seeking refuge, 
and the denial of fundamental human rights to life and movement.

This “unprecedented crisis of uprootedness,” explains writer John Washington, is caused 
by people being pushed from their homes by violence, upheaval, hunger, and poverty, 
and then being denied a new home. “When we take those two actors into account—first 
all the elements that push people out of their homes and then the politics of nativism or 
cold-heartedness … that denies them a new home, that erects borders around nations 
and communities and hounds people within those communities, that throws them into 
detention centres, to modern gulags—combines to create another unprecedented crisis, an 
amalgamated crisis of global apartheid.”162

This denial of refuge, of dignity, of life—that is where the real crisis lies. And it is where 
the concept of borders becomes most hardened, with a proliferation of walls, weapons, and 
other violent apparatus to keep people “out” and othered.

The rise of the Migra State

In 1989, when the Berlin Wall fell, there were 15 border walls around the world. Today, 
there are more than 70—and that number is rising.163 In some situations, borders are 
marked by electric fences and razor wires, in others tall walls, in others high-tech systems 
known as “smart walls” that include systems of cameras, drones, sensors, and radar.

As the walls go up, so too does spending on “border reinforcement”—a benign term that 
accounts for the migrant-repressive state apparatus such as agencies like the US Border 
Patrol and ICE, surveillance technologies, networks of checkpoints and patrols, databases, 
detention centres, and local police. The US government has spent over $324 billion on 
border and immigration enforcement since 2003 and employs about 50,000 people in 

162 haymarket Books, “Abolish ICe is Not Just a Slogan,” Youtube video, 1:41:08, may 19, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?time_continue=454&v=3Z7SKGtgYqQ&feature=emb_logo. 
163 War resisters International, “Border militarisation,” accessed August 27, 2020, https://www.wri-irg.org/en/pm-themes/
border-militarisation. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=454&v=3Z7SKGTgYqQ&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=454&v=3Z7SKGTgYqQ&feature=emb_logo
https://www.wri-irg.org/en/pm-themes/border-militarisation
https://www.wri-irg.org/en/pm-themes/border-militarisation


53

deCoNStruCtING BorderS

various border enforcement and immigration control roles.164 It’s important to note 
that while this “border battlescape” and migration detention machine has come under 
particular public scrutiny under the Trump regime, in particular due to the “Muslim bans,” 
the separation of children from families, and the growing violences of ICE, this system 
has been in the process of being built for years by various Democratic and Republican 
administrations.

Meanwhile, the European Union (EU), which has already spent billions on “border 
security,” plans to spend another $38.4 billion over the next six years.165 Frontex, the 
EU’s border and coastguard agency, “is turning into a €10bn super-agency” with a 
10,000-person standing corps.166 It “connects surveillance data from all EU member states, 
and beyond the external borders.”167 In early June 2020, the EU signed a contract for a 
massive biometric database, while police forces across the EU are looking to establish a 
facial recognition database network.168

Due to these developments, La Migra, Spanish slang for immigration officials, is becoming 
synonymous with entire countries. Determined to keep out migrants, refugees, and asylum 
seekers—often in violation of international law—these countries are working together to 
not just build and enforce walls but to make the entire process of movement more difficult 
for the majority of people in the world. “Without such an iron fist, there is no other 
way the yawning gaps of global inequalities can persist,” writes Todd Miller in Empire of 
Borders. “Wars are no longer about the animosity between nation states, the new long war 
is rather ‘pacification in the name of enforcing the hegemony of transnational capital’.”169

It is in this context that the US government enforces its borders not only along US 
territorial borders but also throughout Latin America, the Caribbean, the Middle East, 
and Asia, as Miller shows.170 US Border Patrol operates in dozens of countries around the 
world and equips and trains immigration officials in many others. Geographers Jenna Loyd 
and Alison Mountz have documented in Boats, Borders, and Bases how the network of the 
800 US military bases around the world, both active and decommissioned, have become 
“material grounds of refugee and migration-control operations.” The colonial bases on 
these “’edges of American empire,” they write, provided the foundation for “building up 
today’s historically unprecedented detention, deportation, and border apparatus.”171

164 American Immigration Council, “the Cost of Immigration enforcement and Border Security,” July 7, 2020, https://www.
americanimmigrationcouncil.org/research/the-cost-of-immigration-enforcement-and-border-security. 
165 Charlotte Gifford, “the true cost of the eu’s border security boom,” World Finance, January 21, 2020, https://www.
worldfinance.com/featured/the-true-cost-of-the-eus-border-security-boom. 
166 Apostolis Fotiadis, “Why are we letting the defence industry hijack the eu?” The Guardian, december 11, 2019, https://
www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/dec/11/defence-industry-hijack-eu. 
167 Stop Wapenhandel, “Border security, military industry and eu militarisation,” April 14, 2019, https://stopwapenhandel.
org/node/2271. 
168 Samuel Stolton, “eu signs contract for large-scale biometric database to protect borders,” Euractiv, June 4, 2020, 
https://www.euractiv.com/section/digital/news/eu-signs-contract-for-large-scale-biometric-database-to-protect-borders/. 
169 todd miller, empire of Borders (New York: Verso, 2019).
170 Ibid. 
171 Jenna m. loyd and Alison mountz, Boats, Borders, and Bases: Race, the Cold War, and the Rise of Migration Detention 
in the United States (Berkeley: university of California Press, 2018). Cited quote accessed at https://www.versobooks.com/
blogs/4439-5-book-plan-the-politics-of-borders. 
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Another failure of “deterrence”

This “global battlescape” of border security is all part the effort of wealthy Western 
governments to work together make sure that migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers have 
as difficult a time as possible entering their countries or even making it to their shores. 
Many of the efforts to prevent those seeking a new life abroad from obtaining entry are 
based on policies of “deterrence”. Make it as hard as possible for anyone to get in, the 
theory goes, and others won’t even try.

But much like the theory of nuclear deterrence, deterring migration simply does not work. 
People desperate to survive gang violence or armed conflict or climate change or economic 
despair will undertake dangerous actions to try to secure a better life—any life—for 
themselves and their families.

The deterrence policies of the United States—such as shutting down border crossings near 
urban areas, for example—have driven people to cross instead through the desert, where 
many die of thirst, hunger, or exposure. The deterrence policies in Europe have driven 
many to make dangerous crossings of the Mediterranean Sea, at the bottom of which many 
bodies of refugees now lie. The deterrence policies of Australia have likewise drowned 
many migrants coming from Southeast Asia and have left the rest in perpetual internment 
in squalid conditions in “off-shore” prisons. Over 75,000 migrants are known to have died 
since the mid-1990s.172 Many more have disappeared, or the deaths simply haven’t been 
recorded.

“As well as forcing migrants to take more perilous routes and put their lives in the hands 
of smugglers,” notes Charlotte Gifford, “increased security increases the risk of human 
rights abuses at the borders themselves.”173 Officials from the United States to Slovenia 
often don’t allow people to even ask for asylum, in violation of international law. Officials 
lie on the forms they fill out for applications, don’t ask the right questions or give proper 
information, including legally mandated information.

Violence against refugees, asylum seekers, and migrants is also extreme. Along the Balkan 
Route in Europe, for example, it includes violence by border guards, police, private 
security, and terrible conditions at camps run by the UN International Organization for 
Migration and funded by the EU. Many of these camps are where people who have tried 
to make it to Western Europe have been “pushed back”—a process by which authorities 
prevent people from seeking protection on their territory “by forcibly returning them to 
another country. By pushing back those seeking safety and dignity over a border, states 
abdicate responsibility for examining their individual cases.”174

Pushbacks are in violation of international and EU law, human rights groups explain, 
“because they undermine people’s right to seek asylum, deny people of the right to due 
process before a decision to expel them is taken, and may eventually risk sending refugees 

172 migration data Portal, “migrant deaths and disappearance,” updated march 17, 2020, https://migrationdataportal.org/
themes/migrant-deaths-and-disappearances. 
173 Gifford, “the true cost.” 
174 Belgrade Centre for human rights, macedonian Young lawyers Association and oxfam, A Dangerous ‘Game’, (oxford: 
oxfam GB, 2017), accessed at https://www-cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/bp-dangerous-game-pushback-
migrants-refugees-060417-en_0.pdf, 4. 
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and others in need of international protection back into danger.”175 According to the 
reports collected and collated by the Border Violence Monitoring Network as of November 
2020, of nearly 900 documented illegal pushbacks against migrants, refugees, and asylum 
seekers since 2016, over 90 per cent involved some form of violence by officials.176 In May 
2020, Greek police were found rounding up asylum seekers living in the country and 
forcibly expelling them to Turkey. Greece has also been using tear gas against migrants at 
the Turkish-Greek border.

Gender-based violence, particularly sexual violence, is also rampant in border areas. 
The UN Development Fund for Women reports that at least 60 to 70 per cent of women 
migrants who cross the border alone experience sexual abuse. “The danger is even greater 
for migrants from Central American countries, who must pass through two militarized 
borders—between Guatemala and Mexico and between Mexico and the US,” where “sexual 
violence often occurs while being robbed, as ‘payment,’ or in exchange for not being 
apprehended or detained by immigration authorities.”177

Trying to prevent migration through deterrence does not change the root causes of 
migration. It only endangers the lives of endangered people even more and punishes those 
trying to flee unlivable conditions. The same is true with militarisation of borders.

Militarisation of La Migra

The pursuit of capitalist accumulation has required vast investments in militarism: 
in weapons, soldiers, and wars to protect the wealthy elite interests in extraction and 
exploitation around the world. The “enforcement of borders” is no exception. The 
militarisation of border apparatus is about securing investments for resource extraction 
while “silencing and criminalizing opposition and controlling mobility,” as anthropologist 
Rebecca Galemba shows in the context of Mexico.178

Border militarisation “includes the pervasive influence of military strategies, culture, 
technologies, hardware,” and the deployment of former military personnel as police, 
explains Reece Jones.179 It means that the use of force and preparation for armed conflict 
are used as the guiding principles for “protecting” and securing the border.

The “homeland security” industry is predicted in the 2020s “to exceed more than $700 
billion, doubling its revenue in 10 years,” notes journalist Todd Miller.180 In Europe, 
military budgets in several countries including Poland, Romania, Finland, and Sweden 
are growing, while UK, France, Germany, Italy, and Spain maintain already high levels of 
spending on militarism. This spending is not just about national militaries but also border 
control: as reported in The Guardian, “An integrated border management fund and an 

175 Ibid., 4.
176 Border Violence monitoring Network, https://www.borderviolence.eu/statistics.
177 INCIte!, “Immigration Policing & Border Violence,”accessed 25 November 2020, https://incite-national.org/immigration-
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179 Jones, Violent.
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internal security fund will make more billions available for national police and border 
guards, forces that look increasingly militarised.” It is “investing billions in infrastructure 
and hardware produced by military and hi-tech corporations, including drones and 
surveillance technology.”181

Thales, Airbus, and Leonardo are among the companies benefitting most from “border 
security” spending. According to a report from the Transnational Institute, “Thales, 
which produces radar and sensor equipment, is currently developing border surveillance 
infrastructure for EUROSUR, the European Border Surveillance System. Meanwhile, 
Italian arms firm Leonardo was awarded a €67.1m ($73.7m) contract in 2017 by the 
European Maritime Safety Agency to supply drones for EU coastguard agencies.”

Also benefitting from the “border security” boon are Israeli weapons companies. Developed 
in Israel’s apartheid laboratories of Gaza and the West Bank, the surveillance technologies 
and related systems are exported to governments around the world. For example, the 
“Integrated Fixed Tower” being built in Arizona by the Israeli company Elbit Systems 
is comprised of 55 towers equipped with cameras, heat sensors, motion sensors, radar 
systems, and a GPS system. This system is not just used to monitor the US-Mexico border: 
it also used to persistently surveil the Tohono O’odham Nation’s reservation that is roughly 
one mile from the border. This is not the only example of “border security” tools being used 
for domestic policing. Drones belonging to US Customs and Border Protection have been 
used for surveillance against the Standing Rock protests in 2016 and are now being used to 
crack down against protestors rallying against white supremacy and police brutality.

This is not a coincidence. A Pentagon programme, described in an earlier essay about 
police brutality, has transferred about $5 billion in military equipment to police forces 
and Customs and Border Protection since the 1990s. But more than that, the US-Mexico 
border is “an ideal location to observe how police and military combine into an all-
encompassing logic of perpetual war, surveillance, and security,” notes Reece Jones. “The 
historic distinction between the internal and external roles of the police and military has 
blurred, and the border is a key site where the emerging security state is visible and where 
privileges are maintained by restricting movement through violence.”182

While there is much more to say about the militarisation of borders, one particular irony 
is that “the factories that will produce the border fortresses” designed by US and Israeli 
companies “could end up mainly located in Mexico,” as Todd Miller warns. “Ill-paid 
Mexican blue-collar workers will manufacture the components of a future surveillance 
regime … all of which may well help locate, detain, arrest, incarcerate, expel, or even kill 
those same workers if they try to cross into the United States.”183

181 Fotiadis, “Why are we.” 
182 Jones, Violent.
183 miller, Empire.
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Detention, violence, and deportation

Integral to the militarisation of borders are efforts to criminalise the people who try 
to cross them. Thus, an essential part of the “bureaucratic razor wire” of borders is 
detention. If people survive the deserts, seas, bullets, and beatings, and manage to make 
it to a country of possible refuge, many are then arrested and incarcerated—sometimes 
for days, sometimes for years. The conditions in detention centres from Australia to the 
United States are like concentration camps due to the overwhelming violence, abuse, and 
degradation.184

On any given day, there are about 50,000 asylum seekers and migrants in detention in 
the United States.185 Even more are detained across Europe, with the highest numbers 
currently in France. Australia is currently detaining nearly 10,000 migrants, mostly in “off-
short” detention facilities.186

“It’s not always clear who learned how to inflict this brutality from whom,” writes John 
Washington in The Dispossessed, “but the United States, Mexico, Australia, and Greece, 
among other countries, all consign asylum seekers to prolonged or indefinite detention, 
solitary confinement, physical abuse, unsanitary conditions, death threats, racist, 
homophobic, and gender-based hate from guards, and deadly neglect.”187

While not a detention centre, the migrant camp in Moria, Greece, hosts nearly 20,000 
people in an area about one square mile.188 In January of 2020, the group Are You Syrious 
reports, “field researchers counted 90 toilets and 90 showers inside of Moria, and another 
30 sanitation units in the adjacent overflow camps. Food rations distributed fall short of 
caloric needs, compromising the growth and immune systems of its residents. For years, 
doctors in Moria have struggled to contain a host of environmentally-driven health 
issues: respiratory illnesses, scabies, lice.”189 At the camp in Velika Kladuša, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Bosnian police have entered the camp and beaten migrants.

In Australia, the Human Rights Commission has found that the government has actively 
tried to make its detention centres more like prisons, including constructing walls and 
using restraints on detainees, and continues to detain people without justification and for 
far longer than any other country.190 There have been many instances of violence, deaths, 
and suicides of detainees in the off-shore camps.

In the United States, children are separated from their parents and put in cages without 
care; people are crammed into confined spaces surrounded by razor-wire, some of which 
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are open-air; people have to share foil blankets and tarps; they are denied showers, a 
change of clothes, diapers, soap, sanitary products, and toothbrushes for weeks at a time.

In all countries, but particularly in the US and Australia, detainees are held for long 
periods of time before, in most cases, being deported. During this time, as documented 
by John Washington in relation to asylum seekers in the United States, they are often 
misinformed about their situation, not given proper legal counsel or interpretation at 
hearings, and pressured to consent to deportation before ever having their case for asylum 
even heard.191

Profiting from detention

Of course, since this is a capitalist system, many corporations are profiting from all of 
this violence. In the United States, where the “zero tolerance policy” introduced by the 
Trump administration in violation of the Refugee Convention has resulted in separation 
of families, many of the administration’s corporate friends have benefited financially. The 
migrant detention industry in the United States, just like its prison-industrial complex, 
is mostly privatised. ICE contracts out 70 per cent of its 200 detention facilities, which 
are spread around the country, to GeoGroup and CoreCivic. When the zero tolerance 
policy was announced, the stocks of both groups “increased 5.9 percent and 8.3 percent, 
respectively,” documents John Washington.192

Private companies also run detention centres in Australia (where the government tried to 
conceal the identities of its contractors), the United Kingdom, and Italy. Other countries 
vary: The Netherlands and Sweden operate their own facilities; in Germany they are 
managed by regional governments that contract some services to private companies; 
in France the regional and local authorities operate the centres but contract NGOs to 
provide services.

In relation to the deal the EU made with Libya, several former and current officials 
of the International Organization for Migration and the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees have accused these agencies of “of ignoring or downplaying systemic abuse and 
exploitation in migrant detention centres in order to safeguard tens of millions of dollars 
of funding from the EU.” In turn, they argue, the EU uses the UN agencies “to sanitize a 
brutal system of abuse that its policies are funneling tens of thousands of vulnerable people 
directly into.”193 Volunteers and activists along the Balkan Route have made similar claims.

191 Washington, The Dispossessed.
192 Ibid. 
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Borders and COVID-19

Those people, of course, have been made even more vulnerable by the COVID-19 
pandemic. In Europe, the Border Violence Monitoring Network has found that the public 
health measures enacted at camps and detention centres have been militarised and have 
exacerbated human rights violations at borders. Military forces have been deployed at 
borders and camps in Slovenia and Serbia; pushbacks, removals, and deportations have 
persisted and even increased, using COVID-19 as a justification for not letting people 
in or expelling those already there. This marking of people as “public health risks” also 
means the movements of those in camps have been further constrained and access to 
soap, hand sanitiser, and masks has been limited or non-existent. “Within the context 
of the viral pandemic, the physical rights of people-on-the-move have been suspended 
in both settlement and transit,” warns the Network. “Protections against inhumane 
accommodation and detention have been cast aside with the mass confinement of tens of 
thousands of people in the Western Balkans and Greece.”194

Others have found that security measures like lockdowns, isolation, and surveillance 
disproportionality impact migrants. In France, for example where people had to carry 
documents proving their address if they left their house, this is impossible for homeless 
asylum-seekers. As journalists Iida Käyhkö and Laura Schack note: “Failure to produce 
these documents results in a significant fine, denying refugees access to supermarkets and 
other shops where they could obtain necessary food and hygiene items.”195

In Bosnia, the government used the opportunity of COVID-19 to forbid movement of 
migrants and refugees, who are now in lockdown in camps run by the IOM where they are 
subject to violence by both police and security contractors along with scarce food and tight 
spaces. In Serbia, the government issued a temporary halt to asylum, which means people 
cannot initiate or resolve their asylum procedures. The army, as noted earlier, has been 
deployed at the camps to ostensibly “protect migrants from getting infected,” but this has 
trapped people inside.

“These securitised responses to COVID-19 bode ill for the future, as reactive policy 
soon establishes itself as an enduring mechanism of control,” warns the Border Violence 
Monitoring Network. “In the aftermath of COVID-19, whether and how such unlawful 
treatment will be lifted is an open ended question.”196

In the United States, this question seems less open-ended. The treatment of migrants in 
detention is already closely connected to the treatment of all incarcerated peoples. High 
rates of infection have spread across the country’s detention centres, jails, and prisons 
during the pandemic. Campaigns to “Free Them All,” which are seeking the release of all 
people from detention and incarceration, have been launched across the US; some cities 
have responded while others have refused. Thus many migrants, asylum seekers, and 
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refugees that have made it to the shores of the US—and other countries—are now not only 
fighting for a new life but for life itself.

Undoing border imperialism

To return to the comment from Esyllt W. Jones that an epidemic “is a border region 
where the meaning and membership in the community is imagined and re-imagined,” 
the COVID-19 pandemic provides the opportunity to undertake this vital work. Not 
just because the spread of the virus is out of control in detention centres and camps, but 
because what the pandemic reveals to us about our national and global inequities must not 
be ignored or forgotten. These inequities must instead be undone, deconstructed through 
urgent action, and replaced by something new.

There are urgent actions that national governments need to undertake immediately: 
demilitarising and disarming borders; ending the cruelty at detention centres and ending 
detention altogether; abolishing agencies like ICE; stopping pushbacks and unlawful 
refusals of entry; protecting and upholding the rights of refugees and asylum seekers; 
decriminalising labour migration; facilitating safe and humane border crossings; providing 
housing, healthcare, and necessities for everyone within their territories regardless of 
nationality, immigration status, or criminal conviction.

This comprehensive disarmament of borders is essential. But we can’t just disarm the 
apparatus of borders. We need to also disarm the system of borders.

Ultimately, appeals to make the migration, asylum, refugee, and immigration processes 
more “humanitarian” or “humane” still rely on the state as being the site of protection and 
well-being for migrants. But, as Bridget Anderson, Nandita Sharma, and Cynthia Wright 
argue, “migrants are not naturally vulnerable; rather the state is deeply implicated in 
constructing vulnerability through immigration controls and practices.” Furthermore, this 
approach continues to treat certain migrants as objects of control and rescue rather than 
as human beings. It also treats their migration as the problem, something that needs to be 
fixed: “Consequently, people’s mobility is seen as only ever caused by crisis and as crisis 
producing.”197 It also reinforces the construction of a migrant—who counts as a migrant, 
who is determining that? The migration of people from the “global north” within western 
countries, or even to the “global south,” is not problematised in the same way. Referred to 
as “expats” instead of immigrants, their movement is largely unimpeded by borders.

All of this means that border control and immigration policies, even if humane, continue 
to produce inequalities between people. They continue to demark between here and there, 
between those people and our people. “Borders are not only ways of dividing nations, 
cities, and land,” writes Todd Miller, “they are also ways of dividing people, corralling 
people, organizing people, producing compliance in people, extracting profit from 

197 Bridget Anderson, Nandita Sharma, and Cynthia Wright, “editorial: Why No Borders?” Refuge: Canada’s Journal on 
Refugees 26, no.2 (2009), 5-18. 
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people.”198 Borders are prisons, confining people and forcing them to live in conflict, in 
camps, in poverty, amidst rising seas and expanding deserts.

Thus the demand of those calling for the abolition of borders is instead for every person to 
have the freedom to move or not to move.

This would involve establishing equitable human rights globally—the rights of being a 
person. In contrast to rights of property, consisting of the right to exclude others from 
enjoying that which has been privatised, the rights of persons consist of the right to not 
be excluded. Joseph Nevins also describes this in his appeal for “the right to the world”—a 
right to mobility and to share our planet’s resources sustainably.199

Mutuality and promiscuous care

Beyond the responses of racists and nationalists, a typical reaction to this kind of “no 
borders” politics is that it will lead to people flooding “liberal democratic states,” which will 
impact the most disadvantaged within those countries by overwhelming social services 
and well-being. But this reaction needs to be deconstructed. These states right now are 
prominently reliant on the violence of the capitalist system, on the division of people, the 
exploitation of labour, and the destruction of the environment. Borders are not designed to 
keep people safe; they are designed to maintain vast economic inequalities and assure the 
provision of cheap labour, lax regulations, and a hoarding of wealth.

