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INTRODUCTION

From September 25-27, 1998, a conference, Critical Resistance: Beyond the Pris
on Industrial Complex, was held in Berkeley, California. The conference brought

together nearly 3,500 people from around the world to examine a newly framed
concept-the prison industrial complex (PIC)-and to explore the practical poten
tials of abolishing it. The convening not only provided a forum in which to foster
conversations across organizations, locations, and sectors, but also re-ignited the
fading spark of the anti-prison movement in the United States.
What no one knew during that weekend was what the lasting impacts of that
conference would be. As rarely happens as a result of conferences, Critical Resis
tance (CR) jump-started pockets of organizing and strategizing around the US that
would eventually merge and transform into the only national organization dedi
cated to the elimination of the PIC in the United States. Since that founding confer
ence, CR has fostered chapters across the US and engaged in a wide range of proj
ects and campaigns. Our work includes educational and leadership development
projects with transitional housing for women and their kids, coalitional efforts to
make choosing sites for and constructing new jails and prisons impossible, local
campaigns to support people being released from imprisonment, and a generation
of new materials and tools to help make PIC abolition more accessible.
Since 1998, some things have changed dramatically, while the steady drum
beats of caging and control remain consistently applied by those in power in the US
as responses to everything from homelessness to immigration to gender non-con
formity. The number of people serving time in US jails and prisons, for example,
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is substantially higher today than it was ten years ago. In 1 998, about 1 . 8 million
people were behind bars in US jails and prisons. Today, over 2.3 million people are
imprisoned in US jails and prisons. And, while many were outraged by this year's
Pew Charitable Trusts report announcing that more that 1 in 100 adults are impris
oned in the US, this number does not include the thousands caged in immigration
detention centers, nor the thousands of young people locked in juvenile detention.
Nor does it include more than five million people being formally surveilled through
parole and probation. While the statistics highlight the enormity and the urgency
of the situation, they can't tell the only story of the PIC's violence.
As we approach the tenth anniversary of the historic convening from which
Critical Resistance was born, we are engaged in CRlO, an anniversary organizing
project through which we are assessing the past ten years of the movement against
the PIC, the shifting context in which we work, and thinking strategically about
how to be most effective in the years to come.
This book is part of a list of media projects developed by CR members and allies.
Other media projects such as the films, A Prison in the Fields: False Promise in the
Central Valley and I Won't Drown on That Levee and You Ain't Gonna Break
My Back, and videos documenting the organizing from prior CR conferences, were

created to foster political and intellectual engagement with the PIC. Abolition Now!
is also situated within the lineage of other CR publications such as the re-print of
Instead of Prisons: A Handbook for Abolitionists, a special issue of the journal So 
cial Justice entitled "Critical Resistance to the Prison-Industrial Complex," and the

quarterly newspaper The Abolitionist-a proj ect of CR-Oakland. One of the many
reasons publications are important is that they facilitate political dialogs between
people who are locked up and those of us "on the outside." Such dialogs are central
to our organizing strategy and our ultimate goals. We hope this set of dialogs will
contribute to collapsing the separation between the "us" on the inside and the "us"
on the outside. This process of abolition will make us all safer and healthier.
This publication also represents one method of assessment CRlO has prOVided
us the occasion to use. One of the many focal points of CRlO is making PIC abo
lition central as both a strategy and the goal. We hope this book will contribute
to that conversation. Its call, Abolition Now!, reminds us that there was abolition,
there is abolition, and there will be more abolition. Likewise, as many organizers
have demonstrated, we are not only struggling to tear down the cages of the PIC,
but also to abolish the actions of policing, surveillance, and imprisonment that give
the PIC its power. We are also reminded that abolition is the creation of possibilities
for our dreams and demands for health and happiness-for what we want, not what
we think we can get.
xii
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In this collection, we have compiled just a sampling of pieces to reflect the vio
lent nexus of the PIC, and what abolition can look like. The collection is not meant
to be exhaustive, but like CRlO, to instigate a conversation and formulate strategy.
We have compiled some suggestive pieces to reflect the many ways that PIC aboli
tion presents itself. The book is guided by three sections that each reflect abolition
ist practice: dismantle, change, build.
The first section, "Dismantle," is meant to assess the successes and challenges of
the movement to abolish the PIC. "Perspectives on Critical Resistance" brings to
gether the voices of sixteen CR members and allies to discuss struggles against the
PIC. These are some of the many people who have, and continue to, breathe life into
CR. INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence has also reflected on the important
collaboration between INCITE! and CR, addressing the demand to link prison in
dustrial complex abolition and the end of gender violence. Linking struggles, David
Gilbert shows us the intimacies of imperialist statecraft, and how the US PIC is
an articulation of warfare, while war is articulated in other forms throughout the
world as well, be it in Iraq or Afghanistan, or the violence of neoliberal capitalism.
Ofelia Cuevas demonstrates how the legacy of bearing witness to white supremacist
violence is manifested both in the practice of lynching, as well as TV shows like
COPS. Cuevas challenges us to question the ways that our vision is caught up in the

"economy of punishment." Eddy Zheng's poem displays how part of the violence
of the PIC forces us to live in different temporalities and consign certain people to
premature death, while Jimi Marhsall's piece, "Black Burden," reflects on the pain
created through a crucial piece of the PIC-anti-Black racism. Each of these writ
ings reveals components of the brutal regime of the PIC; this process of identifying
the PIC's articulations is central to our goals because, if we can't name what is kill
ing us, we can't stop it.
Section two of the book, "Change," is intended to reflect some of the ways the
PIC has adjusted and changed over the past ten years. As prisons are not the sole
feature of the PIC, this section confronts the many tentacles of policing, surveil
lance, and caging-the raw materials for the PIC machine. The writings in this sec
tion relate dangerous trends in both expansion and mobilization of the PIC, and
recount how some of those trends have been countered.
In "No One is Criminal," Martha Escobar shows how state terror through
criminalization is a traditional practice of the US that has been deployed against
Black and First Nations peoples. Escobar describes the importance of linking "im
migrants rights" movements with struggles against the state terror of criminaliza
tion of all people. Pete White of the LA Community Action Network illustrates the
increasing policing of Los Angeles under the "Safer Cities Initiative" (SCI). White
xiii
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shows how SCI has its historical grounding in the Black Codes of the post-slavery
US South, and how "safety" is a term mobilized to repress low-capital communities
and communities of people of color. Kim Pate expands our focus from the US state
to show the symbiotic relationships between logics of imprisonment, policing, and
surveillance in Canada and the US. Pate explains the insidious ways that patriar
chy is deployed in the service of the global PIC. Pate also shows how many of the
same strategies of "prison reform" being used for prison expansion in California
are employed in Canada. Like Pate, long-time CR organizer Pilar Maschi explores
the global PIC through the ways the "war on drugs" is deployed both intimately
and politically. Maschi also shows how the practice of resistance is one strategy for
surviving that war. Another long-time CR organizer, Dylan Rodriguez, suggests
the political rhetoric of "warfare" is preCisely the lens through which we must ana
lyze the PIC. Like Maschi, Rodriguez calls out our obligation to survive and oppose
this warfare.
Also in this section is the inspiring story of CR-NYC and the Community in
Unity coalition, and their struggle against jail expansion in the Bronx. Here, CR
organizers and authors Rachael Leiner and Damien Domenack demonstrate how
abolition is both the goal and the strategy for effective organizing. Alexander Lee of
the Transgender, Gender Variant

&

Intersex Justice Project also shows the impor

tance of creating more coalititional projects between activists and PIC abolitionists
for the safety of transgender and gender variant people. Lee proposes movements
based on demands for human dignity and asks to create more "prickly co::.litio!!""
between service-providers and anti-PIC activists. Similar to Lee's demand that abo
lition include our aspirations for the future, the poem "Can You Understand?," by
Souligma Phothong, suggests compassion, love, and patience are some of the most
necessary tools for enacting abolitionist practice. Such an analysis is crucial for us
to reflect on as we attempt to live abolition each and every day, more and more.
The third section of the book, "Build," picks up where section two leaves off. The
section focuses on the question: what must we do to gain ground over the next ten
years? In her piece, RaeDeen Keahiolalo-Karasuda presents the historical context

of the PIC in Hawai'i as it is used as a technology of colonial warfare against the
Kanaka Maoli, Hawai'i's first peoples. In addition to showing how the PIC has been
deployed against indigenous communities of Hawai'i, Karasuda discusses re-entry
strategies for Kanaka Maoli that focus on "cultural literacy and political activism."
Like Karasuda, Setsu Shigematsu, Gwen D'Arcangelis, and Melissa Burch, co-orga
nizers of the Leadership, Education, Action, and Dialogue (LEAD) Project, discuss
the political education programming that takes place at A New Way of Life, a group
of transition homes for women coming home from imprisonment in the Watts Disxiv
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trict o f Los Angeles. Through their experiences with the LEAD Project, Shigematsu,
D'Arcangelis, and Burch display how "a politics of abolition can be practiced as part
of this process of personal healing." Alexis Pauline Gumbs also suggests that aboli
tion is not only smashing walls and cages but encouraging growth through the pro
cess of healing. Gumbs and the organizers of the UBUNTU coalition in Durham,
NC, employ abolitionist strategies for responding to violence in a way that avoids
reinforcing the PIC. Section Three closes with "Can You Hear." Written by a prison
er who must remain anonymous, this piece calls us all to struggle against the white
supremacist state that constantly seeks to manage crisis through imprisonment and
reform. This piece reminds us that our goal and strategy is Abolition Now!
This book would not be going to print without the dedication of many people.
We wish to thank some of them for all their support throughout this process. To
Molly Porzig, Nat Smith, Eric Stanley, Viet Mike Ngo, Ben Wang and the Asian
Prisoner Support Committee, Charles Weigl, Jay Donahue, and rest of A K Press,
thank you.
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SECTION 1:

DISMANTLE

PERSPECTIVES ON CRITICAL RESISTANCE

Edited by Liz Samuels and David Stein

In reflecting on the 10 years of strategy and struggle to eliminate the prison indus
trial complex (PIC) that has been the history of Critical Resistance (CR), we talked
with people who have been involved in different phases of CR's organizational de
velopment. We asked them to offer their thoughts about CR's past, present, and fu
ture. What follows are excerpts from those conversations.
How did you get involved with eR?

ANDREA SMITH (AS):

I was on the committee that organized the first Criti

cal Resistance conference in Berkeley.
NANCY STOLLER (NS):

I was invited to join the first steering/planning com

mittee about a year before CR #1 at Berkeley. I joined the committee and did vari
ous jobs before and during the conference. After the conference, I was part of the
collective that put out the special issue of Social Justice. [Vol. 27, No.3 (Fall 2000),
"Critical Resistance to the Prison-Industrial Complex"].
JULIA SUDBURY (JS):

I got involved with the planning committee for the

first CR in 1998. At that time, I wasn't aware of the anti-prison movement in the
US and I had only been in the country for a year. I learned about the histories of
struggle here, as well as the contemporary conditions of incarceration and the rise
of the PIC, through conversations with organizers during the conference and strat
egy session planning process.
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TERRY KUPERS (TK):

I was a member of the organizing committee for the

first CR conference in Berkeley. It was thrilling to see so many committed, beautiful
people come together, find out that we are not alone in our work and our vision, and
team up to move the struggle forward.
KAMARI CLARKE (KC):

Between 1997 and 1998, I was involved with the

cultural component [of the '98 Conference] ....I got involved in that capacity
thinking about cultural expressions of freedom-as ways to think about questions
of justice and to envision a different world ... . [CR was] trying to understand how
the PIC is developing, how things have changed over time, and how those on the in
side and the outside might engage in different forms of expression that are relevant
to survival.
KIM DIEHL (KD):

I feel a little bit like a veteran and I can't really say that for

many other organizations.I've been involved in CR since before CR had a pres
ence in the South, and it has really changed the landscape of southern politics.[I'm]
happy that that's happened because it's moved the prison industrial complex and
southern politics to the forefront of our social movement in ways that maybe other
issues haven't.People are really much more able to connect enslavement with pris
ons, or prisons with enslavement, and that the South has built a ton of prisons in the
last 20-30 years.So, I think the history of CR for me as a Southerner is really big.
TAMIKA MIDDLETON (TM):

I came to CR during the organizing for CR

South. I had never really done any organizing before that. It was really a huge crash
course

in

organizing, the PIC, abolition, and even �le\AI Orleans and the South, eVen

though I'm a Southerner and had been in New Orleans for a couple years. The work
was exhilarating.I felt so empowered! It gave me a new sense of myself, and a new
outlook on the world in which I lived. I can say with all honestly that becoming a
part of CR changed my whole world.
ALEXIS PAULINE GUMBS (AG):

My first organizing project with CR was

planning for CR East in 2000-2001. I wasn't involved in a sustained way. So in some
senses CRlO program committee is my first real sustained organizing experience
with CR.
DYLAN RODRIGUEZ (DR):

My work with Critical Resistance has been the

most humbling, mundane, and transformative political work in which I have ever
engaged. I was a tiny part of the eighteen-month process of conceptualizing and
2
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organizing the first conference and strategy session at Berkeley in September 1998 .
... The first meeting of Critical Resistance was only a faint indication of what was to
come. The initial ambition was to attract 400 people to a conference and movement
building session that would push-or, really, explode-the existing liberal and
service-oriented frameworks through which organizations and individuals were
essentially trying to manage, survive, and negotiate the prison industrial complex.
The eventual turnout of 3,000-plus people at the first Critical Resistance conference
and strategy session massively exceeded our wildest expectations and hopes, and
I think it was no accident given that the tone and tenor of so many people at that
1998 event indicated that we were living in a moment of historical emergency that
required new languages, new knowledges, new political labors.

ARI WOHLFEILER (AW):

I first heard about CR from campus activists (stu

dents and staff) at UC Berkeley in 1999 who were involved in the third world Lib
eration Front (twLF) organizing effort to save the Ethnic Studies department from
near total defunding and build a racial justice movement on campus in the post
Prop 209 era (which ended Affirmative Action practices by the state of California).
At that point, and I think this shows the incredible growth of the organization since
the 1998 conference, I don't remember it being clear that CR was a membership
or volunteer organization, whether it would continue to exist, whether it had cam
paigns, or what. It was just so much smaller than we are now. Rose, our first staffer,
probably only worked part time then, CR East hadn't happened yet, and we hadn't
formally figured out what type of organization we wanted to be.

What would you like people to know about the history of CR and its role with
in social movements? What about the future of CR, follOWing CR10?
ROSE BRAZ (RB):

Critical Resistance played a key role in re-invigorating

what was a fairly dormant movement around prison issues. Moreover, CR pushed
the debate and discussion from one that was very focused on reform to one that
includes abolition as both a strategy and an end goal.
In 1998, while there were numerous p eople and organizations working around
conditions of confinement, the death penalty, etc., and in particular using litiga
tion and research strategies to fight what would be popularized as the prison indus
trial complex, grassroots organizing challenging the PIC was at a low following the
crackdown on the movement in the 1970's and 80's. CR played a key role in build
ing the grassroots movement that exists today by pushing the idea that a grass
roots movement is a necessary prerequisite to change, and then bringing people
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together through our conferences, campaigns, and projects toward the goal of help
ing to build that movement.
CR also has played a key role in altering the debate. Today, abolition is on the
table, a goal that was not really on the agenda in 1998. A prerequisite to seeking any
social change is the naming of it. In other words, even though the goal we seek may
be far away, unless we name it and fight for it today, it will never come.
TM:

CR South was a huge victory. Most Southern organizers that I know and

have worked with will say the same. That was a huge breakthrough point in organiz
ing against the PIC in the South. I think that the movement building and reframing
that took place there was essential to the work, especially in the south where geog
raphy can make the work so isolated.
KC:

[CR) pushed me to think about these mundane, everyday conceptions of

justice, of prisons themselves, as if they do what popular culture thinks they do, as
if they're meant to correct and help people. It pushed me in my own work and in my
own teaching to get students to think more critically about those fictions in their
lives and the implications as well as the ways that we're complicit in reproducing
that fiction.
KAI LUMUMBA BARROW (KB):

It's important for us to communicate with

folks that we don't have answers; we are like everybody else, trying to figure out
how to change the world. We have analysis, but not answers. We think our analy
sis is sound; it has historical roots and it's relevant to the direction that the world
is moving, and where the world is currently in terms of the need to repress and
control people. It's important to note that we are bold and that oftentimes when
organizations are bold, there is a certain expectation that that organization or those
people will lead us to freedom.
[Additionally) we are fun and creative, and we are trying to live abolition and
that is challenging, and that means challenging and questioning and resisting as
frequently as possible all the ways that we harm each other and the ways that we are
harmed and the ways that we harm ourselves.
This is a really important moment for us to actually go back to the table and re
visit some of the assumptions we've had for so long-and given the conditions and
given the changes that are going on in the world, it's just time to seize that moment.
I would love to see that happen at CRIO.
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AW: One thing that is so important about CR is that we have existed in so many dif
ferent forms and have tried so many strategies in our short life. CR isn't an organi
zation that spends hours and hours painstakingly perfecting every single thing we
put out there, or zeroing in on one campaign or project with huge amounts of our
collective resources. As a result, we've tried lots of different t hings in lots of differ
ent places with lots of different people. We have messed up and learned hard lessons
and dealt with serious pain and loss all along the way, and that benefits us all in the
end.But the range of our work really does show how hard we've worked to meet the
PIC at every point: anti-expansion work, reading groups, legal services, parties, ra
dio shows, copwatching, lobbying, political education, publishing, grassroots fund
raising, bodywork and healing projects, letter writing with prisoners, housing and
environmental justice organizing.
BO BROWN (BB):

I'd like to see more street awareness come to the issue; I

know we have to do all those things [legislative goals] and I know that it's much
easier to do the legislative shit, and you get bigger feathers in your cap, but at some
point I think it's really not about that. You have to do both. I think you can get lost
in that and you can stay there and consider yourself a good person and never really
get your hands dirty in a human kind of way. And I think that's not healthy... And
I think working more with ex-prisoners in our little offices and in our little groups
as much as we can. I' d like to see us come up with some kind of support group for
families of prisoners that's real. We need to figure out how to support the prisoners
when they're coming home. We need to understand post-traumatic shock on an
ongoing, day-to-day basis.
AS:

Many of the "restorative" justice models used as an alternative to prisons

don't work when it comes to gender violence, and I often don't see prison abolition
ists taking seriously concerns about safety for domestic and sexual violence survi
vors. Thus, I think it is important for prison abolitionists to focus on prison aboli
tion as a positive rather than a negative proj ect.That is, it's not simply about tearing
down prison walls, but it's about building alternative formations that actually pro
tect people from violence, that crowd out the criminalization regime.
KB:

I would like to see us not be necessary anymore. I'd love to see us more

rooted, not just in terms of community-based organizing, but to see more people
who are directly impacted by the PIC more active in the organizing around it. I
want to see us actively engaging each other more around the areas where we are
challenged, both personally and politically. I want to see us be able to have honest
5
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dialog and struggle, even though we might be afraid about hurting each others feel
ings, or being outcast . . . Everything I want to see for CR, I also want to see for our
community, and I don't mean that j ust geographically. So, I want to see us being
able to sit down and struggle together; I want to see us become more accountable
to each other and define what that accountability means, to establish for ourselves a
set of guidelines and principles that we can all agree to and change as we go along.
AG:

I think CR is already up to this, but I really crave more nitty gritty de

tails about what abolition looks like in people's daily lives. I am really excited about
hearing more about community experiments . . . ways that people are replacing and
outmoding cultures of punishment all the time.
NS:

I think [US -based] abolitionists should study more how people in other

countries are reducing their prison and jail populations. We should promote their
strategies, explain how the fear of the other is reduced in other countries, and work
more on fighting racism as a part of abolition work.
TM:

I would really like to see more cultural work in CR. I think that young

people and people of color outside of the progressive world understand the PIC in a
very real way. What would it look like to talk about abolition to a sixteen-year-old
Black boy who sets his watch to 106 and Park and knows all the words to the latest
Plies album? How do we reach out to artists like Plies who rhyml' ::lhOllt thl" hard
ships of the system, but without making a political connection?
VANESSA HUANG (VH):

My peers and comrades

across a

range of social

justice movements share the vision and practice of developing accountability as
a grounding point for our lives and political work, paid and unpaid. I think this
speaks volumes to how we've centered the need to respond to and ultimately end
the harms we face.
RACHEL HERZING ( RH) :

We've done a good j ob at getting people with a

myopic focus on imprisonment, even among abolitionists, to really think about the
broader forces at work that make it possible to imprison people. It's been really im
portant for us to articulate that and to have that always on our lips, because it keeps
the entirety of the picture in focus. That's a huge challenge for us organizationally
to manage, and we have a difficult time maintaining all of the different irons that
we have in the fire at any given time, because this issue is so mammoth and ever
changing and interconnected and complicated. At the same time, it helps us make
6
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abolition more common-sensical to show the connections between all of these sys
tems and practices and ideas, because people can always find a point of entry.
I want to see the movement to grow. I don't have an investment in CR becoming
big or powerful. We're very low profile. I do have an investment in more people be
ing open to abolition, as well as an investment for our allies to be able to work with
us toward abolitionist goals.

TK:

Litigation is important, of course, but not sufficient to make real change.

There needs to be a loud public outcry for real justice, and that requires educat
ing and organizing people. Of course, that's where CR plays a crucial role. Also,
fear of crime in low-income communities is real. We need to speak to that fear in
sensitive ways to bring more people into the movement for transformative justice.
CR is in the frontline of those decrying the regressive trading away of liberties for
an illusory sense of "safety," for example the Patriot Act and pre-emptive deten
tion. Immigration lock-ups are some of the most abusive correctional facilities in
the country. The struggle for transformative justice involves all the institutions of
government and civil society, and I want to see CR continue and expand its links
with others in the larger struggle.

RB:

One big obstacle to abolitionist organizing is the erroneous belief by some

that if you are an abolitionist, you don't care about conditions inside. In reality,
nothing could be further from the truth. What is true is that as an abolitionist, I
think the best way to improve conditions for people inside is to get them out.
I have seen CR's work become more coordinated, more sophisticated in em
ploying multiple strategies and more challenging as the system has responded and
adjusted to some of our successes. Most recently, we have seen our denunciation of
conditions inside twisted by the state into justifications for expanding the system,
particularly through what are sometimes called "boutique prisons."
What's new and more insidious about this expansion is that it has not been
couched in "tough on crime" rhetoric that politicians usually employ to justify ex
pansion. Rather, in response to growing anti-prison public sentiment, these plans
have been grounded on the rhetoric of "prison reform" and, in regard to people in
women's prisons, "gender responsiveness."

VH:

We're now a part of emerging and overlapping conversations and move

ments that are building and growing who, what, why, how, and where we talk about
and organize around gender, to begin to integrate gender self-determination and
gender liberation frameworks and practices with existing frameworks challenging

7
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white supremacy and capitalism and patriarchy as critical to prison industrial com
plex abolition. Many of us have drawn tremendous lessons and inspiration from
our organizing to found Transforming Justice, a national coalition supporting local
organizing to end the criminalization and imprisonment of transgender and gen
der non-conforming communities.

JS:

I would like to see us grow in developing a deep understanding of the need

for healing as an abolitionist practice. Many of us come to this work with our own
wounds, whether from childhood trauma, racism, homophobia, or the violence
of police and prisons. In fact, many of us draw energy and inspiration from these
wounds and the anger they create. But we also are drained by these traumas. Or
we find ourselves neglecting our bodies and spirits in the same ways that we may
have been neglected in the past. As a result, our movement can be very "head" ori
ented-talking, planning, thinking, writing-and not body and emotion oriented.
This work doesn't have to be individualistic or separate from movement work;

we

can include it in all our movement spaces and make it a collective activity, just like
the community recovery movement. But a movement against a violent and violat
ing phenomenon like the PIC cannot hope to be successful if we don't directly ad
dress and heal the effects of that violence.

DR:

It's both a tremendous obligation and honor to undertake the unfulfilled

work of the best of our abolitionist precnrsor<:-tho<:" who did net enly want
the abolition of white supremacist slavery and normalized anti-Black violence,
but who also recognized that the greatest promise of abolitionism was a compre
hensive transformation of a civilization in which the sanctity of white civil soci
ety was defined by its capacity to define "community" and "safety" through the ef
fectiveness of its ability to wage racial genocides. The present day work of CR and
abolition has to proceed with organic recognition of its historical roots in libera
tion struggles against slavery, colonization, and conquest-and therefore struggle
to constantly develop effective, creative, and politically educating forms of radical
movement against the genocidal white supremacist state and the society to which
it's tethered.

SHANA AGIO (SAl:

I think [there] was a massive shift, whose initial founda

tion was created by [CR's] 1998 conference, that grew directly out of on-the-ground
work and struggle to figure out work and engage with other groups doing work that
ran counter to CR's mission-to not support any work that extends the life or scope
of the PIC. That language was, not surprisingly, [a] risk, because really, that can be
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almost any kind of reform. That was even more true in some ways ten years ago.
[Another] big shift in our thinking is guiding alternative means of both pre
venting and addressing harm and the conditions that make people so vulnerable
to the system. I can absolutely see this in the kinds of sessions proposed for CRlO.
We've got at least five or six proposals dealing with the idea in innovative, contem
porary, community-based, and grounded ways for CRlO-both efforts underway
and visions for learning more. I'm most excited by this.

KD:

I think also with faith-based groups, we have more work to do, because a

lot of faith-based groups benefit from prisons and I would like to see that shift in
the next ten years. I would really like to see that change in the next ten years-have
more radical work because that's what really moved slavery: when the churches
started to take stands against it. And right now churches love going into prisons: all
religions, except Judaism. I don't really hear a lot of Rabbis going over there.
CR has to make it clear that the priorities of our government are basically to
increase "security" and not necessarily the quality of life for people.

BB:

I'd like people to know that CRIO is able to happen after

hopefully we'll be able to have at least

10 years. And
3,500 people here again-and more ex-pris

oners. And I think, if you're in the prison abolition movement, if you're doing your
job correctly, you have to intersect with other social movements-we cannot have
tunnel vision.

How does eR's work intersect with other or ganizin g strategies and movements
you are a part of?

KB:

The vast bulk of my organizing work has been specifically around politi

cal prisoners, so the obvious connection there is challenging the PIC as a space for
halting dissent. I've also done a lot of work over the years around police violence,
[and see] CR as a space for challenging the notion of policing in and of itself, not
just around violence-police violence-but what gives this body of people an au
thority to control and militarize communities. And the third area, in terms of my
work, is surrounding violence-sexual violence. Specifically, I've done work around
violence against women, and that's included work around systems such as health
care, systems such as reproductive freedom, as well as issues around interpersonal
violence. How can we challenge how we harm each other, and how can we come up
with different strategies for dealing with the way we harm each other and the ways
that the state harms us? As a visual artist, I try to focus on representations, ideas,
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and commentary that focus on unleashing the imagination [and] on resistance, that
attempt to encourage us to imagine different realities. For me, it's the values piece to
Critical Resistance that's most important.

AS:

I work on gender violence issues, where it is clear that the criminalization

approach proffered in the mainstream anti-violence movement doesn't work. And,
also, this criminalization approach obfuscates the role of the state in perpetrating
gender violence. At the same time, we have to deal with the practical concerns for
safety for survivors of domestic and sexual violence. Thus,

we

are working on de

veloping community accountability strategies that do not rely on the state, and also
do not depend on a romanticized notion of "community." This work goes to show
the importance of developing alternative governance structures outside the nation
state system, of which the PIC is simply an arm. This intersects with work in indig
enous rights movements, which have concepts of indigenous nationhood that are
not based on nation-state forms of governance that rule through violence, domina
tion, and control.
K 0:

I work for a union. I just left a meeting with some workers at Ft. Lauderdale

airport, who are cleaners. They're almost all Haitian. Haitians here in Miami are
almost all treated differently when they come here. For example, Cubans, once they
hit land, [there is a policy] called "wet-foot-dry-foot" and they're completely able to
become legal residents, but with Haitians, they are immediately put in detention. so
that's a really big issue here. I just sat with a group of Haitian workers who face this
everyday. There's always the fear of raids and that plays in with our organizing be
cause a lot of people not only have fear about losing their jobs, but fear having their
homes raided in the middle of the night and having family members taken.
I also have been staff and a volunteer for a queer youth center here. A lot of [the

youth] come from families that are first generation here, that are immigrants, and
mostly from working class, low-income communities of color. They're always com
ing to the center with stories about how the police harass them.

AG:

Abolition provides a crucial challenge to how I work to respond to and end

gendered violence against people of color in a way that really transforms our commu
nities instead of locking us away from each other. Abolition provides an imperative for
the anti-capitalist and economic justice work I do, because it reveals the costs of capi
talism (a profound and deadly disconnection from ourselves and others epitomized
by the prison industrial complex and the surveillance and policing state). I know that
in order to have real safety we must have fair access to the resources we all need.
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By centering the needs and the voices o f the most impacted, C R provides a con
text and an infrastructure for the young people I teach (who are legally barred from
public school property and mostly also on probation) to become organizers and
warriors for their own freedom, which is what gives me hope every morning.