Opening borders means opening them for labour, which will strengthen protections for 
people and planet, and it means opening them for human rights, which will improve 
the lives of all. This approach would dismantle the differentiated systems of labour and 
environmental regulations that currently create the necessity of migration in so many parts 
of the world and that oppress so many within certain countries in order to generate wealth 
for the few in other countries. While people would have equitable rights, the environment 
and labour would also be treated equally. In this sense, a “no borders” politics calls into 
question not just the legitimacy of the global system of nation-states but also of capitalism, 
especially neoliberal extractivism and exploitation of workers. “Anything else means we 
remain subservient to a capitalist system that banks on its ability to divide and exploit us 
all,” as Justin Akers Chacón noted in a webinar hosted by Haymarket and Verso Books.200

Which brings us to another important point. Abolition—of police, prisons, bombs, or 
borders—doesn’t just mean eliminating one thing and then having a vacuum. It also means 
building something in its stead. Abolition is a positive approach that highlights not just 
what needs to change but also the possibilities of alternatives. It also means not looking to 
“reform” systems, but to dismantle them. Almost all reforms suggested for police, prisons, 
or immigration alike are aimed at whitewashing and maintaining the status quo. We must 
break free from the idea that tweaking the system can bring justice, security, or equality, 
and instead think about what new systems are needed to achieve real change.

198 miller, Empire.
199 Joseph Nevins, “the right to the World,” Antipode 49, no. 5 (2017).
200 haymarket Books, “Abolish ICe.” 



62

deCoNStruCtING BorderS

This, of course, requires a willingness to seriously consider and construct alternatives. It 
requires imagination and determination. It requires us to think beyond what we have been 
taught about what to fear, who to love, and how to care.

More than a century ago anarchist Gustav Landauer asserted, “The state is a condition, 
a certain relationship between human beings, a mode of behavior; we destroy it by 
contracting other relationships.”201 Harsha Walia suggests we can do this “through 
collective solidarities and responsibilities to each other rather than to the state or systems 
of power.”202 An open borders politics necessitates the nurturing of relationships of 
mutuality with others. It requires “the collective and public recognition of all bodies, all 
abilities, all genders, all experiences, and all expressions as inherently valuable, and by 
virtue of their very existence, as distinctly human,” explains Walia.203 It also means valuing 
nurturing, love, healing, transformative justice, connections to each other and the Earth. It 
means, as Washington suggests, building communities “that are willing and able to receive 
those in need, not merely incarcerate or expel them. Practically, this means bolding and 
emphatically resisting federal law. It means building on ICE-out-of-community efforts, 
and it means taking immediate, active steps toward offering sanctuary, offering love and 
welcome to people.”204

This approach also supports feminist environmental and ecological demands for political 
economy, including degrowth politics—downscaling resource and energy demands in 
our societies and ending the plundering of the environment and oppression of those 
providing “cheap labour,” including women. It also supports calls for a culture and practice 
of “promiscuous care”205—the proliferation of our circles of care beyond immediate kinship 
in expansive and nongendered ways.

Undoing the borders of our imaginations

If all of this sounds impossible or fanciful, keep in mind a few things.

The main limitations on how we “order” our societies and how we pursue “safety” and 
“security” are set by those who benefit the most from the systems within which we 
currently operate. This is not the majority of people in the world. It is undeniably skewed 
towards privileges for white people of a certain class living in Western states. When we 
think about “protecting our communities” from mass immigration, or when we think 
about what the purposes of our borders are, we need to keep this in mind. Who are we 
protecting ourselves from? Who are we harming in pursuing “security” through borders, in 
particular through the global system of militarised border regimes that exist today?

Are we protecting our social services of our “welfare states,” which already only benefit the 
few within our countries, that have not prevented mass inequality and poverty within the 

201 Gustav landauer, Revolution and Other Writings: A Political Reader (oakland: Pm Press, 2010), ed. Gabriel Kuhn.
202 harsha Walia, Undoing Border Imperialism (Chico: AK Press, 2013).
203 Ibid.
204 Washington, The Dispossessed.
205 the Care Collective, “CoVId-19 pandemic: A Crisis of Care,” Verso Books, march 26, 2020, https://www.versobooks.
com/blogs/4617-covid-19-pandemic-a-crisis-of-care. 
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countries utilising borders to keep “others” out? Or are we really protecting the systems 
that produced the inequality, poverty, conflict, and climate crisis in the first place?

In this moment of uprising against systemic racism, white supremacy, and police brutality 
in the United States, we must also ask ourselves how the racism we may reject within police 
forces and other institutions of state power manifest themselves in and through borders: 
through the agencies that enforce them, through the military equipment and training 
that guard them, through the biometric and surveillance technologies that monitor them, 
through the camps and detention centres that constrain and degrade human beings. These 
systems are connected. They are rooted in a presumption that some lives matter and others 
don’t. That some people count and others are expendable, disposable.

Ultimately, we need to wrap our heads around this political project of care, of peace, and 
of justice in a comprehensive way. Not just justice for this community or care for this state, 
but for everyone, everywhere, all of the time. This is what the abolition of borders can 
bring to us, metaphorically and literally.
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ESSAY 4

demobilising War

F OR the United States, war is more than something it engages in regularly. It is its 
key industry, its culture, its constant state of being. The pursuit by successive US 
governments of “full spectrum dominance”—the ability to monitor, control, and 

deploy weapons at a moment’s notice to anywhere on the planet—has ravaged our world. 
We are all forced to live with the implications of this constant of war, trying to survive 
under the threat of nuclear annihilation, drone strike, disappearance, detention; the threat 
of our cities being vaporised, incinerated, exploded; of bullets or bombs tearing apart 
everything and everyone we love.

War, like all the other structures of violence explored in this series of essays, is by no means 
exclusive to the United States. This piece, like the others, focuses on the US because of 
the ways in which its wars abroad and at home have shaped the world. Its acts of violence 
have shaped our world order, tarnishing and imprinting irreparably upon history and 
lives; spreading the culture, technologies, and techniques of killing, coercion, and control 
across the globe. US wars inspire the world toward violence, fear, and hate. The idea that 
“security” can be achieved by weaponising and militarising as many aspects of life as 
possible is perpetuated by US wars and its colossal levels of military spending. This has 
led, among other things, to horrifying levels of internal gun violence, police brutality, mass 
incarceration, and abuses at the border; has led to endless war, invasion, and occupation 
abroad; and has led countless allies and enemies alike to spend more on bombs and guns 
than on the well-being of people or preservation of our planet.

This essay does not engage with questions about whether or not armed conflict is ever 
justifiable, i.e. in terms of resistance or liberation, or within the context of “responsibility to 
protect”. It takes as a starting point the observation of Hannah Arendt that “[t]he practice 
of violence, like all action, changes the world, but the most probable change is to a more 
violent world.”206 From this perspective, this essay focuses on war as a structure and the 
material realities that come with the creation and maintenance of a state that is based on 
war—that relies on war at home and abroad to preserve the “law and order” that benefit its 
political and economic elite.

To this end, this essay explores the institutions that make war in all its aspects possible, 
and the ways in which these institutions derive power from and perpetuate patriarchy 
and racism. It also looks at the connections between the use of violence for control and 
coercion abroad and within the United States, and the structural fascism built into the 

206 hannah Arendt, On Violence, (New York City: harvest Books, 1970). 
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policies and practices of war. It highlights activism confronting war in all its aspects, with a 
view to defunding, dismantling, and abolishing these structures of violence.

War is a declaration of power through death; of violence over peace; conflict over 
cooperation. It has marred generations, begetting only war and more war. But it is possible 
to buck this trend, to break the cycle of violence, to divest from weapons and war-making 
and invest instead in people and the preservation of our planet. With all the converging 
crises beset upon us, from COVID-19 to climate change, we must look not just to 
solving or mitigating these emergencies, but to ending the crisis underlying them all: the 
dominance of war and the war mentality.

War everywhere

From before it was country, the United States has been at war. The settlers warred with 
the Indigenous nations and with the state of Mexico. Landowners warred against enslaved 
Africans. Since then, the political and economic elite of the United States have waged wars 
abroad—fighting wars of economic and political imperialism meant to secure resources 
and geopolitical influence; supporting coups and dictatorships that benefited US interests; 
training militaries and shipping weapons to conflict zones.

Currently the United States is “officially” involved to some degree in seven wars—in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Niger, Somalia, and Yemen—and it is unofficially involved in 
conflict in other countries. It launches strikes or conducts military training and exercises, 
stations weapons, and accompanies forces in conflict zones across Africa; has at least 800 
military bases around the world; participates in joint military exercises with various allies; 
and rotates special forces as “advisors” around the world. In fact, US special forces are 
deployed in up to 134 countries at any one time.207

Simultaneously, the US state and its apparatus has waged war at home—against women, 
against Black, brown, and Indigenous people, against Asian-Americans, against Muslims, 
against migrants and asylum seekers, and now, in an increasingly visible way, against 
anyone who demonstrates against state violence. The wars “at home” and “abroad” are 
increasingly entangled, in terms of tactics, weapons, and even, at times, troops.

War abroad → War at home → War abroad → War at home …

In the days since the US president first threatened to deploy the US military against 
protestors in US cities, which led to his actual deployment of CBP and ICE agents in 
Portland in early July 2020, many politicians, journalists, and citizens have expressed 
outrage about this situation as well as the levels of violence being perpetrated by police and 
other state agents.

207 timothy mcGrath, “the uS is now involved in 134 wars or none, depending on your definition of ‘war’,” The World, 
September 16, 2014, https://www.pri.org/stories/2014-09-16/us-now-involved-134-wars-or-none-depending-your-definition-
war. Also see Nick turse, “America’s Secret War in 134 Countries,” The Nation, January 16, 2014, https://www.thenation.com/
article/archive/americas-secret-war-134-countries/. 
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But despite their outrage, many commentators seemed indifferent to the fact that for 
decades, people in countries around the world have been experiencing US-sanctioned or 
US-influenced violence. Setting ICE and CBP agents loose on Portland to pull protestors 
off the streets into unmarked vehicles, for example, wreaks of the same playbook of “low-
intensity warfare, death squads, forced disappearances, and massacres” the US military has 
been exporting for many years.208

For many peace groups, the similarities have been clear. About Face, a group for antiwar 
veterans of the post-9/11 era, tweeted, “People are so stressed about some smashed 
windows. How much ‘private property damage’ would you estimate is caused by 7,423 
bombs? That’s how many the U.S. dropped on Afghans last year...”209 And Los Angeles 
Chargers football player Justin Jackson quipped, “Now that we’ve all come to the 
agreement that we don’t like an occupying force on our streets, can we normalize being 
against that for foreign people we don’t know in other countries?”210

While the outrage against police brutality in the United States is absolutely justified, some 
of the commentary has served to signal that the use of this type of violence abroad by 
the military is acceptable. As activist Zoé Samudzi notes, it is perverse that “there is this 
acceptance of this violence overseas whereas ‘Americans’ shouldn’t be subjected to that 
kind of violence—and I say Americans with caveats because there are so many people that 
are subjected to that violence.”211

Yet many of the reactions also appeared indifferent of the fact that many Black, Indigenous, 
and other people of colour in the United States consistently experience this kind of 
violence from the US government, too. Comments that US war has “come home” overlook 
the fact that it never left.

The tactics used by ICE and CBP in Portland have been used against migrant communities 
for two decades. There are similarities between tactics and weapons used by the military 
around the world and those used in US cities against people of colour, queer communities, 
and those whose poverty has been criminalised. As a case in point, the recent situation in 
Portland is reminiscent of the “small army” that occupied Ferguson, Missouri in the wake 
of Black Lives Matter protests over the police murder of Michael Brown in 2014.

“The war has always been home,” Indigenous author Nick Estes points out. “It has travelled 
abroad, but it never quite left our homelands.”212

208 Stuart Schrader, “trump has Brought America’s dirty Wars home,” New Republic, July 21, 2020, https://newrepublic.
com/article/158580/trump-portland-dirty-wars. 
209 About Face: Veterans Against the War, “People are so stressed…,” twitter post, June 8, 2020, 2:48 Am, https://twitter.
com/VetsAboutFace/status/1269883998463037440. 
210 Justin Jackson, “I know that a lot of people…,” twitter post, June 5, 2020, 1:42 Pm, https://twitter.com/J_manPrime21/
status/1268961287406366721. 
211 CodePINK, “Policing & militarism: Connecting the Struggles,” Youtube video, July 9, 2020, 44:31, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=-gVI3ywZ0J0. 
212 haymarket Books, “Indigenous resistance Against oil Pipelines during a Pandemic,” Youtube video, June 3, 2020, 
1:38:22, https://youtu.be/W5zp8S0nr8o. 
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The institutions of war

To oppose war, in this context, cannot just be to oppose this or that war, or to “bring 
the troops home” from Afghanistan or Iraq. It is not just about ending US material 
and political support for coups or dictatorships in Latin America or the Middle East or 
Southeast Asia, nor just about preventing the next war—with Iran, or China, or whomever 
else is manufactured as the next enemy. Given the embeddedness of war in the politics 
and economics of the United States, and the lived reality of violence experienced by many 
around the world and within the US, opposing war must be about opposing the institutions 
that make war possible, at home and abroad.

These institutions include the various branches of the military and the government 
agencies that “hunt, capture, or kill” the state’s perceived or constructed “enemies” from 
the deserts of Afghanistan to the streets of Portland; local police forces and agencies of 
the Department of Homeland Security, such as CBP and ICE; the weapon manufacturers 
that profit from blood spilled, mostly from people of colour; the private corporations and 
public entities running migrant detention centres and prisons; the policies and practices 
that criminalise Black, Indigenous, and other people of colour, that criminalise migrants 
and migration and put “border enforcement” above human lives, and that criminalise 
poverty; and the decisions by Congress and other decision-makers to invest in war instead 
of well-being, in weapons instead of healthcare, education, or housing.

These institutions, or rather those who established and operate and fund these institutions, 
choose to invest in violence rather than peace, in weapons rather than houses or hospitals 
or books. These choices have costs: humanitarian costs, environmental costs, and 
economic costs. These costs, in turn, set up the world we live within. Understanding the 
costs is necessary to challenge the institutions and their choices.

Humanitarian and environmental impacts of war

The cost of war can, and should, be measured in blood or bodies. The human cost of US 
wars has been unconscionable. Millions killed; millions more injured, tortured, disappeared; 
millions more displaced, driven from their homes made unlivable by raging conflict, 
environmental devastation, destruction of civilian infrastructure, or all of the above.

Since 11 September 2001, US-led wars in the Middle East and Asia have directly killed over 
800,000 people213; another 21 million have been displaced and hundreds of thousands have 
been detained and tortured.214 Millions were killed in the US wars in Viet Nam and Korea; 
hundreds of thousands killed, detained, or disappeared at the hands of US-trained soldiers 
and paramilitaries across Latin America. US drone strikes, special forces operations, and 
other extrajudicial, “unofficial” acts of war have killed thousands more.

213 Amanda macias, “America has spent $6.4 trillion on wars in the middle east and Asia since 2001, a new study says,” 
CNBC, November 20, 2019, https://www.cnbc.com/2019/11/20/us-spent-6point4-trillion-on-middle-east-wars-since-2001-
study.html. 
214 Watson Institute of International & Public Affairs at Brown university, “Costs of War: detention,” accessed September 
14, 2020, https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/costs/social/rights/detention. 
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These are just a few examples, and the numbers alone do not capture the horrors that these 
wars have inflicted upon human bodies and lives, or on the natural world. The following 
is an extremely brief overview of but a few of the humanitarian and environmental 
consequences of war and armed conflict.

Humanitarian impacts

War devastates. Whether fought with guns, bombs, or drones, armed conflict leads to 
death and destruction. Examining all of the humanitarian impacts of war is not possible 
for an article of this nature or length, but even a cursory look at impacts on human life and 
dignity provides a horrifying snapshot.

The use of everything from guns, cluster bombs, landmines, armed drones, depleted 
uranium weapons, and nuclear weapons have all had catastrophic impacts on human life 
and health. From loss of limbs to radiation poisoning, the direct impacts of these weapons 
as well as their remnants have caused intergenerational harm across the world.

Explosive violence can be particularly egregious. In many US-led or -supported wars, 
bombing and shelling of villages, towns, and cities has become increasingly commonplace. 
While the practice of firebombing or carpet-bombing cities seen in World War II or 
the so-called Vietnam War has waned, the use of explosive weapons in populated areas 
has continued. When mortars, rockets, artillery shells, aircraft bombs, and improvised 
explosive devices are used in towns and cities, civilians account for 90 per cent of the 
casualties.215 Reverberating effects, caused by damage to housing, places of work, health 
and sanitation facilities, and more, impact people’s access to food, water, housing, and 
healthcare long after the conflict has ended.216

Examples of these tragedies abound. Since a Saudi-led coalition, armed primarily by the 
United States and other Western governments, began bombing Yemen in March 2015, the 
country has spiralled into the world’s worst humanitarian crisis. The relentless bombing 
has destroyed homes, hospitals, school, markets, and other vital civilian infrastructure, 
displacing over 3.65 million people. More than ten million people face food shortages and 
millions of children are suffering from acute malnutrition.217 In Mosul, Iraq, where US-led 
forces mounted a military operation against Daesh in 2016–2017, thousands of civilians 
were killed and 1.8 million displaced. The western part of the city was largely destroyed, 
mostly because of US airstrikes, which increased from 400 a month at the beginning of the 
operation to about 800 a month towards the end.218

215 human rights Watch, “explosive Weapons devastating for Civilians,” February 6, 2020, https://www.hrw.org/
news/2020/02/06/explosive-weapons-devastating-civilians. 
216 Christina Wille, The Implications of Reverberating Effects of Explosive Weapons in Populated Areas for Implementing 
the Sustainable Development Goals (Geneva: uNIdr, 2016), https://www.unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/ewipa-and-the-
sdgs-en-651.pdf. 
217 UN News, “Waiting to declare famine ‘will be too late for Yemenis on brink of starvation’,” July 10, 2020, https://news.
un.org/en/story/2020/07/1068101. 
218 Women’s International league for Peace and Freedom, We Are Still Here: Mosulite Women 500 Days After the 
Conclusion of the Coalition Military Operation (Geneva: WIlPF, 2019), https://www.wilpf.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/
eNG_We-Are-Still-here_mosulite-Women.pdf. 
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In addition to the destruction of infrastructure, death, injury, and displacement, the 
psychological harm caused by armed conflict is devastating. High numbers of those who 
have experienced armed conflict, particularly the use of explosive weapons in populated 
areas, report anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder.219 Many children 
growing up in Gaza, Syria, Yemen, and other places where bombing of homes, schools, and 
hospitals are part of daily life have been experiencing extreme and chronic trauma from a 
young age—some their entire lives.

Environmental impacts

Likewise, war has a devastating and lasting impact on the environment.220 Direct 
environmental impacts of armed conflict can include damage to industrial sites, 
deforestation, toxic and hazardous war remnants, and the destruction of water, sanitation, 
and health infrastructure.221 Explosive weapons that destroy buildings can result in the 
fragmentation and projection into the air of toxic building materials. Certain weapons 
made with heavy metals can cause toxicity. The targeting of oil refineries, chemical 
facilities, or other industrial sites can cause toxic substances to leak into soil and water. 
Even guns have environmental and health impacts: residual lead from bullets can cause 
lead poisoning in those who have been shot and can contaminate soil and water.222

Arms production, testing, and storage can also lead to environmental destruction. The 
manufacturing of depleted uranium munitions, comprised of radioactive and chemically 
toxic heavy metals, has contaminated nearby communities.223 Uranium mining and 
milling for nuclear weapons have contaminated land and water around the world, from 
Canada to the Democratic Republic of the Congo.224 The thousands of atmospheric 
nuclear weapon tests conducted by a handful of states around the world—mostly on the 
lands of Indigenous nations within their own countries or abroad—have had grave and 
lasting environmental impacts.225 The US government exploded about a thousand nuclear 
weapons at the Nevada Test Site with predictable and preventable costs to people and 
the planet: radioactive soil, increased rates of cancers in the downwind areas, early death 
for uranium miners, and the destruction of sacred Native lands. Its nuclear tests on the 

219 dathan, Jennifer, Blast Injury: The Reverberating Health Consequences from the Use of Explosive Weapons (Action on 
Armed Violence: london, 2020). 
220 See Conflict and environment observatory at https://ceobs.org for more information. 
221 roos Boer and Wim Zwijnenburg, “exploring environmental harm from explosive weapons in populated areas,” 
PAX, may 28, 2020, https://blogs.paxvoorvrede.nl/2020/05/28/exploring-environmental-harm-from-explosive-weapons-in-
populated-areas/. 
222 See melissa Chan, “they Survived mass Shootings. Years later, the Bullets Are Still trying to Kill them,” time, may 31, 
2019, https://time.com/longform/gun-violence-survivors-lead-poisoning/ and Alex Yablon, “Gun ranges Produce thousands 
of tons of toxic Pollution every Year,” The Trace, April 17, 2016, https://www.thetrace.org/2016/04/gun-range-toxic-lead-
pollution/. 
223 Jimmy, “Case Study: depleted uranium Penetrator Production, Colonie NY, uSA,” toxic Remnants of War Network, 
April 29, 2015, https://www.trwn.org/weapons-manufacturing/. 
224 See david thorpe, “extracting a disaster,” The Guardian, december 5, 2008, https://www.theguardian.com/
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Marshall Islands and other Pacific countries were likewise based on white supremacy 
resulting in radioactive racism against Pacific Islanders.226

As a whole, through military operations, construction of bases, destruction of 
infrastructure, land, and water, and the production, use, testing, transportation, and storage 
of weapons, militarism is devastating to the environment. On top of this, the consumption 
of fossil fuels by militaries is astronomical. The US military is one of the world’s biggest 
polluters. It consumes more hydrocarbons than most countries; in fact, if it were a country, 
it would be the world’s 55th largest emitter of carbon dioxide.227 Since it began the “Global 
War on Terror” in 2001, it has produced at least 1.2 billion metric tonnes of greenhouse 
gas.228 The Intercept has highlighted the “grim irony” that the heavy US military footprint 
in the Middle East has largely been about preserving accession to the region’s oil—the 
industrial extraction of which has been one of the major drivers of global carbon dioxide 
emissions—whilst consuming enormous levels of fossil fuels itself. “In other words,” writes 
Murtaza Hussein, “we have been killing, dying, and polluting to ensure our access to the 
same toxic resource most responsible for our climate disruption.”229

Economics of war

In addition to these direct humanitarian and environmental costs of war, there is also the 
economic cost: the trillions of dollars that have been spent on violence over decades; the 
billions that are spent on violence every single year.

Military spending

In 2019, US military spending amounted to $732 billion.230 That’s $1,392,694 spent on 
militarism per minute during the year. This accounts for 38 per cent of the global total.231 It 
is more than the next ten largest military spenders combined—and it doesn’t even include 
the nearly $200 billion earmarked for veteran’s affairs. Yet the US military budget is on the 
rise: it spent 5.3 per cent more in 2019 than in 2018. As the Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute noted, “The increase in US spending in 2019 alone was equivalent to the 
entirety of Germany’s military expenditure for that year.”232

226 Nic maclellan, “Nuclear testing and racism in the Pacific Islands,” The Palgrave Handbook of Ethnicity (Singapore: 
Palgrave macmillan, 2018), pgs. 1-21. 
227 Neta C. Crawford, Pentagon Fuel Use, Climate Change, and the Costs of War (Providence: Watson Institute for 
International and Public Affairs, 2019). 
228 Crawford, Pentagon. 
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military-expenditure-sees-largest-annual-increase-decade-says-sipri-reaching-1917-billion. 
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Since 2001, the US government has spent about $6.4 trillion on war in the Middle East and 
Asia.233 The US maintains about 800 foreign military bases around the world, to the tune of 
$25 billion to $150 billion per year, depending on what is being included in the calculation. 
It spends billions on weapons research and development; on purchasing bullets and bombs 
from corporations; and, increasingly, on contracting out work to private military and 
security companies.