What does prison industrial complex abolition mean to you?
KD: It's a bold declaration. It's a tradition of stating the impossible, bring[ing]

people along with a conception of how the world could be without slavery,
without an economic system that just seems completely unbeatable-and perma
nent and static.
RH: Prison industrial complex abolition is dreaming wildly and having that be

okay. It's genuinely asking for what we want, rather than what we think we can win.
Why should I not want to be completely liberated and have my people around me
and feel healthy and stable and be able to engage with people, to be able to hold
people accountable?
RB: Abolition defines both the end goal we seek and the way we do our work

today. Abolition means a world where we do not use prisons, policing, and the larg
er system of the prison industrial complex as an "answer" to what are social, politi
cal, and economic problems. Abolition is not just an end goal but a strategy today.

SA:

It means facilitating and creating a kind of safety few of us have likely

known, through self-determination and the capacity to struggle with each other
and ourselves safely. Abolition of the PIC is, I think, about concrete struggle against
the racial state in a political moment defined by a supposedly "post-racial" body
politic, where race is theoretically less and less in evidence-and other groups of
people, like the mainstream LGBT movement or immigrants rights movement, are
banking on the notion that this is the mark of progress. Of course, race is not at all
disappearing, except into the idea of crime and criminality, so that prisons and the
PIC function as an articulation of racism that is, more or less, treated as inevitable
or understandable. To struggle against this, I think, is to attempt both to work for
lived lives and the people living them, and also to undo the "common sense" idea
that the PIC makes sense of who belongs where and who deserves what.

AG:

It means freedom now and day by day. It means accountability and love

growing everywhere.
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Critical Resistance international conference, where she coordinated the musical,
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long-time advocate for women prisoners and a researcher on health and healthcare
in prison. She is currently the coordinator of the Jail and Prison Health Group of
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ROSE BRAZ was part of the founding collective of Critical Resistance and cur
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undoing relationships of power in the 21st century. Shana has been working with
Critical Resistance since 2000. Shana can be found/contacted at shanaagid.com.
TAMIKA MIDDLETON is a Southern woman of color, mother, and all around

lover of the universe. Currently, she is pursuing a M.A. in sociology from Geor
gia State University. Critical Resistance has been raising her and her consciousness
since 2002.
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organization that partners people in women's prisons with communities outside to
build the movement for abolition, and organizes with Transforming Justice, a na
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onment of transgender and gender non-conforming communities.
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THE CRITIC AL RESISTANCE
INCITE! STATEMENT ON GENDER VIOLENCE
A ND THE PRISON INDUSTRIAL C OMPLEX

INTRODUCTION

Ten years ago, Critical Resistance (CR) began with a bold mission of abolishing
prisons, identifying the prison industry as a destructive, systematic, and persistent
source of violence against oppressed communities. Yet CR's founding conference
in 1998 was held during a moment in which much of the anti-violence movement
found itself deeply entangled with police and prisons in the name of protection of
survivors of rape and abuse. Instead of resisting prisons and policing because of the
way this system creates, motivates, and reinforces rape and domestic violence both
inside and outside of prisons, the anti-violence movement had developed a practice
of collaborating with the state to increase police and prisons as a (frequently failed)
means to increase safety for survivors of violence. (For a longer analysis of the anti
violence movement's relationship with prisons and police, please visit this webpage:
http://incite-national.org/).
On the other hand, prison abolition efforts didn't exactly center the problem
of domestic violence and sexual violence within the community. Calls for prison
abolition were often not accompanied by recognition of the needs of survivors of
domestic violence and sexual violence or the need for organizing efforts to ensure
safety in the community without relying on police or prisons. Additionally, though
survivors of rape and abuse often engage in criminalized survival activities that lead
to incarceration, their experiences of violence both in the community and in the
prison industrial complex were not necessarily reflected in prison abolition analy
sis. While many abolitionists rightfully acknowledged that prisons only reinforce
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the conditions that enable domestic and sexual violence, addressing the experiences
of incarcerated survivors of violence and imagining and developing alternatives to
prisons to address gender violence was not necessarily seen as fundamental to the
politic of prison abolition.
Two critical political movements working in contradiction to one another, both
marginalizing the experiences of women of color as well folks of color who identify
as trans, two-spirit, or gender non-conforming. For the anti-violence movement,
the normative survivor of violence was generally considered a white, heterosexual,
middle-class woman who had no experience with violent policing or prisons and
was not perceived as engaging in criminalized activity. For the prison abolition
movement, the normative prisoner was generally considered a heterosexual man
of color who did not necessarily experience violence within his community on the
outside. Both political communities failed to see how the intersections of white su
premacy, gender-based oppression, and other oppressions defined the way in which
gender violence and incarceration mutually reinforce one another for all survivors
and all prisoners.
In 2001, a group primarily consisting of women of color from Critical Resis
tance and INCIT E! sat down for a weekend and created the Statement on Gender
Violence & The Prison Industrial Complex. This statement turned out to be a vital
organizing tool. It discussed the ways in which each movement was counterpro

ductive to the other and, therefore, kepf"them from being as effective, creative, and
powerful as they could be. The statement then recommended eleven concrete steps
that each movement could take to transform the contradictory position between
movements into a position of a critically integra ted politic.
In the seven years since the CR-INCITE! Statement on Gender Violence and the
Prison Industrial Complex first came out in 2001 , a number of local and national

groups and organizations have heeded its call and worked creatively and collec
tively toward making its vision a reality. The statement was Widely circulated for
signature through electronic, academic, and organizing communities, and dissemi
nated on INCITE! and Critical Resistance's websites, and later, by way of colorful
posters distributed by INCITE! It was published in a special issue of Social Justice
j ournal, in The Color of Violence: The INCITE Anthology, published by South End
Press in 2006, and most recently in INCITE!'s Organizing Toolkit to Stop Law En
forcement Violence Against Women of Color & Trans People of Color (available at:
http://www.incite-national.org/index. php?s=52)
INCITE! is looking forward to taking the opportunity for reflection, learning
from each other, and collective action presented by CRlO to share strategies, suc
cesses, and struggles in bringing the CR-INCITE! Statement to life. We also hope
16
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t o further develop our analysis and action around the statement t o more fully inte
grate and address multiple forms and experiences of state, interpersonal, and com
munity-based violence.
We hope you will take a fresh look at the CR-INCITE! Statement in prepara
tion for the conference, and j oin INCITE! and Critical Resistance in reflecting,
talking, and learning during a pre-conference gathering on Friday September 25,
2008, throughout the conference, and beyond. The following questions will guide
that discussion:
Although th e anti-sexual/domestic violence movements have been critical in
breaking the silence around violence against women, these movem ents have also
become increasingly service- oriented, professionalized, and de-politicized, and
consequently are often reluctant to address sexual and dom estic violence within
the larger context of institutionalized violence and oppression. INCITE! recog
nizes that it is impossible to seriously address sexual/dom estic violence against
women and trans people of color without engaging in grassroots organizing ef
forts to challenge these larger structures of violence, such as militarism , attacks
on immigrants' rights and Indian treaty rights, th e proliferation of law enforce 
ment and prisons, economic neo-colonialism, and th e m e dical industry, and it is
necessary to integrate a gender and sexuality analysis into these struggles.

•

How has the CR-INCITE! Statement changed the way we organize as aboli

tionists and anti-violence activists?
•

•

How have we put the ideas in the statement into action?
What challenges have we faced? What is holding us back from making the

ideas in the statement a reality?
•

•

What has worked, what hasn't?
How have we documented state and interpersonal violence, ideas for commu

nity-based responses to violence, examples of movements working more collabora
tively, and other strategies as part of our organizing work?
Over the past decade, the prison industrial complex h as not only expande d, it
has widened its web through greater collaboration and complicity with the mili
tary, immigration enforcement auth orities, law enforcem ent agencies, child wel
fare agencies, m ental h ealth systems, and social assistance agencies.

•

�

How can we better recognize, highlight, collaborate, and organize around:
The role played by law enforcement as the front line of the PIC and police bru17
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tality and other forms of law enforcement violence against women and trans people
of color?
•

Increasing immigration and border enforcement violence, increasing collabo

ration between law enforcement and immigration authorities, profiling, criminal
ization and detention of immigrants, and violence against immigrant women and
trans people of color?
•

The links and overlap between the prison industrial complex and the military

industrial complex in the US and overseas in terms of overall impacts of militarism
and imperialism, as well as in terms of tactics, targets, and training?
•

Understanding the prison industrial complex as encompassing multiple in

carcerating institutions such as mental hospitals and disability institutions?
Th e ro le of the prison in dustrial complex in enforc i ng the ge n der binary a n d
ge nder conformity, along with sys te ms of oppress ion b a s e d on ra cism, m isogyny,
a n d class, has beco m e even more appare n t as gro wing n u m bers of transge n der
and gen der n o n -confo rming people a re s u bjected to violence in the criminal legal
sys tem, in large part as a res ult of discri m in a t i o n in e mployment, housing, and
virtua lly every aspec t of society.

•

•

How can we better recognize, highlight, collaborate, and organize around:
Gender violence against transgender and gender non-conforming people of

color by police, within the PIC, in our communities, and in our homes?
Crim i n a lization and incarceration con tin u e to be offe red a n d p u rs u ed as
m eans of ach ieving grea ter safe ty, particula rly where do m estic violen ce. sexual
violen ce, a n d homophobic, tra n sphobic, racist, m isogyn is t, and religi o n - b ased
violence ("ha te crimes") are concerned.

•

•

How can we better recognize, highlight, collaborate, and organize around:
Resistance to reliance on the PIC to address homophobic, transphobic, gen

der-based, racist, and religion-based violence ("hate crimes") and develop libera
tory strategies for safety and accountability?
•

The role in bolstering the PIC of legislation that purports to address gender

violence (such as VAWA), homophobic, transphobic, gender-based, racist, and re
ligion-based violence (such as "hate crimes" legislation), and prison conditions by
making prisons "better" for people in women's prisons?
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•

Lack o f protection from violence for Native women living o n reservations,

undocumented people, and sex workers and other criminalized women and trans
people of color?

Violen ce, criminaliza tion, a n d incarcera tion of com m u n i ties of color h a ve
been the defa u l t response to "disas ters"-be they the Septe m b e r 1 1 , 2001 a t tacks,
the devasta tio n wreaked by Hurricanes Ka trina and Rita, o r widespread poverty
a n d despair in m a ny c o m m u n i ties of color.

•

•

How can we better recognize, highlight, collaborate, and organize around:
The intersections of disasters, displacement, policing, and reproductive vio 

lence and population control policies?
•

Law enforcement and prison violence and abuse during disasters; and how the

state and mainstream media use disasters as opportunities to further criminalize,
profile, police, commit acts of violence against, forcibly displace, and render invis
ible poor communities of color, particularly women, transgender, and gender non
conforming people, both in prisons and jails, and in the communities they once
called home?
•

The sensationalization of sexual and domestic violence during disasters by

mainstream media to j ustify the use of law and order tactics of m ilitary personnel
and law enforcements agencies to control, regulate, murder, and incarcerate people
of color in the name of keeping women safe?

Many of us h ave o rga n ized against sexual, fa mily, a n d c o m m u n i ty viole n ce
a n d the p rison i n dustrial comp lex through n o n -p rofits . A n d m a ny of us h a ve been
critically exa m i ni ng the "n o n -profit industrial complex" (NPIC) - th e sys tem of
rela tio nships be tween the s ta te (o r local a n d federal go ve rn m e n ts), th e owning
classes, fo unda tions, a n d n o n -profitiNGO social service & social justice o rga n i
zations-and th e ways in wh ich it results in th e surveilla n ce, con trol, dera i lm e n t,
a n d everyday m a n age m e n t of political movemen ts. Th e s ta te uses n o n -profits
to; m o n itor a n d con tro l social justice movements; divert p u blic m o n ies i n to p r i 
v a t e hands th ro ugh fo u n dations; m a n age and con trol diss e n t i n order t o m a k e
th e world safe fo r cap i talism; redirect activist energies i n to career- based m odes
of o rga nizing i n s tead of mass- based o rgan izing capable of actually tra n sform ing
society; allow c o rpora tio ns to mask th eir exploita tive and colo n i a l work prac tices
th ro ugh "ph ilan th rop i c " wo rk; encourage social m o vem e n ts to m odel th emselves
after capitalis t s tructures ra th e r th a n to challenge th em.
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•

•

How can we better recognize, highlight, collaborate, and organize around:
The relationship between the NPIC and PIC as it relates to the way state and

foundation funding drives our political work, weakens critical coalitions, and un
dermines accountability to those most marginalized in anti-violence and prison
abolition movements?
The clos ing statement of the CR-INCITE! state m e n t says: "We seek to b u ild
m o vem e n ts tha t not only end violen ce, b u t tha t c reate a society based on ra dica l
freedo m, m u tual acco u n ta bility, and pass i o n a te reciprocity. In this society, safe ty
a n d security will not be premised on violence o r the th rea t of violen ce; it will
be based on a collective co m m itment to guara n tee ing the su rvival and care of
all peop les. "

•

What i s meant by "radical freedom, mutual accountability, and passionate

reciprocity?"
•

Where have we been? How have we seen this statement embodied in the last

10 years? What kinds of language/strategieslideas have been implemented to create
real alternatives to law enforcement and the PIC that are rooted in caring, account
ability and racial and gender justice?
•

Where do we need to go? What kinds of movement building and organizing

can help to fully bring this vision about?
•

•

What kind of politics do we need to develop?
How has the CR-INCITE! statement motivated stronger coalitions between

multiple movements?
The Critical Resistance-INCITE! statement has proven to be a powerful tool
to help initiate organizing strategies, legitimize radical women of color and queer
people of color political analysis, and provoke creative out-of-the-box ideas for
movement building. CR and INCITE! also work in collaboration with many other
organizations and activists who are also pushing the envelope about potential cross
movement solidarities. The historic Transforming Justice conference in October
2007, for example, created a crucial opportunity to discuss and strategize around
incarceration as it relates to violence against trans and gender non-conforming
folks, gender policing, and poverty. Amazing local community-based organiza
tions across the US (and abroad!) are also developing powerful ideas from critically
engaging across movements, doing so by centering the experiences of folks on the
margin who are articulating a necessity for this kind of cross-movement engage
ment and creativity.
20
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It's a really exciting time! Radical social movements that w e are building to
gether are being challenged and pushed to incorporate critical and p otentially
movement-altering agendas and practices. Perhaps at the next ten-year anniversary,
we will celebrate the ways in which these rich and transformative cross-movement
collaborations have created unique and productive pathways towards liberation
for all of us.

TH E S TAT E M E NT

We call social justice movements to develop strategies and analysis that address
both state and interpersonal violence, particularly violence against women. Cur
rently, activists/movements that address state violence (such as anti-prison, anti-po
lice brutality groups) often work in isolation from activists/movements that address
domestic and sexual violence. The result is that women of color, who suffer dispro
portionately from both state and interpersonal violence, have become marginalized
within these movements. It is critical that we develop responses to gender violence
that do not depend on a sexist, racist, classist, and homophobic criminal justice
system. It is also important that we develop strategies that challenge the criminal
justice system and that also provide safety for survivors of sexual and domestic vio
lence. To live violence-free lives, we must develop holistic strategies for addressing
violence that speak to the intersection of all forms of oppression.
The anti-violence movement has been critically important in breaking the si
lence around violence against women and providing much-needed services to sur
vivors. However, the mainstream anti-violence movement has increasingly relied
on the criminal justice system as the front-line approach toward ending violence
against women of color. It is important to assess the impact of this strategy.
1 Law enforcement approaches to violence against women may deter some acts

of violence in the short term. However, as an overall strategy for ending violence,
criminalization has not worked. In fact, the overall impact of mandatory arrest laws
for domestic violence have led to decreases in the number of battered women who
kill their partners in self-defense, but they have not led to a decrease in the number
of batterers who kill their partners. Thus, the law protects batterers more than it
protects survivors.
2 The criminalization approach has also brought many women into conflict

with the law, particularly women of color, poor women, lesbians, sex workers, im
migrant women, women with disabilities, and other marginalized women. For in
stance, under mandatory arrest laws, there have been numerous incidents where
police officers called to domestic incidents have arrested the woman who is being
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battered.' Many undocumented women have reported cases o f sexual and domes
tic violence, only to find themselves deported.2 A tough law-and-order agenda also
leads to long punitive sentences for women convicted of killing their batterers.3 Fi
nally, when public funding is channeled into policing and prisons, budget cuts for
social programs, including women's shelters, welfare, and public housing are the
inevitable side-effect.4 These cutbacks leave women less able to escape violent rela
tionships.
3

Prisons don't work. Despite an exponential increase in the number of men in

prisons, women are not any safer, and the rates of sexual assault and domestic vio
lence have not decreased.5 In calling for greater police responses to and harsher sen
tences for perpetrators of gender violence, the anti-violence movement has fueled
the proliferation of prisons which now lock up more people per capita in the US
than any other country.6 During the past fifteen years, the numbers of women, es
pecially women of color in prison has skyrocketed.7 Prisons also inflict violence on
the growing numbers of women behind bars. Slashing, suicide, the proliferation of
HIV, strip searches, medical neglect, and rape of prisoners has largely been ignored

by anti-violence activists.8 The criminal justice system, an institution of violence,
domination, and control, has increased the level of violence in society.
4

The reliance on state funding to support anti-violence programs has in

creased the professionalization of the anti-violence movement and alienated it from
its community- organizing, social justice roots.9 Such reliance has isolated the anti
violence movement from other social justice movements that seek to eradicate state
violence, such that it acts in conflict rather than in collaboration with these move
ments.
5

The reliance on the criminal justice system has taken power away from wom

en's ability to organize collectively to stop violence and has invested this power
within the state. The result is that women who seek redress in the criminal justice
system feel disempowered and alienated.lO It has also promoted an individualistic
approach toward ending violence such that the only way people think they can in
tervene in stopping violence is to call the police. This reliance has shifted our focus
from developing ways communities can collectively respond to violence.
I n recent years, the mainstream anti-prison movement has called attention to
the negative impact of criminalization and the build-up of the prison industrial
complex. Because activists seeking to reverse the tide of mass incarceration and
criminalization of poor communities and communities of color have not always
centered gender and sexuality in their analysis or organizing, we have not always
responded adequately to the needs of survivors of domestic and sexual violence.
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Prison and police accountability activists have generally organized around
and conceptualized men of color as the primary victims of state violence. l 1 Women
prisoners and victims of police brutality have been made invisible by a focus on the
war on our brothers and sons. It has failed to consider how women are a ffected as
severely by state violence as men.l2 The plight of women who are raped by INS offi
cers or prison guards, for instance, has not received sufficient attention. In addition,
women carry the burden of caring for extended family when family and commu
nity members are criminalized and warehoused.13 Several organizations have been
established to advocate for women prisoners;'4 however, these groups h ave been fre
quently marginalized within the mainstream anti-prison movement.
2 The anti -prison movement has not addressed strategies for addressing the

rampant forms of violence women face in their everyday lives, i ncluding street ha
rassment, sexual harassment at work, rape, and intimate partner abuse. Until these
strategies are developed, many women will feel shortchanged by the movement. In
addition, by not seeking alliances with the anti-violence movement, the a nti-prison
movement has sent the message that it is possible to liberate communities without
seeking the well-being and safety of women.
3 The anti-prison movement has tililed to sufficiently organize around the forms

of state violence faced by Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Twospirited, and Intersex
(LGBTTI) communities. LGBTTI street youth and trans people in general are par
ticularly vulnerable to police brutality and criminalization.'5 LGBTTI prisoners are
denied basic human rights such as family visits from same sex partners, and same
sex consensual relationships in prison are policed and punished.'6
4 While prison abolitionists have correctly pointed out that rapists and serial

murderers comprise a small number of the prison population, we have not answered
the question of how these cases should be addressed.'7 The inability to answer the
question is interpreted by many anti-violence activists as a lack of concern for the
safety of women.
5 The various alternatives to incarceration that have been developed by anti

prison activists have generally failed to provide sufficient mechanisms for safety
and accountability for survivors of sexual and domestic violence. These alternatives
often rely on a romanticized notion of communities, which have yet to demonstrate
their commitment and ability to keep women and children safe , or seriously ad
dress the sexism and homophobia that is deeply embedded within them.'s
We call on social justice movements concerned with ending violence in all its
forms to:
1

Develop community-based responses to violence that do not rely on the
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c riminal justice system AND which have mechanisms that ensure safety and ac
countability for survivors of sexual and domestic violence. Transformative prac
tices emerging from local communities should be documented and disseminated to
promote collective responses to violence.
2 Critically assess the impact of state funding on social justice organizations

and develop alternative fundraising strategies to support these organizations . De
velop collective fundraising and organizing strategies for anti-prison and anti-vi
olence organizations. Develop strategies and analysis that specifically target state
forms of sexual violence.
3 Make connections between interpersonal violence, the violence inflicted by

domestic state institutions (such as prisons, detention centers, mental hospitals,
and child protective services) , and international violence (such as war, military base
prostitution, and nuclear testing).
4 Develop an analysis and strategies to end violence that do not isolate individ

ual acts of violence (either committed by the state or individuals) from their larger
contexts . These strategies must address how entire communities of all genders are
affected in multiple ways by both state violence and interpersonal gender violence.
Battered women prisoners represent an intersection of state and interpersonal vio
lence and as such provide and opportunity for both movements to build coalitions
and joint struggles.
5 Put poor/working class women of color in the center of their analysis, or

ganizing practices, and leadership development. Recognize the role of economic
oppression, welfare "reform," and attacks on women workers' rights in increasing
women's vulnerability to all forms of violence and locate anti-violence and anti
prison activism alongside efforts to transform the capitalist economic system.
6 Center stories of state violence committed against women of color in our or

ganizing efforts.
7 Oppose legislative change that promotes prison expansion, criminalization of

poor communities and communities of color and thus state violence against wom
en of color, even if these changes also incorporate measures to support victims of
interpersonal gender violence.
s Promote holistic political education at the everyday level within our com

munities, specifically how sexual violence helps reproduce the colonial, racist, capi
talist, heterosexist, and patriarchal society we live in, as well as how state violence
produces interpersonal violence within communities.
9 Develop strategies for mobiliZing against sexism and homophobia WITHIN

our communities in order to keep women safe.
1 0 Challenge men of color and all men in social justice movements to take par-
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ticular responsibility t o address and organize around gender violence i n their c om
munities as a primary strategy for addressing violence and colonialism. We chal
lenge men to address how their own histories of victimization have hindered their
ability to establish gender justice in their communities.
11

Link struggles for personal transformation and healing with struggles for

social justice.
We seek to build movements that not only end violence, but that create a so
ciety based on radica l freedom, mutual accountability, and passionate reciprocity.
In this society, safety and security will not be premised on violence or the threat of
violence; it will be based on a collective commitment to guaranteeing the survival
and care of all peoples.
Signatures:

ORGANIZATIONS

American Friends Service Committee
Arizona Prison Moratorium Coalition
Audre Lorde Proj ect
Ca lifornia Coalition for Women Prisoners
Center for Human Rights Education
Center for Immigrant Families
Center for Law and Justice
Colorado Progressive Alliance
Committee Against Anti-Asian Violence (New York)
Communities Against Rape and Abuse (Seattle)
Direct Action Against Refugee Exploitation (Vancouver)
Institute of Lesbian Studies
Justice Now
Korean American Coalition to End Domestic Abuse
Legal Services for Prisoners with Chi ldren
Minnesota Black Political Action Committee
National Coalition Against D omestic Violence
Northwest Immigrant Rights Proj ect (Seattle)
Pennsylvania Lesbian and Gay Task Force
Prison Activist Resource Center
Proj ect South
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San Francisco Women Against Rape
SHI MTUH Korean Domestic Violence Program
Sista II Sista
Southwest Youth Collaborative (Chicago)
Spear and Shield Publications, Chicago
Women of All Red Nations
Women of Color Resource Center
Youth Ministries for Peace and Justice (Bronx)

I N C I T E ! W O M E N O F C O L O R AGA I N S T V I O L E N C E

is a national activist organ iza

tion of radical feminists of color adva ncing a movement to end violence against
women of color and our comm u n ities th ro ugh direct action, critical dialog, and
grassroots o rganizing.
C R I T I C A L R E S ISTANCE

is a national grassroots o rga n ization comm itted to end

i ng society's use prisons and policing as a n a nswer to social problems.
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See Martha McMahon, "Making Social Change," Violence Against Women 9, no.
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1

( January 2003) :

i-lit is l'iot a Hit is Not a Hit," Violence Against

Women 8, no. 12 (December 2002): 152 1- 1544; Susan Miller, "The Paradox of Women Arrested for Do

mestic Violence," Violence Against Women 7, no.
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12
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of those arrested for domestic violence are women, M iller concludes: "An arrest policy intended

to protect battered women as victims is being misapplied and used against them. Battered women
have become female offenders."
2

Women's dependent or undocumented status is often manipulated by batterers, who use the

threat of deportation as part of a matrix of domination and control. Although the Violence Against
Women Act (VAWA

1994
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2000)
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tory arrest laws could themselves face deportation. See Anita Raj and Jay Silverman, "Violence Against
Immigrant Women: The Role of Culture, Context, and Legal Immigrant Status on Intimate Partner
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A SYST E M W I T H I N T H E SYS T E M :
TH E P R I S O N I N D USTRIAL COM PLEX
AN D I M PERIALISM

David Gilbert

For those of us held behind locked gates within the walls and fences topped with ra
zor wire, the "corrections" regime is the system that works tirelessly to impose total
control over every aspect of our lives. Yet as ponderous and powerful as prisons are,
they're only one part, a central girder, of a much bigger and more foreboding house
of horrors which can b e most accurately named "imperialism." The structural needs
of the larger edifice set the speCifications for the size and position of the girder; the
strength of the girder helps determine how long the building will stand. We can't
understand the explosion of imprisonment in the US since 1971 without looking
at imperialism's urgent needs and goals of the period. By the same token, we can't
develop an effective program around the prison industrial complex, without grap 
pling with the stresses and trends of the larger system of imperial rule.
To be clear, before you take time to read this paper, I don't offer any brilliant
ideas on strategy; those will most likely emerge from the organizing and activist ef
forts themselves. However, some of the concerns discussed may raise questions that
go into forming strategy.
CR- lO

I

definitely look forward to learning from the dialogs that

generates on these issues.

N A M I N G T H E SY S T E M

"Imperialism" may sound like the kind o f rhetoric

we

want t o avoid, but it's one

word that needs to be rescued as the best way to name the system that rules over us.
The basis of imperialism is the relentless quest for profits around the globe. Its most
striking characteristic is the colossal and grotesque polarization of wealth. That po-
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larization happens between nations, between the rich countries of the North and
the impoverished ones of the global South, the impoverished countries of Africa,
Latin America, and parts of Asia; and at the same time within each country based
on class, race and gender. The poles of dazzling wealth and abject poverty are inti
mately linked, as the former results from the ruthless plunder of the latter.
This system is built on and intensifies all the major forms of oppression: patri
archy, capitalism, and white supremacy, all of which are structurally central. At the
same time, "imperialism" highlights the global character of the system in a way that
explains why the most intense oppression and resistance have been in the South
and that also provides the context for why the liberation struggles of the various
peoples of color have been in the forefront within the US.
There is no way to capture what this system costs in human life and potential,
the pain and the loss for all of us. Close to one billion human beings suffer chronic
hunger, while another two billion face nutritional deficiencies; one billion lack ac
cess to clean drinking water. Just looking at children under the age of five, imperial
ism is a holocaust in progress: over 9 million die each year from easily preventable
causes associated with poverty. The price for future generations may be even more
severe as the rapaciousness of this global frenzy for profits threatens the very eco
logical basis for sustaining human life of any scale.
Since most people won't accept living in squalor amid plenty, imperialism en
tails both the most sophisticated and the most brutal forms of social control. Its
most salient feature is war, war after war after war, mainly against the peoples of
the South. The domestic front-line of such repression is a truly violent and harmful
prison industrial complex.
STR U CT U R AL C R I S I S AN D P R I SON E X P AN S I ON

Today, 2,300,000 are held behind bars, about seven times the number in 1971. That
explosion was unprecedented, coming after a seventy year period when the rates of
imprisonment had remained more or less constant. This dramatic change did not
result from some sudden skyrocketing of criminal activity but rather from a radical
expansion of what was designated as a crime and a draconian increase in the pun
ishments. Such extreme measures were driven by considerations way beyond "crim
inal justice" and often at cross purposes to the proclaimed goal of "public safety."
These destructive changes were born from crisis, one much more severe and
protracted than the periodic ups and downs of the business cycles that occur over a
roughly ten year period, but rather a situation that threatened the very survival of
the system. Such structural crises occur because capitalism is by its nature unstable;
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the economy i s vast and complicated but the major decisions are made b y a tiny
corporate and financial elite, with each thinking only of his own profits. When a
structural crisis develops, the long-term institutional arrangements that assured a
reliable flow of profits and the rule of capital no longer function.
One dramatic example was the Great Depression of the 1 930s, followed by
World War II. At the end of that period a new set of international institutions, such
as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB), were created .
A t the same time, a new deal was hammered out for the terms o f t h e bargain b e 
tween capital and labor within t h e us. Those arrangements worked well for capital
until they broke down a generation later. That new structural crisis, which emerged
between 1968 and 1973, is the seedbed for the burgeoning of the prison industrial
complex and many related changes in US society.
The first and most obvious signs were political, as the resistance to imperial
ism crested in 1968. The Vietnamese were defeating what had been seen as the
US military j uggernaut, and national liberation struggles raged throughout the
third world. Bogged down abroad, the rulers faced the dauilting prospect of a two
front war as 125 cities at home erupted with ghetto uprisings. Militant liberation
movements surged among other peoples of color within the US. These struggles
inspired a series of other challenges to the system: antiwar youth became increas
ingly radical; the women's liberation movement caught fire; a new environmental
awareness emerged.
These upheavals combined to hit capitalism where

it

hurts, in its bottom line.