Nuclear weapon spending

Also, in case you forgot—the United States has nuclear weapons. The budget for nuclear 
bombs is held by the US Department of Energy rather than the Department of Defense. 
It currently has an arsenal of about 3800 nuclear warheads as well an extensive fleet of 
nuclear bombers, missiles, and submarines, and an extensive network of nuclear weapon 
production facilities across the country.234

The money going toward nuclear weapon maintenance and modernisation is also on the 
rise. In 2019, the US spent $41.4 billion on nuclear weapons235—which, by the way, is on its 
own larger than the total military spending in all but nine other countries. In 2021, the US 
government is planning to spend about $51.2 billion on nuclear weapons, which would be 
an almost 24 per cent increase.236

“Intelligence” spending

The US government also devotes billions to 16 “intelligence agencies,” many of which 
engage in war activities abroad or surveillance at home. In 2019, $21.5 billion went to 
agencies that are part of the Military Intelligence Program—which includes the intelligence 
arm of each of the armed forces branches, as well as Special Operations Command. 
Another $60.2 billion went to the National Intelligence Program, which includes the 
Central Intelligence Agency, Federal Bureau of Investigation, and others. Some agencies, 
such as the National Security Agency, are cross-appointed.237

This money doesn’t go through the Pentagon and isn’t calculated as being part of US 
military spending. It’s a black budget, and it grows every year.238 Many of the agencies 
receiving this money are infamous for their roles in spying on US citizens and the leaders 
of foreign countries, establishing and operating “black sites” where suspected “terrorists” 
are tortured and indefinitely detained, launching covert operations in countries with 
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234 hans m. Kristensen and matt Korda, “united States nuclear forces, 2020,” Bulletin of the Atomic Sciences 76, no. 1 
(2020), 46-60, accessed at https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00963402.2019.1701286?needAccess=true&.
235 Greg mello and trish Williams-mello, United States (New York: reaching Critical Will, 2020). Accessed at https://
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236 Ibid. 
237 Intelligence resource Program, “Intelligence Budget data,” accessed November 10, 2020, https://fas.org/irp/budget/. 
238 “the Black Budget,” The Washington Post, accessed November 10, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/
special/national/black-budget/. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00963402.2019.1701286?needAccess=true&
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Publications/modernization/us-2020.pdf
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Publications/modernization/us-2020.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/special/national/black-budget/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/special/national/black-budget/


72

demoBIlISING WAr

which the United States is not officially at war, and carrying out extrajudicial killing with 
armed drones.

“Homeland” spending

About $50 billion a year goes to the US Department of Homeland Security (DHS), 
which was created in 2003. Among other things, DHS houses the agencies that police the 
border—and, more recently, the streets of Portland. US Customs and Border Protection 
currently receives $18.2 billion and US Immigration and Customs Enforcement gets $8.8 
billion.239 Both are seeing their budgets and mandates rise, despite the well-documented 
accounts of horrific abuses committed by their officers.

Which brings us to the police. With many police forces taking up between 30–60 per cent 
of each US city’s budget, the United States as a whole spends about $100 billion annually 
on policing.240 Incidentally, the New York Police Department’s current budget of nearly $6 
billion—the largest in the United States—would make it the 33rd largest military spender 
on the planet.241

Meanwhile, the official budget for incarceration in the United States today is $81 billion.242 
But there are other hidden costs, leading the Prison Policy Initiative to calculate that the 
annual total cost of incarceration is about $182 billion.243

War profiteering and the merchants of death

Together, all of this means that the United States spent somewhere around $1.4 trillion 
on war in all its aspects last year. War is, simply put, big business. And that means certain 
people are profiting from it.

Private military and security companies (PMSCs) are making a (financial and literal) 
killing from war. In 2019, there were 53,000 US contractors operating in the Middle East, 
compared to 35,000 US soldiers. A recent study by Brown University shows that much of 
the growth in US military budgets since 2001 is due to payments to military contractors.244 
Some contractors are infamous for their commission of human rights abuses, from 
DynCorp in Bosnia to Blackwater in Iraq. Others handle laundry, food services, 

239 executive office of the President of the united States, “Border Security: 2020 Budget Fact Sheet,” accessed 
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Watson Institute for International & Public Affairs, 2020).
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transportation, and construction, employing foreign nationals and paying them less than 
US employees.245

But an even bigger piece of the war industry is the weapon manufacturers.

105 years ago, WILPF’s founders saw that those who made weapons were at the heart of 
a grave, deeply gendered racket, in which myths such as “security through violence” and 
“peace through war” are peddled in order to justify ever-increasing extravagant military 
budgets and profits. In the midst of World War One, WILPF found “in the private profits 
accruing from the great armament factories a powerful hindrance to the abolition of 
war.”246 Writing years later during World War Two, British activists Fenner Brockway 
and Frederic Mullally similarly warned that the interests of the military-industrial 
complex cannot “coincide with the interest of the nation and the world, which is security.” 
Investment in weapons and war “must of necessity continue just so long as the interest of 
profit is allowed to run counter to the best interests of the community at large.”247

Today, the production of war remains big business. The major top five US weapon 
manufacturers—Boeing, Lockheed Martin, General Dynamics, Northrop Grumman, 
and Raytheon each made between $21 and $48 billion in revenue in 2018.248 Their 
executives and board members receive millions of dollars a year, at taxpayers’ expense. 
US corporations also continue to dominate the international arms market, accounting for 
36 per cent of global arms exports of the past five years.249 During this period, the United 
States sold weapons to at least 96 countries, far more than any other supplier.250 As of this 
writing in mid-2020, it has so far made at least $52 billion in sales.251

Even in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, the military-industrial complex has done 
well for itself. In many countries, arms producers were deemed essential services at the 
onset of the crisis. Boeing, a major US military contractor, successfully pushed for billions 
in aid to the arms industry in the $2 trillion US stimulus bill. Despite risks to workers 
and despite the urgent need for medical equipment and protective gear, war profiteers 
continued to pump out bombs and bullets. Some gun manufacturers in the United States 
had to pause production because of state-issued orders, but others continued to operate 
unabated. US officials in charge of military acquisition even announced plans to accelerate 
contract awards during the COVID-19 crisis in order to protect the profit margins of 
weapons companies.
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249 Pieter d. Wezeman et. al., “trends in International Arms transfers, 2019,” Stockholm International Peace research 
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Meanwhile, despite the UN Secretary-General’s appeal for a global ceasefire during the 
pandemic, the international arms trade also continued. Some countries even used the 
chaos of the moment to conduct controversial arms sales that would otherwise face public 
opposition, in a classic demonstration of disaster capitalism.

The profits to be made from the destruction of countries where war is fought is a key 
part of war profiteering. In her book The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism, 
Naomi Klein documents how neoliberal ideologues work with big corporations and other 
segments of the capitalist elite to use moments of crisis to ram through political and 
economic changes that benefit their accumulation of capital. In the midst and aftermath 
of war, often working hand in hand with so-called peace facilitators, they encourage legal 
reforms to enable privatisation of national industries, “flexibilisation” of labour laws, and 
other structural reforms that will allow them easy access to markets and cheap labour. They 
also “rebuild” destroyed infrastructure in ways that suit the interests of capital and private 
profit at the expense of those who lived there before the conflict.252

Social destruction

All of the billions of dollars that go towards war, violence, and “security” ultimately 
go to the pockets of those who benefit from the destruction and chaos, at the expense 
of everything and everyone else. The war machine sucks up public funds, leaving 
mere breadcrumbs and table scraps for social safety nets, education and housing, and 
environmental preservation.

While military spending, the intelligence “black budgets,” and Homeland Security 
investments continue to rise, all other US budget lines are being cut. The US government’s 
budget for 2020 saw a 31 per cent cut to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), a 
16 per cent cut for housing, and 12 per cent cuts to each of health and education, among 
others.253 Its budget request for 2021 is further cutting these departments, proposing, for 
example, another 26 per cent cut from the EPA. The request cuts Medicare by about $500 
billion, Medicaid by nearly $1 trillion. It also seeks to cut $182 billion from the food stamp 
programme and $2.5 billion from the nutrition programme.254

In 2019, the Pentagon spent $55.9 billion on weapon research and development.255 This 
included research and design of high-tech armaments such as autonomous and artificial 
intelligence weapon systems, drone swarms, and hypersonic missiles capable of reaching 
anywhere in the world at five times the speed of sound. Scientific American compares this 
amount of money to spending on research on health ($38.9 billion), energy ($4.4 billion), 
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and the environment ($2.8 billion).256 “For the majority of the past two decades, the U.S. 
government has equated Americans’ national security with military supremacy,” write 
political scientists Neta Crawford and Catherine Lutz, co-directors of the Costs of War 
project. “Instead of investing in programs and supplies that would have saved thousands of 
lives, our leaders were investing trillions in new weapons and continuing old wars.”257

War poverty

The investments in weapons and war have not just spent trillions on death and violence, 
but have actively plundered from the institutions, programmes, and mechanisms designed 
to save lives, protect the environment, and provide for human well-being. This has resulted 
in catastrophic levels of hunger, houselessness, and poverty within the United States and 
around the world.

In 2019, about 12 per cent of the US population—around 43.5 million people—lived 
below the poverty line.258 This number is expected to increase dramatically due to the 
extraordinary rates of job loss as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.

When it comes to jobs, the military industry portrays itself as a great employer, from 
soldiering to weapons manufacturing to base building—even though as veterans and 
economists have pointed out, this is not the case. In fact, federal spending on healthcare, 
education, clean energy, and infrastructure creates more jobs than military spending by 
21–28 per cent.259 Investments in elementary and secondary education create nearly three 
times as many jobs as military spending.

Yet military investments continue to be prioritised, lining the pockets of the privileged 
and producing more weapons and more war for the entire world. The result is not just 
unemployment, but a culture that invests in militarism while its population staggers under 
the crushing weight of economic crisis.

After his official visit to the United States in 2017, UN special rapporteur on extreme 
poverty and human rights Philip Alston noted that the concept of “American 
exceptionalism” was a steady theme in his conversations, while in reality, “[t]oday’s United 
States has proved itself to be exceptional in far more problematic ways that are shockingly 
at odds with its immense wealth and its founding commitment to human rights.  As a 
result, contrasts between private wealth and public squalor abound.”260
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Alston found levels of inequality, incarceration, and houselessness disproportionate to 
the country’s wealth. Compared to other wealthy countries, the US has fewer doctors and 
hospital beds, less access to water and sanitation, higher rates of disease and infections, and 
much lower economic mobility. His report also described how poverty in the United States 
is racialised and gendered, with Indigenous communities, people of colour, and women 
facing the brunt of poverty’s impacts, and how economic hardship is criminalised as a 
deliberate effort to conceal the problem. “At the end of the day,” Alston wrote, “particularly 
in a rich country like the USA, the persistence of extreme poverty is a political choice 
made by those in power.”261

It is also a choice that results in extreme poverty abroad. The armed conflict that the 
United States perpetuates or facilitates abroad has spun the economies of countries and 
entire regions into disastrous disarray. In Iraq, for example, one in five people live in 
poverty and one in four youth are unemployed.262 In Afghanistan, about 55 per cent of the 
population lives below the poverty line and food insecurity is on the rise.263 These are just a 
few examples.

Rising militarism, rising violence

US militarism doesn’t just affect the countries it bombs. It also impacts the spending 
choices of its allies and its perceived “enemies”. In 2019, China increased its military 
spending by 5.1 per cent; India by 6.8 per cent; Germany by 10 per cent.264 The US 
government’s badgering of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) to pay more is 
leading to increased military investments among members.

Another factor leading to rising military expenditure in Europe is the increasing 
militarisation of borders, also encouraged by the United States. As noted in another essay 
in this series (see Chapter “Deconstructing Borders”), the European Union (EU), which 
has already spent billions on “border security,” plans to spend another $38.4 billion over 
the next six years.265 Frontex, the EU’s border and coastguard agency, “is turning into a 
€10bn super-agency” with a 10,000-person standing corps.266 Recently, the EU signed a 
contract for a massive biometric database, while police forces across the EU are looking to 
establish a facial recognition database network. Thales, Airbus, and Leonardo are among 
the companies benefitting most from militarised “border security” spending in Europe.

All of this has resulted in social destruction of migrant and immigrant lives. Violence 
against refugees, asylum seekers, and migrants is as extreme in Europe as it is in the 
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United States. Along the Balkan Route in Europe, for example, there is rampant violence 
by border guards, police, and private security, and terrible conditions at camps run by the 
UN International Organization for Migration and funded by the EU. The militarisation of 
borders, through investments in weapons, surveillance apparatus, and military personnel, 
is steadily reinforcing a fortress against those who are fleeing war and violence—much of it 
caused or facilitated by the very governments now denying these populations entry.

The militarism of “development assistance” and “international economic 
cooperation”

Meanwhile, countries grappling with “development” agendas in order to ostensibly 
improve living conditions for people face increasing militarism there, too. Bilateral 
and multilateral development assistance, as well as the role of international financial 
institutions (IFIs), often incentivises or directly contributes to increases in military 
spending. The US government stipulates that recipients of its “foreign aid” must use part of 
the funds to purchase military equipment or invest in training. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
for example, some of the funding made available by the EU for the country’s response to 
the increase in migration flows has gone into purchasing surveillance and other equipment 
for the police forces.

Indirectly, conditionalities attached to IFI loans and grants that require, among other 
things, privatisation of public works, weakening of labour laws, and cuts in social 
spending, lead to increasing inequality and poverty. This often prompts governments to 
spend more on militarism, including by equipping police forces with army-grade weapons 
to protect private interests and resist opposition.

Disappearance and destruction

All of this investment into militarism instead of social well-being results in more violence 
and more harm. The investment in war does not bring security. Weapons do not prevent 
or deter conflict. Police do not deter “crime”. Prisons do not disappear problems. Instead, 
these structures of violence disappear human beings.

“The practice of disappearing vast numbers of people from poor, immigrant, and racially 
marginalized communities has literally become big business” in the United States, wrote 
Angela Davis in 1998 in relation to the prison-industrial complex.267 This practice of 
disappearing people, whether at home through policing and prisons or abroad through 
war and occupation, amounts to what Davis describes as social destruction. The structures 
of violence devour social wealth, decimating the public sector and breeding even more 
violence and harm.

As much as some US citizens might like to believe that the US war machine is there to 
“protect them,” the reality is that the war machine protects no one but those directly 

267 Angela davis, “masked racism: reflections on the Prison Industrial Complex,” history is a Weapon, accessed 
November 19, 2020, https://www.historyisaweapon.com/defcon1/davisprison.html. 
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profiting from it. It turns public funds into private prosperity; it profits from social 
destruction. And that social destruction feeds both wars and prisons with bodies, 
particularly those of Black and brown people. It creates more targets for drone strikes 
abroad, more targets for incarceration at home.

The economic investments that the wars abroad help to protect for the capitalist elite—the 
extraction of oil, gas, minerals; the ability to build McDonalds in Baghdad or pay workers 
in Bangladesh $1 per day to sew clothing sold for $100 per item in the United States—all 
ensure poverty and violence abroad as well as the bleeding of jobs from the United States, 
leading to increasing unemployment, precarity, and poverty at home, and the continued 
dominance of the capitalist class.

Structural violence

All of this—mass incarceration, war and occupations, arms exports to conflict zones, social 
and economic devastation of so many people—requires a process of dehumanisation and 
“othering”. It requires the idea that some human beings are worth less, that, by the nature 
of the colour of their skin, their sex, gender, or sexuality, their dis/ability or religion or 
place of birth, they are inherently more dangerous, less deserving of care and love and 
protection.

Power relations, as Michel Foucault explains, are embedded in processes of categorisation 
and differentiation.268 These processes produce hegemonic norms and hierarchies between 
identities, categorising people based on sex, gender, sexual orientation, race, class, ability, 
religion, and any other “marker of difference” between people. This categorisation and 
hierarchisation among people enables—and even requires—violence against certain groups 
in order to maintain the established “order”.

Patriarchy and racism are two such systems of ordering that simultaneously demand and 
reinforce power relations.

Structural patriarchy

Patriarchy celebrates a certain form of masculinity, namely a “particular idealized image 
of masculinity in relation to which images of femininity and other masculinities are 
marginalized and subordinated.”269 In most cultures today, this “hegemonic masculinity” 
is represented by a heterosexual cisgender man who makes claims to being independent, 
risk-taking, aggressive, rational, physically tough, courageous, and unemotional.

The military plays a primary role in shaping images of masculinity in the larger society, 
to the point where “the dominant adult male role model could largely be the product 

268 michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Pantheon Books, 1977), transl. by Alan 
Sheridan. 
269 Frank J. Barrett, “the organizational Construction of hegemonic masculinity: the Case of the uS Navy,” Gender, Work 
& Organization 3, no. 3 (1996): 129-142. 
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of the military.”270 Primacy in the military was, and still is, awarded to “toughness, 
skilled use of violence, presumption of an enemy, male camaraderie, submerging one’s 
emotions, and discipline (being disciplined and demanding it of others),” writes feminist 
scholar Cynthia Enloe.271

The shaping of this dominant expression of masculinity requires the gender binary to 
thrive: the idea of a masculine “warrior hero,” the infusion of honour into violence, needs 
to be positioned or contrasted with an opposite—with women needing and wanting 
protection. It requires a complicit “other”—women—and no option for alternative realities: 
of gender non-conforming, non-binary, genderqueer, or trans people; or of cisgender men 
and women refusing to buy into the prescribed gender roles and norms.

The culture of violence inherent to the binary norm of militarised masculinity and 
protected femininity also has implications for weapons culture and possession. Weapons—
from small arms to nuclear bombs—are seen from this perspective as being essential 
to power. Whether the concern is having the biggest stockpile or the most high-tech 
capabilities, weapon possession and proliferation are treated as indicative of status: of being 
ready to “defend,” of being able to oppress and control.

Militarised masculinities, and the preference for weaponised violence over dialogue 
and cooperation, are embedded within institutions of violence like the military, and 
also perpetuate that culture beyond these institutions. From police to prison guards to 
border patrol agents, those trained in the tradition of militarised masculinities reproduce 
the processes of differentiating and “othering” that reinforces the ideal of gendered and 
racialised hierarchies.

Turning people into warfighters or border guards requires breaking down their sense of 
ethics and morals and building up a violent masculinity that is lacking in empathy and 
glorifies strength as violence and physical domination over others portrayed as weaker. 
Hierarchy is fundamental to this training. Teaching human beings to kill, incarcerate, or 
repress other human beings “requires dehumanizing others by promoting the belief that 
another human is somehow a ‘lesser’ creature,” Cynthia Enloe explains. “One of the central 
forms of dehumanization promoted by military training and the culture of daily life in the 
military has been the supposed inferiority of women—that women are less than men.”272

These norms and power dynamics are what lead to a culture of sexual violence and 
to impunity for perpetrators. Violence toward and degradation of women, or others 
considered to not fit with dominant gender norms, are part of the military’s purposeful 
development of violent masculinities. One immediate consequence of this culture 
is that women in the military are often subject to sexual assault and that LGBTQ+ 
servicemembers experience discrimination, threats and intimidation, sexual harassment, 
and physical and sexual assault, even after the repeal of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell”—the policy 
that barred asking military personnel whether they were LGBTQ+, but prohibited “openly 

270 William Arkin, “military Socialization and masculinity,” Journal of Social Issues 34, no.1 (2010): 151-168. 
271 Cynthia enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases (Berkeley: university of California Press, 2014).
272 Cynthia enloe, “Beyond ‘rambo’: women and the varieties of militarized masculinity” in Women and the Military 
System (Brighton: Wheatsheaf, 1988). 
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gay” personnel. Migrants are also subjected to gender-based violence and sexual assault, by 
traffickers, “coyotes,” and US border officials alike.

Structural racism

The process of othering and dehumanisation is not just gendered. As explored in other 
pieces in this series on US police, prisons, and borders, white supremacy manifests in 
structural racism that targets Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Arab, and other communities for 
violence, oppression, and exclusion. From the origins of policing to mass incarceration 
and migrant detention to criminalisation of queer, poor, and people of colour, racism is 
endemic to institutions of the US war at home.

As it is with US war abroad. The US government used nuclear weapons against two 
Japanese cities and tested its bombs on Indigenous nations at home and Pacific Islanders 
abroad. US military bases from Japan to Djibouti have resulted in extensive sexual and 
gender-based violence against local populations, including by establishing and entrenching 
racialised structures of forced prostitution and trafficking. The US military’s use of 
napalm in Viet Nam, depleted uranium in Iraq, cluster bombs in Laos, drone strikes in 
Afghanistan, as well as all of the bullets and bombs it has deployed across the world, have 
left a long trail of lasting, grave, and incredibly discriminatory suffering and environmental 
degradation that will scar the planet in perpetuity.

War at home and abroad both require the generation of fear of “the other”—fear of 
categories of people based on race, religion, immigration status, or another marker. Racist 
fearmongering is necessary to normalise violence against people, to foment support for 
military action or immigration raids or police crackdowns. “Once a people become a 
‘calamity,’” notes Ta-Nehisi Coates, “all means of dealing with them are acceptable.”273

Structural fascism

The fates of these “calamities” at home and abroad are intimately linked. Violence against 
people in other countries helps embolden discriminatory violence and human rights 
violations of non-US citizens at home. The US Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 
agencies responsible for abuses at migrant detention centres, for example—including 
Customs and Border Protection and Immigration and Customs Enforcement—have not 
just been allowed, but encouraged, to oppress and even kill.

The DHS was created in the wake of 9/11—though plans for it were drawn up earlier. As a 
whole, DHS comprises “the largest law-enforcement body in the country, with the biggest 
budget and the fewest mechanisms of public oversight and accountability.”274 This has 
led to unconstitutional raids, in-custody deaths, and widespread abuse. In a 2018 article 

273 ta-Nehisi Coates, “ta-Nehisi Coates on Vanity Fair’s September Issue, the Great Fire,” Vanity Fair, August 24, 2020, 
https://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2020/08/ta-nehisi-coates-editor-letter. 
274 Jonathan Blitzer, “Is It time to defund the department of homeland Security?” The New Yorker, July 24, 2020, https://
www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/is-it-time-to-defund-the-department-of-homeland-security. 
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for The Intercept, journalist John Washington describes the culture of abuse inherent to 
these agencies through accounts of whistleblowers and those who have suffered their 
wrath.275 In addition to humiliating, degrading, and enacting violence upon the bodies of 
migrants directly, these officials also have a habit of destroying any life-saving mechanisms 
deployed by humanitarian activists. Documentarians embedded with ICE even found that 
the agency “evaluated the success of its border policies based not only on the number of 
migrants apprehended, but on the number who died while crossing.”276

The agencies of the DHS have always been used to exert fascist power—the Department 
has been a “Trojan Horse for state-sponsored violence since the day it was written into 
existence,” argues journalist Elie Mystal. “It’s just that, up until now, brown people have 
borne the brunt of the violence.”277 Under the current government, these agencies are now 
being weaponised against everyone. But the potential for abuse at the scale we have seen 
so far in 2020 was there from the beginning, “baked into these federal agencies and the 
systems that allow them to operate with impunity,” notes journalist Tina Vasquez.278

Not surprisingly, the DHS has also targeted activists working to protect human rights. A 
2019 report from Amnesty International documented how DHS engaged in a sweeping, 
multi-year campaign targeting human rights defenders, attorneys, and journalists 
working on the border. In early August 2020, US Border Patrol raided No More Deaths’ 
humanitarian aid station, detaining over thirty people who were receiving medical care, 
food, water, and shelter from the scorching heat.

Resistance, like communities of colour, is increasingly being criminalised: resistance to 
US occupation and invasion abroad; resistance to white supremacy and institutionalised 
violence at home. From Water Protectors to the Movement for Black Lives to Abolish 
ICE and Free Them All campaigners, those opposing state power have been monitored, 
surveilled, shot at, and now, disappeared into unmarked vans by unidentified “law 
enforcement officers”.

The increasingly visible violence against protestors, activists, and journalists feels like 
a warning, perhaps even a foreshadowing of things to come. It is not difficult for one’s 
mind to wander to the US “black sites” and military bases used as detention centres 
around the world, where those who challenge US violence are disappeared, detained, 
tortured, murdered.

275 John Washington, “‘Kick Ass, Ask Questions later’: A Border Patrol Whistleblower Speaks out About Culture of Abuse 
Against migrants,” The Intercept, September 20, 2018, https://theintercept.com/2018/09/20/border-patrol-agent-immigrant-
abuse/. 
276 Caitlin dickerson, “A rare look Inside trump’s Immigration Crackdown draws legal threats,” The New York Times, 
July 23, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/23/us/trump-immigration-nation-netflix.html. 
277 elie mystal, “trump’s Secret Police have Never Been a Secret to Brown People,” The Nation, July 27, 2020, https://
www.thenation.com/article/activism/portland-dhs-abolish/. 
278 tina Vaquez, “Yes, I’m deeply alarmed…,” twitter post, July 26, 2020, https://twitter.com/thetinaVasquez/
status/1287403413555290124. 
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The local and the global of racialised war

Indeed, the policies and practices of criminalising, surveilling, incarcerating, and, in many 
instances, killing people based on the colour of their skin, religion, or sexual orientation 
are similar to those applied in US wars abroad. There are also direct connections between 
the wars “at home” and “abroad,” making many military and police actions inseparable. 
The “war on drugs,” the “war on migration,” and the “war on terror” each have domestic 
and international aspects.

Military interventions in Latin America to ostensibly “stop the supply of cocaine” (or, 
in some cases, facilitate it) are directly related to the policing and incarceration of 
communities of colour for drug-related offences in the United States. The Global War on 
Terror meant to bring hellfire to the Middle East also brings brutality to the United States’ 
Arab and Muslim populations—and many others whose skin colour is such that they get 
caught up in the backlash. As for the war on migration: US wars and sales of weapons, 
the US military’s disproportionate contributions to climate chaos, and the US neoliberal 
economic agenda violently imposed abroad have all contributed to unprecedented 
levels of displacement around the world. And if those migrants attempt to reach US 
shores, surviving deserts, jungles, sexual violence, and kidnapping, they are most likely 
imprisoned, degraded, and deported by the US government.

Predators, the panopticon, and the processing of human 
beings

All of this violence is about more than creating carnage and chaos from which its corporate 
investors and political backers profit. It is also about control. Through its investments in 
the culture and materiel of militarism, the US government has been actively building what 
Ian G. R. Shaw describes as a “Predator Empire”—a state that unabashedly pursues “full 
spectrum dominance” over the entire world through war making, economic coercion, and 
persistent surveillance.279

The patriarchal propensity for total control of others, especially those it deems inferior, is 
brilliantly manifested in the concept of full spectrum dominance. Patriarchy and racism 
underwrite the mainstream US conception of “national security,” which is executed 
through transnational monitoring, policing, incarceration, sanction, and execution, 
asserting its authority regardless of geography or legality.

In this way, the United States—and other governments of military and economic power—
are creating a world in which the majority of people are being seen and treated as objects 
to be categorised, controlled, confined, and, when deemed necessary, killed as disposable 
objects that are in the way of the profit-making of the elite, wealthy few. As this world 
further develops, more and more people will be pushed into this category of “surplus 
population,” marked for incarceration or death.

279 Ian G.r. Shaw, Predator Empire (minneapolis: university of minnesota Press, 2016).



83

demoBIlISING WAr

Objectifying and processing the “surplus population”

This processing of people doesn’t just segregate and hierarchise people, it also suggests 
that some people inherently pose a “threat” to state security because of their race, location, 
or other identifying factor. As activist Harsha Walia writes, “The social control and 
criminalization that delineates the carceral network and disappears undesirables is the 
frequently invisible yet entrenched racist colonial belief that incarceration is a legitimate 
response to communities that are constructed and characterized innately as being illegals, 
deviants, criminals, terrorists, or threats.”280

Marking certain populations as threats simply because they exhibit certain characteristics 
or behaviours, or on the basis of sex, race, or other factors, has implications for the 
normalisation and abstraction of violence beyond that to which our world is already 
subjected. As scholar Thomas Gregory explains, this kind of violence completely ignores 
the people that are harmed—both their bodies and their embodied experiences.281

This concept of “inherent criminality”—that risk resides within people—is problematic 
and damaging. Criminality, risk, or threat is not a state of being. Categorising people 
as such is done by the most privileged in our societies, by those who have something 
to lose materially from equality and peace. Yet it is used as a justification for both mass 
incarceration and extrajudicial killing. It has led the US military to develop policies and 
practices for “hunting” individual people designated “terrorists,” with the entire globe as 
its hunting ground. Shaw describes how many domestic policing strategies are used by 
the United States in what has become “preemptive planetary policing,” through which 
individuals are targeted on the basis of what they could potentially become. In this way, 
the US state seeks to “protect” or “immunise” itself “against not only actualized forms of 
danger, then, but also potential threats, those patterns of life that may become threats in 
the future.”282

Weaponising against “inherent criminality”

Through this process, state-sanctioned violence becomes infused with moral language. 
Think of the language used by nuclear-armed states or within mainstream “national 
security” discourses, which bear the mark of moral righteousness when it comes to 
justifying violence, militarism, and weaponisation to “protect the homeland” or ensure 
“strategic stability”. As Elke Schwarz describes, this is about establishing a notion of 
“productive violence”—of violence that is “necessary” to secure life or liberty.283

This framing of acts of political violence as “necessary technical acts” for security and 
survival perpetuates and normalises the idea that security must be achieved through 
violence, and that this violence is facilitated best by weapons that are, as Schwarz describes, 

280 harsha Walia, Undoing Border Imperialism (Chico: AK Press, 2013). 
281 thomas Gregory, “drones, targeted Killings, and the limitations of International law,” International Political Sociology 
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283 elke Schwarz, Death Machines (manchester: manchester university Press, 2018). 
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“rendered as inherently ethical.”284 In reality, intersectional oppressions of people are 
amplified by the weaponisation of technologies that are designed to process people as 
objects, to categorise and compartmentalise human beings and mark them for surveillance, 
incarceration, or death.

The technologies deployed by this system include weapons and apparatus used by police, 
border patrols, and the military, as well as the equipment needed to cage and incarcerate. 
They also include the rising “panopticon” provided by technologies of surveillance, 
biometrics, facial recognition, predictive policing, precrime reporting, and drones. 
Doorbell cameras, video surveillance systems, and crime-reporting platforms “are playing 
a role in people of color being reported as ‘suspicious’ while they are simply going about 
their daily lives.”285 The algorithms used in facial recognition software have consistently 
been shown to be racist, resulting in much higher rates of false positives for Black, Asian, 
and Indigenous faces than for whites.

As organisers against carceral technologies explain, arguments about being able to 
“de-bias” such technologies are flawed. “Carceral technologies are racist because the 
institutions that develop and use them are intended to manage populations in a country 
that has a white supremacist inheritance,” notes Sarah T. Hamid. “These technologies are 
not incidentally racist. They are racist because they're doing the work of policing—which, 
in this country, is a racist job.”286 Similarly, the use of these technologies in war abroad is 
inherently racist. Algorithms have been used in Iraq and Afghanistan to “predict enemies,” 
for example, and much of the “counterinsurgency” work is based on assumptions about the 
“inherent risk” of certain categories of people.

There are also connections between the military and police’s use of drones for surveillance. 
The expanding use of surveillance planes and drones over US cities during Black Lives 
Matter protests also show another tactic for police to monitor and enact violence against 
anyone they consider a threat. The city of Baltimore has approved the use of surveillance 
planes to conduct persistent monitoring of the city under the guise of aiding investigations 
of “violent crimes,” while the LA County Sheriff ’s Department has tested an airplane-
mounted surveillance kit to monitor the entire city of Compton, with equipment similar to 
the US military’s Gorgon Stare technology.

The introduction of “predictive policing” also has grave implications for criminalised 
communities. The technology relies on data sets of past “crime” to determine where and 
when future crime will occur. Police are given maps of neighbourhoods to patrol in order 
to deter or stumble upon criminal acts. As Jackie Wang argues, “Even when it does not use 
race to make predictions,” predictive policing technologies “can facilitate racial profiling by 
calculating proxies for race, such as neighbourhood and location.” This type of technology 
does not benignly “interpret data,” it actively constructs reality. It constructs the future 
“through the present management of subjects categorized as threats or risks.”287

284 Ibid. 
285 Naomi Ishisaka, “Is Surveillance tech Widening America’s radical divide?” The Seattle Times, october 28, 2019, 
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287 Jackie Wang, Carceral Capitalism (los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2018).
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Already, many of these techniques of control, coercion, and killing that process human 
beings as objects are used in wars abroad. For example, the policies and practices of 
“signature strikes” used in armed drone operations determine “threats” from various 
signifiers and patterns. People are attacked on the basis of observed characteristics with 
no substantial intelligence regarding actual identity or affiliations. In this way, “packages 
of information … become icons for killable bodies on the basis of behavior analysis and a 
logic of preemption.”288

This practice resembles racial profiling by US police forces, as activists have noted. “Much 
like the Obama administration’s policy of signature strikes—lethal drone attacks on young 
men who might be terrorists or may one day commit acts of terrorism—the presumption 
of guilt based on racial profiling is an essential component of broken windows policing,” 
writes Robin D. G. Kelley.289 The concept of “inherent criminality” and the idea that risk 
resides within people is as necessary to predictive policing at home as it is to signature 
strikes abroad.

Right now, many of the weapons of the predator empire are mostly used at home; some 
mostly abroad. But their development and use are increasingly entangled. Many military 
weapons and equipment end up in US police forces, transferred through a federal 
programme. Some technologies designed for use at the US-Mexico border come from 
Israel, where they have been tested against Palestinians. And some technologies deployed 
at the border are now being used by police forces in US cities, including drones.

Automating violence

We can also imagine, in a not-too-distant future, that if we fail to prevent the development 
of autonomous weapon systems, they too will be deployed in battlefields abroad and at 
home. Such weapons are already in the research and development stage in several countries. 
Unlike armed drones, which are piloted remotely, a fully autonomous weapon would be 
programmed so that once it is deployed, it operates on its own. It would be able to select and 
fire upon targets all on its own, based upon its algorithms and data analysis programming.

An autonomous weapon, using sensors to determine and engage targets without human 
analysis or control, goes further in the dehumanisation of human beings than any previous 
weapon technology. Operating without meaningful human control, such weapons will rely 
on “target profiles” to establish “the set of conditions under which such a system will apply 
force.”290 A target profile could include infrared emissions, shape, or biometric information. 
It will actively reduce human beings to objects—into ones and zeroes—marked by 
sensors and software for death or detainment on the basis of their sex, race, age, or other 
physiological or sociological characteristics.

288 lauren Wilcox, “embodying algorithmic war: Gender, race, and the posthuman in drone warfare,” Security Dialogue 48, 
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International discussions on these weapons have predominantly focused on the challenges 
they will pose in international armed conflict. But, especially in countries that have a 
military-to-police pipeline for equipment like the United States, such weapons are likely to 
also be deployed in domestic policing situations. As ethicist Peter Asaro notes, “it would be 
easy to intentionally design a robocop to be racist, and quite difficult to design one that is 
not, given the existing standards, norms, and policing strategies.”291

Autonomous weapons thus pose a particularly egregious threat to human rights, justice, and 
peace. Marking certain populations as threats and enabling technology to kill them without 
any human intervention, simply because they exhibit characteristics or behaviour deemed 
by algorithms to be suspicious or to fit a target profile, has implications for the normalisation 
and abstraction of violence beyond that to which our world is already subjected.

This is the path that we are upon, unless we take action to change it.

Abolishing the war machine

The breadth of the project of full spectrum dominance, the deep entanglement of 
war apparatus across so many US agencies and corporations, and the growth of war 
profiteering through new, more advanced technologies of violence, requires that 
opposition to war be more encompassing and inclusive than ever before. As we confront 
rising authoritarianism across the United States, we must recognise its roots in wars, 
occupations, and coups abroad, as well as in the carceral and anti-immigration policies and 
practices at home.

“The purpose of abolition is to expose and defeat all the relationships and policies that 
make the United States the world’s top cop, war monger, and jailer,” writes Ruth Wilson 
Gilmore.292 This means that work to disarm, demilitarise, defund, disband, and demolish 
cannot focus exclusively on the police, or the military, or ICE, but on all of these systems 
and structures. Or rather, that while we critique and oppose each of these institutions, 
it should be part of the bigger project of dismantling the foundations of them all, being 
attuned to their connections through budgets, weapons, tactics, training, and personnel; 
and centring opposition to each within the broader critique of racism, patriarchy, fascism, 
capitalism, and militarism that these institutions require in order to survive and thrive.

Being aware of the relationships among all of the various structures of violence that 
lead to oppression of particular groups allows us to understand how most of the world’s 
population is oppressed by the system of war. It also enables us to mount more effective 
campaigns against each of the individual institutions and the collective war machine.

291 Peter Asaro, “Will #Blacklivesmatter to robocop?” University of Miami School of Law (2016), http://robots.law.miami.
edu/2016/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Asaro_Will-Blacklivesmatter-to-robocop_revised_drAFt.pdf. 
292 dan Berger, The Struggle Within (oakland: Pm Press, 2014). 
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Intersectional resistance

People experience oppression based on the intersections of their many identities 
and experiences. Thus, the opposition to the sources of oppression also needs to be 
intersectional. This requires transnational activism that links antiwar, antimilitarism, 
and antinuclear work with the efforts of those campaigning for economic justice, 
environmental protection, open borders and migrant rights, antiracism and antifascism, 
equality, and police and prison abolition. When the war system is considered as a whole, 
the relationship between these different sites of activism becomes clear. “The politics 
of abolitionism generates a synergy between prison activism and anti-imperialist and 
anti-globalization projects,” for example, as Julia Sudbury argues. “An engagement 
between antiwar activists and analyses of mass incarceration would generate a deeper 
understanding of the need to simultaneously challenge militarism abroad and racialized 
surveillance and punishment at home.”293

This kind of thinking and work is already underway. The Abolitionist Platform Toward 
Healthy Communities established by groups including Critical Resistance, Black Visions 
Collective, Survived & Punished, The Red Nation, and others calls for “the intersectional 
efforts of anti-imprisonment, anti-policing and anti-imperialist struggles to coalesce 
concretely as a response to the COVID-crisis” and beyond.294 Its demands include 
freedom for all imprisoned and detained people; resistance to surveillance, policing, and 
militarised responses to COVID-19; access to quality healthcare now and in the future; 
access to housing, food, and economic security; and international efforts to end US 
imperialism and militarism.

Many Indigenous activists see intersectional opportunities with environmental activism, 
pointing out that many of the actions needed to mitigate climate change and protect 
land, water, and the environment are the same practices of preservation and respect that 
Indigenous communities have always honoured. In response to the promotion of the 
Green New Deal by environmental and economic justice activists, The Red Nation has 
proposed a Red Deal295 to ensure this kind of work also leads to decolonisation, anti-
imperialism, and an end to settler colonialism. Antiwar activists have also noted that the 
Green New Deal must have antimilitarism at its core, since war and the US military in 
particular “render impossible the aspirations contained in the Green New Deal.”296

Meanwhile, the Poor People’s Campaign’s efforts to secure a $350 billion cut to US 
military spending calls for an end to systemic racism, poverty and inequality, ecological 
devastation, and militarism and the war economy. Leaders of this campaign have 
recognised that “as demands to demilitarize the police and redistribute funds to programs 
of social uplift gains traction across the country,” the United States needs reimagine its 
approach to “national security.” In particular, they argue, “To create real security, we must 

293 Julia Sudbury, “A World Without Prisons: resisting militarism, Globalized Punishment, and empire,” Social Justice 31, 
no. 1/2: 9-30.
294 Critical resistance, “Abolitionist Platform toward healthy Communities Now and Beyond CoVId-19,” accessed 
November 19, 2020, http://criticalresistance.org/abolitionist-platform-toward-healthy-communities-now-and-onward/. 
295 Nick estes, “A red deal,” Jacobin, August 6, 2019, https://www.jacobinmag.com/2019/08/red-deal-green-new-deal-
ecosocialism-decolonization-indigenous-resistance-environment. 
296 Phyllis Bennis, “A Green New deal Needs to Fight uS militarism,” Jacobin, march 8, 2019, https://jacobinmag.
com/2019/05/green-new-deal-fight-militarism-imperialism. 
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slash the Pentagon budget, dismantle the war economy, and invest instead in meeting 
everyone’s basic human needs.”297 Similarly, US peace group CODEPINK has articulated 
many of the connections between US wars abroad and at home and argued that defunding 
the police must be accompanied by defunding war.

There are also synergies in the movements to defund the military and police, and those 
seeking open borders and the right for every person to have the freedom to move or not 
to move. Just as the Poor People’s Campaign declares that everybody has the right to live, 
the no borders movement calls for the rights of being a person. In contrast to rights of 
property, consisting of the right to exclude others from enjoying that which has been 
privatised, the right of persons consists of the right not to be excluded. Joseph Nevins also 
describes this in his appeal for “the right to the world”—a right to mobility and to share 
our planet’s resources sustainably.298

The recognition of the intersection of these struggles for justice, equity, and well-being 
of people and planet of course goes back much further. Since the early days of resistance 
against settler colonialism, slavery, and segregation, Black and Indigenous activists have 
connected the violences committed against them and the institutions constructed by the 
state. They have also articulated and opposed the relationship between this violence at 
home and the wars of imperialism abroad.

Women and feminists have also long articulated the connections between the violences of 
patriarchy and racism at home and abroad and have long campaigned against war as the 
most violent expression of these systems. Since 1915, WILPF has called for the abolition 
of war and war profiteering. It has demanded declaring war be made illegal, rejecting 
armed conflict “as a means of settling differences between people” and calling for “the 
abolition of private manufacture of and traffic in munitions of war … as steps towards 
total international disarmament.”299 WILPF has consistently called for outlawing war as 
an instrument of national policy or for resolving international disputes and it has always 
connected these demands to using the “money, manpower [sic] and the treasures of the 
earth released through the lifting of the crushing burden of armaments, to attack the social 
and economic problems created by large scale hunger, disease and illiteracy which have 
been among the prime causes of war.”300

Shifting sands

For centuries, those working against the power and profit of war in all its aspects have 
been called naïve, irrational, or irresponsible. Nevertheless, they persisted. While far from 
perfect in process or achievement, social movements for political and economic change—
woman’s suffrage, civil rights, LGBTQ+ equality, antiwar action—have advanced change 

297 liz theoharis, “dismantle the war economy,” open democracy, July 19, 2020, https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/
oureconomy/dismantle-war-economy/. 
298 Joseph Nevins, “the right to the World,” Antipode 49, no. 5 (2017): 1349-1367.
299 Women’s International league for Peace and Freedom, “WIlPF resolutions, 2nd Congress, Zurich, Switzerland, 1919” 
accessed November 19, 2020, https://wilpf.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/WIlPF_triennial_congress_1919.pdf. 
300 Women’s International league for Peace and Freedom, “WIlPF resolutions, 12th Congress, Paris, France, August 
4–8th, 1953,” accessed November 19, 2020, https://wilpf.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/WIlPF_triennial_congress_1953.
pdf. 
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inch by inch. Any progress in our world that we have seen has come from the relentless 
work of activists and others who stand up for justice and equality.

Now, today, as the COVID-19 pandemic has wreaked further havoc on those suffering 
from war and armed conflict, as well as those who were already impoverished, 
incarcerated, and criminalised, the stranglehold that militarism and its material realities 
have over US economics and politics may be finally shifting.

Even while militarism remains deeply embedded in US culture and expenditure, more and 
more people are starting to ask, how could our government have been so unprepared for 
this crisis? Many are looking at where their tax dollars have been going: towards weapons, 
war, and militarised “security”. They are asking, what else could this money have been 
spent on?

Activist groups have those numbers. The Global Campaign on Military Spending, 
for example, has shown that one F-35 joint strike fighter aircraft could pay for 3,244 
intensive care unit beds, or that one submarine could pay for over 9,000 fully-equipped 
ambulances.301 The International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons has shown that 
a year’s worth of current investments in nuclear weapons in each country that has them 
could pay for hundreds of thousands of medical workers, ventilators, protective gear, 
and more.302 These staggering numbers make it clear that we are a world prepared to 
fight wars, not pandemics—and for many, this has been a turning point in their thinking 
about our priorities.

A portal to a new world order

In this way, the pandemic has opened what Arundhati Roy described as a portal, a gateway 
between one world and another. “We can choose to walk through it, dragging the carcasses 
of our prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our data banks and dead ideas, our dead rivers 
and smoky skies behind us,” she writes. “Or we can walk through lightly, with little luggage, 
ready to imagine another world. And ready to fight for it.”303

The time for reimagining—and establishing—a new world order is upon us. With war 
serving as both cause and consequence of our ugly baggage of patriarchy, racism, and 
capitalism, undoing our institutions, culture, and economics of war must be at the heart of 
our efforts.

Earlier this year, Mikhail Gorbachev, former premier of the Soviet Union, called for an 
emergency special session of the UN General Assembly to revise the “entire global agenda,” 

301 Global Campaign on military Spending, “GdAmS healthcare Not Warfare Infographic (updated),” may 2020, http://
demilitarize.org/resources/gdams-healthcare-not-warfare-infographic/. 
302 the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons, “Nuclear Spending vs. healthcare,” accessed November 19, 
2020, https://www.icanw.org/healthcare_costs. 
303 Arundhati roy, “Arundhati roy: ‘the pandemic is a portal’,” April 3, 2020, https://www.ft.com/content/10d8f5e8-74eb-
11ea-95fe-fcd274e920ca. 

http://demilitarize.org/resources/gdams-healthcare-not-warfare-infographic/
http://demilitarize.org/resources/gdams-healthcare-not-warfare-infographic/
https://www.icanw.org/healthcare_costs
https://www.ft.com/content/10d8f5e8-74eb-11ea-95fe-fcd274e920ca
https://www.ft.com/content/10d8f5e8-74eb-11ea-95fe-fcd274e920ca


90

demoBIlISING WAr

including by committing states to cut military spending by 10–15 per cent.304 Fifteen per 
cent of the $1.9 trillion spent globally on militarism is $285 billion. While this could be a 
start, it must not be the end.