The economy was already under stress because Europe and Japan, who had been
devastated in WWII, were no longer in need of massive infrastructure investments
but instead produced goods that competed with US output on the world market.
National liberation threatened to push the prices of raw materials higher, later lead
ing to the oil price shock of 1973 (profitable for the big oil companies but very costly
for other businesses). At home, growing worker militancy, expressed in a rash of
wildcat strikes, was raising wages and benefits while the new environmental move
ment was imposing new costs on industry. Even the effort to co-opt the Black power
movement with the top-down "War on Poverty" entailed costs in terms of taxes.
To bring it all down to the bottom line, average profit rate for US business fell
from a peak of 10% in 1 965 to a low of 4.5% in 1974. And tht;re was no way to simply
swing out of this pit, which was only getting deeper. The healthy growth rates of the
US economy from 1 945 to 1970 were also cut in half for most of the ensuing decades
and up through current times. The changes brought about have been sweeping. (The
nature of this crisis and its impact on the prison industrial complex is discussed at
book length in Christian Parenti's Lockdown America .)
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The response on the international level has had two main features. Economi
cally, the battering ram was the "Third World debt crisis." Big banks extended
seemingly cheap loans to many of the poorest countries of what we now call the
global South. Most of this money was wasted on lavish luxuries and military spend
ing by US -supported dictators, doing nothing to develop those nations' economies.
Then, the banks jacked the interest rates up so that these debts, even after payments
totaling more than the original loans, just got bigger and bigger. The outstanding
and unpayable debt became the basis for the IMF and WB to step in and impose
"structural adjustment programs" (SAPs); about 70 of the world's poorest counties
were under their thrall by the end of the 1980s. These SAPs imposed by interna
tional finance, including a set of austerity measures, were devastating for the people
in those countries. The economic justification for this cruelty is "neoliberalism,"
which advocates radically reducing government help for the poor, opening up the
country to foreign investment and goods, leaving social and economic decisions to
the market. Of course this theory is a fraud, a pure rationalization by the dominant
powers. Not one of today's developed countries got there in this way. All relied on
tariffs to protect emerging industries and used considerable government guidance
for national investment priorities. But neoliberalism has been a great success . . .
in ratcheting down the costs of raw materials and manufactured components pro
duced in the South for multinational corporations of the North.
At the same time, the major long-term political imperative has been to get the
American public past its post-Vietnam reluctance to get involved in foreir;n

W: H'

A series of presidents constructed a ladder of interventions, with various excuses,
to take us from small, low-cost aggressions to bigger ones: from teeny Grenada in
1983, to small Panama in 1989, to medium-sized Iraq and then Serbia in the 1990s.
All were designed to be quick and with minimal US casualties. A main method was
to rely on intense aerial bombardments despite the horrendous toll of civilian casu
alties, which got whitewashed as "collateral damage." After quickly defeating Iraq's
standing army in the 1991 Gulf War, the first President Bush couldn't help but ex
ult, "We've kicked the Vietnam syndrome! " His celebration was a bit premature.
But later the nightmare of 9/1 1/01 was seized by the rulers as a golden opportunity
to exploit and channel Americans' fears into support for ever more ambitious for
eign adventures.
Domestically a series of overlapping strategies have played out over this period.
The Black struggle was the spearhead cracking open all kinds of potential for social
change. So President Nixon, as his chief of staff H.R. Haldeman later recalled in his
diary, "[ . . . J emphaSized that the whole problem is really the blacks. The key is to de
vise a system that recognizes this while not appearing to" (Quoted in Parenti). The
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government already had a secret and illegal campaign i n play which resulted in the
murders of scores of Black Panther, Native American, and other activists; the fos
tering of bitter internal splits within radical movements; and the tying up of thou
sands of organizers with bogus court cases and imprisonment. (For a book length
account of just part of one of these programs, COINTELPRO, see Ward Churchill
and Jim Vander Wall, Agen ts of Rep ression.)
The other level was against the community as a whole, under the rubric of "law
and order." Whatever the government's level of complicity, the influx of drugs that
took off at this time proved very destructive to unity and focus within the Black and
Latin@ communities. Then the "War on Drugs" was even more devastating. There
is no way this was a well-intentioned mistake. The US had already experienced Pro
hibition, which showed that outlawing a drug made the price skyrocket and thereby
generated lethal violence and other crimes to build and control the trade. This mis
named war was conceived to mobilize the US public behind greatly increased police
powers, used to cripple and contain the Black and Latin@ communities, and ex
ploited to expand the state's repressive power with the proliferation of Police SWAT
teams, the shredding of the 4th Amendment (against unreasonable search and sei
zure), and the burgeoning of the imprisoned population. And as we know, an even
more intense level of police state measures were imposed in the wake of 9/1 1101.
Even with political movements setback, the economy still stagnated in the
1970s. To boost profits, capital needed to cut labor costs at home. But a direct at
tack on wages and benefits at home was dangerous for the rulers, who relied on
political support from large sectors of the predominantly white working class to
be able to wage the foreign wars so essential to the system. In the post-civil rights
US explicitly racist terms had to be avoided, but the drive shaft of internal politics
became a railing against criminals, welfare mothers, and immigrants, which for
most whites conjure up images of Blacks, Latin@s, and Asians, without being so
impolite as to say that outright. To take just one small example of the dishonesty
of these campaigns, the "tough on crime" politicians crusaded for cutbacks to both
college classes and family visits for prisoners-the very two programs with the best
proven success for reducing recidivism. Clearly the demagogs' concern wasn't to
reduce crime to protect the good citizens but rather to redirect their frustrations
toward those lower on the social ladder.
The sad irony is that many white working class people, such as the "Reagan
Democrats," were organized in this way to build the political forces who then dis
mantled many of the 1930s gains for labor, as unions have been crippled and many
of the better-paying jobs have been outsourced. White supremacy's companions
in-arms of patriarchy and class rule have also been enlisted in this forced march
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to the right. Women's independence has been undercut and the noxious flames of
homophobia fanned with a hysterical "defense of the traditional family." Advocates
for labor who try to hold back the rising flood waters of extreme inequality, the
aggressive class warfare waged by the rich, are publicly denounced for "engaging
in class warfare." All this hateful scapegoating doesn't simply divert people's view
from the real, corporate sources of our problems, but also has served to consolidate
the powers of the state to repress all forms of social advance.
H I G H LY VOL ATI L E

Despite these sweeping changes and despite the severe setbacks t o national libera
tion globally and to radical movements within the US, the struggle is far from over.
Imperialism has not achieved anything like the stability and the sustained econom
ic growth rates that followed WWII. The offensive to establish solid military control
of the strategic Middle East is in disarray. Despite the false economic "truisms" of
respectable opinion in the North, people throughout the South see through the lie
of neoliberalism, and in South America especially there are promising mass mo
bilizations against it. At home, unease with the US imperial mission, worry about
the economy, and concern about dangerous environmental damage have become
widespread.
In response to the growing discontent, some elements within the establishment
want to modify the current approach. This more enlightened sector
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less of the naked militarism and unilateralism that has badly hurt the US's image
abroad. Domestically, they would like the skewed social priorities to be less extreme
and less glaring. Some within the government have even ra ised cutting back on

im

prisoned populations to free some funds for such pressing needs as a health cover
age system in shambles.
While such shifts may create some openings, I don't think we can expect much
from these forces. For one thing they're still committed to the system, and imperi
alism cannot survive any major redistribution of wealth and power. Secondly, given
t hat framework, the Right has had great success in shaping the debate by making
certain topics totally taboo for public discussion. Let's look at two that are particu
larly relevant:
- Did US policies play a role in generating the hatreds that led to 9/l l? Even
mention of such a thought evokes a tsunami of vehement and discrediting vitriol.
"Nothing can j ustify mass killings of civilians," is certainly true. But that's not at
all a reason to avoid analyzing the causes of the event, something anyone Sincerely
concerned about protecting civilians would be eager to do, especially as Bush rages
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o n with policies stoking the fires o f violence and hatred. Th e very ones who scream
"nothing justifies killing 3,000" simultaneously claim that those events, and even
more the documented lies about them, justify the US's killing of tens of thousands
of civilians. Rational discussion absolutely must be forbidden lest we get to the core
reality of imperialism.
- Should we decriminalize drugs? When President Clinton's Surgeo n General
Jocelyn Elders simply suggested a study of decriminalization she was hooted off the
public stage. In reality the "Drug War" has been a total failure in terms of stopping
illegal drugs. Over the same 40 years, even the half-hearted public health campaign
against the most addictive drug, tobacco, has cut the rate of smoking among adults
in half. The public health alternative to the violence and destruction and billions
of dollars of costs of the war is so obviously sound that it can't be considered lest it
eliminate a campaign so essential to the politics of racial scapegoating and the mo 
bilizing of public support for police powers.
In this upside-down world, radical alternatives, to the degree we can get them
across to a large number of people, can make more sense than moderately chipping
away at the dominant terms.
Imperialism has not fully regrouped, has not fully reconsolidated its rule from
the turmoil and disruptions of 1968-73. Some of its very counter-offensives hold
the potential for generating new shocks and crises. Bush's wars and policies in the
Middle East seemed almost designed to ensure future attacks on Americans. The
severity of environmental damage could set off more immediate disasters. Either of
these problems could hurt an already shaky economy, where the gross inequality of
wealth has cut into the level of consumption needed to keep it all going. The coun
ter measure of pumping up the economy with massive infusions of debt entails the
danger of making any contraction more dire, since consumers and businesses with
debts to pay off won't be able to promptly put money back into consumption and
production. I'm not saying that crises are necessarily imminent, the system can at
times show great resilience, but the current situation is precarious.
Q U E STIONS FOR STRAT E G Y

We need to be wary of a common Left oversimplification that economic (or other)
crises automatically provide fertile soil for organizing the workers against capital
ism. The stark lesson of Nazi Germany, now echoed in the trends limned above, is
that an imperialist power in crisis can resort to the most fulsome racial scapegoat
ing as a way to mobilize the majority population for imperial reconquest abroad and
for total repression of dissent at home. Crises can be dangerous; they are the only
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opportunities when we can build a visible, coherent, humane alternative. To do so
we need to become a national movement powerful enough to shine a bright light
on the corporate greed that is the real source of our problems; we need to grow to
begin to embody the possibility of cooperation, from the bottom up, as the alterna
tive to wars, recessions, environmental destruction, and a monstrous prison indus
t rial complex.
The global South seethes with oppression and resistance, but does not yet have
as well-defined and powerful a form of struggle as the national liberation strug
gles seemed to ofler in the 60s and 70s. Within the US we probably now have a
far greater number of people engaged in ongoing organizing projects, but without
yet a sense of a strong national movement that can present an alternate vision and
embody new hope. As the system enters deeper crisis, or alternatively limps along
with giant unresolved problems, new space may open up for us as the old ways are
discredited, but we also may face mounting dangers.
To me, if we hope to build an effective national movement we must directly
challenge the attacks on immigrants, prisoners, and welfare recipients-not only as
a matter of fundamental justice, but also because these arenas are crucial for blunt
ing the strategic spearhead for right-wing mobilization. If we can confront those
attacks and turn them around, we will take a big step toward setting new terms for
political debate and change. The prison industrial complex constitutes a sobering
aspect of the problem. Of course the PIC has nowhere near the economic size and
political clout of its big brother, the military industrial complex Nonetheless,
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significant vested interests have been created who are all-too-ready to be a spark
plug for the larger political engine of racial scapegoating.
At the same time, we don't have a chance of abolishing the PIC without oppos
ing imperialism. The warfare and the security states go together and totally rein
force each other. We've seen this with a terrible vengeance in the post-9/ 1 1 world,
where the isolation and torture of US prisons have been brought into play for a piv
otal role in the "war on terror," which in turn has been used to ram through outra
geous increases of police powers and denials of civil liberties, coming down hardest
on the oppressed, but in place as a raised club threatening anyone who challenges
the powers that be. If we don't challenge the larger system, the PIC remains on a
solid foundation.
In short, we're likely to face a very challenging period ahead with great oppor
tunities and dangers. Taking on the scapegoating of prisoners and others is essen
tial to any success for the Left; an anti-imperialist framework and effort is crucial to
any qualitative advance for prison industrial complex abolition.
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In this situation there are a host o f other questions for strategy. How c a n we
bring a consciousness and liberatory politics about all the main pillars of the sys
tem-race, class, gender, and sexuality-into our daily work around specific issues?
How can we transform ourselves around all these fundamentals while still pouring
our energy into organizing and activism? How can we work from and advance a
truly radical analysis and still reach out to large numbers of people? While there
are as of yet no pat answers, CR organizers and others are doing invaluable work in
consciously grappling with these and related issues in practice. I salute those front
line efforts. Let's all continue to move forward in a completely open-minded and
full-hearted way.

DAV I D G I L B E R T

has been a p risoner in New York State since 1 981. A collection of

h is writings, No Surrender, is available fro m AK Press.
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C O PS A ND THE VISU A L
EC ONOMY O F P U NISH MENT

Ofelia Ortiz Cuevas

In the middle of March 2002 I watched twenty-five young men, including my broth
er, attend a sentencing hearing in which eleven Mexican and/or Chicano, twelve
African American, one white and one Asian men were sentenced cumulatively to
185 years behind bars. Leaving the courthouse, I saw a woman I recognized from
the courtroom on her knees, crying loudly on the court house steps as people hur
ried by. She had just received news that her son-the brother of a young man who
had just been sentenced to three years-had died earlier that morning in Pelican
Bay state prison. That evening I came home to see "live" local news coverage of a
low-speed car chase that ended with the two police dogs tearing at a young Black
man's clothing as he laid on the ground somewhere in Los Angeles. Changing the
channel, I saw more of the same-more car chases, more reality court hearings,
more holding cells, more patrolling with COPS. That day it seemed like danger was
everywhere. And for some it was.
This montage of scenes of power and punishment make up (for some) the dan
gerous terrain of life in California. Remarkable and yet part of the everyday, these
scenes of punishment are everywhere. They have in a sense become significantly
mundane. Imprisonment as a fix to social and economic crisis and the over-policing
of working class and raced communities has grown at such a rate that it is difficult
to miss scenes of state violence. As the US has increasingly come under the na
tional and international scrutiny of civic and human rights organizations for the
use of excessive and deadly force by police officers and for the horrifying numbers
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of humans caged, in what some prison scholars call the largest state project of the
twentieth century, the visual economy of this reality has kept pace with the reality
of mass imprisonment.
In New Jersey and New York alone, 1 50 people have been killed by police since
September 1 1 , 200l. Other instances in the last five years include the death of Gus
Rugley, a 2 1 -year- old Black man who was shot more than one hundred times by
San Francisco police officers after a high speed chase; Cau Bich Tran, a 25 -year
old Vietnamese woman shot by police in San Jose when they mistook her vegetable
peeler for a gun; and Nathaniel Jones, beaten to death by metal baton after being
taken into custody by Cincinnati police for shoplifting. While these incidents in
particular were not visible to the general public, the visual display of racial punish
ment-of policing and state violence-are completely and continually visible in the
realm of popular culture. Twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, these scenes
on the television or computer screen are accessible to be viewed in homes across the
country. Spectacular car chases that end tragically with the death or brutal arrest
of "suspected criminals" on local news channels, or the "real" life courtroom dra
mas shown on the endless disciplinary visual narrative of Co urt TV, the countless
prison and crime documentaries that fill cable network stations such as A&E and
the Discovery channel-these provide the viewing publics an increasingly closer
look at the presumed reality of 21 st century punishment.
Every evening on television, in news and dramatic programming, policed
and punished Black and Brown bodies are part of the popular landscape
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sanctioned domination and violence. So common and accepted, so Significantly
mundane is the brutality of the police against raced communities that the reality
in which they are displayed before us become a social hallucination. The "racist dis
position of the visible, which will prepare and achieve its own inverted perceptions
under the rubric of wha t is seen ," according to Judith Butler can turn a clear vision
of police brutality into a myth of "police vulnerability." Thus the violence enacted
upon Rodney King, who was clearly beaten by police, becomes not a case of state
brutality but a reality so twisted that it is seen as a case of police victimization. The
violence of policing is so common and accepted that even as death lingers in local
news footage of the bullet-ridden car where 1 3 -year-old Devon Brown was repeat
edly shot to death by the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) in 2005 for joy
riding, the scene becomes at best another "heart-breaking tragedy" and at worst
simply another image in the visual regime of racial punishment that fills the televi
sion airwaves. We no longer stand as witnesses to brutality, we gather in front of
televisions (and computer screens) as publics entertained by racial punishment. The
regimes of visuality, those institutions that mobilize our vision, twist the meaning
42

SECTION

1:

DI S M A N T L E

o f humanity such that violence and death for some become pleasure for others.
Marking two decades of the inside reality of policing, the creators and produc
ers of COPS are releasing a special DVD edition for the program's 20th anniversary,
making COPS one of the longest running shows in television history. COPS has
provided a relentless display of chased, cuffed, tackled, tazered, choked, stomped,
berated, humiliated, stripped, bloodied, and shot Black, Brown, and poor bodies.
The show commonly displays images of men in chokeholds with several police of
ficers twisting their limbs as they scream in pain or men and women pinned on
the ground with shotgun and rifles pointed at the backs of their head or fam ilies
crying as children are torn from their mother's arms by state officials. The newest
edition to punishment as entertainment, JAIL-also produced by John Langley, the
creator of COPS-displays the spectacle that follows "processing" people who are
arrested. The program focuses on holding cells filled with screaming suspects, the
forced fingerprinting and photographing of suspects, and displays men and women
deemed too dangerous for general population restrained on gurneys. So successful
have these scenes of punishment been-the compelling images of humiliation and
human debasement-that reality crime programming has gone global. The brutal
ity of state violence can now be seen on PZacas in Mexico City, The Force in Austra
lia, Nyom neZkUl in Hungary, and Police Camera Action in the UK. And although
Langley has claimed the show unprecedented in its view of the raw reality of polic
ing the bad guys-these spectacular displays of punishment do have precedents.
These spectacles of punishment and torture are not new so much as they are
resurrected and rearticulated forms of past brutalities in which crowds gathered
to watch in the name of "justice." The visual presentation of punished bodies has
played a continuous role in the political and economic projects of the US-projects
dangerous to the populations that threatened or resisted the ideals and progress
of capital. Racial punishment displayed for entertainment and popular consump
tion has long been common. The photo documentation of the massacre at Wounded
Knee, the early mug shots documenting Chinese "delinquency" in California, the
head of Joaquin Murrieta on tour in California bars and saloons, the World War
Two-era newspaper coverage of the Japanese interned, or of Zoot-suiters disrobed
on the streets of Los Angeles-all are images of racial punishment situated within
terrains of crisis and accumulation.
During the Reconstruction period and into the early 1900s, a dramatic and vol
atile shift in the imprisonment of Blacks also addressed the terrain of crisis. In that
era and into the turn of the twentieth century, the dramatic growth in individuals
relegated to the punishment system was so vast that W.E.B Du Bois was moved to
exclaim that, "In no other part of the modern world has there been so open and
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conscious a traffic in crime for deliberate social degradation and private profit as
in the South." Du Bois was acknowledging the systematic rearticulation of slavery
upon which the rebuilding of the South depended, and which existed under the
guise of a legitimate "criminal justice system." He was in part referring to the laws
which regulated slavery and were immediately re- addressed to manage the crisis
brought on by the newly-freed population of Blacks in the South. This reanimated
labor, which first took the form of the convict lease system and later of the chain
gang, could be seen by the 1900s in the long rows of men chained to one another
along railroad lines or new public roads. Working long hours under threat of the
"whipping boss," the convicts-visible signifiers of reestablished order-were evi
dence of the institutionalization of brutality which was part of the reason for the
existence of the convict lease system. Violence, according to Matthew Mancini, was
not grafted onto a particular system of penal management-the system of convict
lease was maintained as an institutional outlet for violence.
During this same period, the violence enacted against the Black body had
reached an apex of spectacular punishment which Ida B. Wells documented in
her work on lynching in the US. In Red Record: Mob Rule in New Orleans, Wells
detailed the executions of Blacks by public mobs as part of her campaign against
lynching. Wells described the violent public deaths of Calvin Thomas in Georgia,
who was accused of assault; Charles T. Miller in Kentucky for alleged rape; Isaac
Lincoln in South Carolina for insulting a white person; Andy Blount for suspicion
of rape in Tennessee; and an "Unknown Negro" for self-defense i n Kpntll.k-y He!"
list of lynching victims included detailed descriptions of the mob and the activi
ties of the spectators who attended, as she stated, "in crowds of thousands, from
cities all over the South with some who watched calmly while others cheered and
clapped." Wells accounted for the men, women, and children who were caught up
in the frenzy of the event and took away body parts, fingers, hair, and the charred
remains of the people burned, as well as pieces of the hangman's noose. She ex
plained that the teeth, hair and fingers of Lee Walker, in Georgia, were taken from
his burned body; Wells described an "Unknown Negro" also in Georgia who was
run down, dragged through town by a rope, hung and left for townspeople to shoot.
Quoting an eyewitness to the burning of Henry Smith (a Black man charged with
the murder of a four-year-old white girl), Wells wrote, "Even at the stake, children
of both sexes and colors gathered in groups . . . The children became as frantic as the
grown people . . . Little faces distorted with passion and the bloodshot eyes of the
cruel parent watched with glee the burning body of Smith." According to Wells, ten
thousand people watched the hanging and burning of Henry Smith. His body be
came the focal point for the anxiety, fear, desire, and loathing of white Americans.
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Th e point o f resurrecting this history i s not t o argue that prisons o r policing are
literally equivalent to lynching, but to suggest that the contemporary era of prison
building and policing is part of a racial punishment regime that shares a genealogy
with the institution of slavery, and the brutal acquisition of Mexican and Indian
land-all are ways in which violence is used against the racial body in a time of
crisis. Resurrecting this past is to recognize in the present a "moment of danger."
In Walter Benjamin's transfixing contemplation of history, he compels us to be
aware of the past: the past carries with it a temporal index by which it is referred to
redemption. There is a secret agreement between past generations and the present
one. For Benjamin, the past is not being rearticulated and presented "as it really
was," he states, but should be seized in a moment of danger, which he understands
as that instant "when an image flashes up."
This moment of danger became a moment of opportunity in the year 2000.
While the US made history as the largest jailer on the planet, a photo art book titled
With o u t Sanctuary: Lyn ch ing Photography in the United Sta tes was published.

The book was based on a museum exhibition of postcard photographs of lynching.
Both the exhibition and book revealed in gruesome detail practices from apex of
racial discipline which lasted from the later half of the 1800s until the 1 960s. The
public was shocked, for a moment at least, at the level of violence and brutality.
The extreme nature of lynching practices and the participation of modern audi
ences revealed a disjuncture in the understanding the US has of itself as a country
that had presumably overcome (or purposely forgotten) this dark history. With o u t
Sanctuary's reception indexed the forced historical and racial amnesia necessary to

the forgetting and refashioning of a now-incomprehensible brutal and uncivilized
practice of racial discipline. The tortured and terrorized bodies of those who trans
gressed social norms and threatened the material value of white accumulation were
seen as victims of inconceivable acts of hate and human evil that have long since
been overcome by humanitarian progress. This moment came and went. The pos
Sibility that such brutal forms of racial punishment had not entirely died away was
only manifested with references to the "modern day lynchings" of the clandestine
brutal murders of James Byrd and Amadou Diallo. Missed in this too-literal trans
lation is the sanctioned violent disciplinary practices of the police state in the 21st
century, those acts of violence and brutality against the racial body seen everyday
on television.
Although the precise mechanisms through which the criminalized Black and
Brown body is targeted, displayed, and then visually consumed have changed dras
tically over the past eighty years, the practice of public punishment and its ramifi
cations remain remarkably similar. The shot, maimed, debased, and dehumanized
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subjected bodies seen from the comfort of home on COPS and the 2.5 million im
prisoned are the unrecognized subjects of this moment eclipsed by the negotiation
of "reality" presented in the pages of With o u t Sa nctuary. Very few viewers of With
o u t Sanctuary were able to see their own society reflected in the images of lynching

hanging on the museum walls or in the glossy pages of the photo art book.
The public enlisted by COPS (and other realisms of punishment) gathers in front
of television sets across the country to watch the capture, discipline, and contain
ment of "bad" subjects/suspects. Because COPS is presented in a "reality" format
it functions as a cultural axis upon which the visuality of race, class, and punish
ment are formed. Similarly, the postcards of lynched bodies in Without Sanctuary
powerfully highlight the connection between 1 9th century racial violence and the
naturalization of a racial order. Their exhibition and publication encouraged their
audience to rethink the relationship between the racial body and public punish
ment in the 20th and 21" century. Although the precise mechanisms through which
the criminalized body of color is targeted, displayed, and visually consumed have
changed drastically over the past eighty years, the practice of public punishment
and its ramifications remain remarkably similar.
The images of reality poliCing and imprisonment are situated in ways that al
low race and class to be consumed with a certain consensual understanding and a
moral indignation that works to naturalize the discriminatory reality of state struc
tures. That is, answering the hail of the state, the citizen-witness comes to comply
with common sense notions of what is legitimately watchable and believable and
what is sanctionable. On COPS and in the images of Without Sa nctuary, the crime
is presumed to be self evident, embedded in the social consciousness as a point of
departure. The public that is summoned to watch and be entertained is already in
compliance with the legitimacy and rectitude of the punishment of the racial body.
Even when there is relatively little actual bloodshed, these scenes of racial discipline
are typically permeated by the power of the state, by its violence, coercion and re
pression, and by the concrete embodiment of abstract social forces mutually con
stituted by the visual regimes that emerge from the realm of popular culture itself.
Through the regimes of visuality, the body on COPS and in With o u t Sanctuary
exists as an ideological offering that sutures the contradiction between the ideals of
democracy and the reality of massive police repression and imprisonment in a time
of empire building and globalization.
The logic of terror and violence enacted upon the Black and Brown bodies that
are identified in the present as "criminal" is reliant on inverted perceptions-in this
case where brutal assailants become the victims or heroes. These visions of racial
punishment are twisted into social hallucinations that legitimize policing and im-
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prisonment. These twisted o r inverted perceptions emerge from a whole constella
tion of institutional structures situated within histories where the meaning and the
value of the racial body is actualized in the moment of its destruction at the hand
of the state. Structures such as the courtroom, or the police car, or the booking sta
tion force a perception of justice marked by institutional symbols seen within a field
of vision of reality: the police uniform and badge, the judge's robe, the sanctioned
gun. Despite this, they are hallucinations of justice.

O F E L I A O R T I Z C U EVA S

is a U. c. Preside n t 's Postdoctoral Fellow in the Depart

ment of Ethnic Studies at University of California, Riverside. Her resea rch focuses
on visual regimes ofp u n ish m e n t, the racial body, crisis, and the sta te.
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Eddy Zheng

I am 33 years old and breathin'
it's a good year to die
to myself
I never felt such extreme peace
despite being mired in constant ear-deafening screams
from the caged occupants - triple CMS*, PCs**, gang validated,
drop-outs, p arole violators, lifers,
drug casualties, three strikers,
human beings
in San Quentin's 150 year old solitary confinement
I don't want to start things over
@ 33
I am very proud of being who I am
I wrote a letter to a stranger who said
"You deserve to lose at least your youth,
not returning to society until well into middle age . . . "
after reading an article about me in San Francisco Weekly
I told him
"A hundred years from now when we no
longer exist on this earth of humankind the
seriousness of my crime will not be changed
or lessened. I can never pay my debt to the
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victims because I cannot turn back the hands
of time . . , I will not judge you."
whenever I think about my crime I feel ashamed
I've lost my youth and more
I've learned that the more I suffer the stronger I become
I am blessed with great friends
I talk better than I write
because the police can't hear my conversation
the prison officials labeled me a trouble maker
I dared to challenge the administration for its civil rights violation
I fought for Ethnic Studies in the prison college program
I've been a slave for 16 years under the 1 3th Amendment
I know separation and disappointment intimately
I memorized the United Front Points of Unity
I love my family and friends
my shero Yuri Kochiyama and a young sister named Monica
who is pretty wanted to come visit me
somehow I have more female friends than male friends
I never made love to a woman
sometimes I feel like 16
but my body disagrees
some people called me a square
because I don't drink, smoke, or do drugs
I am a procrastinator but I get things done
I've never been back to my motherland
I started to learn Spanish
escribi6 una poema en espanol
at times I can be very selfish and vice versa
I've never been to a prom, concert, opera, sporting event
or my parents' house
I don't remember the last time I cried
I've sweat with the Native Americans, attended mass with the
Catholics, went to service with the Protestants, sat and chanted
with the Buddhists
my mind is my church
I am spoiled
in 2001 a young lady I love stopped loving me
it felt worse than lOSing my freedom
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I was denied parole for the ninth time
I assured Mom that I will be home one day
after she pleaded me to answer her question truthfully
"Are you ever going to get out of prison?"
the Prison Industrial Complex and its masters attempted to
control my mind
it didn't work
they didn't know I've been introduced to Che, Yuri Kochiyama,
Paulo Freire, Howard Zinn, Frederick Douglass, Assata Shakur, bell hooks
Maurice Cornforth, Malcolm X, Gandhi, Geroge Jackson, Mumia, Budda
and many others . . .
I had about a hundred books in my cell
I was internalizing my politics
In 2000 I organized the first poetry slam in San Quentin
I earned my associate of art degree
something that I never thought possible
I've self-published a zine
I was the poster boy for San Quentin
some time in the '90s my grandparents died
without knowing that I was in prison
@ 30
I kissed Dad on the cheek and told him that I love him for the first time
I've written my first poem
I called myself a poet to motivate me to write
because I knew poets would set us free
in 1998 I was granted parole
then it was taken away
the governor's political career superceded my life
some time in the 90s I participated in most of the self help program
in 1996 I really learned how to read and write
I read my first history book "A People's History of the United States"
my social conscious mind was awakened
in 1992 I pass my GED in Solano Prison
I learned how to take care of my body from '89 to '93
in 1987 I turned 18 and went to the Pen from youth authority
the youngest prisoner in San Quentin's Maximum Security Prison
I was lucky people thought I knew kung fu
@ 16
51

ABOLITION NOW!