Defunding and abolishing war must go beyond partial trimmings or half measures. Our 
work to spare future generations from the “scourge of war” the way the United Nations 
promised in 1945 must recognise the ways in which armed violence insidiously infects 
and destroys all human and planetary potential. It must move away from the traditional 
discourses of security and stability and the minor reforms that mandates permit.

The harms caused by war are inflicted indifferently and devastatingly upon those who 
have the least to do with creating this system, including women, Indigenous groups, 
LGBTQ+ people, ethnic and religious minorities, and the poor and disenfranchised. Such 
populations tend to have no or little role in shaping the discourse on military spending, 
let alone establishing the limits or creating the budgets. To ensure real rather than 
cosmetic change, we need to centre in our work those whose lives have been harmed by 
the weaponisation of our world. This means privileging an intersectional feminist practice 
and policy that exposes the dominant militaristic narrative as a perspective, not the only 
credible perspective; and dismantling systems that give advantage to the militarised voices 
in our midst.

Dismantle, change, build

The connections between military spending, human rights, and the health of people and 
planet have never been clearer. We are what we spend our money on. Right now, we are 
armed to our teeth without a face mask to spare. If we are to survive this crisis, and the 
next one—crises of our own making because of our choices in investment in militarism, 
fossil fuels, and the capitalist economy—we absolutely must learn and adapt. In this case, 
adaptation means divestment, demilitarisation, and disarmament. This is entirely possible, 
if we choose to act. Now.

Some ideas—far from exhaustive—include:

• End participation in current wars, dismantle foreign military bases and black 
sites, stop the deployment of special forces in hundreds of countries, eliminate 
nuclear weapons, stop the use of explosive weapons in populated areas, prohibit 
autonomous weapons, cut the military.

• End policies and practices related to full spectrum dominance, including 
extrajudicial killing and drone strikes, and ban the development and use of 
technologies of control, coercion, and violence including carceral technologies 
like surveillance apparatus, facial recognition, and predictive policing, as well as 
drones, hypersonic missiles, and autonomous weapons.

304 mikhail Gorbachev, “mikhail Gorbachev: When the Pandemic Is over, the World must Come together,” Center for 
Citizen Initiatives, April 15, 2020, https://ccisf.org/mikhail-gorbachev-when-the-pandemic-is-over-the-world-must-come-
together/#more-5008. 
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• Redirect military spending—and other related spending explored above—toward 
education, housing, food security, healthcare, social services, environmental 
protection, and renewable energy.

• Divest—as individuals, financial institutions, city councils, governments—from 
weapon producers, companies that develop or produce carceral technologies, and 
other aspects of the war machine.

• Outlaw the privatisation of military production and the influence of corporate 
interest over national policies that perpetuate war, undermine disarmament, and 
preclude a rational analysis of spending priorities.

• Establish an international system that deals directly with the production of 
weapons, as well as their sale, trade, trafficking, and with war profiteering. While 
we have an international Arms Trade Treaty, it is not living up to its promise or 
potential to prevent human suffering. We need an international programme for 
general and complete disarmament, building on the prohibitions, divestments, and 
elimination of specific weapon systems that we already have, taking the economic 
and political incentives out of arms manufacturing and ensuring the reduction of 
global military spending.

• Disarm police and end the military equipment sharing and training programs. In 
consultation with local communities, redirect funding from police departments to 
fund human and environmental needs and transformative justice programmes.

• Defund and dismantle the prison-industrial complex, including by freeing 
imprisoned and detained people, end detention expansion and for-profit jailing 
facilities, and replace a “criminal justice” approach with public health, community 
care, and transformative justice.

• Pursue a “no borders” politics that recognises the right of people to move or not 
to move. Start with demilitarising and disarming borders; ending the cruelty at 
detention centres and ending detention altogether; abolishing agencies like ICE; 
stopping pushbacks and unlawful refusals of entry; protecting and upholding 
the rights of refugees and asylum seekers; decriminalising labour migration; 
facilitating safe and humane border crossings; providing housing, healthcare, 
and necessities for everyone within their territories regardless of nationality, 
immigration, or criminal conviction.

• Establish a Truth and Reconciliation process and pay reparations to address 
slavery and the genocide and dispossession of Indigenous people, and to address 
the structural racism embedded within US institutions and resulting human 
rights violations that have occurred throughout the country’s history, including 
racist police brutality as well as detention and deportation of Asian-Americans, 
Muslims, Latinx, and others.

• Challenge the culture of militarism and its embeddedness in patriarchy and 
gendered norms of violent masculinity, including through the entertainment 
industry such as films, television, and video games.
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• Throughout all of these efforts for disarmament, divestment, and demilitarisation, 
we should pursue and promote principles of promiscuous care, nonviolent and 
degrowth political economies, decolonisation, and solidarity.

This is not comprehensive, but rather the beginnings of what we can imagine, together, for 
a world without war. As one of Critical Resistance’s slogans says, we need to “Dismantle, 
Change, Build”. Opposing war means embracing peace; to move from one system to 
another we must invest in ourselves and each other, and in the belief that what we live with 
now is not our only possible world.



93

deCommISSIoNING NuCleAr WeAPoNS

ESSAY 5

decommissioning 
Nuclear Weapons

J UST over 75 years ago, the United States detonated the first-ever nuclear weapon in 
a New Mexico desert, Jornada del Muerto—Journey of the Dead. The test marked the 
culmination of years of secretive work to develop an atomic bomb, a collaborative 

project of scientists and government officials in the United States, United Kingdom, and 
Canada. On 16 July 1945, the light, heat, and shock wave of the Trinity Test blast could 
be seen and felt for miles. J. Robert Oppenheimer, one of the lead designers of the bomb, 
later remarked that it brought to mind words from the Bhagavad Gita: “Now I am become 
Death, the destroyer of worlds.”305

Three weeks after this test, the US government dropped two atomic bombs on Japanese 
cities: one on Hiroshima, the other on Nagasaki. These two detonations unleashed hell 
on Earth for those within both cities, incinerating hundreds of thousands of people along 
with plants, animals, and buildings. The heat and fire from the blast melted objects and 
turned human beings into shadows. The burns and the radiation poisoning killed many 
more in the days, months, and years after the bombings. As testimony from the survivors, 
the hibakusha, tells us, the terror of the bombs impacted forever the lives of those who 
survived.306

Living under the threat of extinction

For 75 years, the world has lived under the threat of radioactive blast and firestorm, the 
effects of which are immediately devastating and punishingly intergenerational. For 75 
years, from production to testing to use to storage of radioactive waste, nuclear weapon 
activities have contaminated land and water—and will continue to do so for thousands 
of years to come. For 75 years, some of our governments have spent billions of dollars 
building and deploying these weapons of terror, putting all of our lives at risk and stealing 
much-needed money from the things we need to be safe and secure.

Those who possess or desire nuclear weapons argue that the mere possession of the bomb 
prevents conflict and deters attack. They insist on talking about nuclear weapons in the 

305 laurie Patton, transl., The Bhagavad Gita (New York: Penguin, 2008). 
306 the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons, “these are our stories,” accessed 28 october 2020, https://
rise.icanw.org/updates. 
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abstract, as magical tools that keep us safe and maintain stability in the world. But nuclear 
weapons are not abstract. They are made of radioactive materials. They are made to destroy 
flesh and bone. They are designed to turn human beings into shadows. To melt the skin 
from our bodies. To reduce entire cities to ashes.

Nuclear weapons are arguably the most extreme expression of violence and control of the 
patriarchal, racist, and capitalist world order. To the majority of people struggling daily 
under this oppressive order, the abolition of nuclear weapons may not seem like a priority. 
When faced with the grinding unemployment, chronic poverty and food insecurity, 
displacement, climate catastrophes, war and occupation, violence of settler colonialism, 
racist police brutality, mass incarceration, border imperialism, and violence in our homes 
and communities, nuclear weapons may seem like an abstraction. But these weapons are 
part of the spectrum of institutionalised violence. Even without being launched, they are 
used to project the power and invincibility of their possessor. They are the pinnacle of a 
state’s monopoly on violence, the ultimate signifier of domination.

Hope in the radioactive ash

Yet, there is hope. The movement for the abolition of nuclear weapons has persisted for 
these same 75 years. While it has undergone ebbs and flows of its numbers and reach, the 
antinuclear movement is as alive now as it ever was. It is alive in the efforts of activists 
and diplomats to ban the bomb at the United Nations; it is alive in work undertaken in 
cities and parliaments and pension funds to stigmatise nuclear weapons and demand their 
elimination; it is alive in the testimony of the hibakusha, in the music and art of those who 
have survived, and in the eagerness of younger generations to take up the work.

But the hope for nuclear abolition lies more broadly in the efforts of all activists for social 
justice. Everyone demanding disarmament and abolition of police forces; everyone calling 
for a redirection of military spending towards collective care; everyone envisioning a 
more equitable, just, and peaceful world order—all of their efforts are collaborative with 
the efforts for nuclear abolition. Whether deliberate or not, our work for peace, social and 
economic justice, decolonisation, and environmental protection is entangled. Our fates are 
woven together: the world we seek to build—a world of solidarity, health, and well-being 
across peoples and our shared planet—is not compatible with a world in which nuclear 
weapons and the other technologies of violence are stockpiled in the arsenals of hate built 
and viciously safeguarded by our so-called leaders.

There is not an order in which things must be dismantled or eliminated or changed; there 
is no set playbook we can follow. But the systems of hate and hierarchy, and the structures 
of violence through which they manifest and solidify their control over our lives, they will 
all be torn down—including the nuclear bomb. They will, because they have to be.

To this end, this essay looks at the economic and social fetishisation of nuclear weapons—
the entrenchment in culture of the “power” and utility of the bomb in order to justify the 
massive expenditure in and profiteering from nuclear violence. It also traces the history of 
nuclear weapons through the systems of racism, colonialism, and patriarchy, contextualising 
the bomb as a tool of genocide, domination, and control. It then looks at the efforts made so 
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far to change discourse and perception around nuclear weapons, efforts which led directly 
to banning nuclear weapons through a new international agreement in 2017.

It then examines the relationship of nuclear weapons to other structures of violence 
considered so far in this series, including borders, police, prisons, and war, in order to 
present nuclear weapons as deadly cogs in a bigger system of violence and injustice. In this 
context, this essay looks at how the antinuclear movement can learn from and integrate 
with other social justice activism, looking in particular at how queer and decolonial 
struggles can help inform our strategy and methodology.

Finally, it asks questions about how we can deconstruct power and apply different 
approaches of social change to nuclear weapons, such as a transformative justice lens. 
While this piece does not pretend to have all the answers, it seeks to provoke questions and 
thinking about nuclear weapons outside of the normal frameworks and spaces.

Nuclearism and its profiteers

As of September 2020, there are approximately 13,410 nuclear weapons in the world.307 
Over 90 per cent of these belong to Russia and the United States. The rest are in the 
arsenals of China, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, France, India, Israel, Pakistan, 
and the United Kingdom.

This is a lot less than existed at the height of the Cold War. In the 1980s, peak global 
nuclear arsenal reached around 70,300 weapons. But the draw-down since then has not 
resulted in elimination. In fact, investments in nuclear weapons are reaching some of their 
highest levels. In 2019, the nine nuclear-armed states spent nearly $73 billion on their 
nuclear weapon systems.308 This comes to $138,699 spent on nuclear weapons per minute. 
Each of the nuclear-armed states is currently investing not just in the maintenance but also 
the “modernisation”—the upgrading, updating, and life-extending—of nuclear weapons.

The profits of nuclearism

Who is profiting from all of this? Corporations. It is private companies like Lockheed 
Martin, Boeing, and Bechtel that build nuclear weapons and their delivery systems and 
manage nuclear weapon laboratories. Most of these companies also produce other goods 
and are open to public investment. Right now, 325 financial institutions from around the 
world are investing hundreds of billions of dollars into the companies that generate and 
sustain nuclear arsenals.309

307 hans m. Kristensen and matt Korda, “Status of World Nuclear Forces,” Federation of American Scientists, updated 
September 2020, https://fas.org/issues/nuclear-weapons/status-world-nuclear-forces/. 
308 International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons, “enough is enough: Global Nuclear Weapons Spending 2019,” 
accessed 28 october 2020, https://www.icanw.org/report_73_billion_nuclear_weapons_spending_2020. 
309 International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons and PAX, Shorting our security: Financing the companies that 
make nuclear weapons (utrecht: don’t Bank on the Bomb, 2019), https://www.dontbankonthebomb.com/wp-content/
uploads/2019/06/2019_hoS_web.pdf. 
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In addition, certain academics, politicians, and bureaucrats have risen through the ranks 
of think tanks or government administrations in positions bankrolled by the nuclear 
profiteers, spinning theories of “nuclear deterrence” and “strategic stability” to justify this 
massive, unconscionable investment in technologies of massive violence.

For the past 75 years, we have been told that nuclear weapons are absolutely necessary for 
(a select few) governments to possess. Eliminating nuclear weapons, they argue, will lead 
directly to another global conflict. (As if the globe is not embroiled, right now, in conflicts 
of mass slaughter and destruction.) This is what Robert J. Lifton and Richard Falk describe 
as nuclearism: “a political and psychological dependence on nuclear weapons to provide an 
impossible security.”310 Nuclearism is an epic feat of gaslighting that insists weapons capable 
of killing everyone on the planet many times over are the only things keeping us safe.

As theory and myth, nuclear deterrence has likely been so successful because it provides 
a solution to the problem of what to do with nuclear weapons. Economies and careers are 
bound up in sustaining a rationale for the maintenance of nuclear weapons. These weapons 
are catastrophic to use, so their existence needs to be justified.

In short, “deterrence” provides an easy answer to an impossible question—that is, how 
can the money and privilege and prestige they offer and entail and supply and absorb be 
justified? One way to justify nuclear weapons is to create a theory that we need them in 
order to never use them. That we need them to prevent war. That by reinvesting in them 
regularly, making new kinds, building more facilities—we are ensuring security, stability, 
and safety for all.

Fetishising the bomb

Over time, through relentless political and academic repetition, the value assigned to 
nuclear weapons as “deterrents” has come to be treated as intrinsic to the weapon itself. 
They have become what Marx would describe as “fetish objects”. They are the physical 
embodiment of power, argues Anne Harrington de Santana, similar to how money is the 
physical embodiment of social value and wealth. “Just as access to wealth in the form of 
money determines an individual’s opportunities and place in a social hierarchy, access to 
power in the form of nuclear weapons determines a state’s opportunities and place in the 
international order,” she writes. “In both cases, the physical form of the fetish object is 
valuable because it serves as a carrier of social value. In other words, the power of nuclear 
weapons is not reducible to their explosive capability. Nuclear weapons are powerful 
because we treat them as powerful.”311

This fetishisation occurs through a process. Nuclear deterrence is not an inherent quality 
of nuclear weapons. It is a concept that we ascribe to nuclear weapons. That’s why it can 

310 robert J. lifton and richard Falk, Indefensible Weapons: The Political and Psychological Case Against Nuclearism 
(New York: Basic Books, 1982), ix.
311 Anne harrington de Santana, “Nuclear Weapons as the Currency of Power: deconstructing the Fetishism of Force,” 
The Nonproliferation Review 16, no. 3 (2009): 327.
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be helpful, as Nick Ritchie suggests, to look at and talk about nuclear weapons as “social 
objects”—objects that are embedded in a network of relationships, interests, and identities.312

Myths, legends, and power projection

Those of us listening to governments talk about nuclear weapons at the United Nations 
and other international spaces can see this process very clearly. It sometimes feels as if the 
diplomats representing nuclear-armed or other nuclear-supporting countries believe that 
if they say the same thing over and again, they can make it true, even if the majority of 
other governments believe the opposite. The nuclear-armed assert that nuclear weapons 
make us safe, while nearly everyone else says they increase insecurity and put our whole 
world in peril.

Meanwhile, within the nuclear-armed states, academics and policymakers are churning out 
rhetoric and war planning that asserts nuclear deterrence as fact and nuclear weapons as 
the golden ticket to national security. Nuclear weapons themselves “don’t provide material 
protection or security; indeed the weapons may make one more vulnerable and insecure,” 
explains Shampa Biswas. Yet they are “nevertheless considered indispensable, and in arms 
races induced by panics, they are accumulated in ever-increasing numbers to provide a 
magical sense of impossible omnipotence that can overcome the paralysis.”313

Preserving “national security” through nuclear deterrence is the main purported 
motivation for acquiring, possessing, and brandishing nuclear weapons, but in reality the 
nuclear weapon fetish seems to have much more to do with questions of national identity 
than security. Images of prestige and political power, coupled with domestic political 
dynamics, play a significant role in embedding nuclear weapons in the politics, economics, 
and culture of certain countries.314

A decision to deploy and maintain nuclear weapons is generated by an idea of the state as 
an important player on the world stage and an idea of nuclear weapons as a crucial element 
of being such a player. In this context, nuclear weapons are assigned particular meanings 
that must be strengthened and sustained in order to maintain a country’s identity. In 
short, the thinking goes, if we want to be an important world power, we must have nuclear 
weapons as a representation of our power and as a means of enabling us to act in the 
world. This kind of national sense of identity reinforces the purported legitimacy and 
necessity of continued nuclear possession. Nuclear weapons have become signs of national 

312 Nick ritchie, “relinquishing nuclear weapons: identities, networks and the British bomb,” International Affairs 86, no. 2 
(2010): 466.
313 Shampa Biswas, Nuclear Desire: Power and the Postcolonial Nuclear Order (minneapolis: university of minnesota 
Press, 2014), 124-5.
314 See, for example, Peter lavoy, “Nuclear myths and the causes of nuclear proliferation,” Security Studies 2, no. 3 (1993); 
Scott Sagan, “Why do states build nuclear weapons? three models in search of a bomb,” International Security 21, no. 3 
(Winter 1996/1997): 54–86; Stephen meyer, The dynamics of nuclear proliferation (Chicago, Il: university of Chicago Press, 
1984); Jacques hymans, The psychology of nuclear proliferation (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 2006); ritchie, 
“relinquishing nuclear weapons;” and Nick ritchie, “Valuing and devaluing Nuclear Weapons,” Contemporary Security Policy 
34 no. 1 (2013): 155–159.
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power; the “preeminent national fetish”315 designated as not just the “ultimate arbiter of 
state security”316 but also as “the one true sign of ‘superpower’ status”.317

States with imperial ambitions and a sense of invulnerable power also use nuclear weapons 
to coerce other states on matters of international relations. These bombs are not “hidden 
away in silos and subs awaiting a dreaded day of possible use, but instead are one of many 
tools used by imperial states to maintain global inequalities between states and within 
states.”318 Interviewing British nuclear policy-makers for his research, for example, Nick 
Ritchie found that “the possession of nuclear weapons imbues a subtle political confidence 
and has a quiet, implicit, intangible effect on the political decisions of other states, not as 
a crude, overt means of exercising influence, but as a deeply embedded, unstated form of 
political authority.”319

This authority is used, among other things, to protect economic interests and advance 
capitalist accumulation. Ironically, this has perhaps most overtly played out under the 
pretence of preventing other countries from acquiring weapons of mass destruction—i.e. 
the United States and United Kingdom, two nuclear-armed states, using the pretense of 
Iraq developing weapons of mass destruction (WMD) to invade, occupy, and secure oil 
resources for themselves, at the expense of millions of lives.

Nuclear weapons, colonialism, and racism

This projection of political authority offered by the bomb is built on what all structure 
of violence of are built upon—a white supremacist world order. The former UN Special 
Rapporteur on toxics, Baskut Tuncak, described nuclear weapon testing as “one of the 
cruellest examples of environmental injustice” that has left in its wake a “harmful legacy of 
racism that surrounds this tragic chapter of humanity.”320

The history of nuclear weapons is a history of colonialism. If we look just at testing in the 
Pacific, a clear pattern emerges. Between 1946 and 1996, France, the United Kingdom, and 
the United States tested over 315 nuclear weapons on largely remote, rural and First Nations 
communities across the Pacific. These tests contaminated vast areas in the Marshall Islands 
(Bikini and Enewetak islands), Australia (Monte Bello, Emu Field, and Maralinga), French 
Polynesia (Moruroa and Fangataufa), and the Pacific islands of Kiritimati (Christmas 
island), Kalama (Malden) Island, and Johnson Atoll. As Nic Maclellan explains, “The deserts 
and islands of Australia and the Pacific were perceived as vast, ‘empty’ spaces.” The choices 

315 Bryan C. taylor and Judith hendry, “Insisting on Persisting: the Nuclear rhetoric of Stockpile Stewardship,” Rhetoric 
and Public Affairs 11, no. 2 (2008): 314.
316 Biswas, Nuclear desire, 131.
317 Carol Cohn and Sara ruddick, “A Feminist ethical Perspective on Weapons of mass destruction,” in Ethics and 
Weapons of Mass Destruction: Religious and Secular Perspectives, eds. Sohail h. hashmi and Steven P. lee (Cambridge: 
Cambridge university Press, 2004), 19.
318 darwin BondGraham, Jacqueline Cabasso, Nicholas robinson, Will Parrish, and ray Acheson, “rhetoric vs. reality: the 
political economy of nuclear weapons and their elimination,” in Beyond arms control: challenges and choices for nuclear 
disarmament, ed. ray Acheson (New York: Women’s International league for Peace and Freedom, 2010), 9–10.
319 ritchie, “Valuing and devaluing Nuclear Weapons,” 157.
320 united Nations human rights office of the high Commissioner, “75th anniversary of the trinity nuclear tests, 16 July 
2020,” 16 July 2020, https://www.ohchr.org/eN/Newsevents/Pages/displayNews.aspx?NewsId=26103&langId=e. 
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of location for nuclear tests “promoted a ‘nuclear racism’ against Pacific Islanders, based on 
a racialized hierarchy of ‘civilized’ and ‘primitive’ peoples.”321

This attitude extended beyond the Pacific. The United States also dropped more than 
800 nuclear bombs at the Nevada Test Site, which is in the traditional land-use area of 
the Western Shoshone and South Paiute. The Western Shoshone are known as “the most 
bombed nation on earth”.322 The US government also detonated nuclear devices near the 
Aleutian island of Amchitka in southwest Alaska; Rulison and Rio Blanco, Colorado; 
Hattiesburg, Mississippi; and Alamogordo and Farmington, New Mexico.323

Meanwhile, the Soviet Union conducted about 715 tests, mostly at the Semipalatinsk Test 
Site in Kazakhstan. The United Kingdom conducted 45 tests in Australia on Indigenous 
territory, as well as in the Pacific and at the Nevada Test Site in the United States. France 
conducted 210 tests in Algeria and French Polynesia. China conducted 45 tests at the Lop 
Nor test site in Xinjiang. India conducted six tests at Pokhran, and Pakistan six at Ros Koh 
Hills and the Chagai District.