I violated an innocent family of four and scarred them for life
money superceded human suffering
I was charged as an adult and sentenced to life with a possibility
no hablo ingles
I wish I could start things over
I was completely lost
@

12

I left Communist China to Capitalist America
no hablo ingles
I was spoiled
in 1976 I went to demonstrations against the Gang of Four
life was a blur from 1 to 6
on 5/29/69
I inhaled my first breath
*Correctional Clinical Case Management System
Mental health condition of prisoners
**Protective Custody of Prisoners

works for the Community You th center in San Frand�rn n < n prcj
ect Coordinato r for the Community Response Network-Asian Pacific Islanders.
He is an advisory board member of the Asian A merican Law Journal. Eddy is
the recipie n t of the Bay Area Asian Pacific A merican T,aw Students Association's
Outstanding Leadership Award for 2008 a n d Chinese World Journal newspaper's
Community Hero Award of 2007. Eddy led a book project which culminated in the
p ublication of Other: An Asian and Pacific Islander Prisoners' Anthology. Eddy ac
complished these after he spent 21 years in prison for crimes he com m itted at the
age of 16. For more information please go to www. eddyzheng. com, www. myspace.
com/asianprisoners, or www. eddyzheng. blogspot. com
EDDY ZHENG

Reprinted from Other: an Asian & Pacific Islander Prisoners' Anthology, with per
m ission from the Asian Prisoner Support Committee (APSC). Other is the first
book to h ighlight the u n ique stories and perspectives of the growing Asian pris
oner popula tion in the US. It is ava ilable n o w on Amazo n . com.
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Jimi Marshall

What is it to be the Black Burden?
To be viewed by the world as a liability, not asset? To be forced to experience life
through cast-down eyes and longing glares.
Never allowed to stand firm or proud even in ones own home. What exactly am
I to be proud of? Am I to be proud of the fact that P-Diddy has acquired the latest
colored mink coat while millions of my Brothers and Sisters perish from starvation
and continue to be denied their basic human rights? What is it to realize that every
money-hungry merchant first to have my commodities' dollars detest doing busi
ness with the people of that community. What is it to know that when I step to the
table of the World Commerce I come empty handed and Nationless even though I
am responsible for the construction of numerous empires.
What is it to realize that when the world pictures a thief, murderer or rapist it
is in my image. When the topic of AIDS enters a conversation it comes dressed in
my skin. When the so- called music of today is glorified as hip, in reality is nothing
more than a rally cry for my destruction and a testament of my self-hatred.
What is it to know the course of action yet fear to take it. That is the Black Bur
den. A burden which lies heavy on my very own conscience .
4 -27-05

J I M I M A R S H A L L is a th irty-seven-year-old man of African descent, who is serving a

life sen tence for first degree murder. He has been imprisoned since he was seventeen,
and is curren tly in Correctional Training Facility in Soledad, CA. He is fro m the Long
Beach area.
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NO ONE IS CRI M I NAL

Martha Escobar

Attending almost any immigrant rights event, especially the marches o f the last
three years, or conducting an online image search of the words "immigrant rights
march" exposes the predominant message immigrant rights advocates attempt to
convey-"immigrants are not criminals, immigrants are hard workers." Similarly,
the now iconic message "Nadie es Ilega1!No One is Illegal" invariably appears dur
ing marches and protests and on banners, t-shirts, pins, and so forth. These messag
es that attempt to distance immigrants from criminality are prevalent and central
to the mainstream immigrant rights movement because they try to secure the in
nocence and safety of communities that are constantly under intense policing and
violence. However, these decriminalizing motions turn into violent acts themselves
when the innocence of some is secured at the expense of "others." The identity of
immigrant and the identity of criminal become mutually exclusive, largely con
structing immigrants as innocent while criminalizing unspoken "others." When
the innocence of immigrants is a rticulated, we are left to ask "If immigrants are not
the criminals, then who are? If immigrants are innocent, then who is guilty?" In
what follows I provide a discussion of the development of the notion of "criminal"
in the US, highlighting some of the ways that the concept is constructed primarily
around Blackness and Black bodies. Thus when we claim that immigrants are not
criminals, the fundamental message is that immigrants are not Black, or at least,
that immigrants will not be "another Black problem." Tracing the construction of
criminality in relationship to Blackness and how it is re-mapped onto brown bod
ies through the notion of "illegality" gives witness to the ways that criminality al
lows a reconfiguration of racial boundaries along Blackness and whiteness. In other
words, criminalizing immigrants serves to discipline them into whiteness.
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This essay is largely informed by critical anthropologist, Nicholas De Genova
and his work, Working the Boundaries: Race, Space, and "Illegality" in Mexican Chi

cago. Through this project he examines how "Mexican migrants in Chicago negoti
ated their own re-racialization as Mexican, always in relation to both a dominant
whiteness and its polar opposite, a subjugated and denigrated Blackness" (8). De
Genova illustrates how the anti-immigrant politics of the 1990s were inherently
tied to the criminalization and dismantling of social welfare for impoverished US
citizens, largely imagined as Black. What results is what he calls double discipline
(206). On the one side, migrants are made responsible for "taking American jobs,"
on the other, their vulnerability as migrant workers encourages them to generate
distance between themselves and impoverished US citizens constructed as "lazy"
and racialized as Black. Claiming the identity of "hard workers" led to disparag
ing the " laziness" of impoverished citizens who had advantages over migrants, such
as the knowledge of the English language and citizenship (206). According to De
Genova, "Because migrant workers were always at pains to demonstrate to their
overseers that they were 'hardworking' and not 'lazy,' the momentum of their ef
forts at self-defense served to subvert the possibilities for resistance, and they ef
fectively participated in their own intensified exploitation" (206, cites Kearny 1996:
156; 1998: 29).
The white supremacist social order of the US fixed Mexican migrants spatially
between whites and Blacks. However, their own " illegal" transnationality perma
nently dislodged them from "American"-ness. Furthermorf>, it !5 cr!.!c!:!!

tc !let;::

how criminality is feminized. Criminality historically is conceptualized as being
birthed by Black women, so how does this inform the criminalization of immi
grants? The merging of criminality and state dependency does not only result in
attempts to distance immigrants from Blackness, but the feminization of criminal
ity also results in immigrant rights activists grasping on to masculinized claims of
immigrants as hard workers. Through the examination of immigrant rights dis
course that attempts to denaturalize immigrant criminality and fasten the identity
of migrant to "hard worker," I do not only reinforce De Genova's position that mi
grants' negotiation between the polarized racial boundaries of the US often results
in bolstering white supremacy, but also mark it as a particularly violent patriarchal
negotiation.
Several authors have traced the historical development of criminality around
Black bodies. In Are Prisons Obsolete?, prison abolitionist Angela Y. Davis provides
this analysis from the post-reconstruction era to the present. She examines the ways
that the Thirteenth Amendment of the US Constitution served to re-enslave recently
freed Black slaves by constructing Blacks as criminal. The amendment states: "Nei58
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ther slavery nor involuntary servitude, except a s a punishment for crime whereof
the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any
place subject to their jurisdiction." Davis shows how passing Black Codes, legisla
tion enacted to criminalize the behavior of Blacks, including vagrancy, unemploy
ment, and missing work, changed prison demographics from predominantly white
to largely Black prisoners (28).
The South produced the convict leasing system which provided Black bodies
that were "leased" to meet the labor needs generated with the abolition of slavery
and developing industrial capitalism.l Davis continues and argues that a similar
relationship exists between the contemporary Black imprisonment and profitabil
ity (68). While prisoners' labor continues to yield some economic revenue, the ma
jor profiteering occurs through industries that service prisons to meet the needs of
over two million people in prison, such as food, clothing, health care, and so forth.2
Over half of the prison population is comprised of Black men, underscoring how
Black male bodies continue to be made expendable, and criminality continues to
serve as the marker of difference that constructs their disposability.3
However, there is a particular conceptualization of crisis-informed Black crim
inality that develops during the 1960s. Christian Parenti examines the social move
ments of the 60s and 70s and convincingly argues that the United States was in a
state of crisis produced by the social upheavals of the time, particularly the mili
tancy of groups such as the Black Panthers. Parenti writes, "America's whole social
fabric seemed to be coming apart. Every structure of authority and obedience was
breaking down. Though garnished with youthful nudity and flowers, the crisis of
the late sixties and early seventies was more serious than is often acknowledged; the
country was in the midst of a haphazard but deadly social revolution" (4).
Alex Lichtenstein makes a similar argument in, "Except as a Punish mentfor Crime," Twice the

Work of Free L a bor: The Political Economy of Convict Labor in the New South, p. 17-36. He maintains
that unlike slavery, which necessitated the maintenance of slaves by slave masters, the convict leasing
system was worse because not only did slaves have to work, but they were dispensable; there was an
endless supply of Black bodies for labor.

2

Key works that center the profitability of prisons include Katherine Beckett, Making Crime Pay:

Law and Order in Contemporary A m e rican Politics, New York: Oxford University Press, 1 9 97; Daniel
Burton-Rose, Dan Pens, and Paul Wright, The Ceiling of America: An Inside Look at the US Prison In

dustry, Monroe, ME: Common Courage Press, 1998; Joel Dyer, The Perpetual Prisoner Machine: How
Ame rica Profi ts from Crime, Boulder: Westview Press, 1999.
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Criminal Jus tice System . Central works that discuss the criminalization and imprisonment of Blacks
include Marc Mauer, Race to Incarcerate, New York: The New Press, 1999; and Michel Tonry, Malign

Neglect: Race, Crime a n d Punish ment in A m e rica, New York: Oxford University Press, 1995.
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According to Parenti, national security shifts from focusing on foreign threats
to security from domestic violence. He locates this shift in Barry Goldwater's 1964
Republican presidential nomination acceptance speech: "Security from domestic
violence, no less than from foreign aggression is the most elementary form and fun
damental purpose of any government." Goldwater promised that "enforcing law and
order" would be central to his presidency. Although Goldwater lost to Johnson, his
rhetoric won out. A new form of politics was instituted: the domestic war on bodies
racialized as non-white, particularly Blacks. Richard Nixon followed in Johnson's
steps as the following excerpt from a letter addressed to Dwight Eisenhower dem
onstrates: "I have found great audience response to this [law-and-order] in all parts
of the country, including areas like New Hampshire where there is virtually no race
problem and relatively little crime." The constructed crisis-the loss of "law and
order"-unites crime to urban and urban to Blackness (7). The poliCies that develop
to contain the "crime" crisis are thus poliCies constructed to control Black bodies.
The production of Black lawlessness and disorder merged with changes oc
curring to the welfare state. During this time the doors of the welfare system were
forced open to allow previously excluded people access, increasing enrollment from
2 million people to 13 million. This included African Americans, divorced, sepa
rated, deserted, and increasingly never-married women-people determined as the
"undeserVing poor." These changes directed the public's anxiety towards single
Black mothers, children born to Single mothers, and generational dependency in
the program.4 Single, poor, particularly Black mothers were believed to be morally

different from .. deserving mothers" who were either dependent on their husbands
or self-sufficient.5 Welfare policy and welfare administration has historically served
to pass moral judgment on who is deserving and who is undeserving.
Historian Michael B. Katz discusses the construction of the "undeserving poor"
through the discourse of personal choice. In other words, poverty is self-made by the
poor choices that those in poverty make, constructing poor people as undeserving.
He writes, "They remained different and inferior because, whatever their origins,
the actions and attitudes of poor people themselves assured their continued poverty
and that of their children" (16). By the 1980s there was alarm and hostility towards
people in poverty: "What bothered observers most was not their suffering; rather, it

4

Mimi Abramowitz, Regulating the Lives of Women: Social Welfa re Policy from Colonial Times to

the Present, Boston: South End Press, 1988.

5

Joel Handler, "Welfare Reform: Tightening the Screws," in Women a t the Margins: Neglect, Pun

ish m e n t, and Resistance, edited by Josefina Figueira-McDonough and Rosemary C. Sarri, New York:
The Hawthorn Press, 2002: 34.
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was their sexuality, expressed i n teenage pregnancy; family patterns, represented by
female-headed households; alleged reluctance to work for low wages; welfare depen
dence, incorrectly believed to be a major drain on national resources; and propensi
ty for drug use and violent crime, which had eroded the safety of the streets and the
subways" (185). Through the rhetoric of personal responsibility, families with single
Black mothers were held responsible for social problems like low levels of education,
teen pregnancy, and poverty, all of which coalesced in the national imagination as
leading to increased crime.6 Feminist scholar Dorothy Roberts writes that "Soci
ety penalizes Black single mothers not only because they depart from the norm of
marriage as prerequisite to pregnancy but also because they represent rebellious
Black culture."7 Considering Parenti's argument that Black rebelliousness was made
criminal through the language of "law and order," Black women's reproduction was
thus responsible for "breeding" this imagined crisis. According to Patricia Hill Col
lins, not only were welfare recipients, largely conceptualized as Black women, ren
dered unfit to pass on national culture, but punitive practices against this group,
including curtailing their reproduction, were legitimized.8
Whereas "working-class Black women are constructed as the enemy within,
the group producing the population that threatens the American national interest
of maintaining itself as a 'White' nation-state" (126), immigrant women are con
structed as the enemy coming from the outside, crossing the border " illegally" to
have children. Concerns in California over dependent immigrant women were de
veloped by making use of already existing images of the "welfare queen." Employing
the same discourse on immigrant women as was used to criminalize Black mother
hood disciplines them into ideal citizen behavior, particularly discouraging access
to state resources. During the 1990s the unworthiness of immigrants, voiced within
the language of public charge produced around Black motherhood, carried over the
connotation of "criminal," an identity crystallized by their assumed "illegal " en
trance into the US, rendering immigrant brown bodies as perpetual criminals.
Mapping criminality onto brown bodies occurs in large part through the notion
of "immigrant illegality." The criminalization of immigrants is secured through

6

Ronald Reagan made the image of the "welfare queen" everlasting when in 1 976 he gave a presi-

dential campaign speech and cited alleged news stories, "She has 8 0 names, 30 addresses, 12 Social
S ecurity cards and is collecting veteran's benefits on four non- existing deceased husbands. And she is
collecting Social S ecurity on her cards. She's got Medicaid, getting food stamps, and she is collecting
welfare under each of her names." Although the story was later discredited, the message lived on.
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their assumed "illegal" entrance into the

us.

Images of Mexican migrants "flood

ing" the US-Mexico border saturate the media, constructing a crisis of "invasion".
As is the case in Black people's criminalization, women's reproduction is also tar
geted. Migrant women are imagined as crossing the border "illegally" to secure not
only their children's citizenship, but their own eventually, and undeservingly, ac
cessing resources such as health care and education. The merging of criminality
and state dependency is evident in several state policies passed in the past few de
cades. An examination of some of these policies reveals how the notions of "public
charges" and "criminals," racialized ideas that are historically formed around Black
bodies, are mapped on to brown bodies.
Consider the introduction to California's Proposition 187, "Save Our State"
(S.O.S.):
The people of California find and declare as follows: That they have suffered
and are suffering economic hardship caused by the presence of illegal aliens in
the state. That they have suffered and are suffering personal i njury and damage
caused by the criminal conduct of illegal aliens in this state. That they have suf
fered and are suffering personal injury and damage c aused by the criminal con
duct of illegal aliens i n the state. That they have a r ight to the protection of their
government from any person or persons entering this country unlawfu lly.'

Californians are discurSively constructed as victims of "illegal aliens" and their
inherent criminality, and declare a right to "protection" from this enemy. The pro1-'u�db lUaue by the poiicy reqmred. iocal and state agencies to report undocumented

applicants, in addition to prohibiting undocumented people from accessing public
ly funded social services, education, welfare, and non-emergency health.1O In short,
the proposition targeted women's reproduction and their children, and framed im
migrants as enemy criminals. Proposition 187 effectively re-fused state dependency
and criminality and made migrant women and their children the enemy to be pro
tected from.
Although Proposition 187 was declared unconstitutional, in 1996 Bill Clinton
signed into effect the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act (Welfare
Reform Act) which implemented many of the proposals made through Proposi
tion 187. For example, it barred state and local governments from providing all but
emergency services to undocumented people, prohibited documented immigrants,

9

1 994 California Voter Information: Proposition 187. Text of proposed Law.
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Kent A. Ono and John M. Sloop, Shifting Borders: Rhetoric, Imm igration, and California's Proposi

tion 187, Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2002: 3 .

62

SECTIO N 2: CHANGE

unwed teen mothers, and children born to mothers already o n welfare from receiv
ing public benefits, and denied assistance and benefits for people with drug-related
convictions. Evident in the Welfare Reform Act is the merging of state dependency,
criminality, and immigration. Sociologist Lisa Sun-Bee Park provides an analysis
of the notion of "public charge" in conjunction with the 1 996 Welfare Reform and
argues that "the social contexts that helped garner support for such anti-immigrant
legislative measures created an environment that essentially criminalized mother
hood for low-income immigrant women-whether they are documented or undoc
umented" ( 1 161). Migrant women's criminalization is multifaceted, but two large
contributing factors are their " illegal" border-crossing, automatically criminalizing
them, and their imagined reproduction of future "criminals."
Merging criminality and dependency around immigrant bodies is also evi
denced through the enactment of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant
Responsibility Act of 1996 (IIRIRA), intended to decrease the number of undocu
mented immigrants in the US. IIRIRA passed one month after the Welfare Reform
Act and reinforced restrictions on immigrant welfare use. Furthermore, it expand
ed the state's ability to deport non-citizens with criminal records, resulting in an
exponential expansion in the deportation of non-citizens. In 1986, for example,
there was a removal of 1,978 immigrants for criminal violations. In 2004, the num
ber increased to 82,802, a 4 1 . 86% increaseY
The immigration debate occupies an extremely important position in the na
tional imagination. The debate is predominantly structured within binary construc
tions and the immigrant rights movement is limited to this framework,u When im
migrants are called drains on the economy, rebuttals to this statement include that
immigrants take the j obs that others do not want, they use less resources than non
immigrants, and are unable to collect income taxes resulting in unclaimed funds.
When arguments are made that immigrants are changing the national culture, re11

us Immigration and Customs Enforcement, "ICE Removes Career Criminal," Inside ICE,

Volume 2, No. 6, March 14, 2005: 5. Accessed 7/24/08. http://www.ice. gov/doclib/pilnews/insideice/
articles/lnsideICE031405.pdf
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Leland Saito ( 1 998) examines the binaries of "good" immigrants and "bad" immigrants and

highlights how these binary ideas help in the erasure of the historical oppression of people racialized
as non-white. "Good immigrants" are described as people who "try to 'blend in and adapt to the ways
of America.' That is, they should be passive and subservient. They certainly should not challenge the
economic and p olitical order of their newly adopted city" (341). Saito notes that "Implicit in this com
plaint is the assimilation perspective, which assumes that complete acceptance into the mainstream
is possible, ignoring the history of exclusion experienced by Asian Americans, Latinos, and African
Americans" (341).
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sponses include citing bilingualism and biculturalism as positive developments that
benefit the United States. We are fixed in a polarized debate that does little to ar
rive at the root causes of migration and the role the US has in creating and main
taining it. The criminality component of the debate differs little from this pattern.
When immigrants are represented as criminals, the reaction is to distance immi
grants from criminality and move them closer to "American"-ness by stating that
immigrants are not criminals, immigrants are hard workers. However, this effort
is framed within the context of a criminality that is mutually exclusive from the
national "American" identity that is wedded to whiteness. Thus, immigrant Ameri
canizing efforts are negotiations between racial whiteness and racial Blackness.
Criminologists Ramiro Martinez Jr. and Abel Valenzuela Jr. recently edited and
published Imm igra tion and Crime: Race, Eth n icity, and Violence, a project dedicat
ed to challenging stereotypes of immigrant criminalityY Martinez and Valenzu
ela maintain that contrary to popular belief, the increased presence of immigrants
does not affect and, in some cases, actually reduces levels of crime and violence (10;
1 3). The vast majority of the book is dedicated to locating and assessing immigrant
criminality without engaging in the discussion of criminalization.14 In other words,
this project naturalizes crime as a fact and argues for the innocence of immigrants.
Several of the authors cite that involvement in crime changes across generations,
presumably as they acculturateY In other words, the longer the family's stay in the
US, the higher the likelihood of engaging in crime.
One example that links criminality to acculturation is Min Zhou and Carl L.
Bankston's "Delinquency and Acculturation in the Twenty-first Century." In this
piece the authors examine "an apparent increase in problem behavior among Viet
namese young people" (1 17). They cite an earlier study where they found t h at living
in tight ethnic communities provided some control over Vietnamese youth. Zhou
and Bankston argued that these ethnic enclaves allowed for the dissemination of
cultural values, such as respect, obedience, and hard work, resulting in school suc
cess (120). However, also present in these enclaves were marginalized Vietnamese
youth who, according to the authors, "were simply disoriented drifters and school
dropouts, while others were lawless gangsters. Many of these alienated youth had
families characterized by absent parents, poor relations among family members,
13
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weak connections t o other Vietnamese families, o r a lack o f involvement i n the
Vietnamese community" (120). The authors considered these families problematic
because of their detachment from their community. Ten years after their first study
Zhou and Bankston reconsider the same question with a new generation. What
changed after ten years? According to the authors, there is an increased possibil
ity that Vietnamese youth are acculturating, moving away from their ethnic ties
and towards increased delinquency (1 37). They argue that "a general trend has be
come clear: more and more adolescents are moving closer to the subculture of their
American peers and away from their Vietnamese community. However, those i n
the nondelinquent cluster tended t o report having more white friends than those
in the delinquent cluster" (1 30). Although Zhou and Bankston provide caveats and
maintain that it is unfair to infer that the more that Vietnamese youth associate
with Blacks the more they will engage in delinquency, their conclusions reinforce
this idea. The authors maintain that successful integration into the larger society
depends on the fit between familial and ethnic social systems on the one hand and
on the fit between the ethnic social systems and the larger society on the other. The
local social environment, including both American and Americanized peer groups,
pulls young people into the ethnic community and the more the ethnic community
guides them towards normative orientations consistent with those of the larger so
ciety, the less those young people are drawn towards the alternative social circles of
local youth (1 36).
Who are the local youth? According to the authors' study, Vietnamese commu
nities, including those they base their study on, are located in predominantly Black
neighborhoods. Thus, the local youth that Zhou and Bankston cite as drawing Viet
namese youth away from their communities and towards delinquency are Black
youth. The authors' attempt to distance Vietnamese immigrants from criminality
results in the re-criminalization of Blacks. The project that the authors in Immigra

tion and Crime engage, which is to denaturalize immigrant criminality, ultimate
ly results in reinforcing laddered boundaries between racial whiteness and racial
Blackness, and an attempted negotiation, once again, to close the gap between the
identities of " immigrant" and "American" becomes a violent act against Blacks.
Efforts to protect immigrants from violence such as deportation come from
many venues, including the media. An analysis of some of the strategies employed
by some Los Angeles Times reporters to defend immigrants' innocence reveals con
structions between redeemable "good" immigrants-those that work hard and do
not engage in crime-versus disposable "bad" immigrants-those that are lazy and
engage in crime.16
16
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Ann M. Simmons, reporter for the Los Angeles Tim es, covered Jayantibhai and
Indiraben Desai's story.17 The couple, Jayantibhai, an I ndian national, and Indira�
ben, a British national, overstayed their visas in the early 1980s and made their lives
in the US, including raising their two children who attended college, a fact that
was highlighted several times. Central to this discussion is Simmons's attempt to
portray the Desais in a positive light by contrasting them with the hegemonic im
age of immigrants as public charges. In three different places within two articles
Simmons makes the point that the Desais pay taxes, contrasting them with general
notions that immigrants do not pay taxes and use resources. Simmons writes "For
more than 20 years, the Norwalk couple worked hard. They bought a house, paid
taxes and sent their two sons off to college. They were a success story in the making,
but for one thing: Their status as illegal immigrants." She also includes these de
tails more than once, attempting to further separate them from the image of public
charge.
Implicit in Simmons's 2005 article is the attempt to distance the Desais from
"criminals." The article is an attempt to answer questions of when and why immi
grants are deported. She spends a Significant amount of time discussing deporta
tion based on issues of criminality and she argues that immigration policies are less
forgiving now and she seems to imply that they are having negative effects on " de
serving" families. Throughout her two articles she includes the fact that the Desais
have two sons, both of whom are in college, which further constructs them as "de
serving" immigrants. Simmons's discursive representation of the Desais reinforces
contrasts between "good" and "bad" immigrants. The Desais are different from oth
er immigrants. They are not "criminals" nor public charges, which Simmons seems
to imply should give the Desais the ability to remain in the nation, in contrast to
"criminals," who are implicitly undeserving and these are the people that should
be targeted instead of these "good immigrants." Simmons writes that "The Desais'
attorney, Carl Shusterman, said immigration judges used to be more forgiving of
people who had put down roots in the United States, paid their taxes and proved
themselves to be model members of society."IB Through the analysis of Simmons's
articles, a "good" immigrant is one who pays taxes, owns their own home, sends
their children to college, and does not engage in "criminal" activity. These are the
" deserving" immigrants who should be given special considerations, versus immi17
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grants who become public charges and engage i n "criminal" activities.
Exemplary of this is another Los Angeles Times article by Patrick J. McDon
nell.19 McDonnell covers the story of Refugio Rubio who was arrested i n 1972 for
drug possession and served his sentence. Rubio attempted to obtain citizenship in
large part because of the anti-immigrant backlash. Through his fingerprints, his
1972 conviction came up and set the stage for deportation. McDonnell describes
Rubio as "A longtime field hand and laborer who has lived legally in the United
States for almost 34 years, Rubio built his own home in the Bay Area community of
Vallejo, and is the patriarch of a family that includes seven sons, all US citizens, and
seven citizen grandchildren." In this example we see again the implicit contrast be
tween "good" and "bad" immigrants. Rubio is described as hard working, self- suf
ficient, and having social ties to citizens. These two stories illustrate the impact that
the language of welfare and public charge has on the immigration debate. In these
cases the reporters attempt to portray the Desais and Rubio in a positive light by fo
cusing on their family values, and the fact that they are not criminals.20 McDonnell
cites Rubio, "If I was a person who continued doing bad things, I could understand
this . . . But I never had trouble with the law again. I've always worked hard and paid
my taxes, and my family has never depended on the government."
In these stories there is an explicit attempt to represent immigrants as "de
serving," evidenced by the mentions of their status as home-owners, never b eing
dependent on the state, working hard, and having children in college or who are
"academically gifted." The debate attempting to defend immigrant rights is limited
by the discussion of criminality and dependency. The articles suggest that those
targeted are upstanding members of society, again rationaliZing the violence that
occurs to those that do not fit this category. However, there is a shift in the rhetoric
of public charge. Critics have turned the rhetoric of public charge on its head by
arguing that the process of detention is what becomes a public charge. However,
this is limited to the " deserving" immigrants that advocates are willing to defend
while either not engaging in the discussion of the deportation of people considered
"criminal," rationalizing that the deportation of people considered "criminal" is
justified, or in other occasions critiquing policies that have expanded what is con
sidered "criminal" in order to expand the identity of " deserving" to a larger number
of immigrants. One of the problems with engaging debates of immigration within
19
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this framework is that the binary opposition between "good" and "bad" immigrants
necessarily naturalizes the exclusion of some, mostly immigrants labeled as "crimi
nal" in order to defend the belonging of others. This naturalizes any negative effects
on those that are deemed "criminal."
Furthermore, since "illegal immigrant" is fused with the identity of public
charge, not only does the language of immigration conjure ideas of "illegality," but
in addition it immediately evokes ideas of welfare and public charge, gendering the
debate as female. For example, H.G. Reza's Los Angeles Times article, "Minor Of
fenders in Orange County Taken to Border Patrol," shows how the language of "ille
gality" is attached to the language of welfare. Reza discusses the practices of Orange
County police officers profiling and stopping people that "look illegal," asking them
for their papers and taking them to the San Clemente immigration checkpoint for
deportation. Police argue that they are stopped for infractions such as "soliciting
work or selling flowers on medians." In response to the critique that this is racial
profiling and that this process is unconstitutional, the Orange County police de
nied these charges contending that "problems with people who are undocumented
often warrant swift action, such as taking them directly to the checkpoint." They
cited that they prefer to take them directly to the immigration checkpoint instead of
booking them because "prosecuting a minor offense only to turn the convicted per
son over for deportation is costly." In other words, the costs of giving immigrants
due process is viewed as too costly, and handing them over to the INS is understood
as saving taxpayers' money. Again, the language of public charge is

comhi npcl with

" illegality" in order to rationalize anti-immigrant practices.
What the analysis of these news articles reveals is that discourse designed to
discipline and contain Black bodies-cri m i n a lity and state dependency-gets re
mapped onto migrant women, particularly of Mexican origin, and proves useful
not only to discipline this group, but migrants in general. Fusing "criminality" and
state dependency that occurred with the production of the welfare queen is proven
productive to discipline immigrants into "good Americans." To claim innocence
and belonging, immigrants have to renounce criminality and state dependency, ul
timately renouncing Blackness.
Throughout this essay I examine criminality as a production that occurs around
Black bodies, which results in the targeting of Black women's reproduction, and
show how this patriarchal white supremacist discourse is re-mapped onto migrant
women's bodies. As in the case of Black women, migrant women's reproduction is
targeted to contain their "criminal" reproduction, exemplified through the pass
ing of California's Proposition 187, the Welfare Reform Act, and IIRIRA. The im
migrant rights discourse that attaches the identity of "migrant" to "hard worker"
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ultimately re-masculinizes migration and reinforces the exploitability o f m igrant
bodies, enabling the regulation of both Black and brown women's productive and
reproductive labor. The assumed criminality of these women's reproduction goes
unchallenged. The discourse of criminality further serves to naturalize violence
against both Black and brown bodies through the rhetoric of personal responsibil
ity. On the one hand, migrants are assumed to "choose" to cross the border " il
legally," and thus, whatever happens after this "criminal " act is self-made. On the
other hand, Blacks are differentiated from migrants in part through US citizenship,
and thus, impoverished Blacks who allegedly have more resources than m igrants
are also made personally responsible for their situation. In essence, their crimi
nalization naturalizes violence, including state-inflicted violence as in the case of
the ICE raids. The efforts of migrant rights advocates to claim migrant innocence
is ultimately a negotiation between racial Blackness, perpetually detached from
"American" -ness, and racial whiteness, a prerequisite for "American" -ness. By rein 
forcing "American"-ness, a s is done when we claim " immigrants are not criminals,
immigrants are hard workers," we essentially allow for patriarchal white supremacy
to remain unchallenged and perpetuate the expendability of Black and brown. We
need to move away from the idea "No One is Illega!," which conjures only migrant
identities, to "No One is Criminal," which challenges patriarchal white supremacy.
MARTHA E S C O B A R is a Ph .D. Candidate in Ethnic Studies at University of Califo r

nia, San Diego. She has accep ted a dissertation fellowship with the US-Mexico Stud
ies Cen ter. She is a former chair of MECHA and has worked with Critical Resista n ce
for the last seven years.