The common element throughout the majority of nuclear testing, especially that done 
abroad, is the impact it had on the people living in those locations. “Governments and 
colonial forces exploded nuclear bombs on our sacred lands—upon which we depend 
for our lives and livelihoods, and which contain places of critical cultural and spiritual 
significance—believing they were worthless,” said 35 Indigenous groups in a statement to 
the negotiations of the nuclear weapon ban treaty in July 2017. Delivered by Karina Lester, 
a Yankunytjatjara-Anangu woman from South Australia, the statement explained that 
Indigenous people “were never asked for, and we never gave, permission to poison our soil, 
food, rivers and oceans.”324

Gendered impacts of nuclear weapons

The use and testing of nuclear weapons also has gendered impacts. Studies on women’s 
health in the aftermath of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings, nuclear testing in the 
Marshall Islands and in Kazakhstan, and the Chernobyl and Fukushima nuclear power 
disasters provide useful but incomplete analyses of ways in which women are uniquely 
impacted by radioactive violence. In particular, high rates of stillbirths, miscarriages, 
congenital birth defects, and reproductive issues (such as changes in menstrual cycles and 
the subsequent inability to conceive) have been recorded. A possible link between breast 

321 Nic maclellan, “Nuclear testing and racism in the Pacific Islands,” The Palgrave Handbook of Ethnicity (Singapore: 
Palgrave macmillan, 2019), pp. 1-21. 
322 taylor N. Johnson, “‘the most bombed nation on earth’: Western Shoshone resistance to the Nevada National 
Security Site,” Atlantic Journal of Communication 26, no. 4 (2018): 224-239.
323 Kyle mizokami, “America has dropped 1,032 Nuclear Weapons (on Itself),” The National Interest, 30 August 2018.
324 Australian Nuclear Free Alliance et. al., “Indigenous Statement to the u.N. Nuclear Weapons Ban treaty Negotiations,” 
July 2017, https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/disarmament-fora/nuclear-weapon-ban/statements/
IndigenousStatement.pdf. 
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cancer in young women and women who were lactating at the time of exposure to nuclear 
radiation has also been found to exist.325

In 2012, Calin Georgescu, the UN Special Rapporteur on toxics, visited the Marshall 
Islands to assess the impact on human rights of the nuclear testing conducted by the 
United States from 1946 to 1958. He found that the full effects of radiation on Marshallese 
women might have been underestimated. Among other things, the bathing and eating 
habits of women potentially played a role in their higher rates of contamination.326

For more than 60 years, radiation exposure was measured based on the people primarily 
developing and testing nuclear weapons: adult white men. Nuclear regulators, including 
the International Committee for Radiological Protection, use what is called “Reference 
Man” to evaluate exposure. This model is based on adult white men—officially, “between 
20 to 30 years of age, weighing 70 kg, is 170 cm in height, and lives in a climate with an 
average temperature of from 10°C to 20°C. He is a Caucasian and is a Western European 
or North American in habitat and custom.”327 Only one study from the bombings of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki assessed impacts of radiation based on age and sex. Mary Olson, 
who leads the Gender and Radiation Project, has found that sex and age are “potent factors 
influencing the outcome of radiation exposure.”328

Disproportionate impacts on First Nations

Similarly, the key reference guide for radiation exposure is not adequate for measuring 
possible exposure amongst Indigenous populations. In the United States, for example, due 
to differences in diet, activities, and housing, the radiation exposure of Native Americans 
is not well represented in the Department of Energy dose reconstructions. It leaves out 
exposure to radioactive iodine from eating small game, while exposures from drinking 
milk and eating vegetables have not yet been properly estimated for these communities.329

But the humanitarian impacts of nuclear weapon testing and production on the US 
Indigenous population are well documented. The Diné/Navajo Nation saw cancer rates 
double from the 1970s to the 1990s due to nuclear weapon testing as well as uranium 
mining and milling in the southwestern US. Abandoned uranium mines in the region 

325 See, for example, Sebastian Pflugbei, henrik Paulitz, Angelika Claussen, and Inge Schmitz-Feuerhake, Health 
Effects of Chernobyl: 25 years after the reactor catastrophe (Berlin: German Affiliate of the International Physicians for 
the Prevention of Nuclear War, April 2011), https://ratical.org/radiation/Chernobyl/heofC25yrsAC.html; reiko Watanuki, 
Yuko Yoshida, and Kiyoko Futagami, Radioactive Contamination and the Health of Women and post-Chernobyl Children 
(Chernobyl health Survey and healthcare for the Victims – Japan Women’s Network, 2006); and Whitney Graham and elena 
I. Nicklasson, “maternal meltdown: From Chernobyl to Fukushima,” Inter Press Service, 26 April 2011, http://www.ipsnews.
net/2011/04/op-ed-maternal-meltdown-from-chernobyl-to-fukushima.
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Sound Management and Disposal of Hazardous Substances and Wastes, human rights Council, twenty-First Session, 
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327 International Commission on radiological Protection, Report of the Task Group on Reference Man, No. 23 (oxford: 
Pergamon Press, 1975), 4.
328 mary olson, “human consequences of radiation: A gender factor in atomic harm,” in Civil Society Engagement in 
Disarmament Processes: The Case for a Nuclear Weapon Ban (New York: united Nations office for disarmament Affairs, 
2016), 32.
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continue to pollute water supplies.330 Uranium mining on Lakota lands in South Dakota 
is believed to have contributed to high levels of sterility, miscarriages, cancer, and other 
diseases on the Pine Ridge Reservation. Radioactive waste from the Sequoyah Plant in 
Gore, Oklahoma, was spread on Cherokee lands. The list goes on.331

Postcolonial resistance

Despite all of this suffering, those who have been subjected to nuclear testing, and to the 
harms of nuclear weapon development, have not been silent victims. Far from it. Almost 
immediately after the tests in the Marshall Islands, for example, islanders were voicing 
concerns about their relocation and the effects of the testing. In 1954, after the devastation 
of the US government’s Castle Bravo test, they presented a petition to the United Nations 
Trusteeship Council calling for the cessation of all nuclear tests on the islands. Since then, 
the country’s advocacy has continued in a range of forms, including petitions, court cases, 
and lobbying through regional and international forums.

Reports of fallout across the Pacific led to some of the most sustained protests against 
nuclear testing in the world, particularly in the early 1970s when the French were still 
conducting atmospheric nuclear tests. Australia, New Zealand, and Fiji took a case to the 
International Court of Justice in 1973–1974 to force France to end atmospheric testing.332 
Many Pacific nations created sanctions against French products and French airlines, which 
were picked up around the world. Algerians have also taken action against the French 
government for its testing there, with a major human rights organization in Algeria 
contacting the Human Rights Council in 2017 requesting it look into France’s conduct of 
17 nuclear tests in the Algerian desert.333

African-Americans organising against nuclear weapons in the United States have 
frequently connected their work to both antiracism initiatives at home and anticolonial 
initiatives abroad.334 Coretta Scott King, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., W.E.B. Du Bois, and 
other civil rights leaders elaborated on the inseparability of nuclear disarmament and the 
end of colonial empires. Bayard Rustin travelled to Algeria to help organise protests against 
French nuclear testing there with the US civil rights movement. “Black leftists held firm in 
their belief that the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were inextricably linked 
to colonialism and racial equality,” writes Vincent Intondi in his study of Black antinuclear 
activism.335 They saw that colonialism, institutionalized racism, and segregation “each grew 
from the same seed and represented a form of violence,” as Jacqueline Castledine noted.336

330 laicie heeley, “to make and maintain America’s nukes, some communities pay the price,” PRI, 30 January 2018.
331 “Nuclear War: uranium mining and Nuclear tests on Indigenous land,” Cultural Survival Quarterly Magazine, 
September 1993.
332 Gough Whitlam, The Whitlam Government 1972–1975 (ringwood, Victoria: Viking Press, 1985), 611–613.
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US Indigenous activists have argued the same. “Colonization isn’t just the theft and 
assimilation of our lands and people, today we’re fighting against nuclear colonialism 
which is the theft of our future,” remarked Leona Morgan of the Diné/Navajo Nation in 
Nevada.337 The Western Shoshone Nation, which has long protested the bombing of its 
lands at the Nevada Test Site, today continues its resistance against nuclear colonialism 
by fighting off a nuclear waste disposal site commissioned for Yucca Mountain in 
southwestern Nevada.338 Indigenous activists have also commented on the connection 
between the struggles of Water Protectors fighting the construction of pipelines and those 
fighting to keep uranium in the ground.

Persistent racism in nuclear weapon policy

The protests and legal actions taken by survivors of aggressive nuclear weapon activities 
by the colonial powers persist today. But so does the racist, colonial nuclear world 
order. It is one of the dominant paradigms present in discourses and practices around 
non-proliferation and nuclear disarmament today. Hugh Gusterson has documented 
the “nuclear Orientalism” commentary of Western governments and media about their 
racialised anxieties around “irrational” governments acquiring nuclear weapons.339

The fact that some “non-white” governments possess nuclear weapons does not undermine 
these points. The value accorded to nuclear weapons by their possessors, as described 
earlier, makes them desirable objects, situating nuclear weapons as objects of “white 
power”. The Indian government, for example, argued that its acquisition of nuclear 
weapons proved equality with the white nations possessing the bomb and a rejection of 
racist, colonial non-proliferation efforts.

But these weapons, as Arundhati Roy says, are “the ultimate colonizer”.340 Possession 
of nuclear weapons is not a postcolonial achievement of equity, but of a new form of 
subjugation—this time to the bomb. Those that buy into the idea that nuclear weapons 
provide security are perpetuating norms of violent power. They are deciding to take money 
away from the well-being of their populations to devote to the development of objects of 
obscene destruction. This is not independence, this is submission to constructs borne of 
white supremacy.

The racist underpinnings of nuclear policies extend not just to preventing proliferation 
of nuclear weapons to non-white countries but also to dismissing the legitimacy of their 
demands for nuclear abolition. During the recent process at the United Nations to ban 
nuclear weapons,341 for example, where diplomats primarily from the global south together 
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with those of a few European countries led the way,342 the nuclear-armed states and their 
nuclear-supportive allies were quick to argue343 that these pro-ban countries had no 
relevant security interests that would entitle them to speak out on this subject.

Thus, at the same time as the nuclear “powers” rode roughshod over the security 
interests of the inhabitants of the countries and Indigenous nations they bombed, leaving 
contamination of land, water, bodies, and politics for generations to come, they claim in 
international discussions that these same people had no grounds upon which to speak on 
the subject of nuclear weapons. This incredibly blatant racist approach to nuclear weapon 
discourse and negotiation has everything to with colonial power and nothing to do with 
the lived reality of people around the world.

Patriarchy and the bomb

The denial of lived reality is a classic patriarchal technique.

Patriarchy is a system of power. It is, in the barest sense, a hierarchical social order in 
which women are subordinate to men. But it is more than that. It is an order that shapes 
and entrenches gender as a cultural construction. Patriarchy is not only “a political-social 
system that insists that males are inherently dominating, superior to everything and 
everyone deemed weak, especially females,” notes bell hooks, but it is a system that endows 
the hegemonic male “with the right to dominate and rule over the weak and to maintain 
that dominance through various forms of psychological terrorism and violence.”344

Nuclearism is patriarchy: it is the dominance of a mindset that says violence equals power, 
that weapons equal security. It is a mentality that comes from the domination of men over 
women, of white supremacy and wealth, of able-bodiedness and heteronormativity. It 
comes from the capitalist prioritisation of profit over people, and from the militarism that 
accumulates wealth through war.

Militarised gender norms

Framing nuclear weapon possession as an exercise in patriarchy helps reveal some of the 
critical obstacles to nuclear disarmament. It shows how the “hegemonic norms”345 about 
masculinity—i.e. that a “real man” is someone who is heterosexual, cisgender, and makes 
claims to being independent, risk-taking, aggressive, rational, physically tough, courageous, 
and unemotional—affect the mythologising around the value of nuclear weapons.

342 ray Acheson, “resisting Nuclear Weapons means resisting Injustice and oppression,” February 2, 2018, https://www.
thenation.com/article/archive/resisting-nuclear-weapons-means-resisting-injustice/. 
343 ray Acheson, “the nuclear ban and the patriarchy: a feminist analysis of opposition to prohibiting nuclear weapons,” 
Interventions 7, no. 1 (2018): 78-82. 
344 bell hooks, Understanding Patriarchy (louisville: louisville Anarchist Federation, 2010), 1.
345 See, for example, maya eichler, “miltarized masculinities in International relations,” Brown Journal of World Affairs, 
Volume XXI, Issue I (Fall/Winter 2014) and r.W. Connell, masculinities (Berkeley: university of California Press, 1995).
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It is important to note that such norms are constructed—they are neither inherent nor 
universal. Gender norms are produced in various sites, including through the policies 
of states, security discourses, education, media debates, popular culture, and family 
relations.346 The military plays a primary role in shaping images of masculinity in the 
larger society, to the point where “the dominant adult male role model could largely be 
the product of the military.”347 As Judy Wajcman notes, “War provides the ultimate test of 
manliness and is the legitimate expression of male violence.”348

The masculine mythologies of nuclearism

Feminist scholars have long studied the connections between militarised masculinities, 
the quest for dominance in international relations, and nuclear weapons. Carol Cohn’s 
“close encounter with nuclear strategic analysis” starting in 1984 led to illuminating articles 
in Signs and Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists about the gendered discourse on nuclear 
weapons.349 These articles provided the foundations for a feminist analysis of nuclear war, 
nuclear strategy, and nuclear weapons themselves.

Cohn described the “sanitized abstraction and sexual imagery” used in US nuclear war 
planning, including metaphors that equate military and political power with sexual 
potency and masculinity—such as “vertical erector launchers, thrust-to-weight ratios, 
soft lay downs, deep penetration, the comparative advantages of protracted versus spasm 
attacks,” and discussions about how “the Russians are a little harder than we are.”350 She 
and Sara Ruddick suggested that this type of highly sexualised language serves to “mobilize 
gendered associations and symbols in creating assent, excitement, support for, and 
identification with weapons.”351 It is also “a way of minimizing the seriousness of militarist 
endeavors, of denying their deadly consequences.”352

In later years Cohn, along with Ruddick and Felicity Ruby, expanded the inquiry into 
the sense of masculine strength afforded by nuclear weapons. After India’s 1998 nuclear 
weapon tests, they listened to a Hindu nationalist leader who explained, “[W]e had to 
prove that we are not eunuchs.”353 They argued that statements like this are meant to “elicit 
admiration for the wrathful manliness of the speaker” and to imply that being willing 
to employ nuclear weapons is to be “man enough” to “defend” your country. They also 
examined how disarmament is “feminised” and linked to disempowerment, weakness, 
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and irrationality while militarism and attaining nuclear weapons are celebrated as signs of 
strength, power, and rationality.354

In her study on the valuation of nuclear weapons, Catherine Eschle illuminated the 
ways in which “the protector” is coded as masculine and “the protected” as feminine in 
a discourses that defend nuclear weapons as necessary for security. She noted that these 
discourses reinforce and play into fantasies of “real men” and masculinity as defined by 
“invulnerability, invincibility, and impregnability”.355 She and Claire Duncanson further 
elaborated on how such gendered stereotypes guide the framework of security from a 
“realist” perspective on international relations and set the stage for a masculinised approach 
to security that accords status to nuclear weapons as both markers of masculine domination 
(capable of inflicting violence) and masculine protector (capable of deterring violence).356

Patriarchal techniques

This gender analysis of nuclear weapon possessions helps us decode much of the rhetoric 
around nuclear deterrence and the power of the bomb. It illuminates the rationale for 
all of the efforts that the nuclear-armed states, and some of their allies, put into trying to 
discredit those who demand the abolition of nuclear weapons.

The process to develop the UN Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW), for 
example, provides an excellent case study in patriarchal resistance to nuclear disarmament. 
Proponents of nuclear weapons sought to use a logic of rationalism and power to defend 
their possession of these weapons and to “feminise” opponents of nuclear weapons by 
claiming they are “emotional” and “irrational”.

As part of this effort, the representatives of nuclear-armed states berated government 
representatives and activists pushing to ban the bomb. The nuclear-armed and their 
allies ridiculed the TPNW supporters’ perspectives on peace and security, accused them 
threatening the world order, and suggested they were delusional. In one case, a Russian 
ambassador suggested that those wanting to prohibit nuclear weapons are “radical 
dreamers” who have “shot off to some other planet or outer space.” In another, a UK 
ambassador said the security interests of ban-proponents are either irrelevant or non-
existent. A US ambassador asserted that banning nuclear weapons might undermine 
international security so much it could even result in the use of nuclear weapons.357

These assertions are a study in patriarchy and patriarchal techniques—including victim-
blaming and gaslighting. For example, the US government’s suggestion that banning 
nuclear weapons could result in nuclear war is reminiscent of men who assert that 

354 Cohn, hill, and ruddick, The Relevance of Gender, 6.
355 Catherine eschle, “Gender and Valuing Nuclear Weapons,” Working Paper for Devaluing Nuclear Weapons: Concepts 
and Challenges, university of York, department of Politics, 20–21 march 2012.
356 Clare duncanson and Catherine eschle, “Gender and the Nuclear Weapons State: A Feminist Critique of the uK 
Government’s White Paper on trident,” New Political Scientist 30, no. 4 (2008), 545–563.
357 See ray Acheson, “Patriarchy and the bomb: banning nuclear weapons against the opposition of militarist 
masculinities,” in the Gender Imperative: Human Security vs State Security, eds. Betty A. reardon and Asha hans (New 
York: routledge, 2019), 392–409; and ray Acheson, “the nuclear ban and the patriarchy: a feminist analysis of opposition to 
prohibiting nuclear weapons,” Critical Studies on Security (30 April 2018), 1–5.
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women who have been victims of sexual assault must have been “asking for it” by acting 
or dressing a certain way. The message is clear: if you try to take away our toys of massive 
nuclear violence, we will have no choice but to use them, and it will be your fault.

Meanwhile, Russian and French representatives described the desire to prohibit nuclear 
weapons, and the focus on the humanitarian impacts of nuclear weapons, as being 
“emotional”. The nuclear-armed states resist the conversation about the humanitarian 
impacts because this discourse focuses on what nuclear weapons actually do to human 
bodies and the planet. Looking at the physical and environmental impacts of nuclear 
weapons undermines the abstraction of these weapons as deterrents and refocuses 
attention on the fact that they are tools of genocide, slaughter, and extinction.

The assertion that the humanitarian impacts discourse is emotional is an easy way to 
dismiss and discredit those raising it. In effect, it is an act of gaslighting. This is the practice 
of denying lived reality, of questioning the capacity of an individual to really understand 
what they are saying, given their emotional investment, and insisting on a truth that is 
fiction. It is an incredibly destabilising technique, orchestrated through constant denial, 
misdirection and misinformation, and ridicule.

Gaslighting in the realm of nuclear weapons has been practiced since the beginning of 
the atomic age. The discourse of deterrence denies the lived reality of those who have 
experienced the intergenerational harms of nuclear weapons use and testing. It insists that 
nuclear weapons are for security, not genocide. It claims that anyone who thinks otherwise 
is being emotional, overwrought, irrational, or impractical.

Privileging power through discourse

What is considered to be realistic, practical, and feasible is determined by those who hold 
power in a given situation. How these concepts are measured and used to described reality 
relies exclusively on those who control the mainstream discourse or narrative. In the 
context of nuclear weapons, this is men and women of incredible privilege: elites of their 
own societies and in the global community, such as politicians, government personnel, 
military commanders, and “national security” practitioners and academics. It is definitely 
not the people affected by nuclear weapons development, testing, stockpiling, use, or 
threatened use.

Within the constructs of the “national security” elite, disarmament seems impossible—like 
a utopian vision of a world that cannot exist because, the argument goes, there will always 
be those who want to retain or develop the capacity to wield massive, unfathomable levels 
of violence over others. Therefore, the “rational” actors need to retain nuclear weapons for 
protection against the irrational others.

In a recent example, in 2018 the US government began asserting that all of the past 
commitments it has made to nuclear disarmament are out of date and out of step with 
today’s “international security environment”—as if the security environment is not directly 
related to the US government’s own actions, including its build-up of its nuclear arsenal. 
The current US administration has articulated a new approach to nuclear weapon policy, 
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which is focused not on what the United States can do for nuclear disarmament but what 
the rest of the world can do for the United States in order to make it, as the most heavily 
militarised country in the world, feel “safer”.358

This approach to international relations and disarmament insists upon the notion 
that states, as coherent units, must always be at odds with one another, rather than 
collectively pursuing a world in which mutual interdependence and cooperation could 
guide behaviour through an integrated set of common interests, needs, and obligations—
considerations that characterise human security. But “security can’t be possessed or 
guaranteed by the state,” argue Duncanson and Eschle. “It is a process, immanent in our 
relationships with others and always partial, elusive, and contested”.359

Contesting security

Challenging mainstream, dogmatic conceptions of security is critical. The pursuit of 
“security” by elite factions within states lies at the heart of each of the structures of violence 
explored in this series. The justifications rendered for borders, for police forces, for the 
carceral system, for war and weapons all centre on the ruthless quest for “security”. The 
word itself must be contested, for its definition is fundamentally different depending on 
where its pursuer is situated.

Challenging “security discourse”

Internationally, as well as nationally within most countries, security discourse and practice 
tend towards violence. As seen from the perspective of each state’s political masters—
its economic elite and the agencies built to police and preserve the unequal, extractive 
relations upon which many countries are built—security requires an arsenal of weapons, 
surveillance and carceral apparatus, and other technologies of violence, control, and 
coercion. Security, from this perspective, is about managing and enforcing the destruction 
of the commons—it is about maintaining the inequal distribution of wealth, power, and 
resources.

This framing of security is what is behind the United States’ nuclear arsenal; its 800 
military bases and its deployment of special forces and an alphabet soup of “intelligence” 
agencies around the globe; its military- and prison-industrial complexes; its heavily armed 
police forces and border patrols. This is why the US government, regardless of which party 
or individual has the leadership, invests in weapons and war instead of the well-being of its 
own citizens, let alone its immigrants or people abroad.

This framing of security is also why so many other countries in the world invest in 
weapons and training for their military personnel instead of investing in the well-being of 
people. Rather than trying to prevent or mitigate the growing impacts of climate change, 

358 ray Acheson, “moving the nuclear football, from 1946 to 2019,” NPT News in Review 16, no. 2 (2 may 2019), 1–2. http://
reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/disarmament-fora/npt/NIr2019/NIr16.2.pdf. 
359 duncanson and eschle, “Gender and the Nuclear Weapons State,” 15.
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or investing in social safety nets that reduce inequalities, many governments follow the 
lead of the most heavily militarised countries in fortifying against unrest or migration by 
bolstering their capacity for violence.

Investing in peace

These government choices of investing in perpetual war over peace are precisely why 
the majority of people in the world hold such a diametrically opposed view of “security”. 
Security, for so many people, is about survival. It is about surviving the crumbling 
scaffolding holding up our world—surviving climate change, pandemic, famine, war. And 
it is about thriving, in a different world, in a different order, that is more equitable and fair.