SA F E R C I T I E S U N P L U G G E D

Pete White of the Los Angeles Community Action Network

The Skid Row Safer City I nitiative [SCI] is but a manifestation of an old, in
grained anti-poor and anti-minority sentiment that has permeated the fabric of
life in the United States. Removing the veneer and holding accountable those
who support the erosion of civil and human rights must be the first order of
the day. Sadly enough, the most vocal supporters of this policing method look
exactly like most of us who have been targeted by it. Mayor Villaraigosa, C oun
cilmember Parks , C ouncilmember Perry and City Attorney Delgadillo must un
derstand the price that we all pay when they grace the podium with words of
support for the SCI. They must understand that in their moment of supp ort they
have ultimately supported the sentiment that led to lynching, castration , separa
tion of family and community, degradation of women . . . and the list goes on.

"We remain imprisoned by the past as long as we deny its influence in
the present."

Justice William Brennan
Justice Brennan's quote is very timely when it comes to "unpacking" the real impe
tus driving the Skid Row Safer City Initiative [SCI] . This article attempts to connect
the post-bellum journey of African-Americans leaving the manacles of slavery to
their very similar experiences today. It attempts to shed light on the fact that the
preservation of a certain pecking order is still the order of the day. It is a statement
to the masses to organize or be organized. We have all heard the adage, "If we don't
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understand our history we will certainly repeat it" and i t i s our hope not to repeat
it with SCI. While this maxim is most certainly true for the sum of us, the impact
of not knowing our collective history is very different for those who currently find
themselves at the bottom of the social pecking order.
Vagrancy laws-which happen to be the original name for today's quality-of-life
policing strategy-have roots that extend as far back as 14th-century England. The
original purpose was to create a substitute form of serfdom [slavery] by legislatively
tying workers to the master's land. But by the middle of the 17th century, and up
until the 1 9th century, the number of "masterless" men and families that crowded
the streets led to a change of emphasis in vagrancy laws. The new thrust was to cre
ate methods of control and ways to banish those that were undesirable, financial
burdens, nuisances, and potential criminals. Sound familiar?
Leaving England and making our way to the post-Civil War United States, we
find other shining examples of vagrancy ordinances directed at the United States's
favorite target, Black people. The utilization of Black Codes-vagrancy ordinances
that were created by Southern legislators to retain control of their recently freed
property-were used to discourage former slaves from leaving the "master's" plan
tation. It created a system where the likelihood of being arrested, charged, and pun
ished far outweighed the risks of continued servitude.
While economic concerns were high on the white supremacy checklist, they
were not the only concern. Next up on the list were the implications associated with
scores of free, poor Black people roaming through White Com m u nitif's: ; m el wh "t
that would do to White people's "quality of life." To help us put into context the sen
timent of the day, the following is an example of how Black vagrants were defined.
This definition comes from Mississippi's Black Code, which reads:
Runaways, drunkards, pilferers; lewd wanton, or lascivious [exciting lust] per
sons, i n speech or behavior; those who neglect their employment, misspend their
earnings, and fail to support their families; and all idle and disorderly persons .

The definition was also applied to white people who threatened the "white way
of life." Association with Black people in any way that suggested equality, or being
found guilty of having sexual relations with them, was a quick way to get caught
up in the vagrancy dragnet. From the late 1860s through the 1960s, states created
h arsher and stiffer vagrancy laws which were written in a very detailed manner.
However, they allowed for broad and ambiguous interpretation. These laws served
as the essential tool of defining and poliCing the racial landscape.
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R E V E R SING T H E VAG RANCY M OVEM ENT

The first landmark decision falling on the side of the oppressed was Shut tleswor th
v. City of Birm i ngh a m . In this case the Birmingham Police Department charged

a Black civil rights advocate [Shuttlesworth] with vagrancy simply because he was
picketing in front of a department store that was discriminating against Black em
ployees. Shuttlesworth was subsequently sentenced to 241 days of hard labor. The
Supreme Court eventually dismissed the charges against Shuttlesworth stating:
Literally read, . . . [speaking of the vagrancy ordinance] says that a person m ay
stand on a public sidewalk in Birmingham only at the whim of any p olice officer
of that city . . . Instinct with its ever-present potential for arbitrarily suppressing
First Amendment liberties, that kind of law bears the hallmark of a police state.

Utilizing the momentum built in Shuttlesworth v. City of Birm i ngha m the
Supreme Court dealt another temporary death-blow to quality-of-life advocates
when it rendered its opinion in Papachristou v. City of Jacksonville. This case was
brought as a result of Florida police officers pulling over four motorists-two white
women and two Black men-and charging them with vagrancy. Florida a rgued that
vagrancy statutes should be allowed because they have the chilling effect of stop
ping crime before it starts (broken windows language used today), suggesting that
crime was imminent between this colorful cast of daters. However, the Supreme
Court worried that broadly-worded statutes possessed the real danger of potentially
harassing and controlling minority groups.
The Court opinioned:
Those generally implicated by the imprecise terms of the ordinance-poor
people, non-conformists, dissenters, idlers-may be required to comport them
selves according to the lifestyle deemed appropriate by the Jacksonville p olice
and the courts. Where, as here, there are no standards governing the exercise of
the discretion granted by the ordinance, the scheme . . . furnishes a convenient
tool for " harsh and discriminatory enforcement by local prosecuting officials,
against particular groups deemed to merit their displeasure." It results in a re
gime in which the poor and the unpopular are permitted to "stand on a public
sidewalk . . . only at the whim of any police officer.

While these occurrences happened in the 1 960s, they could have just as eas
ily happened yesterday or the day before. In many respects the same occurrences
are happening on a daily basis in downtown's Skid Row, where everyone who is a
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darker shade of Brown is being profiled for the crimes they could potentially com
mit. In a recent public meeting, an officer said that they sometimes arrest people
for their own safety. I can only wonder what the Supreme Court would have to say
about that one.
B RO K E N WIN DOWS [ S A F E R C ITY INITIATI V E ] O R TH E R ET U R N
O F STAT E - S ANCTION E D R E P R E S S IO N ?

James Q. Wilson and Dr. George Kelling signaled the return of post-bellum polic
ing of America's ghettos, plus, a new way to get around the Papachristou v. City of
Jackson ville opinion. In their March 1 982 A tlantic Mon thly article entitled "Bro

ken Windows: The Police and Neighborhood Safety," Wilson and Kelling single
handedly created the movement to employ a community policing model based in
the old vagrancy framework. They explicitly argued that broad police discretion is
necessary for effective enforcement even if that discretion leads to some infringe
ment of civil rights. The authors note, "Arresting a single drunk or a single vagrant
who has harmed no identifiable person seems unjust, and in a sense it is. But fail
ing to do anything about a score of drunks or a hundred vagrants may destroy an
entire community."
One can further ascertain the focus and spirit of the broken windows duo
by reading Wilson's quote from his book Varie ties of Police Behavior (1968).
Wilson states:
A noisy drunk, a rowdy teenager shouting or racing his car in the middle of the
night, a loud radio in the apartment next door, a panhandler soliciting money

from pa��ersby, persons weanng eccentric clothes and unusual hair styles loiter
ing in public places-all these are examples of behavior which the "public" (an
onlooker, a neighbor, the community at large) may disapprove of (1968:

16).

He goes on to say:
A teenager hanging out on a street corner late at night, especially one dressed
in eccentric manner, a Negro wearing a "conk rag" (a piece of cloth tied around
the head to hold flat hair being "processed" -that is straightened), girls in shorts
and boys in long hair parked in a flashy car talking loudly to friends on the curb,
or interracial couples-all of these are seen by many police officers as persons
displaying unconventional and improper behavior (1968:39-40).

Bernard Harcourt-one of the broken window theory's most vocal critics-has
written extensively on the "cracks" that exist in the theory. In addition to writing,
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h e has spoken at great length on the subject matter, calling o n Kelling, Bratton, and
other broken windows proponents to debate their success. For example, on March
15, 2006, Kelling was asked by "Good Day Colorado" (KDVR-TV) to discuss the
policing strategy (Denver, Colorado is another city that is implementing broken
windows policing). What Kelling did not know was that "Good Day Colorado" had
also asked Bernard Harcourt to provide the opposing viewpoint. After the anchor
introduced Kelling-who was more than willing to be the expert-he was abruptly
interrupted by Kelling who insisted he was not willing to debate the matter with
Harcourt. The reporter wanted to know why, if this was such a sound theory, he
would not debate it publicly and to that Kelling hung up. This was all done during a
live news broadcast. I will let you figure out what that really means.
The bottom line is that broken windows policing is in itself broken. It is bla
tantly based in racist policies used from the 1860s to the 1960s, many of which were
overturned by the Courts. The authors themselves won't publicly defend their own
theory. Yet, the City of Los Angeles has paid one of the authors, George Kelling,
over $450,000 to craft and implement broken windows policing focused right now
on the Skid Row community. Angelenos who believe in racial justice and the pro
tection of civil and human rights must act. Join LA CAN in holding the Mayor
and City Council accountable and ending broken windows policing downtown and
throughout L.A. We can and will defend ourselves.

The m ission of the

L O S A N G E L E S C O M M U N I T Y AC T I O N N E T W O R K ( L A C A N )

is to

help people dealing with poverty create and discover opportunities, while serving
as a vehicle to ensure they have voice, power, and opinion in the decisions tha t
a re directly affecting the m . We were founded in response t o th e mass criminaliza
tion of addiction, m e n tal illness, and poverty so prevalent in our com m u n i ty a n d
the devastating impacts of these policies. While o u r focus remains o n civil/h u 
man rights a n d p reven ting crim inalization, w e have added projects over the years
addressing housing policy, economic development, health and nutrition, violence
prevention, and gender equity.
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Kim Pate

Penal reform is tantamount to rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic. When
we talk about law reform, in terms of where we are now, we must work very hard
to stem the tsunami-like tide of women, particularly poor, racialized, victimized
women, into our prisons.
Women are the fastest growing prison population worldwide. This is not ac
cidental. In Canada, and many other western countries, we are seeing the increased
criminalization and institutionalization of women, as well as their advocates and
allies. Our link to the United States has meant that we are impacted by the global
ized capitalist lunges for cash and products, which are occasioning the destruction
of social safety nets-from social and health services to economic and education
standards and availability. The result is the virtual inevitability of criminalization,
as laws and policies are increasingly coming into conflict with peoples' lives.
For example, by creating extremely low welfare rates and bans on receipt of
state resources, many poor people are relegated to a criminalized underclass. In
1996, the Canadian government eliminated the Canada Assistance Plan and there
fore the essential nature of Canadian standards of social, medical, and educational
resourcing. Canadians have now experienced all sorts of cuts and knee-jerk, band
aid responses-all of which presume Criminality and perpetuate the feminization
and criminalization of poverty.
Perhaps the most graphic and tragic example of the intersection of federal and
regional economic, social, financial, health, and education issues, is the death of
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Kim Rogers, a forty-year-old woman we (the Canadian Association of Elizabeth
Fry Societies) knew well, a woman who was set up to fail.
Ontario, the same province that created violently irresponsible welfare rates,
chose to prosecute Kim for receiving welfare payments while she attempted to get
an education. Kim was unable to work at her usual job because of a disabling knee
injury. During the inquest following her death, we discovered that she would likely
have been eligible to attend school while on "disability welfare," but neither she nor
her worker were aware of this option. As such, when she chose to attend school be
cause she could do her usual bartending and waitressing work, she was deemed to
be violating her responsibility to be looking for work. In addition, Kim was further
vilified because she received student loans to help pay for her education.
Although it is impossible to live on welfare anywhere in Canada without sup
plemental income/support, to be caught attempting to patch together a sustain
able income means almost certain criminal prosecution. Kim entered a guilty plea
and was consequently convicted of "welfare fraud." She was sentenced to pay back
money she had received from the state as social assistance, student loans, and even
monies that were originally characterized as "grants." She was also sentenced to
serve six months of house arrest, jailed in her own home. Not only should she never
have been criminalized in the first place, why should a jail sentence be attached to
this "offense" at all?
We must interfere with these draconian, destructive, and illegal practices. How
can someone sentenced to jail in her home support hersel f a n cl hf'T rh i l d r('!'.< 1'00
many of those labeled as "offenders" in these contexts are single and sole support
Moms, yet the State gets away with permanently barring them from obtaining so
cial assistance. These policies constitute a complete and utter set up

--a

set-up to

which the judge, prosecutor, and defense counsel were all privy when it happened to
Kim. Kim died, eight months pregnant, during a heat wave in August 2001. The po
lice registered a temperature of 35-39 degrees Celsius when they entered her apart
ment at Spm the day they believe she died. Moreover, even after Kim's death, and al
though a legal challenge resulted in the reinstatement of her "benefits," the Ontario
government continued to enforce its policy to terminate benefits and permanently
disentitle anyone convicted of "welfare fraud" from receiving welfare.
Who says there is no war against the most dispossessed, especially the poor?
We must stop criminalizing poor women for welfare fraud, prostitution, drug
trafficking, and other things that they choose or may be forced to do in order to sur
vive in increasingly inhospitable surroundings. Criminalizing poor women stamps
them as somehow dangerous to the general public, but the fact is, if we are truly in
terested in addressing actions that harm others, then politicians and policymakers
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who mandate unsustainable welfare rates should b e our targets. Those responsible
for and/or complicit in the destruction of our social safety net are in the greatest
need of "correction."
We should challenge the creation of laws and policies that effectively criminal
ize poverty, disabilities, and the resisters of colonization. We must challenge clas
sifications, assessments, and "correction" tools that train ordinary people to believe
that the individuals sucked or thrown into the prison industrial complex are there
because of planned, voluntary, and criminally intended actions.
In addition, the so called "war on drugs" has become a war on the dispossessed,
especially women who use, sell, or otherwise deal in legal or illegal drugs in order
to cope with everyday life and/or to gain the financial resources they need for sur
vival. Our public policies demand that women and girls avoid one of the few be
haviours that allow them to diminish the pain of poverty, abuse, and disabilities, in
the face of profoundly inadequate income, hOUSing, medical, educational resources,
and other supports.
After being imprisoned, women and girls are released, having been dosed
with ' psycho-social, cognitive skills, or drug abstinence programming and sent
forth with the official judgment that they are in control of and therefore re's ponsible
for their own lives, including their own criminalization. We absolutely reject and
resist such notions.
It is difficult to talk or write about our work without feeling both extreme de
spair and outrage. Indeed, I find that much of my work and actions is driven by
emotions that vacillate between the two. Part of the difficulty in addressing the is
sues that are increasingly arising for women prisoners in Canada and internation
ally, is the reality that things are supposed to have improved significantly since the
bleak days when Canada had only one federal prison for women.
It is now almost twenty years since Creating Choices (Report of the Task Force
on Federally Sentenced Women) was accepted by the Correctional Service of Can
ada (CSC), just over twelve years since the first of the new women's prisons opened
and Madam Justice Arbour issued her scathing indictment of the manner in which
the CSC manages corrections, the imprisonment of women in particular. On July
6th, 2000, we finally celebrated the closure of the Prison for Women, ending its
sixty-six-year history of confining women and girls.
For federally sentenced women, CAEFS, and many others, it was a muted cel
ebration. The Prison for Women was replaced by ten other federal prison units for
women; eleven, counting the now replaced provincial prison for women in British
Columbia, the Burnaby Correctional Centre for Women. Four of these were seg
regated maximum security units in men's prisons. One remains open. Three have
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been closed, but replaced by five new segregated super-max prisons for women
within the walls of the regional prisons. The number of women serving federal pris
on terms has almost tripled since the tabling of Crea ting Choices. It is no wonder
that women prisoners frequently ask: "Whatever happened to Creating Choices?"
It is vital to know that although Crea ting Choices was heralded as the pinnacle
of penal reform, the report represented a compromise position for our organiza
tion, other community groups, and especially the women in and from prison.
So, twenty years after what many have described as the most progressive penal
reform initiative internationally, how far have we come? Within one year of the ta
bling of the Crea ting Choices, the community and prisoner members of the Task
Force were mostly eliminated from the implementation process, as one by one they
were cut out of the process. No doubt only because of the suicides of six Aboriginal
women in Prisons for Women, the last group to be extinguished was the Aboriginal
women who formed the Vision Circle for the Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge, the na
tional prison for First Nations, Metis, and Inuit women.
When Madam Justice Louise Arbour issued her report, the Commission of In
quiry into Certain Events at the Prison for Women in Kingston, on April 1, 1996,
she indicted the prison industrial complex:
In terms of general correctional issues, the facts of this inquiry have revealed a
disturbing lack of commitment to the ideals of justice on the part of the Cor
rectional Service. I firmly believe that increased judicial supervision is required.

agement of segregation and administration of the grievance process. In both
areas, the deficiencies that the facts have revealed were serious and detrimental to prisoners in every respect including in undermining their rehabililative
prospects. There is nothing to suggest that the Service is either willing or able
to reform without j udicial guidance and control. (Commission of Inquiry into
Certain Events at the Prison for Women in Kingston,

The Arbour Commission

Report, 1 996: 198).

According to CSC statistics, 82% of the women in federal prisons are serving
their first federal sentence, and only 1 . 6% of the women have experienced three or
more terms of imprisonment. Lifers comprise 22% of the federal women's popu
lation. 4% of the women serving federal sentences were convicted of first degree
murder, and 14% for second degree murder. Approximately 44% of the women
serving federal sentences are racialized women, about 30% are Aboriginal, 6% are
African Canadian, 1% identify as South Asian, and the rest are described as "uncat
egorized." Fifty-two percent of all federally sentenced women and 83% of federally
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sentenced women labeled a s "maximum security" are under the age o f thirty-five;
and, depending upon the day, 40- 60 % will be Aboriginal women in the segregated
maximum security setting. All of the women designated as super-maximum secu
rity pursuant to the CSC's "management protocol" are Aboriginal women.
Prison authorities are labeling ever-higher numbers of young women as patho
logically ill, and as suffering from mental illness. If a woman is poor, racialized and
officially diagnosed as "mentally ill," she is more likely to be sent to prison today
than to a psychiatric or mental health facility. Older, progressive ideas about de
institutionalization have died away; now people are being dumped into the streets.
Women are labeled as bearers of Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD), "bor
derline personality," and other catch-all diagnoses. Once in prison, these women
tend to be characterized by the Correctional Service of Canada as among the most
difficult prisoners to manage, so authorities classify them, disproportionately, as
maximum security prisoners, housing them during the maj ority of their sentences
in segregated maximum security units in men's prisons. Such conditions of con
finement only exacerbate pre-existing mental health issues. Moreover, the levels
of isolation and consequent sensory deprivation tend to create additional mental
health issues.
Ironically, the odious reflex of CSC to develop mental health services in pris
ons only worsens the trend to criminalize women with mental and cognitive dis
abilities. Developing such services in prisons, at a time when they are increasingly
non-existent in the community, justifies federal sentences for more women with the
argument that they can access services in prison that are not available in commu
nity settings. The result is that women are entering prisons with significant needs,
but prisons are not and cannot be treatment centers.
We are seeing a direct relationship between such policies and the increased
criminalization of the most marginalized, especially young, racialized, and poor
women. This is a significant part of the reason that we co -hosted Women's Resis

tan ce: Fro m Victimization to Criminalization with the Canadian Association of
Sexual Assault Centres in October, 2001. The conference created an unprecedented
opportunity for women in and from prisons, rape crisis centers, and women's shel
ters, front-line anti-prison and anti-violence workers, lawyers, academics, politi
cians, bureaucrats, and other professionals to come together to work on strategies
to further women's equality. The conference focused on these issues, welfare poli
cies, and the ongoing struggle against attacks on the poor and criminalization of
the most dispossessed.
Contemporary anti-violence policies and practices are also harming women.
Fewer women are willing today to try to seek protection from misogynist violence
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by invoking the power of the state, in part because so-called gender neutral, zero
tolerance policies, are being used to counter-charge women. We are also seeing
counsel advising women who've felt they have no choice but to use lethal force to
defend themselves and/or their children, to plead guilty to either second degree
murder or manslaughter. In fact, when Judge Ratushny conducted the Self Defence
Review, she found that approximately twenty to thirty of the women serving federal
sentences in relation to the deaths of abusive partners had entered guilty pleas and
therefore precluded their cases from review.
Despite these grim realities, those of us who work with and are allied with
women prisoners know very well that those women continue to call upon all of us
to do our utmost to ensure that their voices are brought out from behind the walls.
It is as a result of their continued perseverance that the rest of us are afforded the
privilege of being able to continue to walk with them as they challenge the manner
in which they are held captive and imprisoned in Canada.
On International Women's Day, March 8, 2001, after years of attempting to ne
gotiate with CSC to implement the recommendations of the Arbour report and the
provisions of the Corrections and Conditional Release Act (CCRA), the Canadian
Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies (CAEFS) and the Native Women's Associa
tion of Canada filed a complaint with the Canadian Human Rights Commission.
As a result, the Commission decided to conduct a broad-based systemic review of
the situation experienced by federally sentenced women, utilizing its authority pur
suant to s.61(2) of the Canadian Human Rights Act to report on
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which the Government of Canada is discriminating against women serving prison
sentences of two years or more.
The CAEFS's complaint articulated, among other issues, that unlike their male
counterparts, with the exception of ten beds that have been slated for closure, wom
en who are classified as minimum security prisoners do not have access to mini
mum security prisons. Furthermore, despite the promises of Creating Cho ices and
the CCRA, there are insufficient community-based releasing options for women,
especially Aboriginal women. Similarly, in addition to being subjected to a discrim
inatory classification scheme, women classified as maximum security prisoners and
those identified as having cognitive and mental disabilities are not provided with
adequate or appropriate carceral placement options. The Commission confirmed
that the Canadian government is breaching the human rights of women prisoners
by discrimination on the basis of sex, race, and disability.
Canada prides itself on its international human rights reputation. When it
comes to the manner in which we treat our most marginalized, that reputation is
too often unwarranted. Consequently, we have also taken these issues to the United

SECTI ON 2: CHANGE

Nations. Th e U N Human Rights Committee, as well a s a number o f Special Rap
porteurs and other international bodies, have critiqued the Canadian government's
refusal to implement the recommendations of the Arbour Commission or even the
repeated recommendations of their own Correctional Service of Canada. The CSC's
task forces on federally sentenced women and segregation called for external over
sight, as well as its own commission's recommendations for judicial oversight. The
CSC has even rejected the recommendations of the Parliamentary Standing Com
mittee on Justice and Human Rights on this point.
Imagine the results if Canadians decided to ensure that every prisoner learned
about the history of the use of criminal law to colonize Aboriginal peoples in order
to separate them from their land and culture. What if the government endorsed
education for all prisoners about the criminalization of the indigent and homeless
through laws prohibiting vagrancy and night walking, while simultaneously failing
to condemn the abuse of power and force by police and prison personnel, and the
neglect of institutionalized persons?
Imagine if we chose to reject current theories of crime and criminality and in
stead chose to focus on trying to prevent-and, when unsuccessful punish-those
who perpetrate the most harmful behaviors: those who wage war. W hy hasn't Bush
been indicted for war crimes or crimes against humanity? What about those who
hoard essential goods, make excess profits, irresponsibly and negligently handle
toxic cargo, crimes against social harmony, economic and/or even governmental
order? What would the system look like if we prosecuted and sentenced people for
lying while running for office, wrongful use or access to government power and
public resources?
Too many of us spend our time vibrating between rage and despair as we strive
to act in ways that will directly benefit and change the status quo for those most
oppressed. Let's use that anger to fuel our action, but let's not stop there. Let's also
remember to celebrate our resisters and revolutionary thinkers and doers.
Depending on where we stand, our projects may differ somewhat. In Canada,
we urge focus on the Aboriginal women who, by forcing international focus on in
adequate housing and other basic human rights on Reserves, and on poisoned land
and water, have taken our federal government to the United Nations, causing Cana
da to lose its #1 world rating regarding the standard of living of citizens.
We urge focus on the workers who led the Winnipeg general strike and other
labor leaders who helped define a humane work week-and, equally importantly,
helped secure our weekends. We would toast the working class feminist organiz
ers who insisted that women and children no longer be considered the property
of the men who sired or married them, who insisted that violence against women
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and children must no longer be tolerated, while hiding those same women from the
men who tried to kill them and their kids.
We would follow the young people who demand that we fight globalization and
capitalism, the students in Quebec who went on strike a few years ago to fight the
increased privatization of prisons, healthcare and education and corresponding
cuts to public funding of education and other essential services, the First Nations
who blockade highways and logging roads to draw attention to the rape of the land,
Canada's pledge to Aboriginal women and women's groups who for 20 years refused
to accept "never" as an answer as they demanded and ensured that 500 missing and
murdered Aboriginal women in Canada did not continue to be abandoned by the
criminal injustice system and the penal industrial machine.
We should also honour the lawyers, who were sued, in addition to being cen
sured by their so-called professional colleagues, and nearly lost their livelihood
when they labeled the racism of the police after they strip- searched three 12 year old
girls in a school. (The bully-boy tactics were also employed against Corinne Sparks,
the African Nova Scotian judge who took j udicial notice of the racism of police).
And, the many youth, men, and especially the women prisoners who refuse to suc
cumb, who will not stand-down or over, but instead walk with their sisters inside . . .
like the ones who courageously authorized the release of information to the media
about what has now come to be known as "the April 1994 incident," when eight
women, five of whom are Aboriginal, were illegally stripped, shackled, transferred
to a men's prison, then were held for 9 months in isolation until the videotape of thp
degrading, humiliating, and illegal treatment they suffered was broadcast around
the world!
By focusing on initiatives to keep women in the commun ity and facilitate their
integration after prison, our member societies work to encourage the Canadian
public to embrace abolition and decarceration. Particularly in this time of fiscal re
straint, our aim is to retain a proactive focus in order to encourage the development
of, and support for, community-based options, rather than pay the human and fis
cal costs of our increasing reliance on incarceration. We focus on increasing public
awareness of the myriad issues facing women in prison and gradually break down
the stereotypes of criminalized women.
The CAEFS continues to challenge Canadians to reach behind the walls and
welcome women into the communities, so that they may take responsibility and
account for their actions in ways that enhance our national, provincial, and local
commitment and adherence to fundamental principles of equality and justice. We
think that current international realities demand that we expand our coalition to
end imprisonment, making common cause with activists around the world. We
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could easily start with women and girls. Just think about what we might achieve
if our individual countries alone, let alone collectively and globally, manage to de
carcerate women. We could see reinvestment in community development, women's
services and women's equality of resources freed up as a result of prison closures. In
turn, this could lead to the decarceration of men.
We look forward to working on this international agenda with you . Indeed,
as our allies in and from prison often remind us, the words of an Australian Ab
original woman named Lilla Watson best encapsulate and convey the message of
our work:
If you have come here to help me,
you are wasting our time.
If you have come here because
your liberation is bound up with mine,
then let us work together.