For the majority of the world’s population, security is not a weapon. It is not a prison. It 
is the direct opposite. It requires investments in completely opposing structures. Security 
means safe housing. Sustainable and healthy food, water, air, and energy. Equitable 
distribution of wealth and resources. Freedom from violence, fear, hunger. Freedom 
from the threats emanating from certain states—surveillance, incarceration, detainment, 
deportation, harassment, and murder. Security means not living under the constant threat 
of nuclear annihilation, police brutality, or systemic repression.

For most people, security means stability. Not “strategic stability,” or other theoretical 
notions of equity amongst those capable of committing acts of monstrous violence against 
one another. But stability in terms of life and livelihood, of employment, access to health 
services, ability to care for family and community. Security, in this context, also means 
peace. Not some false “peace through terror” as professed by myths of nuclear deterrence, 
but the peace of promiscuous care, of nonviolent networks and mechanisms of solidarity 
and collective well-being.

Security is not an object or an achievement; it is a process that depends on the interactions 
of many moving parts. In this understanding, security cannot be reached through 
weaponisation but through our relationships to one another and with our environment—
and these are always changing, as are we. “How we live, how we organize, how we engage 
in the world—the process—not only frames the outcome, it is the transformation,” writes 
Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg scholar and activist Leanne Betasamosake Simpson.360

Discursive turns

Thinking about security in this way and overturning the mainstream “security discourse” 
is part of the effort to build a different kind of world, a world that works for more people in 
more places. Changing narratives is a crucial part of changing minds, of overturning long-
held beliefs about the way things work, the way things are, the way things “have to be”. This 
deliberate shifting of mainstream consciousness was crucial to the suffrage movement, 

360 leanne Betasamosake Simpson, As We Have Always Done: Indigenous Freedom Through Radical Resistance 
(minneapolis: the university of minnesota, 2017), 19.
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the civil rights movement, movements around labour and LGBTQ+ rights, for banning 
landmines, cluster bombs, smoking—and most recently, nuclear weapons.

Antinuclear activists with the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons 
(ICAN) built on the lessons of other social movements, intentionally refocusing 
international discussions toward the catastrophic humanitarian and environmental 
impacts of nuclear weapons. It might sound surprising, but for most of the last 75 years, 
this has not been the focus of intergovernmental discussion about nuclear weapons. 
For the last several decades at the United Nations, nuclear weapons were discussed by 
governments primarily in what Carol Cohn describes as “technostrategic” language—a 
language that helps nuclear war planners to rationalise their actions in planning the deaths 
of millions of people while disassociating themselves emotionally and morally from this 
task.361 This affected the way even antinuclear governments spoke about nuclear weapons, 
primarily framing their opposition to the bomb in sanitised language about “international 
peace and security” and possible risks about use based on nuclear weapon policy details.

A key challenge for antinuclear activists and governments has been to disrupt this 
narrative and elevate in its place a discourse based on the realities of nuclear weapons: 
the death and destruction caused by their use and testing; the descriptions of what blast 
and heat from a nuclear detonation do to human bodies; the radioactive legacies and 
environmental degradation.362 Amplifying the testimonies of survivors over the theorising 
of policymakers in boardrooms, and framing nuclear abolition as part of a broader pursuit 
of equity and justice, the diplomats and activists engaged in this work seek to stigmatise 
nuclear weapons in order to spur on their prohibition and abolition.

Banning the bomb

As a direct result of these efforts to change the discourse and to organise strategically 
for new pathways to disarmament, in 2017 the United Nations outlawed nuclear 
weapons. Adopting the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons on 7 July 2017, 
122 governments voted to place nuclear weapons—along with chemical and biological 
weapons, blinding laser weapons, landmines, and cluster bombs—on the list of 
technologies that are unacceptable on the basis of their indiscriminate and horrifically 
devastating levels of violence.

Unlike the piecemeal nuclear weapon governance agreements before it, the new instrument 
prohibits nuclear weapons for all countries and sets the stage for the elimination of these 
weapons. It offers various pathways for nuclear-armed states to comply with the Treaty and 
eliminate their nuclear weapon programmes, with verification and within set timeframes.

The Treaty is also the first nuclear weapon agreement to recognise the disproportionate 
impacts that nuclear weapon activities have had on Indigenous communities, to recognise 
the gendered impacts of radiation, and to encourage gender diversity in discussions 

361 Cohn, “Sex and death,” 690.
362 See ray Acheson, "law and morality at the Vienna conference on the humanitarian Impact of Nuclear Weapons," in 
Sleepwalking to Armageddon: The Threat of Nuclear Annihilation, ed. helen Caldicott (New York: the New Press, 2017).
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on nuclear weapons. It is also the first to include provisions on victim assistance and 
environmental remediation, recognising the harms that have been caused and the needs of 
communities that have suffered.

While the effort to ban nuclear weapons through an international agreement at the United 
Nations is a relatively recent effort, it builds on decades of antinuclear activism around 
the world. The 1960s and 1980s were particularly vibrant times for action against nuclear 
bombs and missiles, but those campaigning for nuclear abolition have been working all 
throughout the atomic age, demanding an end to the existential threat posed by these 
weapons of terror. Over these years, various agreements were reached among governments, 
largely due to the demands of people on the streets fighting for the future of their families 
and our planet. But all of these are now under threat themselves, as the US government 
holds a lit match to the paper upon which various limitations to nuclear weapons were 
painstakingly written over decades.

The fraying remnants of nuclear arms control

Until 2017, international agreements on nuclear weapons were piecemeal. A treaty aimed 
at preventing the proliferation of nuclear weapons, adopted in 1968, has been mostly 
successful in this endeavour. However, the nuclear-armed states that are party to that treaty 
have not complied with the legal obligation contained within to completely eliminate their 
nuclear weapons—which was part of the “grand bargain” in exchange for other countries 
never acquiring them.

In addition, a treaty banning nuclear weapon tests, adopted in 1996, still hasn’t entered into 
force. While most nuclear-armed states have exercised a moratorium on nuclear weapon 
testing in recent years, the US government has indicated that it might resume testing.363

The United States and Russia have agreed to many bilateral arrangements over the years to 
reduce and limit the size of their deployed nuclear weapons—but the last of these is set to 
expire in 2021 with currently no indication that it will be renewed or replaced.  

Over the past few years, the current US government has been determined to dismantle 
all of the nuclear arms control architecture built over decades, withdrawing from and 
refusing to join or implement all of the treaties that put any constraints on its nuclear 
arsenal. It claims that the “international security environment” is no longer suitable for 
nuclear disarmament.364 This glosses over the fact that US actions, above all else, determine 
the so-called international security environment. And the fact that in the last 75 years, 

363 John hudson, “trump administration discussed conducting first nuclear test in decades,” Washington Post, may 22, 
2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/trump-administration-discussed-conducting-first-us-nuclear-test-in-
decades/2020/05/22/a805c904-9c5b-11ea-b60c-3be060a4f8e1_story.html. 
364 See, for example, Creating the conditions for nuclear disarmament, Working paper submitted by the united States 
of America, Second Session of the Preparatory Committee for the 2020 review Conference of Parties to the treaty on the 
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, NPt/CoNF.2020/PC.II/WP.30, 18 April 2018 and Operationalizing the Creating an 
Environment for Nuclear Disarmament (CEND) Initiative, Working paper submitted by the united States of America, third 
Session of the Preparatory Committee for the 2020 review Conference of Parties to the treaty on the Non-Proliferation of 
Nuclear Weapons, NPt/CoNF.2020/PC.III/WP.43, 26 April 2019.
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while the United States and Russia may have reduced their nuclear stockpiles, they have 
never pursued nuclear disarmament. And the fact that nuclear disarmament could, in fact, 
improve international security.

Minority rule

While it was initially the US government expounding this view that the world is not ready 
for nuclear disarmament, the other nuclear-armed states have all taken it up in various 
ways.365 It provides a comfortable rhetoric to hide behind: we’d really like to do this thing we 
promised to do, but if we do it, it will hurt everyone, so… maybe later.

Despite the persistent gaslighting, the majority of governments in the world reject the 
idea that the time is not “ripe” for nuclear disarmament. “Disarmament is a driver of 
security,” the government of Ireland has argued, for example.366 The international security 
environment “is not a pretext to shirk obligations or to defer progress on disarmament. 
Concrete progress on disarmament creates an enabling environment, enhances security 
and provides a reinforcing loop to allow further progress.”367

Most countries have renounced nuclear weapons as tools of genocide and injustice. 
Criticising the nuclear-armed states for their hypocrisy in asserting themselves as 
protectorates of “international security” while wielding weapons of unconscionable 
violence, many governments have acknowledged the global power disparity that is 
entrenched by nuclear weapon possession. South Africa’s diplomats, for example, have 
drawn comparisons between the nuclear order and apartheid, arguing that it is another 
example of minority rule, in which “the will of the few will prevail, regardless of whether it 
makes moral sense.”368

So far, the minority-ruling nine have all refused to join the Treaty on the Prohibition 
of Nuclear Weapons. So have the US allies that claim protection from nuclear weapons 
through their security agreements with the United States, which include the countries of the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, as well as Australia, Japan, and Republic of Korea. In 
contrast, it was countries of Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, Southeast Asia, and 
the Pacific, together with a few European countries, who championed the nuclear ban treaty.

Their negotiation and adoption of a treaty prohibiting nuclear weapons was a brilliant 
end-run around the nuclear-armed states. Despite pressure and threats from several of the 
bullies with bombs, they stood their ground to say, enough. The normative impacts of such 
a move cannot yet be measured, but the stigmatising force is already being felt around the 
world. Financial institutions are divesting from nuclear weapon producers; political leaders 
and parliamentarians in nuclear-supportive countries are demanding a change to their 

365 See for example ray Acheson, “moving the nuclear football, from 1946 to 2019,” NPT News in Review 16, no. 2 (2 may 
2019).
366 Permanent mission of Ireland to the united Nations, UN General Assembly, First Committee, Seventy-Fourth Session, 
General Debate (New York: Permanent mission of Ireland to the united Nations, 2019). Accessed November 18, 2020 at 
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367 Ibid. 
368 ray Acheson, “uprising,” NPT News in Review 13, no. 17 (25 may 2015), 2.
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governments’ policies; city councils around the world are saying they do not want to be a 
target in a nuclear war.

Confronting the continuum of violence

Nuclear abolition is possible. The international law is in place. The technical capacity for 
dismantlement of nuclear bombs has been established. Most of the world is hungry for 
disarmament. But the nuclear armed-states are not ready—not ready to relinquish their 
self-perceived god-like power derived from “The Bomb”. Not ready to join the rest of the 
world in cooperating for peace, instead asserting dominance and control over the order 
they created—the order from which they extract wealth and privilege.

Understanding the relationship between nuclear weapons and power, the role that the 
bomb plays in our current world—not as a relic of history but as an immediate and 
tangible threat to all life—is crucial to advancing toward abolition. This includes witnessing 
and renouncing nuclear weapons as part of the broader continuum of violence that so 
many of us confront every day: among other things, the systems of white supremacy 
behind nuclear weapon development and use; the patriarchal control possessors claim to 
derive from nuclear weapons; the economic tragedy of billions wasted on bombs at the 
expense of human well-being; the impacts a nuclear weapon detonation would have on our 
climate, food production, and environmental sustainability.

From here, we can oppose nuclear weapons not just as material objects in their own 
right, but as deadly cogs in a bigger system of violence and injustice. Our activism 
against the bomb is not “just” a demand for nuclear abolition, but for the disruption and 
dismantlement of the economic, political, and cultural systems that make nuclear weapons 
possible, that make them seem desirable, and that hold up all the other structures of 
violence that prevent us from developing equitable societies of care and nonviolence.

Nuclear weapons and white supremacy

There are many ways to connect nuclear weapons to other structures of violence that are 
considered in this series. At the heart of each is white supremacy.

The policies and practices of nuclear weapon development, testing, and use, described 
earlier, are policies of radioactive racism. The same racist ideology that enables certain 
governments to explode nuclear bombs, dig up radioactive materials, and bury nuclear 
waste on Indigenous lands, Pacific islands and North African deserts also lies within 
carceral systems and border controls.

The dismissal of survivor testimony as expert contributions to nuclear weapon discourse 
or policymaking is mirrored in the exclusion of Black, Latinx, Asian, Arab, as well as 
LGBTQ+ and other people with lived experience of police brutality, from decisions about 
policing and community safety. Similarly, patronising racism is on display when nuclear-
armed states argue that countries of the “global south” have no legitimate security interests 
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when it comes to nuclear weapons—that they should just be quiet and let the “adults” 
handle things.

Nuclear weapons and carceral systems

Beyond the embeddedness of white supremacy, nuclear weapon policy and activities also 
hold other similarities to carceral systems of policing and incarceration. As much as the 
bomb is a coloniser, it is also a prison. The justifications for nuclear weapon possession, 
told over and over to our populations and entrenched within our economies and politics, 
cage our imaginations along with our bodies and our futures.

Just as many people find it difficult to imagine security without police or prisons, many 
also find it difficult to imagine security without nuclear weapons. Yet, as Angela Davis 
notes, there is widespread “reluctance to face the realities hidden within [prisons], a fear 
of thinking about what happens inside them. Thus, the prison is present in our lives and 
at the same time, it is absent from our lives.”369 Likewise, many people acknowledge that 
nuclear weapons are horrible, yet claim they are a “necessary evil”. They accept the abstract 
notion that nuclear weapons “keep us safe”—because the bomb is for them out of sight and 
out of mind, and not something that they have ever experienced themselves. They exist, 
but they are meant to never be used. Thousands have been detonated, but on Black and 
brown bodies, near poor communities, on Indigenous lands.

The persistence of the faith that nuclear weapons bring security, force fed to us by the state 
as dogmatic Truth, is also similar to the faith in carceral systems to keep people safe. In 
both cases, we must ask, whose security do they serve, and against what or whom do they 
offer protection? Much like police forces only bring stability and order to the capitalist 
class, to those with property and wealth that require “protecting” from the masses, nuclear 
weapons only bring stability and order to the warmongers who seek the capacity to destroy 
the world in order to preserve their dominance of it.

Responses to violence and inequalities that are witnessed are also similar. In the face of 
police brutality, some politicians or even activists suggest that the police can be reformed. 
With more body cameras, with better training, with more prosecutions and accountability, 
we can improve the operation of police. Whether these assertions are well intentioned or a 
deliberate tactic to defuse protest and demands for change, they rest on the notion that the 
structure itself is fine and its operation just needs to be tweaked. Likewise, there are plenty 
of advocates for nuclear arms control, calling for reductions of nuclear arsenals done to a 
“reasonable” level, or for the cancellation of modernisation programmes and development 
of new missiles or bombers, or for cutting some of the budget for nuclear weapons.

But as with police reforms, none of these adjustments get to the heart of the problem—
which is that carceral systems and nuclear weapons both are extremely violent tools to 
oppress, control, and kill human beings. The problem is not simply the budgets or the size 
or the policies of police forces, the prison system, or nuclear arsenals—the problem is that 

369 Angela davis, Are Prisons Obsolete? (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2003). 
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each of these is designed to cause harm. You cannot reform away something when it is the 
fundamental nature of that thing.

Nuclear weapons and border imperialism

If we think of nuclear weapons as the “ultimate colonisers,” as Arundhati Roy describes 
them, the implications for their role in enforcing border imperialism become clear.

Nuclear weapons are part of the toolkit for maintaining the inequitable privileged world 
order, a radioactive line between the “haves” and the “have-nots”—in terms of nuclear 
weapon possession, but even more acutely in terms of access to wealth and power. For 
the most part, nuclear weapon possessors and supporters are among the wealthiest 
countries in the world; most are located in the global north. With the exception of Brazil 
and Mexico, the 15 countries with the highest GDPs are all nuclear weapon possessors or 
support the US nuclear weapon programme through alliance agreements.

As economic inequality between states, and between people within states, has skyrocketed, 
borders have become essential tools to “protect and secure not individual nations but the 
international class of wealthy nations,” as Jeff Halper explains in War Against the People.370 
To this end, most wealthy countries, particularly the United States, Australia, and the 
European countries that are part of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, are engaged 
in violent suppression of migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers. As outlined in another 
essay in this series, on any given day there are about 50,000 asylum seekers and migrants in 
detention in the United States.371 Even more are detained across Europe, with the highest 
numbers currently in France. Australia is currently detaining nearly 10,000 migrants, 
mostly in “offshore” detention facilities.372 In each of these situations, government officials 
engage in illegal push-backs and denial of entry, deliberate spread of misinformation, as 
well as abusive conditions in detention.

These countries are spending billions on “border security” to keep people out. Notably, 
some of the same companies developing militarised surveillance apparatus for borders are 
also involved in weapons production, including nuclear weapons. For example, Leonardo, 
an Italian arms company, supplies drones to EU coastguard agencies. It is also involved in 
the production of medium-range air-to-surface missiles for France. So is Thales, a Dutch 
company that also produces radar and sensor equipment and is currently developing 
border surveillance infrastructure for the European Border Surveillance System. The 
increasing militarisation of borders is a boon to the military-industrial complex in the 
United States, Israel, and across Europe, creating new markets for weapons and other 
technologies of violent repression, coercion, and control.

Companies in the United States that manage the nuclear-industrial complex are also 
invested in the militarisation of borders directly. Sandia National Laboratories in New 

370 Jeff halper, War Against the People (london: Pluto Press, 2015). 
371 Katharina Buchholz, Number of Immigrant detainees rises Quickly,” Statista, January 3, 2020, https://www.statista.
com/chart/17977/number-of-detainees-in-facilities-of-dhs-immigration/. 
372 Global detention Project, “Australia,” accessed November 18, 2020, https://www.globaldetentionproject.org/countries/
asia-pacific/australia. 
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Mexico, for example, has been part of the system for building and managing the US 
nuclear weapon arsenal since 1945; it was also commissioned in the early 1990s to draw 
up plans to militarise the US-Mexico border. It recommended militarised responses such 
as the construction of a triple-layer border wall, systematic checkpoints, and electronic 
surveillance, among others. Sandia was initially run by AT&T, then Lockheed Martin, and 
now by a subsidiary of Honeywell.373

In addition to the corporate entanglement of border militarism and nuclear weapons, the 
policies and tactics of “border security” have also arguably been influenced by nuclear 
weapon policies, in spirit if not literally. Both rely on a theory of “deterrence” to justify 
their cruelty. The increasing global battlescape of “border security” is all part the effort of 
wealthy Western governments to work together make sure that migrants, refugees, and 
asylum seekers have as difficult a time as possible entering their countries or even making 
it to their shores. But much like the theory of nuclear deterrence, deterring migration 
simply does not work. People desperate to survive gang violence or armed conflict or 
climate change or economic despair will undertake dangerous actions to try to secure a 
better life—any life—for themselves and their families.

The border-related deterrence policies of the United States—such as shutting down border 
crossings near urban areas, for example—have driven people to cross instead through the 
desert, where many die of thirst, hunger, or exposure. The deterrence policies in Europe 
have driven many to make dangerous crossings of the Mediterranean Sea, at the bottom of 
which many bodies of refugees now lie. The deterrence policies of Australia have likewise 
drowned many migrants coming from Southeast Asia and have left the rest in perpetual 
internment in squalid conditions in “offshore” prisons. Over 75,000 migrants are known 
to have died since the mid-1990s.374 Many more have disappeared, or the deaths simply 
haven’t been recorded.

Nuclear weapons are about death, not deterrence; border imperialism is callous 
indifference to human life. Both nuclear weapons and borders are about maintaining 
power and privilege for some at the expense of the lives of others—in the case of nuclear 
weapons, potentially everyone. Both are about maintaining a political and economic world 
order built on, and reliant upon, extreme inequality and violence.

Nuclear weapons and war

Nuclear weapons are both embedded within and stand outside the war machine. After the 
first detonation in the desert of New Mexico, nuclear weapons were used twice as an act of 
war against Japan. Their use was justified as necessary to end World War II—though as an 
ever-growing mountain of literature reveals, this was not the case.

Since then, the primary justification for nuclear weapons has been that they prevent war. 
This, too, has been proven fallacious. Countless conflicts between nuclear-armed states, 

373 John Carlos Frey, Sand and Blood: America’s Stealth War on the Mexico Border (New York: Bold type Books: 2019).
374 migration data Portal, “migrant deaths and disappearances,” updated march 17, 2020, https://migrationdataportal.org/
themes/migrant-deaths-and-disappearances. 

https://migrationdataportal.org/themes/migrant-deaths-and-disappearances
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even if not fought on their own territories in a traditional land war, coupled with the 
acquisition of nuclear weapons by additional states, have shown that as deterrents, nuclear 
weapons do not live up to the hype.

But it’s interesting how a weapon designed for use in conflict has since taken on the 
mythology of a weapon meant never to be used. A weapon by its very nature is meant to 
be used. Weapons are tools of violence, the very purpose of which are to kill, injure, and 
destroy. Yet the dogma of deterrence has been so engrained in politics and popular culture 
alike that many people have been trained to believe that this weapon will never be used. 
Nuclear weapons are not the droids you’re looking for.

Of course, nuclear weapons are used, every day, in an exercise of power. They have 
been used thousands of times through nuclear weapon tests. They are deployed and 
targeted every second of the day. And they have cost the world billions of dollars in their 
development, testing, use, deployment, maintenance, and modernisation—and will 
cost billions more if not abolished. In this sense, they are firmly embedded in the war 
machine—they are part of the ever-increasing investments in militarism made globally.

Overcoming the nuclear nightmare

The nuclear-industrial complex is largely responsible for the feat of magical realism 
surrounding mainstream nuclear weapon discourse and theory. It has actively worked to 
make sure its narratives about “strategic stability” and “mutually assured destruction” have 
held sway over nuclear weapon policies and investments all these years. Meanwhile, the 
cost of living for people everywhere has continued to rise—poverty, war, climate change; 
all have worked against a popular resistance to something as seemingly esoteric as the 
nuclear bomb.

But these weapons must not be considered “out of sight, out of mind” anymore. They are 
a living nightmare, to which those who have experienced them can attest. And they are 
critically bound up with so many of the other aspects of our societies we need to change 
in order to survive, and in order to thrive. They are embedded within the US political, 
economic, and cultural landscape, and seeing them as such could help us find new or 
innovative locations and strategies for our resistance and our efforts to build the structures 
of collective care we so desperately need.

Antinuclear actions

In addition to the global work at the United Nations with governments of the world, 
antinuclear activists are also already working locally375 with city or municipal council 
members to divest public funds from nuclear-weapons production. ICAN’s Don’t Bank on 
the Bomb376 initiative provides information about financial institutions around the world 

375 ray Acheson, loreta Castro, Beatrice Fihn, linnet Ngayu and Carlos umaña, “rebuilding the Antinuclear movement,” 
The Nation, June 1, 2018, https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/rebuilding-antinuclear-movement/. 
376 See https://www.dontbankonthebomb.com. 

https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/rebuilding-antinuclear-movement/
https://www.dontbankonthebomb.com
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that invest in the companies contributing to the manufacture of nuclear-weapons systems. 
Local efforts in cities and towns across the United States and in other countries are helping 
to divest personal funds, as well as government pension funds377 and other public money, 
from these companies. Activists are also encouraging their cities to comply378 with the 
Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, and to call on their federal governments to 
join the Treaty.