For copies of CAEFS's position papers or additional information, please con
tact Kim Pate directly at kpate@web.ca, visit the CAEFS's home page at http://www.
elizabethfry.ca, telephone us at (613) 238-2422, or fax us at (613) 232-7130.

KIM PATE,

m o ther to Michael and Madison, has had the privilege and respon

sibility of working in allia nce with marginalized, victim ized, crim inalized, a n d
institutionalized yo u th, m e n , and women for the past twen ty-five years. Her
current waged work is with the Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Socie ties
(CAEFS). CAEFS is an abolitionist group focused on figh ting all forms of oppres
sion with a view to achieving subs tan tive equality for women and girls in Can ada
and internationally.
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S U R V I V I N G WA R FA R E ,
P R AC T I C I N G R E S I S TA N C E

Pilar Maschi, interviewed by David Stein

The "war on drugs" is a feature of the prison industrial complex (PIC) that contin
ues to have a remarkable impact on who gets surveilled, arrested, tried, convicted,
and imprisoned, and how those processes unfold. In what follows, Pilar Maschi,
long-time organizer with Critical Resistance reflects on her personal experiences
with substance use and the abolitionist potentials for engaging drug users compas
sionately. Pilar spoke with David Stein of The CRlO Publications Collective about
the practice of resistance within the warfare of the PIC.
DAV I D :

How do you see the drug war as an integral piece to the PIC?

PILAR :

The drug war. [That] title has always kind of thrown me off a little bit

just because I think it's hard to think about . . . We could use a different word or
term. The drug war . . . what does that mean?
DAV I D :

I would say what gets called "the drug war" is more accurately the

way in which a scare around certain people using narcotics has been used to police
mainly Black and brown communities and to lock Black and brown communities
in cages over the past thirty years, and then for the government to then like spray
coca crops throughout the Global South, you know, so I don't have a term to iden
tify that other than you know fascism . . .
But it [is] also this important piece to the story of the last twenty-five to thirty
years of imprisonment in the US.
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PILAR :

Definitely. A lot longer, too.

DAV I D:

How do you see, what gets called the " drug war" or the "war on drugs"

being deployed as part of the PIC?
PILAR :

It is really clever. Obviously, it's used to lock our people up. When I

started using and people found out about it, people looked at me in a very, very
different way, you know what I mean? People would not leave their wallet around.
These are my best friends. I wouldn't be invited to their houses, like all of the sud
den I was stealing shit. I had diseases, I was dying, I was a prostitute-I was all
these things. It's really degrading.
[The PIC] makes like all these things, the way that we survive, like we're just
really bad people. We're like at the low totem pole, we're like the lowest. If you're
an addict, you're abandoned by your community. You're just looked at like garbage.
You're not trusted. I was also supported by some of those people in my commu
nity too, but the majority-they say you're looking a little different, walking a little
fast, looking a little dirty, you know? And then there's the obvious, also. People see
you around; you're on the street a lot, homeless. The cops see you-they're going to
target you. That's pretty much where I got my rap sheet, how I got my record. My
criminal record is from drugs. I've been in jail, in a women's facility, the majority of
us [were] addicts.
And how it impacts us: locking us up, putting us in cages ci i rpdly
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the way that we're seen in the street, and in the mainstream and the media, even by
our own people, is really messed up and demoralizing and it hurts us and puts us
into isolation even more as addicts. And three,

ou r

family members. Everybody in

our community is hurt and traumatized by all this.
And the state violence that happens to us as addicts. Our kids are affected by it,
you know what I mean? There [are] so many women and men, also fathers, that are
locked up right now that have lost total custody of their children. Some will not see
their children again because of getting locked up for addiction. If you have children
and you're locked up, where's that kid going to go? A lot of kids go into foster care.
Kids are not going to see their parents. It's just not something I feel like people
should be criminalized for at all.
I like harm reduction. I think we need to be really honest; we're not necessarily
going to get rid of drugs. At this point in time pharmaceutical companies are the
biggest drug dealers of them all. They're actually wiping out the street drug deal
ers. As long as we have despair and all these feelings, and people get high for those
reasons, it's a real thing. So how do we take care of our p eople who are using to an
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extreme, where they're hurting themselves and they're hurting the ones that they
love? When that happens, how do we really deal with that and really heal and stop
it? [How do we] stop hurting each other in a way that is loving, community-led, and
community-driven, not state-driven?
DAVID :

How does recovery and survival relate to an abolitionist practice?

PILAR :

Recovery and survival. Recovery and survival. As an abolitionist, re 

covery is not only about healing from the symptoms of being drugged. To me, one
of the things that saved my life is resistance and being able to have a voice as an in
dividual that has managed to survive until this day. That is something that has kept
me in a place where I'm taking care of my child, I'm somewhat healthy, I'm able to
give back or even just help build our community to a point where we're not relying
on police or prisons. And that's giving space; making our organizing accessible to
everybody, meaning addicts as well, and that's a tough one for some people.
I felt like I didn't have a voice; I gave up. A lot of that was the reason why I was
an addict in the first place and started using hard-core drugs. And seeing that then
there's a community, and back then it wasn't really a movement to me, it was a com
munity of folks, when 1 heard about CR. [I was] like, "Oh shit, they don't like police,
they don't like the state or the government." They don't think [the police are] doing
a good thing. And. "Wow, they got my back." Recovery is really necessary, and I'm
not talking about just addiction, I'm talking about recovery from the trauma that
we have from state violence period, from the present that we have with cops beat
ing down on people. We see this everyday. In my neighborhood, it's a very common
thing. It's definitely not far off in another world. We have to recover everyday from
this violence, and harassment and all this shit.
As an abolitionist, we organize and then that's one piece of doing the work. But
I also feel like we need to provide some stuff. We need to really be intentional about
sharing the skills that we have, the resources that we have as individuals and as our
organization and our movement for people that might not have access to that stuff.
We really need to learn to live beyond surviving. That's going to decrease us from
doing harm to each other.
1

guess the burning need that 1 have that I really want to share [as an] abolition

ist, [is] it's okay to be really honest with each other and be really honest with yourself
and not pretend or not hold yourself up to this expectation where you feel that you
need to be 100% abolitionist like, "I have to do everything right." But [to] recognize
that we're all human and that this is a life-long process. Everyday. Like allowing
[ourselves] the freedom to be human and allowing us as individuals and abolition-
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ists, to look at people [and go] beyond talking about it. I want to really to be able to
build relationships with people and really understand where the hell they're coming
from before I judge and assume that this person is a certain way because they look
a certain way. I wish we could really be honest with each other and work through
that. If folks are honest and real, [about having] judgments and assumptions, we'd
be able to challenge ourselves [about] thinking in those boxes. I feel like we need to
challenge that within our organizing as abolitionists, straight-up. Because how are
we going to challenge the state if we can't even challenge each other?

To read or hear morefrom P I L A R M A S C H I on the relationship between drug use, re
covery, and abolition, please see Beyond Media's website: http://womenandprison.
o rglsocial-justicelpila r-maschi.html for additional remarks.

90

" WA R FA R E A N D T H E
T E R M S O F E N G AG E M E N T"

Dylan Rodriguez

I N T R O D U C T I O N : WA R FA R E A N D T H E T E R M S OF E N G AG E M E N T
As I've said before, we've taken down the surrender flag and run up the battle
flag. And we're going to win the war on drugs.

Pres. Ronald Reagan,
Radio Address to the Nation on Federal Drug Policy, October 2,

1 982

My generation will remember how America swung into action when we were
attacked in World War II. The war was not just fought by the fellows flying the
planes or driving the tanks. It was fought at home by a mobilized nation-men
and women alike-building planes and ships, clothing sailors and soldiers, feed
ing marines and airmen; and it was fought by children planting victory gardens
and collecting cans. Well, now we're in another war for our freedom, and it's
time for all of us to pull together again.
In this crusade, let us not forget who we are. Drug abuse is a repudiation of
everything America is. The destructiveness and human wreckage mock our
heritage. Think for a moment how special it is to be an American. Can we doubt
that only a divine providence placed this land, this island of freedom, here as a
refuge for all those people on the world who yearn to breathe free?

Pres. Ronald Reagan,
Address to the Nation on the Campaign Against Drug Abuse, September 14,

1 986
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This war i s not yet won, not b y a long shot.
When we say zero tolerance, we mean, simply, that we've had it. We will no
longer tolerate those who sell drugs and those who buy d rugs . All Americans
of good will are determined to stamp out those p arasites who survive and
even prosper by feeding off the energy and vitality and humanity of others. They
must pay.
That's why the administration . . . has advocated tougher measures than ever be
fore to combat the drug runners and the drug dealers. We're doing this by seiz
ing the ill-gotten possessions of drug dealers and their accomplices. Those fancy
cars and fancy houses and bank accounts full of dirty money a ren't really theirs.
They were bought from the sale of illegal blood pollutants. We do not tolerate
companies that poison our harbors and rivers, and we won't let people who are
poisoning the blood of our children get away with it either.
Those who have the gall to use federally subsidized housing to peddle their
toxins must get the message as well. We will not tolerate those who think they
can do their dirty work in the same quarters where disadvantaged Ameri
cans struggle to build a better life. We want to kick the vermin out and keep
them out.
Pres. Ronald Reagan,
Radio Address to the Nation on Economic Growth a n d the War on Drugs,
October 8, 1 988

We give up freedom when we addict o urselves to drugs. Thi s fact is not lost on
the terrorists.
Asa Hutchinson, Administrator, Drug Enforcement Admin istration,
"The Past, Present, & Future of the War o n Drugs, " November 15, 2001

This introductory litany of dread reminds us that domestic warfare is both the
common language and intensely materialized modality of the US state. While this
form of legitimated state violence certainly predates Reagan's "war on drugs" and
his/its inheritors, the scope and depth of domestic warmaking seems to be mount
ing with a peculiar urgency in our historical moment. To take former NYPD and
c urrent LAPD Chief William Bratton on the strength of his own words, the pri
mary work of the police is to engage aggressively in "the internal war on terrorism,"
which in these times entails everything from record-breaking expansions of urban
p olice forces, to cross-party consensus in legislating state offensives against crimi-
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nalized populations o f choice, and the reshuffling of administrative relationships
between the militarized and juridical arms of local and federal government to fa
cilitate the state's various localized "wars on gangs." It is in this context that we can
urgently assume the political burden of critically assessing the work of progressive
US based community and non-profit organizations, grassroots movements, and is
sue-based campaigns: that is, if we are to take the state's own la nguage of domestic
warfare seriously, what do we make of the political, ideological, institutional, and
financial relationships that progressive movements, campaigns, and organizations
are creating in (uneasy) a lliance with the state's vast architectures of war? Under
what conditions and sets of assumptions are progressive activists, organizers, and
scholars able to so militantly oppose the proliferation of American state violence in
other parts of the world, while tolerating the everyday state violence of US policing,
criminal law, and low-intensity genocide?
We are collectively witnessing, surviving, and working in a time of unprec
edented state - organized human capture and state-produced physical/social/
psychic alienation, from the 2.5 million imprisoned by the domestic and global
US prison industrial complex to the profound forms of informal apartheid and proto 
apartheid that are being instantiated in cities, suburbs, and rural areas all over the
country. This condition presents a profound crisis-and political possibility-for
people struggling against the white supremacist state, which continues to institution
alize the social liquidation and physical evisceration of Black, brown, and aboriginal
peoples nearby and far away. If we are to approach racism, neoliberalism, mili
tarism/militarization, and US state hegemony and domination in a legitimately
"global" way, it is nothing short of unconscionable to expend significant politi
cal energy protesting American wars elsewhere (e.g. Iraq, Afghanistan, etc.) when
there are overlapping, and no less profoundly oppressive, declarations of and
mobilizations for war in our very own, most intimate and nearby geographies
of " home."
This time of crisis and emergency necessitates a critical examination of the p o 
litical and institutional logics that structure s o much o f the US progressive left, and
particularly the "establishment" left that is tethered (for better and worse) to the
non-profit industrial complex (NPIC). I have defined the NPIC elsewhere as the
set of symbiotic relationships that link political and financial technologies of state
and owning class social control with surveillance over public political discourse,
including and especially emergent progressive and leftist social movements. This
definition is most focused on the industrialized incorporation, accelerated since the
1970s, of pro -state liberal and progressive campaigns and movements into a spec
trum of government-proctored non-profit organizations.
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It i s i n the context o f the formation o f the NPIC a s a political power structure
that I wish to address, with a less-than- subtle sense of alarm, a peculiar and dis
turbing p o litics of assumption that often structures, disciplines, and actively shapes
the work of even the most progressive movements and organizations within the
US establishment left (of which I too am a part, for better and worse) : that is, the
left's willingness to fundamentally tolerate

abolish

-

-

a n d accompanying u nwillingness to

the institutionalized dehumanization of the contemporary policing and

imprisonment apparatus in its most localized, unremarkable, and hence "normal"
manifestations within the domestic " homeland " of the Homeland Security state.
Behind the din of progressive and liberal reformist struggles over public poli
cy, c ivil liberties, and law, and beneath the infrequent mobilizations of activity to
defend against the next onslaught of racist, classist, ageist, and misogynist crimi
nalization, there is an unspoken politics of assumption that takes fo r gra n ted the
mystified permanence of domestic wa rfare as a constant production of targeted and
massive suffering, guided by the logic of Black, brown, and indigenous subjection
to the expediencies and essential violence of the American (global) nation-building
proj ect. To put it differently: despite the unprecedented forms of imprisonment, so
cial and political repression, and violent policing that compose the mosaic of our
historical time, the establishment left (within and perhaps beyond the US) does
not care to envision, much less politically prioritize, the abolition of us domes tic

warfare and its structuring white supremacist social logic as its most urgent task
of the present and future. Our non-profit left, in particular, seems content to en
bdgt ill Jesperate (and usually well-intentioned) attempts to

manage the casualties

of domestic warfare, foregoing the urgency of an abolitionist praxis that openly,
critically, and radically addresses the moral, cultural, and political premises of
these wars.
Not long from now, generations will emerge from the organic accumulation
of rage, suffering, social alienation, and (we hope) politically principled rebellion
against this living apocalypse and pose to us some rudimentary questions of radical
accountability: How were we able to accommodate, and even culturally and politi
cally normalize the strategic, explicit, and openly racist technologies of state vio 
lence that effectively socially neutralized and frequently liquidated entire n ea rby
populations of our people, given that ours are the very same populations that have
historically struggled to survive and overthrow such "classical" structures of domi
nance as c olonialism, frontier conquest, racial slavery, and other genocides? In a
somewhat more intimate sense, how cou ld we live with o u rselves in this domestic
state o f emergency, and why did we seem to generally for feit the creative possibili
ties of radically challenging, dislodging, and transforming the ideological a n d in-
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s titutional pre mises o f this condition o f domestic warfare i n favor o f short-term,
"winnable" policy reforms? (For example, why did we choose to formulate and tol
erate a "progressive" political language that reinforced dominant racist notions of
"criminality" in the process of trying to discredit the legal basis of "Three Strikes"
laws?) What were the fundamental concerns of our progressive organizations and
movements during this time, and were they willing to comprehend and galvanize
an effective, or even viable opposition to the white supremacist state's ter m s of e n 

gagement (that i s , warfa re)? This radical accountability reflects a variation o n anti
colonial liberation theorist Frantz Fanon's memorable statement to his own peers,
comrades, and nemeses:
Each generation must discover its mission, fulfill it or betray it, in relative opac
ity. In the underdeveloped countries preceding generations have simultaneously
resisted the insidious agenda of colonialism and paved the way for the emergence
of the current struggles . Now that we are in the heat of combat, we must shed the
habit of decrying the efforts of our forefathers or feigning incomprehension at
their silence o r passiveness.

Lest we fall victim to a certain political nostalgia that is often induce d by such
illuminating Fanonist exhortations,

we

ought to clarify the premises of the social

"mission" that our generation of US based progressive organizing has undertaken.
In the vicinity of the constantly retrenching social welfare apparatuses of the
US state, much of the most u rgent and immediate work of community-based or
ganizing has revolved around service provision. Importantly, this pragmatic focus
also builds a certain progressive ethic of voluntarism that constructs the model ac
tivist as a variation on older liberal notions of the "good citizen." Following Fanon,
the question is whether and how this mission ought to be ful filled or b etrayed. I
believe that to respond to this p olitical problem requires an analysis and conceptu
alization of "the state" that is far more complex and laborious than we usually allow
in our ordinary rush of obligations to build campaigns, organize communities, and
write grant proposals. In fact, I think one pragmatic step toward an abolitionist
politics involves the development of grassroots pedagogies (such as reading groups,
in-home workshops, inter- organization and inter-movement critical dialogues) that
will compel us to teach ourselves about the different ways that the state works in the
context of domestic warfare, so that we no longer treat it simplistically. We require,
in other words, a scholarly activist framework to understand that the state can and
must be radically confronted on multiple fronts by an abolition ist politics.
In so many ways, the US progressive/left establishment is filling the void created
by what Ruthie Gilmore has called the violent "abandonments" of the state, which
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forfeits and implodes its own social welfare capacities (which were already insuf
ficient at best) while transforming and (productively) exploding its domestic war
making functionalities (guided by a " frightening willingness to engage in human
sacrifice"). Yet, at the same time that the state has been openly galvanizing itself to
declare and wage violent struggle against strategically targeted local populations,
the establishment left remains relatively unwilling and therefore institutionally un
able to addres s the questions of social survival, grassroots mobilization, radical so
cial justice, and social transformation o n the concre te and everyday terms of the

very domestic wa res) that the sta te has so ope n ly and repeatedly declared as the
p rem ises of its own coherence.
P I T FA L L S O F T H E P E DAG O G I C A L S TAT E

We can broadly understand that "the state" is in many ways a conceptual term that
refers to a m ind-boggling array of geograph ic, political, and institutional relations
of power and domination. It is, in that sense, a term of abstraction : certainly the
state is "real," but it is so massive and institutionally stretched that it simply can
not be understood and "seen" in its totality. The way we come to comprehend the
state's realness-or differently put, the way the state makes itself comprehensible,
intelligible, and materially identifiable to ordinary people-is through its own self
narrations and institutional mobilizations.
Consider the narrative and institutional dimensions of the "war on drugs," for
nample. New Y ork City mayor Edward Koch, in a gesture of masculine challenge
to the Reagan- era Feds, offers a prime example of such a narration in a 1986 op-ed
piece published on the widely-read pages of The New York Times:
I propose the following steps as a coordinated Federal response t o [the war
on drugs] :
Use the ful l resources of the military for drug interdiction. The Posse Comitatus
doctrine, which restricts participation of the military in civilian law enforce
ment, must b e modified so that the military can b e used for narcotics control . . .
Enact a Federal death penalty for drug wholesalers. Life sentences, harsh fines,
forfeitures o f assets, billions spent on education and therapy all have failed to
deter the drug wholesaler. The death penalty would. Capital punishment is an
extraordinary remedy, but we are facing a n extraordinary peril . . .
Designate United States narcotics prisons. The Bureau of Prisons should des
ignate separate facilities for drug offenders. Segregating such prisoners from
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others, preferably i n remote locations such a s the Yukon or desert areas, might
motivate drug offenders to abandon their trade.
Enhance the Federal agencies combating the drug problem. The Attorney Gen
eral should greatly increase the number of drug enforcement agents in New York
and other cities. He should direct the Federal Bureau of Investigation to devote
substantial manpower against the cocaine trade and should see to it that the
Immigration and Naturalization Service is capable of detecting and deporting
aliens convicted of drug crimes in far better numbers than it now does.
Enact the state and local narcotics control assistance act of 1986. This bill
provides

$750

million annually for five years to assist state and

local

jurisdictions increase their capacities for enforcement, corrections, education
and prosecution.
These proposals offer no certainty for success in the fight against drugs, of
course. I f we are to succeed, however, it is essential that we persuade the Federal
Government to recognize its responsibility to lead the way.

Edward Koch's manifesto reflects an important dimension of the broader in
stitutional, cultural, and political activities that build the state as a mechanism of
self-legitimating violence: the state (here momentarily manifest in the person of the
New York City Mayor) constantly tells stories about itself, facilitated by a politi
cally willing and accomplice corporate media.
This storytelling-which through repetition and saturation assembles the pop
ular "common sense" of domestic warfare-is inseparable from the on-the-ground
shifting, rearranging, and recommitting of resources and institutional power that
we witness in the everyday mobilizations of a state waging intense, localized, mili
tarized struggle against its declared internal enemies. Consider, for example, how
pronouncements like those of Koch, Reagan, and Bratton seem to always be ac
companied by the operational innovation of different varieties of covert ops, urban
guerilla war, and counterintelligence warfare that specifically emerge through the
state's declared domestic wars on crime/drugs/gangs/etc. Hence, it is no coincidence
that Mayor Koch's editorial makes the stunning appeal to withdraw ("modify") the
Posse Comitatus principle, to allow the Federal government's formal mobilization
of its global war apparatus for battle in the homeland neighborhoods of the war
on drugs. To reference our example even more closely, we can begin to see how
the ramped-up policing and massive imprisonment of Black and Latino youth in
Koch's 1980s New York were ena bled and normalized by his and others' attempts
to storytell the legal empowerment and cultural valorization of the police, such that

97

ABOLITION NOW!

the nuts-and-bolts operation of the prison industrial complex was lubricated by the
multiple moral parables of domestic warfare.
This process of producing the state as an active, tangible, and identifiable
structure of power and dominance, through the work of self-narration and con
crete mobilizations of institutional capacity, is what some scholars call "statecraft."
Generally, the state materializes and becomes comprehensible to us through these
definitive moments of crafting: that is, we come to identify the state as a series of
active political and institutional p rojects. So, if the state's self-narration inundates
us with depictions of its policing and juridical arms as the righteously punitive and
justifiably violent front lines of an overlapping series of comprehensive, militarized,
and culturally valorized domestic wars-for my generation, the "war on drugs," the
generation prior, the "war on crime," and the current generation, localized "wars on
gangs" and their planetary rearticulation in the "war on terror"-then it is the ma

terial processes of war, from the writing of public policy to the hyper-weaponiza
tion of the police, that commonly represents the existence of the state as we come to
normally "know" it.
Given that domestic warfare composes both the common narrative language
and concrete material production of the state, the question remains as to why the
establishment left has not confronted this statecraft with the degree of absolute
emergency that the condition implies (war!). Perhaps it is because we are under
estimating the skill and reach of the state as a pedagogical (teaching) apparatus,
replete with room for contradiction and relatively sanctioned spaces for " dissent"
and counter-state organizing. Italian political prisoner Antonio Gramsci 's thoughts
on the formation of the contemporary pedagogical state are instructive here:
The Slale does have and request consent, but it also "educates" this consent, by
means of the political and syndical associations; these, however, are private or
ganisms, left to the private initiative of the ruling class.

Although Gramsci was writing these words in the early 1900s, he had already iden
tified the institutional symbiosis that would eventually produce the non-profit in
dustrial complex. The historical record of the last three decades shows that liberal
foundations such as the Ford, Mellon, Rockefeller, Soros and other financial entities
h ave become politically central to "the private initiative of the ruling class" and
have in fact funded a breath-taking number of organizations, grassroots campaigns,
and progressive political interests. The questions I wish to insert here, however, are
whether the financially enabling gestures of foundations also 1) exert a politically
disciplinary or repressive force on contemporary social movements and community
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based organizations, while 2) nurturing a n ideological and structural a llegiance to

the state that preempts a more creative, radical, abolitionist politics.
Several social movement scholars have argued that the "channeling mecha
nisms" of the non-profit industrial complex "may now far outweigh the effect of
direct social control by states in explaining the . . . orthodox tactics, and moderate
goals of much collective action in modern America." The non-profit apparatus and
its symbiotic relationship to the state amount to a sophisticated technology of po
litical repression and social control, accompanying and facilitating the ideological

and institutional mobilizations of a domestic war waging state. Avowedly pro
gressive, radical, leftist, and even some misnamed "revolutionary" groups find it
opportune to assimilate into this state-sanctioned organizational p aradigm, as it
simultaneously allows them to establish a relatively stable financial and operational
infrastructure while avoiding the transience, messiness, and possible legal c ompli
cation of working under decentralized, informal, or even "underground" auspices.
Thus, the aforementioned authors suggest that the emergence of the state-proc
tored non-profit industry "suggests a historical movement away from direct, crud
er forms [of state repression] , toward more subtle forms of state social control of
social movements."
The regularity with which progressive organizations immediately forfeit the
crucial political and conceptual possibilities of abolishing domestic warfare is a
direct reflection of the extent to which domestic war has been fashioned into the

everyday, "normal " reality of the state. By extension, the non-profit industrial
complex, which is fundamentally guided by the logic of being state-sanctioned (and
often state-funded), also reflects this common reality: the operative assumptions
of domestic warfare are taken for granted because they form and inform the popu

lar consensus.
Effectively contradicting, decentering, and transforming the popular consensus
(for example, destabiliZing assertive assumptions common to progressive move
ments and organizations such as "we have to control/get rid of gangs," "we need
prisons," or "we want better police") is, in this context, dangerously difficult work.
Although, the truth of the matter is that the establishment US left, in ways both
spoken and presumed, may actually agree with the political, moral, and ideological
premises of domestic warfare. Leaders as well as rank-and-file members in avowedly
progressive organizations can and must reflect on how they might actually be sup
porting and reproducing existing forms of racism, white supremacy, state violence,
and domestic warfare in the process of throwing their resources behind what they
perceive as "winnable victories," in the lexicon of venerable community organizer
Saul Alinsky.
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Our historical moment suggests the need for a principled political rupturing
of existing techniques and strategies that fetishize and fixate on the negotiation,
massaging, and management of the worst outcomes of domestic warfare. One po
litical move long overdue is toward grassroots pedagogies of radical dis-identifica

tion with the state, in the trajectory of an anti-nationalism or anti-patriotism, that
reorients a progressive identification with the creative possibilities of insurgency
(this is to consider " insurgency" as a politics that pushes beyond the defensive ma
neuvering of "resistance"). Reading a few a few lines down from our first invoking
of Fanon's call to collective, liberatory action is clarifying here: "For us who are de
termined to break the back of colonialism, our historic mission is to authorize every
revolt, every desperate act, and every attack aborted or drowned in blood."
While there are rare groups in existence that offer this kind of nourishing polit
ical space (from the L.A.-based Youth Justice Coalition to the national organization
INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence), they are often forced to expend far
too much energy challenging both the parochialisms of the hegemonic non-profit
apparatus and the sometimes narrow politics of the progressive US left.
C O N C L U S I O N : A B O L I T I O N A N D R A D I CA L P O L I T I C A L V I S I O N

I have become somewhat obsessed with amplifying the need for a dramatic, even
spectacular political shift that pushes against and reaches beyond the implicit pro
state politics of left progressivism. Most importantly, I am convinced that the aboli
tion ot domestic warfare, not unlike precedent (and ongoing) struggles to abolish
colonialism, slavery, and programmatic genocide, necessitates a rigorous theoreti
cal and pragmatic approach to a counter- and anti-state radicalism that attempts to
fracture the foundations of the existing US social form-because after all, there is
truly nothing to be redeemed of a society produced through such terror-inspiring
structures of dominance. lhis political shift requires a sustained labor of radical
vision, and in the most crucial ways is actually anchored to "progressive" notions of
life, freedom, community, and collective/personal security (including safety from
racist policing/criminalization and the most localized brutalities of neoliberal or
global capitalism).
Arguably, it is precisely the creative and pragmatic work of political fantasy/
p olitical vision/political imagination that is the most underdeveloped dimension
of the US establishment left's organizational modus operandi and public discourse.
While a full discussion is best left for another essay, we might consider the post1 960s history of the reactionary, neoconservative, and Christian fundamentalist US
right, which has fully and eagerly engaged in these political labors of fantasy/vi100
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sionlimagination, and has seen the desires of their wildest dreams met o r exceeded
in their struggles for political and cultural hegemony. It might be useful to begin
by thinking of ourselves as existing in a relationship of deep historical obligation to
the long and recent, faraway and nearby historical legacies of radical, revolutionary,
and liberationist struggles that have made the abolition of oppressive violence their
most immediate and fundamental political desire.

DYLAN RODRiGUEZ
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T OX I C C O N N E C T I O N S : C OA L I T I O N
S T R AT E G I E S A G A I N S T J A I L E X PA N S I O N

Damien Domenack and Rachael Leiner

The Community in Unity coalition (CIU) began its formation when members of
Rights for Imprisoned People with Psychiatric Disabilities (RIPPD) learned about
a proposal for a 2,000-bed jail at the Oak Point, Hunts Point section of the Bronx
from a newspaper article detailing a city council hearing held in April 2006. P rior
to the hearing there had been no community outreach or education around the jail
proposal, and no notice that the proposal would be presented before the City Coun
cil. RIPPD and the Bronx Defenders met with members of Critical Resistance-NYC
to talk about the citywide jail expansion plan; the groups then went to a meeting
hosted by Sustainable South Bronx (SSB) at the Bronx Defender offices. The Com
munity in Unity coalition meeting made up a large spectrum of the South Bronx
community-RIPPD, CR-NYC, For A Better Bronx (FABB), Sustainable S outh
Bronx, Asociacion Pro Derechos del Confinado, The Bronx Defenders, the Point
Community Development Corporation, Mothers on the Move, Justice Works Com
munity, and the Seven Neighborhood Action Partnership (SNAP). D uring that
meeting, SSB tried to get organizations on board with their "green jobs not j ails"
campaign, which proposed to build a recycling plant on the site in place of a jail.
There were concerns in offering only one alternative, whether or not to make it a
site -specific issue (or stand against the jail itself), and in the end no agreements
were reached.
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From the beginning it was apparent that the struggle against the Oak Point jail
was going to be a journey-one that would take all of the organizations and com
munity members involved to look for community solutions to the proposed jail,
and also to engage directly with the violence of the prison industrial complex (PIC)
and the ways in which these issues impact us everyday.
Some groups first found out about the j ail through local newspapers; these
delivered the news of a proposal that would directly affect our community right
to our door steps, all while public officials avoided open pronouncements about
the controversial plan. It was only through the newspapers that people uncovered
the decisions being made about our community. Clearly, our elected officials (who
are paid with our tax dollars) had not bothered to ask the opinions of the local
community that dwells there. It would later come to light that Adolfo Carrion, the
Bronx Borough President at the time, made a statement that the jail should be built
in the South Bronx because so many members of our community would end up
there anyway.
In order to work together to understand the nature of the PIC, the coalition
had to come together in the spirit of unity despite our own agendas. We were
determined to see that the intended $375 million dollars would be used for some
thing that would support us as a community, and not something that would re
sult in the same racism and violence that has been so common to the South Bronx.
Community in Unity came together through this struggle to create alternatives to
the proposed jaiL
Since the industrial boom, the South Bronx has worn a shifting face and played
a shifting role in the economic and social development of New York City. After
World War II the demographics changed from mostly working class Irish and
Jewish immigrants, to Puerto Rican and African Americans migrating North
looking for work and better quality of life. As more people of color came to the
South Bronx, it became apparent that the phenomenon of white flight was spurring
on an economic downfalL Many of the factories that employed thousands laid off
hundreds of workers and some businesses folded all together. With land readily be
ing used for any economic gain, the South Bronx was carved amongst businesses
that catered to industrial traffic, and as a result, a huge, disproportionate level of
diesel truck traffic flowed through it. So the South Bronx, with four nuclear power
plants, a juvenile detention center, a jail barge situated on the docks, Rikers Island
(which is housed atop an old landfill), and the country's largest food distribution
market and trucking industry, nearly became a political cess pool and a virtual
" dumping" ground. Its vibrant community was left to be burned by greedy land
lords and abandoned by businesses that turned a blind eye to the nature of the is104
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sues that its residents faced. Even now the average household income i n the Mott
Haven section of the Bronx is less than ten thousand dollars a year according to a
2005 census.

However, the hidden agendas of some groups that later j oined the coalition
would ultimately reveal larger issues that must be critically looked at when strug
gling for the emancip ation and dignity of our community. It was apparent when
CIU first convened that there were organizational entities operating with hidden
agendas to push for plans that would use the property for other business ventures,
despite the fact that all of the organizations and community members within the
coalition had made a n agreement to fight solely against the city's plan for j ail ex
pansion. These agendas unfolded as the coalition pushed forward with its mission
to fight against the j ail. It was the call for abolition that rallied organizations and
community members to struggle together. Critical Resistance members and orga
nizers played a crucial role in bringing to light what abolition is, and what it means
to fight against the PIC as a whole-at its roots of imperialism and violence and not
as a broken piece in an otherwise just system.
While organizations involved already had a clear understanding of the flaws
of society, and many of them state within their missions to seek justice for their
communities along similar lines, abolition was a crucial means of unfolding our
understanding of an imperialist system and unifying us further in this struggle
to fight against Commissioner Horn and the Department of Corrections (DOC).
As the coalition moved forward with its understanding of abolition, some of the
organizational partners began to move further outside of the core of the coalition
and used the hard work of organizations like Critical Resistance, RIPPD, Seven
Neighborhood Action Partnership, For A Better Bronx, Mothers on the Move, and
Sistas on the Rise as a catapult to build another facility similar to the ones that cur
rently bring large amounts of pollution (because of their intended use) and traffic
into the community.
In addition, some of these organizations started campaigns that are new and
emerging around the country, focusing on "green jobs and not j ails" as their plat
forms. Several CR members and organizers were approached to j oin this campaign.
While the slogan sounded good, the reality is that jobs in these facilities would ex
pose low-income and working class people to toxics-contributing to already exist
ing health problems and developing new environmental health problems. As issues
were raised inside of the collective, the coalition saw the dwindling numbers of its
active membership as an indication of where the organizations that were calling
for "green jobs, not jails" were coming from; the way information was shared, and
how these organizations benefited from community based movements to further
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their agendas c reated tension. Even though, internal conflicts within the coalition
peaked and the burn of these conflicts pushed activists to hold open conversations
that also resulted in the loss of active members; however, as a result, the issue of
hidden agendas was blown wide open.
As the seasons changed, the battle raged on and people took to the streets to let
the community know what they thought of the proposed jail. The coalition worked
fiercely to develop 50 alternatives to the jail at Oak Point, and organized outreach
to community members to attend meetings and hearings being held by the Depart
ment of Corrections. Women from La Casita (a residential substance abuse treat
ment facility for mothers with children and mothers to be) organized and attended
a public hearing with protest signs in hand in order to have their voices heard and
bring their experiences to the forefront regarding the decision to use $375 million
dollars to build a new j ail. They stressed that health insurance, jobs, childcare, good
education, and support services were needed. Their presence at that gathering was
extremely impactful as women that are currently experiencing the violent effects of
the PIC on their lives and the lives of their families.
In the spring of 2008, it seemed as though the combined efforts of CIU had
reached its pinnacle; the Department of Corrections began to circulate a statement
that the proposed j ail site was not going to work and that their plans to place the
j ail at the Oak Point, Hunts Point land was not going to happen. At first, coalition
members didn't believe the rumors, and tried to dig up as much information from
reliable sources to verify the story prior to celebrating.
Although it was true, the Department of Corrections was not able to secure the
Oak Point site , which meant that in essence the plans for the j ail had been defeated,
activists and organizers still felt weary about the situation. There was brief rejoicing
until, weeks later, the DOC unveiled their plans to locate the jail on a piece of prop
erty that they were in current possession of. The battle was once again ignited!
Now the D epartment of Corrections was wise to the strategy of CIU, activists,
organizers, and community members. They began to strategize ways to combat the
efforts of the coalition by appealing to individual organizations that functioned as a
part of the coalition . When Commissioner Martin Horn tried this tactic, believing
that recent strife in the past had weakened communication and solidarity between
organizations, he found that opposition was stronger than he had anticipated. Co
alition members from The Point Community D evelopment Corporation put out an
email about an invitation to speak with Commissioner Horn in private, and Moth
ers on the Move (MOMs) also recpiwd

a

similar notice. MOMs however decided to

open their private meeting up to the community to expose the underhandedness of
Commissioner Horn to carry over his plans by making closed door deals, and hop-
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ing that organizations, organizers, and activists would betray the spirit o f abolition
and sell out our brothers and sisters! The nerve!
Coalition members and community members filled the small offices of MOMs
to let Commissioner Horn know that their stance in opposition to the j a il still stood
and that they could not be swayed by behind-the-scenes deals and back-door prom
ises. Some of what the Department of Corrections was offering were community
solutions to other issues that organizations, activists, and community members had
been struggling to attain for decades . The DOC wasn't even coming to the table
with their own ideas, but ideas that they had gotten from the community! Never
theless, CR organizers spoke to Commissioner Horn, stating that as long as there
was a PIC, we would stand against it-in order to stop the criminalization of our
communities, our neighborhoods, and our youth-to stop policies that underesti
mate our demands for something better for our communities.
Still, the struggle continues and our campaign has geared up for the summer of
2008, CIU stands strong and united despite the always pending violence of the PIC.

It is the spirit of abolition that continues to remind participants, and inform com
munity members of why struggling against the PIC is about seeking community
solutions to imprisonment, imperialism, racism, environmental racism, sexism, ho 
mophobia, transphobia, heterosexism, poverty, hunger, homelessness, discrimina
tion, and addiction-these are the by-products of an unjust system.

DA MIEN D O M E NACK, of Critica l Resistance New York City, is a twe n ty-seven 
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all people. He h a s p roven h o w c o m m i tted and dedica ted he is to the people of th e
Tra ns and gender- n o n confo r m i ng and o ther South Bronx c o m m u n ities th a t face
the daily struggles of s urvival.
RACHAEL LEINER is a twe n ty-seven -year- old, native-born B ronxite a n d New
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PRIS O N A B O LITI O N IS M F O R WA R D

Alexander Lee

Transgender and gender variant people have a lot to gain from the abolition of the
prison industrial complex (PIC), yet these communities currently have no choice
but to rely on law enforcement for at least the appearance of protection from the
daily threat of physical assault and murder. But as with other communities severely
negatively impacted by the PIC and also forced to rely upon it, the root causes of
this contradiction give us insight into what we must do to build a world that no lon
ger needs cages and prisons as "cure-alls" for social ills.
Regional surveys and anecdotal evidence suggest that transgender and gender
variant people (and especially trans and gender variant people of color) are grossly
overrepresented in our nation's prisons and jails. In the San Francisco Bay Area,
with a population of over 20,000 transgender people, close to 1 in 2 transgender
people have been in prison or j ail. These rates of imprisonment are actually not sur
prising-with astronomically high poverty and unemployment rates, most trans
gender and gender variant people have had to resort to "survival crime" just to put
food on the table. Furthermore, some of the most extreme incidents of transphobic
hate violence and harassment occur within prison walls-abuse that is approved
without question or openly committed by state and federal governments.
Trans and gender variant people imprisoned in the PIC are denied all forms
of self-determination on the basis of identity and expression. Legal name and gen
der marker changes are voided, physical genitalia is the deciding factor, transition
related health care is non- existent in most jurisdictions, and physical, sexual, and
psychological torture is the norm. Just as prison administrators manipulate and
heighten tensions among racial groups by pitting racial gangs against each other,
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they reinforce rigid gender roles through discriminatory policies and rape that
effectively place transgender and gender variant people at the bottom of prison
social hierarchies.
As most transgender and gender variant people in prison are eventually re
leased, they return to communities so weakened by discrimination that they are
unable to access the social and healthcare services needed to heal from these trau
matic experiences, and to find legal means to generate income-thereby setting the
stage for the revolving door of imprisonment and the street. The PIC is very much
a plague upon our communities, and its destructive role in all our lives must be ad
dressed if we are ever to reach full liberation.
At the same time, transgender and gender variant people in the "free world,"
especially those on the male-to -female spectrum who are low-income and of color,
live on the razor's edge. Every day is a precarious balance between passing (life) and
being unwillingly "clocked" (death). Transgender teenager Gwen Araujo's much
publicized murder by other youths is only the tip of the iceberg; the website "Re
membering Our Dead" (http://www.gender.org/remember) keeps a running count
of transgender and transsexual people murdered, sometimes by police, around the
country. Most people have never heard of the people on this list (the publicity fol
lowing Gwen's death was very much an aberration), but each of their deaths, and
the years of hustling against racism, poverty, sexism, and the gender binary sys
tem that preceded these tragic ends, reverberates profoundly in the bones of every
transgender and gender variant person still hustling today.
The reality of ever-present danger forces many transgender and gender vari
ant people, some themselves survivors of anti-transgender hate violence from law
enforcement, to rely on the prison industrial complex when they feel their lives are
being threatened. But when one decodes, for example, the aggressively pro-death
penalty rhetoric from many transgender people and organizat ions following Gwen's
murder, what one really finds is a deep frustration and outrage against the rest of
society's assumptions that our communities' right to safety is not legitimate, that
our lives have no more worth than a piece of trash on the sidewalk. These assump
tions aren't j ust reinforced by the quiet indifference from larger society when yet
another "unidentified man dressed as a woman" is found murdered, but through
pervasive anti-transgender (and racist, sexist, classist, etc.) discrimination that pre
vents us from having stable housing, from landing meaningful jobs, from having
access to any kind of health care, from pursuing our educational goals, and from
being treated with hask hu man dignity when we walk down the street.
These are, of course, the same wants and needs of any other oppressed group,
and one in the same for transgender people who are also of color, women, im110
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migrants, people with felony convictions, disabled, homeless, etc. These wants
and needs are what oppressed communities all over the world need to feel safe,
to feel whole, and to end physical, psychological, sexual, and economic violence
against us.
How can these needs help shape a strong prison abolition movement? First, we
should understand that "prison abolition" means much more than closing down
prisons. Instead, the absence of prisons is only one way of describing a society free
of systems of inequity-white supremacy, male supremacy and the gender binary,
capitalism, ableism, among other things-which produce violence, desperation, ha
tred, and suffering. Such a society would laugh off the outrageous idea of putting
people into cages, thinking such actions as morally perverse and fatally counter
productive. Thus, "abolishing prisons" really means the creation of a society where
systemic and historical oppression are wiped out so that everyone's basic needs are
met, where child abuse and domestic violence are zeroed out, and where war is ab
solutely not an option to "protect" ourselves or to drain capital from abroad to in
flate a declining domestic economy.
Ironically, the current prison abolition movement is neither the best-suited
nor strategically placed to create such a world. This is because the prison abolition
movement is currently mostly being pushed forward by people like me-activists
(whether they be prisoners, former prisoners, family members of prisoners, law
yers, students-paid or unpaid) who are primarily preoccupied with changing the
way people are treated inside prisons, and preventing prison expansion. But if pris
on abolition requires creating a world where prisons are no longer needed, then the
real work of abolition must be done away from prisons-in shelters, health clinics,
schools, and in battles over government budget allocations. Prisons and the human
rights violations that occur within them are merely distractions from the real prob
lems sustaining their existence.
However, the sectors of society that are mobilizing to meet people's basic
needs outside of prisons are by and large not doing their work with the understand
ing that they too can be prison abolitionists. Most people working in these areas
collaborate with law enforcement, both because of the lack of any other adequate
options, or because government funding or "mandated reporter" laws require them
to do so. Some of them would even consider themselves parts of the political right,
like churches that operate soup kitchens and Christian missionary groups build
ing houses for homeless people. Regardless of ideological orientation however,
the vast majority of these services are off-limits to transgender and gender vari
ant people anyway because of anti-transgender and homophobic discrimination
and prejudice.
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Yet because services that provide housing, healthcare and other essentials
are the basis from which a world without prisons will be made possible, this is
where the prison abolition movement must go next. We must break down funder
created boundaries and ideological barriers between anti-prison activists and
service providers, and challenge each other to eliminate our internalized prejudice
that prevents everyone from having their basic needs met, and their souls from
being satisfied and liberated. As we go forward in this direction, we should expect
to be forced to discard language that limits this movement to prisons and the prison
industrial complex, in favor of descriptors that foster "prickly coalitions" with
others who don't see themselves as anti-prison, but who do believe in the sacred
nature of human dignity, however imperfectly expressed in practice. This new
language and these new alliances will and should transcend party lines and the
same old tired political rhetoric. Thus, we may have to stop calling ourselves "pris
on abolitionists" in favor of new alliances that reflect the truly wide-ranging scope
of our aspirations.
The prison abolition movement must expand its arms to envelope the same
people who fight for hOUSing but demonize prisoners, who protest war but love
to watch "CSI," people who march for civil rights but yell "maric6n !" at trans
women, and queers who demand the death penalty when yet another one of us is
murdered. We should move into these other sectors and act as the lodestar pulling
everyone towards the ultimate goal of building a world where liberation is the sta
tus quo. When we achieve these goals, the abolition of prisons wil l just

he the iri ne

on the cake.
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Th is a rticle was originally published i n Critica l Resistance's The Abolitionist
(Issue 4).
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C A N YO U U N D E R S TA N D ?
Souligma Phothong

I refuse to accuse this result
As being the product of indifference from society
No fault lies in the possession of my father
My mother blessed me
With all the virtues that are apparent
In my essence today
I labor under the burden
Of accepting responsibility
For my late transgressions
I make no excuses
I am a man
All I want is for you to understand
Dearest Mama
Please do not be afraid
Independence means you are
No longer subjected to his abuse
Not that you are alone
Sister and I, will help you
Raise us
I am so fortunate
That you do not comprehend fully

113

A B O L I T I ON N O W !

The ways of this foreign world
That your love
Impairs your sight
Of the biased perception you have
Of me
For nothing else in existence
Could hide the adulterated butterfly
I

have become

Your graceful presence
For an eternity
Will be mourned
Thank you celestial Father
For closing her eyes
Before she could witness
What has befallen her child
She would not understand
Dearest Papa
I am proud of you
For slaying the monster
That manifested itself
Through your indelible
Atrocities
If you did not leave
Redemption could not be achieved
Relieve yourself
Of the regret
That is so evident in your eyes
This is something I had to endure
Were it not for this
How else could I be
The serene spirit that
I am today
I wandered along the rugged
Edge of the cliff
And stumbled
But my fist is firmly clenched
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On the branch of enlightenment
I will rise!
And no longer wallow
In the pungent decay of this cycle
Generations ago
After disrespecting myself
By mistreating you
You lovingly prophesied that
Although at present I fail to understand
One day
A coup
Will precipitate
A revolution within my being
I

finally understand

Dear Mr. Governor
I was rebellious and impressionable
Allowing these defective traits in humanity
To overwhelm my compassion
Consequently
The judge decided against throwing away the key
He entrusted it to you
Love, patience, and acceptance
Has already set me free
It is now time
For you to be released
For the duration of my life
The souls that were sacrificed
Cannot be resurrected
In their place
Is scar tissue
Inside the hearts of loved ones
And the deprivation
That has enhanced
My character
I plead for your empathy
I am not worthy of your sympathy
115

ABOLITION NOW!

Shatter these chains
That constrict the breath of my family
It is getting late
Please do not keep my mother awake
Waiting
With tears flooding her grave
Allow her tortured specter to rest
Allow me to come home
I have found the path
This pen is my heart
I am bleeding these words out to you
Can you understand?

is the Laotian son of two paren ts whose love was so un
selfish, he is incapable of defining . . . Love.
S O U L I G M A PHOTHONG

Reprinted fro m Other: an Asian & Pacific I slander Prisoners' Anthology, with
permission from the Asian Prisoner Support Committee (APSC). Other is the
first book to h ighlight the u n ique stories and perspectives of the growing A �ia11
p risoner population in the US It is available now on A m azo n . com.
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CAR CER A L L A NDSCAPE IN HAWAIII :
THE P OLITIC S O F EMPIRE ,
THE C OM M ODIFICATION OF B O DIES,
A ND A WAY H OME

RaeDeen Keahiolalo-Karasuda

INTROD UCTION

Across the globe, Hawai'i is described as one of the most idyllic places on earth.
Advertised as a virtual paradise, more than 7 million visitors flock to the Hawaiian
archipelago each year for pleasure and relaxation (Trask 1999, 1993). But the actual
history of Hawai'i and her people contradicts those pictures of perfection sold and
distributed throughout the world. Since the mid-1970s, imprisonment rates on the
US continent quadrupled (Travis and Waul 2003). During the same time, the prison
population in Hawai'i increased fifteen-fold, which included a 700% increase in the
Hawaiian prisoner population-far outstripping the general H awaiian population
growth, which increased by about 300% over the same period (Keahiolalo-Karasuda
2007). According to the State of Hawai'i's Department of P ublic Safety, Hawaiians
represent 20% percent of Hawai'i's general population, but comprise 40% percent
of the state's imprisoned population (State of Hawai'i Department of Public Safety
(DPS) 2003).1 Firsthand accounts of prisoners, families, advocates, and prison in
dustrial complex professionals, however, suggest that Hawaiians actually represent
more than 60% of imprisoned people in the state.

Kanaka Maoli, Hawaiian, and Kanaka 'Oiwi are interchangeably used to describe Hawai'i's first
State of Hawai'i and state is used to reference the current neocolonial government which

peoples.

continues to illegally occupy the Hawaiian archipelago.
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In the early 1 9905, sociologist Gene Kassebaum, found that Hawaiians were im
prisoned at twice the rate of their representation in the general population, while
East Asians who were 3 1 .9% of the general populace made up 5.3% of the prison
population, and whites, 29.8% of Hawai'i's residents at that time, were less than
23% of those sentenced to prison. (Kassebaum 1994) Kassebaum likewise notes that
Hawaiians were often convicted for "property-related offenses," and "minor proba
tion and parole violations" (Ibid: 5). He writes,
The d a t a show that t h e risk of being sanctioned b y state or county agencies, o f
being removed from home, j o b a n d community for either short or l o n g periods
of time, or acquiring a criminal record and jail or prison experience, continues
to b e a burden on the Hawaiian community. That risk climbs as the defining
event moves from arrest to prosecution to judgment and sentencing . . . [Tl here
are too many Hawaiians in prison (Ibid:

7-3).

Clearly, the deeper Kanaka Maoli are pressed into the prison industrial com
plex, via policing and surveillance the more likely they are to be sent to prison.
Although many scholars and popular writers have produced work about the
colonization of Hawai 'i, their treatments have neglected the subject of carceral poli
tics. When I speak about carceral politics or the colonial carceral, I am expanding
on Foucault's definition of the carceral network: "The carceral network, in its com
pact or disseminated forms, with its systems of insertion, distribution, surveillance,
observation has been the greatest support, in modern society, of the normalizing of
power"' (Foucault 1977). Hence, carceral politics and the prison industrial complex
is/are steeped in imperialist and colonialist traditions, where the imprisonment of
Hawaiians and the carceral archipelago as a site of disposal has beCOlllf'

so

normal

ized that it operates without any real debate or intervention. Using an interdisci
plinary approach, I piece together a portrait of the colonial carceral, demonstrating
that, for over one hundred years, colonizers have deployed drug wars and impris
onment as mechanisms of colonization against Kanaka 'Oiwi.
How has the prison industrial complex impacted the lives of Hawaiians over
time? I begin by discussing the deployment of the 19th century War on Opium
against Hawai'i's last ruling monarch, Queen Lili'uokalani, to illegally dethrone
her and take her nation captive. By analyzing the role of the opium war in the co
lonial project, I demonstrate the importance of reversing the colonial gaze to dis
mantle the prison industrial complex. This reversal reveals colonial agendas, not
disenfranch isf'cl individuals and groups, as harmful ano violent. Then I prOVide a
brief overview of current state policies which banish Kanaka 'Oiwi to private, for-
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profit punishment warehouses more than 3,000 miles away from their homeland.
I show how exiling H awaiians not only separates them from lands and politics,
but virtually strips them of any physical contact with family and community. In
the ever-expanding prison industrial complex (Davis 2003; Gilmore 2002; Hallett
2004), I question the fact that roughly half of Hawai'i's prisoners (disproportion
ately Hawaiians) are shipped to US private for-profit prison warehouses owned by
Corrections Corporation of America CCCA). The forced removal from homeland
sometimes for years and sometimes for life-is exacerbated by the fact that the State
of Hawai 'i recently contracted with CCA to build a private prison especially for the
purpose of consolidating Hawaiian bodies, making the state among CCA's top list
of clients (Dayton September 29, 2006; Talvi 2006).
Lastly, I describe my project as a 2007 Open Society Institute Soros Justice Fel
low. Ninety-five percent of people imprisoned will return to community. Prisoners,
activists, scholars and practitioners are rightly concerned about advancing effective
paths of support for those who are reentering general society. The basic tenets of
reentry, including increased and improved health, employment, education, housing
and other important opportunities are crucial. But the systemic dismantling of the
prison industrial complex is equally important. Hawaiians have been historically
criminalized through structural colonialism; thus, deconstructing imprisonment
must occur through anti-hegemonic solutions as well. I discuss one way from which
to consider what I call, political reintegration.
O V E R T H R O W I N G T H E H AWA I I A N N AT I O N :
THE

1 9 TH C E N T U R Y O P I U M WA R

Scholarly studies about colonialism in Hawai'i demonstrate the methods by which
power and dominance operate (Kauanui 2002; Osorio 2002; Liliuokalani 1990; Trask
1999; Silva 2004; Kame'eleihiwa 1 992). Yet scholars and others have overlooked the
role of the prison industrial complex in the illegal overthrow of the Hawaiian king
dom. Likewise, current attention to the study of drugs and crime generally concen
trates on individual or group determinants rather than institutionalized violence.
This is misleading, especially since the colonization of Hawai'i is directly traceable
to the 19th century War on Opium and current practices of punishment. State and
popularized efforts to eradicate "social problems" related to drugs in Hawai'i tend
to target individual or group problems and rest on the proposition that Hawaiians
are prone to addiction and crime. (Hishinuma 2005). Explanations for (actual or
perceived) drug-related behaviors are contextualized as responses to historical and
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cultural trauma (Cook, Withy, and Tarallo-Jensen 2003) o r a s reactions t o econom
ic poverty (Kana'iaupuni, Malone, and Ishibashi 2005). All of these explanations
fail to uncover and account for the impacts of systemic and institutional violence.
Thus, "experts" condition the public to believe that Hawaiians are prone to addic
tion and crime or that their behaviors are because af historical distress-in other
words, "criminal deviance" among Hawaiians is accepted as the norm.
The lack of political discussion directs attention away from the uses of state
power against Hawaiians while naturalizing the logic that Hawaiians require a high
level of state intervention because of their character deficiencies. The excessive study
of Hawaiian criminality also depoliticizes this population and justifies policies that
exert stringent social control.
In this essay, I reject the focus on individualized misconduct of a depoliticized
people and instead analyze the prison industrial complex in the context of imperial
and colonial expansion. I am interested in de-mythologizing the idea of the (taken
for-granted) native criminal and in raising questions about even well-meaning re
entry approaches and the ways in which therapeutic intervention might contribute
to keeping the revolving door of prison moving in the same direction. Continuing
to associate "psychoactive substance use . . . as an indicator of some inherent defi
ciency" (Adrian 2002: 862) in disenfranchised societies must be assessed alongside
obvious policies of punishment and colonization.
What role did the US War on Drugs play in the illegal overthrow of Queen
Lili'uokalani and her country in 1893? How did co]on i<'l] ron �ri!"<!t0!"S '.!se the �pi�rr.
scare to justify the colonization of Hawai'i? After decades of attempting to usurp
monarchical power, a gang of thirteen colonial deviants with the aid of US soldiers
from the U. S . S . Bo s to n and US Minister John

1.

Stevens set t hei r plan in motion On

January 16, 1893 to dethrone the queen and take over the Hawaiian archipelago.
Soldiers from the U. S.S. Boston landed, marched with rifles through the streets of
Honolulu, and stood in plain view fronting the gates of the 'Iolani Palace. On Janu
ary 17, 1893, standing in formation, marines advanced to the main entrance and
aimed their firearms directly at the Palace. Clearly, the United States government
was there to back the overthrow of Hawai' i 's last ruling monarch. Threatened with
bloodshed and loss of life, the queen was forced to abdicate. In order to justify their
violence, the usurpers brought three charges against Lili'uokalani. They accused
her of attempting to overturn the constitution which they had forced the previous
monarch to sign at gunpoint. They charged that the Queen had been considering a
lotter y bill. And they alleged she was conspiring with the opium trade (Liliuokalani

1990). I discuss the charge in regards to opium. Curtis Marez (2004: x) tells us,
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H istorically, drug traffic has fueled imperial expansion and global capitalism . . .
As a privileged target o f police power, drug traffic has also helped to support
and extend the authority of nation- states . . . thus suggesting the extent to which
state- sponsored drug wars have brought the ideological and a ffective intensities
of military power to bear upon the intimate details of everyday life.

By the time colonialists advanced the War on Drugs against Queen Lili'uokalani,
they had already established a pattern of fear and confusion, spreading false tales
of dangerous natives and impending threats to public safety (Merry 2000; Allen
1 994; Brown 2003). Rooted in rumor about the previous monarch, King Kalakaua,
these connections between opium scandals, monarchical ineptitude, and American
security were already in place, available for political uses at a moment's notice. In
1893, the colonialists well understood how opium had been used against the previ
ous monarch to justify colonial revolt and pave the way for the forced signing of the
Bayonet Constitution at gunpoint (Liliuokalani 1990). Now they drew from their
arsenal of drug war rhetoric and deployed this discourse against the queen.
Lili 'uokalani was well aware "prominent citizens" were involved in opium traf
fic. She worried about this situation, noting at the time,
Some of the most prominent citizens have been connected with these affairs,
and frauds have been unearthed even in the custom-house itself . . . M r. Parks, of
M r. W.F. Allen, and more recently of Mr. Henry Waterhouse, have been associ
ated with some very questionable dealings in this drug; and it may be doubted
whether the practice of hushing up such matters is favorable to good morals in
any community. The Provisional Government seems to have had no scruples in
the matter; for the sons of missionaries exported a large quantity of confiscated
opium , and sold it for fifty thousand dollars in British Columbia (Liliuokalani

1990: 241).
Apparently, the sons of missionaries-"prominent citizens"-stood to lose ma
jor profits from the sale of confiscated narcotics and as a result launched a moral
drug crusade. By inj ecting racialized tales into society about the dangers of opi
um, colonial druglords were able to "justify revolt against authority, and the sum
moning of aid of a foreign vessel of war, as they outrageously stated at the time, 'to
protect American life and property!'" (Liliuokalani 1 990: 242). Rumor-based
hysteria among foreign residents, along with convoluted tales of monarchical
misdeed diverted attention from the war crimes of imperial expansionists by
framing drugs and crime as a Hawaiian problem. Eclipsing the white face of drug
dealing, by instituting a brown, native face, the so-called Committee of Public
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Safety, with the aid of the US military, set in motion its long-standing plan to steal
Hawaiian lands and governance.2
The long and arduous struggle of Hawaiians against foreign dominance had
taken its toll. Untold waves of cultural, social and political genocide caused tremen
dous suffering for Lili'uokalani and her people (Allen 1 982; Trask 1 999; Liliuoka
lani 1 990). Despite their resilience, Hawaiians would face another blow almost two
years to the day after the illegal overthrow. On January 16, 1895, Lili 'uokalani was
arrested and taken into custody ten days after royalists attempted to restore the in
tegrity of their country (Towse 1895; Liliuokalani 1 990). Colonial agents, who had
the queen and her supporters under constant surveillance, frustrated this attempt,
and hundreds were imprisoned. Not surprisingly, colonialists claimed the event was
an unprovoked "rebellion" and a threat to the lives of American citizens. Royalists,
on the other hand, explained the effort as an act of restorative justice. Colonial gang
members pulled out all the stops by rounding up kingdom citizens, throwing them
into prison, and stamping the carceral directly into their lives. Lili'uokalani was
brought to a swift trial under military tribunal, given no time to prepare her case.
She was found guilty of misprision of treason and sentenced to five years hard labor
and a $5,000 fine. The colonial Republic forced the queen to abdicate her throne by
threatening to execute her supporters if she did not sign the document of abdica
tion. Under extreme duress, she signed; her sentence was then commuted to eight
months of imprisonment (Liliuokalani 1990; Allen 1982).
Upon release, Lili'uokalani recalled the feeling of stiem<l th <lf .h" c,,"rried �'.' it!-:.
her. At a New England reception held in her honor she says,
The feelings of one who has been imprisoned, p olitically or otherwise, can only
be understood by a person who has passed through the ordeal . , . it is not easy
for me to get over that shrinking from the gaze of strangers acqUired by recent
years of retirement, eight months of experience as a prisoner, and the humilia
tions of the time when I was under the supervision of government spies or custo
d ians

(Liliuokalani 1990: 317).