Some activists situate their struggle at the sites of nuclear violence—sites of their use and 
testing, as well as their sites of production and manufacture, sites of uranium mining 
and waste dumping, sites of their assembly or their deployment. This work includes 
interrupting the daily work at the sites, distributing information379 about the humanitarian 
impacts of nuclear weapons and about the prohibition treaty, speaking with local 
communities and workers, and building connections among people.

But more work is needed to integrate our movement with others, and to support 
movements for broader social, economic, and environmental justice.

Seeking a continuum of activism to challenge the continuum of violence

Given the continuum of violence between and among various structures of violence in 
our societies, there are plenty of ways in which to connect, reinforce, and amplify social 
movements that stand against them. While the single-issue antinuclear organising of the 
past may not be feasible or even desirable, the time is riper than ever for activism based on 
the fundamental redirection of security concepts and funding priorities, of which nuclear 
weapons issues are an important aspect.

The threat of nuclear war, the waste of resources on nuclear weapon modernisation, 
maintenance, and deployment, the risks to health and environment of nuclear weapon 
production, are all very real, tangible costs of the atomic bomb that need to be considered 
within social movements looking to change how we can achieve safety, solidarity, and 
security as well as peace and justice. To address these concerns, it is imperative to 
incorporate feminist, queer, racial, and Indigenous justice, and environmental perspectives 
in the actions we undertake.

Right now, there are calls in many countries to defund the police and prison industries 
and build alternative structures for preventing harm and for transformative justice. This 
incredible work is crucial toward building the type of communities in which we can all 
live and thrive. This work is about, among other things, disarming and demilitarising; it 
is about divesting from weapons and violence and investing in peace and equality instead. 
Abolishing nuclear weapons is part of this work. Similarly, nuclear abolition is part of the 
work to prevent or mitigate the impacts of climate change. The environmental impacts of 

377 don’t Bank on the Bomb, “New York Banking on the Bomb? Fuggedaboutit!”, accessed November 27, 2020, https://
www.dontbankonthebomb.com/nyc/. 
378 NuclearBan, “towns that have passed resolutions to align with the treaty,” accessed November 27, 2020, http://www.
nuclearban.us/for-towncities/. 
379 ray Acheson, “A journey to the heart of the anti-nuclear resistance in Australia: rad tour 2018,” Nuclear-Free 
Campaign, accessed November 27, 2020, https://nuclear.foe.org.au/wp-content/uploads/rad-tour-ray-Acheson-2018-Final.
pdf. 

https://www.dontbankonthebomb.com/nyc/
https://www.dontbankonthebomb.com/nyc/
http://www.nuclearban.us/for-towncities/
http://www.nuclearban.us/for-towncities/
https://nuclear.foe.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Rad-Tour-Ray-Acheson-2018-Final.pdf
https://nuclear.foe.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Rad-Tour-Ray-Acheson-2018-Final.pdf
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nuclear weapons, even in a single detonation, can be devastating; a nuclear war would lead 
to catastrophic impacts on the atmosphere, land, and water, leading to global famine and 
even mass extinction.

The bottom line is, as Audre Lorde says, our activism can’t be single-issue, because we don’t 
live single-issue lives. Integrating work against nuclear weapons into other movements, 
and effectively supporting the work of movements for social justice and environmental 
preservation within the work against nuclear weapons, means recentring different 
perspectives and approaches in our work, as described above.

Queering antinuclearism

Queer theory and politics offer useful lessons here. As Gem Romuld of ICAN Australia 
notes, the nuclear ban treaty can be considered “queering nuclear disarmament,” because it 
undermines the dominant patriarchal discourse around nuclear weapons and “prioritises, 
or at least amplifies, marginalised voices (countries and people impacted by nuclear 
testing).” This is helping change “security frameworks worldwide, putting nuclear-armed 
states and their allies on the defensive.”380

Queer approaches to organising and activism tend to push back against traditional 
power structures, methodologies, and spaces. For example, for some queer activists it 
is not sufficient for LGBTQ+ rights to be “recognised” or “tolerated” by heterosexist 
societies when queer lives are being destroyed and diminished in multifaceted ways. 
LGBTQ+ activists who do focus on “petitioning for rights and recognition before the 
law” have been accused by some others of collaborating with mainstream nationalist 
politics of identity, entitlement, inclusion, and personal responsibility.381 Queer politics, in 
contrast, may offer an approach based not on integrating into dominant structures but on 
transforming “the basic fabric and hierarchies that allow systems of oppression to persist 
and operate efficiently.”382

This may be why the fight against nuclear weapons tends to draw in queer activists, as 
Emma (Crunch) highlights. She points out that the nuclear-industrial complex is “a 
necessarily highly regulated, undemocratic industry with concentrated power,” and queer-
identified people “tend to try and break down some of these power structures in our lives 
and relationships, as well as power sources.”383

380 “this Is Not Nowhere,” Curve, September 14, 2018, https://www.curvemag.com/community/activism/this-is-not-
nowhere/. 
381 See for example david l. eng, Judith halberstam, and José esteban muñoz, “What’s Queer About Queer Studies 
Now?” Social Text 84–85, Vol. 23, Nos. 3–4 (Fall–Winter 2005): 2–17; and lisa duggan, The Twilight of Equality? 
Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics, and the Attack on Democracy (Boston: Beacon, 2003).
382 Cathy J. Cohen, “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens: the radical Potential of Queer Politics?” GLQ 3 (1997): 437.
383 “this Is Not” 2018. 
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Decolonising antinuclearism

The same can be said for much Indigenous activism, where it challenges the legitimacy 
of settler colonial institutions rather than applying to them for fulfillment of “rights and 
responsibilities”. Some Indigenous organisers work for environmental protections and 
rights as citizens of First Nations, not of the states that continue to steal, rape, murder, and 
destroy their bodies, land, and water with which they live.384

Refusing to engage in what Tim Hollo describes as “a supplicant politics, where we beg 
or demand of governments that they act,” many Indigenous and queer activists instead 
organise and build within their spaces and with methods they have established within 
their own communities.385 For many First Nations, this is an existential imperative. “The 
genocidal intentions of settler states lie not only in the wide range of measures used to 
diminish, contain and destroy First Nations people, but in the suppression of Indigenous 
knowledge, ontologies and ways of living that are carried through and in the land,” note 
Brenna Bhandar and Rafeef Ziadah.386

Nuclear weapons are part of settler states’ quest for suppression and destruction of 
First Nations. In Australia and the United States, the colonial governments bombed 
the land, covering it with the black mist and white rain387 of radioactive fallout, and 
burying nuclear waste within it. They have rejected efforts of local communities to 
secure acknowledgement or compensation for these harms; they continue to reject the 
perspectives of survivors as relevant to policymaking.

Decolonisation is inherent to nuclear disarmament. The elimination of nuclear weapons 
is part of the process of acknowledging the radioactive racism of the nuclear age and 
repairing this damage. The Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons recognises this. 
Its negotiators listened to First Nations appeals to include language on the disproportionate 
harms caused by nuclear weapon activities to Indigenous communities and to include 
victim assistance and environmental remediation in the Treaty’s provisions. While the 
damage can never be undone, naming it and working to address it are imperative to healing 
the wounds of nuclear colonialism and to preventing such acts from ever occurring again.

Dismantling power

Moving away from “supplicant politics” was also inherent in the negotiation of the nuclear 
weapon ban treaty. After decades of appealing to the nuclear-armed states to comply with 
their legal and moral obligations to disarm, the majority of the world’s governments finally

384 See for example Nick estes, Our History is the Future: Standing Rock versus the Dakota Access Pipeline, and the 
Long Tradition of Indigenous Resistance (New York: Verso, 2019); and Qwo-li driskill, Chris Finley, Brian Joseph Gilley, and 
Scott lauria morgensen, eds., Queer Indigenous Studies: Critical Interventions in Theory, Politics, and Literature (tuscon: 
the university of Arizona Press, 2011).
385 tim hollo, “there’s No time left Not to do everything,” Arena 3 (2020), 53. 
386 Brenna Bhandar and rafeef Ziadah, eds., Revolutionary Feminisms: Conversations on Collective Action and Radical 
Thought (london and New York: Verso, 2020), 59.
387 See Black mist Burnt Country at https://blackmistburntcountry.com.au. 
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rejected the structure of oppression imposed upon them through the established forums 
for discussion and negotiation, and forged a new path outside of “credible” channels. 
Utilising the UN General Assembly, which gives each member state an equal vote, allowed 
the voices and interests of those not in control of massive world destroying arsenals to not 
only be heard, but to hold court.

Consciously or not, the decision to turn to an alternative forum for action on nuclear 
weapons placed in the foreground a politics where the nonnormative and marginal 
position became the basis for progressive change. This is arguably a queering of process, 
in which those marginalised do not “search for opportunities to integrate into dominant 
institutions and normative social relationships, but instead pursue a political agenda 
that seeks to change values, definitions, and laws which make these institutions and 
relationships oppressive.”388 Learning from Indigenous knowledge, this type of shift also 
was a process that allowed participants to connect to the land, water, and sky, through the 
renewed focus on the humanitarian impacts of nuclear weapons.

That said, the UN General Assembly is still an established forum. Of all of the UN 
machinery, it may best maintain the spirit of the UN Charter’s question for international 
equality and cooperation, but at the end of the day it is still part of a broader architecture 
in which “power” rules. While the United Nations was founded to save succeeding 
generations from the scourge of war, its most militarised member states have used the 
system to prevent action that impedes their interests of capital accumulation through war, 
imperialism, and oppression.

“Power both inhabits and determines the structures of the system,” writes Tim Hollo. 
“Only by changing power can we change the system.”389 If have some sense of what this 
means nationally or locally, in terms of building community resilience, mutual aid, and 
solidarity, what could this look like in relation to nuclear weapons? As we build alternatives 
to the other structures of violence and power we seek to undo—the carceral state, border 
imperialism, etc.—what are the lessons we can draw to effectively undermine the power 
structures that sustain nuclear weapons?

Transformative justice for nuclearism

For example, what would transformative justice look like in relation to nuclear weapons? 
Transformative justice processes are often used within communities to achieve 
accountability and healing without recourse to police and imprisonment. Such processes 
are about accountability, acknowledgement of harm, and apology for that harm. They 
are about reparations for the survivor and the survivor feeling heard and cared for by 
their community. They are about changing the behaviour of the perpetrator, as well as 
preventing others from committing such harms and building the systems of care and 
accountability necessary for the future.

388 Cohen, “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens,” 444–445.
389 hollo, “there’s No time.” 
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What does this mean in relation to nuclear weapons, in a way that is not supplicant to 
power? Perhaps it means transnational solidarity of activists to listen to, acknowledge, 
and amplify experiences and perspectives of those harmed. Perhaps it means, as it did in 
the case of the nuclear ban, state actors also doing the same—diplomats of non-nuclear 
countries working to create more inclusive spaces and methods of work—but it must 
go beyond this, to the creation of entirely new spaces and methodologies that do not 
mirror the structures of power we are working to circumvent and dismantle. Rather than 
embedding in the negotiations the idea that only states can make treaty law, there should 
be more experimentation with activists, survivors, and other members of civil society 
becoming directly engaged with negotiations in ways that are usually exclusively reserved 
for states. This has implications for transparency, access, and the diffusion of power to 
more levels of society and people, beyond our usual tried and tired methods of work.

Taking a transformative justice approach to nuclear weapons might also mean building 
community-type structures to help hold the experience of survivors but also to seek 
accountability from those who have perpetuated nuclear harm. This includes those within 
nuclear-armed governments, the nuclear-industrial complex, and the academia and think 
tank personnel who have built careers justifying nuclear violence. Creating space for them 
to own their participation in this system of extreme violence may be an important act to 
help transform and bring an end to nuclearism. In the case of sexual violence, for example, 
the very act of communities supporting survivors and calling out the violence for what it 
is, helps shift the power dynamics within systems of abuse. While what we’re talking about 
in relation to nuclear weapons may seem completely different, recognising and naming 
the structures of violence that enable nuclear weapon possession and use can be a first step 
toward those engaged in that structure to becoming increasingly uncomfortable and aware 
of their participation and complicity in what is ultimately the preparation for genocidal 
and ecocidal acts.

Towards abolition

These ideas are not meant to be presented as answers but as the beginning of a 
conversation about how antinuclearism—as a movement and a goal—can be more effective 
in strategy, more reflective and inclusive, and more supportive of other social justice work. 
Emerging from the (missile) silo of single-issue antinuclear activism is imperative. While 
the work to bring into force, implement, and universalise the Treaty on the Prohibition 
of Nuclear Weapons must continue, we must simultaneously work to deconstruct and 
transform the structures that enable a select handful of governments and corporations to 
possess these weapons. It is here, at the intersection of many abolitionist projects, that we 
can find hope and inspiration for dismantling both the bomb and the political, economic, 
and cultural scaffolding that have facilitated its existence for seventy-five years.

It feels, most days, like we are reaching a crossroads. As the pandemic continues to 
devastate economies and exacerbate inequalities within and among countries; as people 
try to flee their homelands due to the ravages of climate change, colonialism, capitalism, 
and conflict, only to be met with border violence, walls, and weapons of detention and 
deportation; as we see white supremacists taking up their long-stockpiled arms against 
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those standing up for Black lives; as we feel the surging pulse of fascism spread like a 
virus—as we face all this, we can either succumb to the violence, or we can stand to abolish 
the systems and structures that enable it.

Within this work, we need to remember the nuclear bomb—what it can do to all of us and 
all that we love, seeing it as both a metaphor and a grotesque physical manifestation of all 
the hate, fear, and violence in our world. We must place it within the spectrum of violence 
of which it is a blinding hot, radioactive part—and we must abolish it.
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Conclusion

Abolition as Movement

A BOLISHING violence has been the theme of this series of essays. The critique 
has focused on systems, structures, and institutions that cause harm in our 
world, from police and prisons to borders and militarism to surveillance and 

capitalism—and how all of these are intertwined, feeding off each other to reproduce, self-
perpetuate, and ultimately result in privilege and profit for the wealthy few and misery for 
the majority.

Abolishing these systems, however, is not just about eliminating them. It is about building 
something in their place, on the basis of justice, equality, and care. Replacing capitalism 
with degrowth and ecological sustainability; replacing police and prisons with structures 
of promiscuous care and transformative justice; and replacing weapons and war with 
nonviolence and cooperation.

Imagining and building our way out of destruction

“Abolition is not just about closing the doors to violent institutions,” write Morgan 
Bassichis, Alexander Lee, and Dean Spade, “but also about building up and recovering 
institutions and practices and relationships that nurture wholeness, self-determination, 
and transformation.”390 For this work, we need feminist curiosity391 and feminist 
imagination.392 We need to look beyond ourselves to what others need, to what our planet 
needs—not just to survive, but to heal and to thrive.

As Lola Olufemi writes, “Feminism is a political project about what could be. It’s always 
looking forward, invested in futures we can’t quite grasp yet. It’s a way of wishing, hoping, 
aiming at everything that has been deemed impossible. It’s a task that has to be approached 
seriously—we must think about the limits of this world and the possibilities contained in 
the ones we could craft together.”393

Abolition is about imagination, but it’s also about facing the reality that we cannot continue 
the way that we’ve been going. That the perpetual growth of capitalism is a myth. That the 

390 morgan Bassichis, Alexander lee, and dean Spade, “Building an Abolitionist trans and Queer movement with 
everything We’ve Got,” in Captive Genders: Trans Embodiment and the Prison Industrial Complex, eds. eric A. Stanley and 
Nat Smith (oakland, CA: AK Press, 2011), 36.
391 Cynthia enloe, The Curious Feminist (Berkeley: university of California Press, 2004). 
392 lola olufemi, “Why imagination is the most powerful tool that feminists have at our disposal,” gal-dem, march 26, 
2020, https://gal-dem.com/why-imagination-is-the-most-powerful-tool-that-feminists-have-at-our-disposal/. 
393 Ibid. 
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concept of nuclear deterrence is a theory. That the belief that violence makes one strong or 
that caging people makes others safe is detrimental to us all.

These are myths and misconceptions built deliberately by the select few who profit from 
them. The reality of our history is rewritten, obscured, whited out, revised; the truth of 
our present reality and the possibilities for our future are confined, limited. We are being 
forced to wear blinders, which prevent us from becoming enraged about what has been 
done to us, our planet, from confronting those who have destroyed us and our future.

Decolonising and decarcerating our minds

Challenging the long-held narratives, fighting for our freedom to imagine, is central to 
abolition. We need to build movements of solidarity and care, rather than siloed and 
piecemeal corporate, private, or even non-profit initiatives that tinker at the edges while 
the majority of the world is dragged down below breathable air. Radical organising has 
been historically oppressed by the state, while the growth of the non-profit sector has 
“professionalised” social movements, refocusing efforts on fundraising for specific issues 
and on providing services or suggesting reforms rather than projects aimed at addressing 
the underlying causes of poverty and injustice. This has “left significant sections of the 
radical left traumatized and decimated,” warn Bassichis, Lee, and Spade, “shifting the terms 
of resistance from revolution and transformation to inclusion and reform, prioritizing 
state- and foundation-sanctioned legal reforms and social services over mass organizing 
and direct action.”394

Despite this, ideas and actions for abolition are surging. In the wake of the growing 
nightmare created by colonial governments for migrants around the world; the violent 
police crackdowns against Black, Indigenous, and other people of colour in settler colonial 
states and against religious and ethnic minorities in many countries; the vast ecological 
destruction and economic inequalities generated by capitalist exploits and extraction; 
the impacts of wars and the rise of the “national security state”—in the wake of all these 
and more, people are looking for alternatives. While some turn to reform, pitched by the 
profiting class as reasonable, realistic, and rational, many understand that this is not going 
to save us—that we are so far gone that we need to engage in much more ambitious actions 
in order to protect our planet and the people upon it.

The first step is decarcerating and decolonising our minds from the violent institutions 
we are sold as our protectors—police, prisons, militaries, weapons, borders, the capitalist 
economy—and recognise that our freedom and well-being lies not with reforming that 
which oppresses us but abolishing it altogether. Abolition is about more than any one of 
these systems; it is about abolishing injustice, inequality, racism, capitalism, militarism—all 
of these violences together.

As Ruth Wilson Gilmore says, “Abolition requires that we change one thing: everything.”395

394 morgan Bassichis, Alexander lee, and dean Spade, “Building an Abolitionist trans and Queer movement with 
everything We’ve Got,” in Captive Genders, eds. eric A. Stanley and Nat Smith, 15-40 (oakland: AK Press, 2011). 
395 ruth Wilson Gilmore, Change Everything (Chicago: haymarket Books, Forthcoming). 
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Working beyond hope

Once we have imagined a different way of doing things, we must then act to achieve it. 
We must do this even if it feels like we can’t, or like we won’t make a difference, or that the 
system is too big, too entrenched, too powerful, to ever be overcome.

In November 1940 during World War II, French philosopher Albert Camus wrote, “We 
can despair of existence, for we have no power over it, but not of history, where the 
individual can do everything. It is individuals who are killing us today. Why should not 
individuals manage to give the world peace? We must simply begin without thinking of 
such grandiose aims.”396 If the work of abolition and transformation seems too big, too 
grandiose, too impossible, just begin where you are, with the actions you can undertake. 
In your communities, your schools, your city councils. And when it’s possible, look up, 
because you will see many others with you, working on different pieces of the same project, 
all over the world.

Our feelings of hopelessness or despair do not afford us the right to abdicate our individual 
and collective responsibility to at least try to make the world a better place. Instead, we 
need to work in solidarity with others that are pursuing the same ends. We don’t have to 
be in relationship with everyone, we don’t have to all do the same work or have the same 
skills—but we can support each other and recognise that our efforts take place within a 
larger community of others working for abolition in a myriad of ways and places.

Hope, in this context, is not necessarily about us as individuals being able to achieve a 
specific end, but about the ability of us as a collective—including future generations—
being able to drive forward the changes we need to bring justice, safety, and love to 
humankind and all relations with whom we share our lives on this planet.

The dispossession and displacement that the violences explored in this series create are 
made through many different processes—settler colonialism, enslavement, occupation, 
wars, the entrenchment of military bases, extraction, economic imperialism, and so much 
more. This is why solidarity among various abolitionist projects is imperative. As Lisa 
Lowe argues, because we are working across different oppressions and experiences, “our 
analytic frames and organising practices likewise cannot be limited to a single logic, issue 
or national framework.”397

396 maria Popova, “A life Worth living: Albert Camus on our Search for meaning and Why happiness Is our moral 
obligation,” brainpickings, accessed december 1, 2020, https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/22/a-life-worth-living-albert-
camus/. 
397 lisa lowe, “Afterword: revolutionary Feminisms in a time of monsters,” in Revolutionary Feminisms: Conversations on 
Collective Action and Radical Thought, eds. Brenna Bhandar and rafeef Ziadah (Brooklyn: Verso, 2020), 576.
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Understanding this “big picture” doesn’t mean we each as individuals need to solve every 
piece of it. But it does mean we need to recognise and support each other’s efforts, and 
reflect the analysis and organising of various movements and projects in our own. The 
sum of our whole is greater than our parts, and going up again the machine of capitalist 
violence can feel immense—unless we break it down and rebuild something else, together.
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the harms caused in our world, but is rather an effort to bring together some critical 
strands of nonviolent confrontations and oppositions to racism, militarism, capitalism, 
and patriarchy. I am incredibly grateful to all of the authors and activists whose work I 
reference throughout these essays. Generations of thought and organising have gone into 
confronting the systems of violence that oppress and harm people and planet; every day 
there are new inspirations and sources for action, study, and struggle. While this collection 
does not cover everything, it tries to amplify some of the past and ongoing work across a 
range of abolitionist issues and projects. Thank you to all of the organisations, organisers, 
academics, activists, and others who work for abolition.

I am also so appreciative to my colleagues and friends who read drafts of these essays, 
providing thoughts and comments and ideas for additional sources. Thank you so much to 
Nela Porobić Isaković, Dean Peacock, and Madeleine Rees for all of your time and brilliant 
insights, and for always making my work better (and more fun). Thank you to Nina Maria 
Mørk Hansen for the ideas and support in turning these essays into a long-read series 
and then an e-publication, creating space for new communications tools for WILPF along 
the way. Many thanks to Emily Dontsos and Nadia Joubert for the copyediting and for 
transforming these articles into a beautiful e-pub.

And most of all, thank you to everyone who engages in struggle for a better world. This is 
about and for all of you.
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About WIlPF

T HE Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) is a worldwide 
non-governmental organisation (NGO) with national Sections covering every 
continent, an International Secretariat based in Geneva, and an office in New York 

City focused on the work of the United Nations (UN).

Since our establishment, we have brought together women from around the world who 
are united in working for peace. Our approach is always nonviolent, and we use existing 
international legal and political frameworks to achieve fundamental change in the way 
states conceptualise and address issues of gender, militarism, peace and security.





Food for thought, thoughts for change. In this 
collection of essays, author Ray Acheson looks 
at the harms caused by border imperialism, 
police brutality, incarceration, weapons and war 
– and  demonstrates how each of these rely on 
and help sustain the interconnected systems of 
militarism, capitalism, racism, and patriarchy.

The publication, also published as an e-Pub, is 
part of Women’s International League for Peace 
and Freedom’s series Thoughts for Change.
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