Lili'uokalani's statement defines the toll of the colonial prison gaze on the hu
man soul. In spite of her dignity, innocence, and royalty, she felt ashamed beyond
the days of physical captivity. Implicating the colonial/carceral gaze, Lili 'uokalani
gives us inSight into the long-lasting impact of carceral brutality.

2

Queen Lili 'uokalani was considering legislation to l icense opium. She understood that decrimi-

nalizing the drug would enable the government to decrease its punitive practices.
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Upon her return home, kingdom citizens showered their queen with adoration
and gifts (Irwin 1 960). Ten days later on August 12, 1898, the Republic completed
its colonial mission. On the steps of 'Iolani Palace, foreign annexationists lowered
the kingdom flag and replaced it with red, white, and blue-the so-called Ameri
can symbol of justice, innocence, and valor. 3 Lili 'uokalani dedicated the remainder
of her life to redressing the injustices committed against her and her nation (see

Lili 'uokalani

v.

The United States 1 910).

Anthropologist Sally Merry (2002: 417-418) notes that "the creation of a 'crimi
nal' population is a social process that depends on the way offenses are defined,
public opinion is excited, and judicial attention is focused . . . [P]ublic and judiciary
interest respond to social reform efforts and economic needs." Merry's observation
helps us understand Lili 'uokalani and her supporters' attempt to restore their stolen
nation; similar patterns exist in tandem with the birth of the modern Hawaiian sov
ereignty movement which dates back to the 1970s (Trask 1999). In 1972, one woman
was imprisoned in Hawai'i. In 1982, there were forty-three- a 4,200% increase in
just ten years. From 1992 to 2000, the number of imprisoned women increased from
164 to 500-a 205% increase in just eight years in comparison to a 106% increase on
the US continent during the same period. Between 1982 and 2000, women's impris
onment in Hawai'i increased 1 ,063%. Today, Hawaiian women represent more than
half of the statewide imprisoned population. The media is an important source and
stimulus of vilification. Leaders in the sovereignty movement are Hawaiian women
and are vilified in the press (Keahiolalo-Karasuda 2007), and generally, the media
engages in depicting Hawaiians as criminal savages. Analyzing the reality televi
sion series Dog the Bounty Hun ter, Karasuda and Irwin write,
More than

100

years [after the trumped-up opium charges that facilitated the

end of the monarchy] , we have a new moral panic, one that is focused on fears
of crime. Now criminal justice agents and this reality TV show tell us that the
key to public safety is to incarcerate Native Hawaiians-at a rate double that of
any other ethnic group in the state. The irony? Public safety equals the crimi
nalization and imprisonment of Native Hawaiians who are severed from their
culture. It is important to note that this profit comes at a huge cost to the Native
H awaiian community. The real key to public safety is rehabilitation, including
drug treatment, community-based transition programs, and education and em
ployment training-not Dog or punitive crime legislation (Karasuda and Irwin

2005, September 5).

3

See www.usflag.org
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Representing Kanaka Maoli as poor, drug-addicted, and uncivilized continues
to be synonymous with depoliticization and displacement-and prison.
M AR K ETING HAWAIIAN BO D I E S IN THE PRISON
IN D U STRIA L COM P L EX

In December 1995, the State of Hawai'i sent its first shipment of 300 men from
Halawa Correctional Facility to two private prisons in Texas (Cunningham n.d.;
D ayton 2005).4 Citing a 1985 consent decree, the state rationalized its decision by
invoking the rhetoric of prison overcrowding.5 Under the current Republican ad
ministration, more people than ever have been shipped to foreign punishment cen
ters, allegedly to relieve overcrowding and more recently, as a way of promoting
"rehabilitation."
Since 1 995, however, prisoners, families, advocates, and ex- CCA staff have filed
numerous official and unofficial allegations of contract violations including lack of
rehabilitative services, physical and sexual abuse, lack of medical care, and deaths
(Dayton 200l; June 2006; 2007). Yet, the state has chosen to turn its back. For exam
ple, when 43 -year-old Sarah Ah Mau died in December 2005 while at a CCA prison,
public safety officials denied that her death had anything to do with her untreated
medical complaints of stomach pain for two months prior to her death (Dayton
June 2006). In the face of such concerns, the state continues to refuse public ac
countability (Frank March 31, 2008), and instead partnered with

C.C.A

to comtrnrt

a special $95 million prison especially for the purpose of warehousing prisoners
from Hawai'i in Arizona (Dayton June 2006).
How did Hawaiians become a commodity in the prison industrial complex?
The practice dates at least as far back as 1976 (Olim v. Wakinekona, 461 U. S. 238; 103
S . Ct. 1741; 75 L. Ed. 2d 813 1 983) and in fact, the case is part of the seminal legal
literature regarding interjurisdictional transfers of prisoners. On August 2, 1976,
in response to Delbert Ka'ahanui Wakinekona's advocacy for better prison condi
tions, prison industrial complex employees at H alawa Correctional Facility labeled
him a "troublemaker" and retaliated against Wakinekona for his outspoken politics
(Ibid). They convened a hearing to determine the "reason for which the programs at
the maximum control unit of the Hawaii State Prison had failed" and "his program
deSignation at the Hawaii State Prison, which included a possible transfer to an out4

The GUililillgham document is undated and can be retrieved at http://www.doc.state.ok.us/field/

private_prisons/Cross%20Continental%20Cross%20Cultural%2OCooperation%208- 1 3 - 03.pdf.
5

See Spear v. Cayetano
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of-state penal facility" ( Wakinekona v. Olim, 459 F. Supp. 473; 1 978 U.S. Dist. LEXIS
17304 1978). Attempting to silence him and justify their retaliatory transfer, the
committee reclassified Wakinekona to a higher custody level and banished him to
Folsom Penitentiary in C alifornia.
After being exiled, Wakinekona filed suit in District Court, citing due process
violations (Ibid). The court ruled against Wakinekona, but the 9th Circuit C ourt of
Appeals reversed, deciding that the state created a an interest in liberty from state
deprivation of freedom by "promulgating the rule in question and reasoning that
the rule gave prisoners a justifiable expectation that they would not be transferred
to the mainland absent a hearing, before an impartial committee, concerning the
facts alleged in the prehearing notice" ( Wakinekona v. Olim, 664 F. 2d 708; 1 981 U. S.
App. LEXIS 12948 1981). On appeal, the US Supreme Court ruled that Wakinekona

was not deprived of his due process rights, because "prison regulations placed no
substantive limitations on official discretion and thus created no liberty interest
entitled to protection under the due process" (Olim v. Wakinekona, 461 U. S . 238;
103 S. Ct. 1 741; 75 L . Ed. 2d 8 1 3 1983). Dissenting Justices Marshall, Brennan, and
Stevens wrote that liberty interests were "not limited to whatever a state chooses to
bestow" and that "Hawai'i's prison regulations created a liberty interest" (ibid).
The US Supreme Court's sanction in this case of interstate transfers has re
mained foundational for proponents of privatized punishment. What is lost, how
ever, in a simple account of the court's decision is prison officials' motive for exiling
Wakinekona, a man who had been asking for "a special grand jury to investigate
conditions at the prison" (Star-Bulletin Staff May 5, 1975). Here, we must consider
state exportation as retaliatory banishment and part of the neocolonial agenda to
depoliticize and disposess Kanaka Maoli,
Outsourcing Hawaiian bodies to carceral complexes on the US continent has
profound social, cultural, and political consequences for Hawaiians in both past
and present. The practice of relegating Hawaiians to a status of out of sight, out of

mind also has serious implications for the future. As one generation wastes away
in prison, another is being dispersed throughout the United States. Compound
ing the effects of high rates of Hawaiian imprisonment and banishment, the state's
foster care system now burgeons with Hawaiian children. Reports indicate 53% of
children in foster care are Hawaiian-and the number is climbing (Vorsino 2005,
July 1 1). Prisoners and community members report that there is a growing practice
of adopting these children to out-of-state families. Under the guise of off-setting
prison overcrowding and providing so-called cost-effective rehabilitation service s
and reentry possibilities, the steady flow o f supply and demand between the state
and CCA continues.
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T H E POLIT I C A L R EINTEG R ATION OF K ANA K A M AOLI

The criminalization of Hawaiians is traceable to colonial agendas of disenfranchise
ment, dispossession, and separation from the political landscape. Likewise, policies
of punishment construct ideologies about rehabilitation, where the focus remains
on repairing individual deficiencies and group flaws, an orientation that guarantees
inadequate and inappropriate "reentry strategies." As a fellow with the Open Soci
ety Institute's Soros Justice Fellowship, I am working on a project that places the
idea of political reintegration at the center of reentry policies, practices, and experi
ences. The project involves three major components: pilot and develop a cultural
politics curriculum, introduce the curriculum and concept to various stakeholders,
and produce scholarship to inform others about the potential for a politics-based
focus within reentry practices. For the remainder of this essay, I will describe, the
pilot classes scheduled August to December 2007, for women residing at a work fur
lough program. One of my main objectives was to create an intellectually stimulat
ing and interactive learning space where students would be encouraged to partici
pate at a level of their choosing. Students could also have the opportunity to make
connections between the content and their personal lives. I developed the lessons
by drawing from multiple disciplines, including political science, history and cul
ture, SOciology, and journalism.
At first I had planned for twelve two-hour classes geared toward cultural iden
tity, but after discussions with colleagues and more thought, I shifted my atten
tion toward a syllabus that would focus on cultural politics, which encompassed
cultural literacy and political activism. The shift was implemented because of my
determination that reentry policies must embody and expand political and struc
tural answers to be effective. Early on, I realized it was critical to let the curriculum
develop through the experiences of the students and instructor, and not depend on
a pre-packaged set of course materials. This approach required much more creativ
ity and flexibility on my part (more than I thought I had). But placing the students'
interests and experiences at the heart of the course proved so successful that I in
creased the number of classes from twelve to twenty-two, and from two hours to six
hours each.
Finally, I had envisioned a closed class with a definite start and end date (mostly
to be able to syntheSize the lessons). Staff at the work furlough program suggested
instead that the class be open-ended and that each session should last one hour and
that attendance should be voluntary. Staff felt that participation would be sporadic
at best and that residents would eventually become uninterested or inattentive dur130
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ing long classes. Soon after the classes began it became clear that the students were
highly motivated. As the weeks progressed, the number of women who attended
the class continued to grow, and by the end, thirty-four out of fifty residents (68%)
attended between one and three classes. Of the thirty-four, eighteen students (53%)
attended regularly and for more hours than required for their individual programs.6
What was the appeal?
Based on student feedback from short (voluntary) class evaluations and a fi
nal survey, several factors contributed to the success of the class.7 For example, one
question in the survey asked, "What barriers prevent imprisoned people from tak
ing courses like this?" The maj ority of respondents noted that the content was new
and therefore interesting, and that they "want to learn more." Several commented
that prison bureaucracies did not allow "this kind of knowledge," because it was
"too threatening for the system if people understand what's happening." One wom
an appropriately stated, "It's just like they just only want to teach us cognitive skills
stuff so we keep only looking at ourselves and not the big picture. When you see the
big picture, it's just like you want to do better, cuz you know everything is not j ust
your fault."
Apparently, course content opened space for people to connect or disconnect
their lives from larger systemic issues, and exposure to new knowledge stimulated
learning. The second factor (based on student comments throughout the course)
was that students appreciated combining theory with practice through p articipa
tory lessons. For example, students at first expressed that they viewed politics as an
entity for corruption and a space inaccessible to them. As the classes progressed and
certainly by the end of the pilot, students not only saw themselves as political actors
and their everyday lives as political, but also had a desire to become change agents
through various political processes. Half of the classes were held in the commu
nity and included attending plays, cultural and historical walking tours, archival!
genealogical research, and indigenous story-telling and music events, among other
activities. In-class lessons combined lectures with hands-on learning assignments,
including an educational overview of legislative processes, researching and writing
letters to the editor and opinion editorials, Hawaiian history and politics, felony
disenfranchisement and non-partisan voter rights, and completing college applica-

6

Students were between 29 and 52 years old, with a median age of 40. Of the 34 students, 18 re-

ported being Hawaiian or part-Hawaiian. Twenty-three out of thirty-four students were mothers of at
least one child.
7

Seventeen out of eighteen students in regular attendance completed surveys. The eighteenth

student was returned to prison before the conclusion of the class.
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tions and writing personal statements for scholarships. Students commented that
they were "no longer afraid of politics" and many felt that attending community
classes "with other women made it easier to go back into the community." Students
repeatedly requested that the classes be longer in length and time. Several expressed
frustration that they were never told that so many community resources were avail
able to them and their children, often asking "How come nobody told us this infor
mation?"
There were many milestones throughout the pilot. For example, five students
applied to college. Three of the women who wrote their personal statements in the
college overview class secured financial aid and private scholarships. Fourteen
women registered to vote for the 2008 election. One student learned that she had
a natural ability to conduct qualitative research during the genealogy class at the
state archives and public library and is now working at a research institution. Dur
ing the class on writing letters to the editor, one group wrote a publishable article
while another conducted further in-depth research on federal wiretapping in or
der to construct their arguments regarding the policy. Prior to a historical walking
tour in Waikiki, some students expressed trepidation about going into the area be
cause of pre-imprisonment experiences. Afterwards, they stated that they were "less
afraid" because they could draw from a different view of the place as one that was
culturally sacred. This leads to the third component of success. There was a level of
trust that obviously developed throughout the pilot. Three qualities in particular
that shaped our learning community were respect, motivation, and liberation. Of
course, there were many other elements that made this experience successful, but I
emphasize these qualities, because they reflect general comments expressed by the
students and my own personal observations.
We live under a regime of deliberate silence regarding the standardized con
tainment and punishment of entire groups of people. Society continues to create
policies and practices that define certain groups as criminal and devise solutions
for saving members of these groups from themselves. These policies and practices
utterly fail to produce public safety. And they both create and ignore the institu
tionalized terror against marginalized communities. The unique political history
and status of Hawaiians lends rare insight into the way in which state violence is
rooted in colonialism. Anti-hegemonic discourses and political activism are criti
cal if we are to reverse these trends. Without exception, this project requires new
approaches to reentry in Hawai'i and abroad. Going forward, our goals must be to
i ncrease political literacy and create ways of hearing, understanding and respond
ing to the voices and experiences of those most intimately familiar with the prison
industrial complex.
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Setsu Shigematsu, Gwen D'Arcangelis, and Melissa Burch

In 1982, in a residential neighborhood in Los Angeles, a speeding police car hit a
five year old boy and killed him. Susan Burton, the mother of this five year old, ex
perienced the agony of losing her son because of this preventable "police incident".
Without a supportive family or community around her, and a police force that
failed to offer even an apology for killing her son, this loss added to already difficult
factors in Susan's life to produce a devastating effect. Turning to means deemed "il
legal" by the State to lessen her pain and grief resulted in Susan's imprisonment on
drug related charges. For the next decade, Susan was in and out of prison, her life
becoming one of millions caught in the vicious cycle of the penal system. Fifteen
years later, she was finally admitted to an effective rehabilitation program and was
on the road to her recovery.

How can women whose lives have been most adversely impacted by the
penal system, transform the mselves and be transforme d through a politics of
p rison a bolition ?
I n 1999, with her own recovery underway, Susan went o n to found "A New Way
of Life," a group of transition homes for women coming home from prison in the
Watts District of Los Angeles. Susan's life reveals how an abolitionist perspective
works to transform the lives of women impacted by the prison system. In our view,
abolition is not only a political ideal, but also a practice that creates new kinds of
communities. This article elaborates how prison abolition works to transform and
heal lives. We focus on the transformation of Susan Burton and the Leadership, Ed-
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ucation, Action and Dialogue (LEAD) Proj ect-a political education program that
fosters critical analysis of the prison industrial complex. The LEAD Proj ect grew
out of a collaboration of "A New Way of Life" and the Los Angeles chapter of "Criti
cal Resistance" an abolitionist organization that Susan began working with in 2003.
F ROM CA P T I V E TO F I GHTE R : O N E W O M A N ' S STO R Y

It was soon after Susan became sober and began to work in her community to
aid elderly African Americans who were suffering from health problems that she
learned about the growing numbers of incarcerated women and how they too faced
the daunting systemic conditions that she herself had confronted. She decided to
do something about it. In

1999,

Susan was able to obtain a home in Watts that she

opened to women coming home from prison and women on probation and parole.
This was the beginning of what would become "A New Way of Life," a group of non
profit sober living and transition homes.
On any given day in Los Angeles County, there are 3,000 women on parole.
About half of them have the disease of drug addiction and live in South Central
Los Angeles. Close to 70% will go back to prison, either convicted of a new crime or
failing to meet the conditions of parole within a year of their release. Often unable
or unwilling to attain assistance from agencies perceived as insensitive and judg
mental and which have highly structured programs that restrict individual choice,
the women struggle to stay out of prison, to find legal income, and to rem <1 i n

s()hpr

in isolation.
In contrast, Susan's homes offer a clean, safe, supportive environment for wom
en coming home from jail or prison. One resident describes the environment at A
New Way of Life (NWOL):
She [Susan] helped me get a job, and now I have a steady job . . . She made me
feel welcome, I can't explain it, she just taught me so much and made me feel
comfortable; it's really hard for me to open up to people, but she really made me
feel like she cared about me and wanted me to get clean, instead of just trying to
make money off of me.

While supporting women struggle to put their lives back together, Susan re
peatedly witnessed them losing their children to the foster care system because they
couldn't meet the state's requirements for reunification. Susan experienced their
pain and her loss over again:
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I t was devastating t o watch women lose their children when they were doing
everything they possibly could . . . But to see that happen and understand what it
felt like to lose a child, I felt it over and over again, and that was enough to give
me the fire, the determination, the commitment to address it and it was against
all odds . . . I was so angry at the system that I was going to walk through hell and
high water in order to make a difference.

Susan has been able to work out of the pain, anger and grief to create a remark
able home for women to be reunited with their children after suffering from the
multifaceted disruption and break-up of the family imposed through the prison
and police system. In addition to providing the necessities of housing, food, cloth
ing, transportation and health care, A New Way of Life (NWOL) began programs
to help women access case management services, j ob training, skill-building, and
community advocacy opportunities. Alongside the development of A New Way
of Life (NWOL), Susan became increaSingly involved in working toward systemic
changes to address the injustices she was witnessing on a daily basis, and soon be
came a leading advocate in California for the rights of former prisoners.
In 2003, Susan participated in the Critical Resistance S outh conference in New
Orleans, Louisiana. Her encounter with Critical Resistance would prove to be a piv
otal experience. Founded in 1998, Critical Resistance (CR) is a member-led organi
zation that seeks to abolish the prison industrial complex (PIC) -in other words,
to end the use of prisons and policing as ineffective and dehumaniZing responses
to social and economic problems. Through grassroots campaigns and projects, CR
works to challenge the notion that caging and controlling people makes us safer,
and to build a national movement)-guided by those most impacted by the sys
tem-to promote and realize genuine forms of safety and security.
Recalling when she first met CR members, and came to understand t heir aboli
tionist stance she says,
I didn't have a concept as wonderful as that . . . I had never heard anyone chal
lenge prisons in the way that CR challenges the existence o f prisons period . To
understand and to know that a prison is not a solution, what a prison does to
people is torture-this should be prohibited. It should not be able to function . . .
And then to begin to imagine a world without prisons . . . there's s o many other
ways to treat people.

Susan readily states that when she first got involved in community activism
she did not have a complete analysis of the interconnections between the prison
industrial complex and the other systemic forms of oppression. Her exposure
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t o CR's analysis o f the prison industrial complex, and her own development of
an abolitionist perspective set the stage for the formation of the LEAD Project.
T H E V I S I O N A N D P R AC T I C E OF L E A D

I n 2004, Susan met Critical Resistance (CR) organizer Melissa Burch through mu
tual anti-PIC activism in Los Angeles. As they began to share their political visions,
Melissa conceived of the idea to start a political education program at a New Way of
Life. Susan wholeheartedly collaborated. Melissa along with a few other CR mem
bers began to design workshops to critically analyze the PIC with A New Way of
Life residents.
The women who live at A New Way of Life (NWOL) and participate in the
LEAD Project have all had personal experiences with the effects of the criminal
j ustice system on their lives and on the lives of their loved ones. Most of the women
at NWOL are low-income African-American women, a population increaSingly af·
fected by the PIC . Although the number of imprisoned men is much higher, Afri
can American women represent the fastest growing population of prisoners in the
US today. Over the past 18 years, we have witnessed an astounding 800% increase
in rates of imprisonment for women of color. Driven largely by the so-called "war
on drugs," the majority of these women remain behind bars on small-scale drug
charges, the result of a system less interested in treating addiction than in punish
ing those who do not have the social, economic, and political clout to keep them 
selves out of prison. Through educating about the history and politics of the prison
industrial complex, LEAD exposes how the system operates-not to prosecute all
forms of "crime'-but to target and entrap only certain groups of people. One wom
an tells her story:
I was at the can place, at the recycling, and this girl was going to do the recycling
for me, because I couldn't go in, because me and the recycling lady didn't get
along, s o she took the cans and bottles in there for me, she took my cans and
bottles in there, she came outside and gave me 2 dollars and 5 cents . A police
car drives by and sees her handing me the money, they made a U-turn and came
back, and then a bunch more police cars came and j acked me up, and said I have
'possession of sales'. I couldn't argue the case because they said they seen her
hand me the money. It was 2 dollars and 5cents for my cans and bottles. I'm
right in front of the can place! The people at the can place even tried to tell them
[that I was recycling cans] , but they [the police] said, "No, she was buying dope! "
S o I went t o j ail with 2 dollars and 5 cents on my books for possession of sales.
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Through bi-weekly participatory workshops, the LEAD project creates a space
in which women who have recently been released from prison can temporarily
step outside conventional recovery programs' emphasis on the personal and look
critically at the larger social and political systems that perpetuate the prison in
dustrial complex. Drawing on the women's own experiences with the system, the
LEAD Project further exposes how the penal system works to label certain groups
of people as "convicts" or " felons," a status that Simultaneously impacts one's sense
of self-worth and cuts off a person's opportunities to lead a healthy economically
self-sustaining life.
The LEAD project works toward a women-of-color centered critique of the
prison industrial complex, emphasizing how it is an extension of the interlocking
racist, heterosexist, and classist forms of systemic oppression. The workshops offer
a critique of various interconnected aspects of the prison industrial complex (PIC),
such as the "war on drugs" and the arbitrary construction of "crime." In each work
shop, LEAD organizers facilitate a number of activities that include role-playing,
films, guided discussion, small group work, guest speakers, journal writing and life
history exercises, to help participants make the connections between the PIC and
the systemic conditions of their own imprisonment, probation/parole status. Other
projects of LEAD that foster political education and leadership development include
the maintenance of a political education media library and a grassroots organizing
internship focusing on collective engagement in community actions.
In this way, LEAD offers an organic extension of Susan's own experience and
politicization, as well as an extension of CR's abolitionist vision in practice. By em
phasizing learning about, envisioning and practicing alternative forms of justice
and safety, LEAD instantiates abolition in the present by resisting a narrow reliance
on the state that dictates punitive forms of justice. Instead, LEAD seeks to imple
ment restorative forms of community-based j ustice and rehabilitation. By collec
tively imagining what changes would be necessary to create truly safe and secure
communities, the LEAD project offers a vision of justice that is based on the well
being of entire communities.
HEALING , T R ANSFOR M ATION , AND ABOLITION

It takes quite a bit of energy and belief in yourself and willingness to open your
mind to make that transition from

captive to someone who is going to fight . . .

It

takes a bit of commitment and force within yourself to come out and do that,
after living in that place of less than, and not-good-enough.
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As exemplified in Susan's story, a new understanding of the system is integral
to the process of reevaluating the conditions of one's incarceration and vital to the
process of healing and the determination to fight an oppressive system. The LEAD
project offers women this space to critically dialogue about their experiences. Many
of the women at A New Way of Life (NWOL) describe the particularities of a crimi
nal justice system that serves to help keep them in an incarceration cycle. Instead
of offering treatment, the system penalizes these women who lack the resources to
escape such entrapment; says one woman, "Don't just drag 25 people where the only
crime they had was getting high, and then you give them 4 years in prison, and then
you release them out into society with nothing . . . you're just making it a revolving
door. You let them out with nothing." Susan emphasizes that healing from the deni
gration, abuse and dehumanization enacted from the system requires new forms of
knowledge and the time and space for each person to recover. The LEAD proj ect
plays a key role in pushing the women through the very difficult, but essential tran
sition that shifts the blame from "it's me" to "it's the system." It is this understand
ing that Susan believes is necessary to move oneself away from the self-destructive
tendencies that lead to addictions and "self-abuse". This opportunity and ability
to reevaluate oneself from this political perspective can be key to rebUilding self
worth, and the successful transition to leading a healthy life.
One woman explains the role of a NWOL and her education through participat
ing in the LEAD workshops as key to her empowerment and transition to healthier
living: "I didn't realize things like CR [Critical Resistance] <lctll <1 1 1y pyi � t "d _ ! did!'!'!
know that there were people out there trying to stop it or reform it . . . people who
have never been incarcerated, never been in trouble, and they're out there fighting
against something that's wrong. So

CR,

all of that showed me something different,

that I do have a say and that my voice can make a difference in a lot of things."
B U I L DING A MOV E M E NT

For Susan, and for many women at A New Way of Life (NWOL), a new understand
ing of the system has been integral to the process of reevaluating the conditions
of their own incarceration and vital to the process of healing. Over the course of
seven years, since its opening, Susan's program has touched the lives of over 250
women. Through their experience at a NWOL and the political education provided
by the LEAD Project, many women have not only begun to feel more empowered to
stand up and fight but are now also able to view the problems of the PIC and envi
sion alternatives. One resident says: "I think that the way that it is right now . . . just
needs to be completely abolished. I am not saying that we do not need some kind of
142
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system i n place but the one that we have we do not need." Another resident speaks
to her vision of safe communities:
They should build more of these [NWOLj than prisons. Because when I got here
it was like a new world to me. I was glad and ' "

It wasn't like being locked in;

there were restrictions, but still, I wasn't locked in. I could go outside and smoke
a cigarette. I could do this, I could do that. I was gonna go back to school. She
[Susan] showed me a school, got m e an ID and Social Security card, things I
didn't have she showed me how to get them. It was like starting all over again i n
a n e w world. I f they h a d more places like A New Way of Life, they would h ave
better communities, I believe.

Many of the women at a NWOL have even taken the political education one
step further, and like Susan, are transforming themselves into leaders in the move
ment against the PIC . Several are active in the local chapter of "All of us or None,"
a former prisoner led initiative to end discrimination against former prisoners in
jobs, education, and access to services. Some have become involved in efforts to
stop prison expansion in California, while others have become active in different
arenas of the struggle for social justice. While it takes time, even years, for a person
to heal and recover, Susan's life story attests to how a successful transition from the
denigrating effects of prison-life back to leading a healthy life often requires a form
of self-reevaluation that is at once political, emotional and spiritual. A politics of
abolition can be practiced as part of this process of personal healing. Susan and
many of the other women at a NWOL have come to embody this vision of heal
ing and transformation that offers a radically new perspective on themselves, their
place in the world, and the possibility of a future without prisons.

SETSU

S H I G E M AT S U

M E L I S S A BURCH,

and

GWEN

D 'ARCANGELIS

a re

co-orga n izers

with

who established the LEAD Project.

Th is article is rep r i n ted from Interrupted Life: Experiences of Incarcerated Moth

ers in the United States. For thcoming from Un iversity of California Press in sp ring
2008,

the book addresses issues related to experiences a n d policies regarding

wo men's incarceratio n . It includes essays, poetry, and o th e r contribu tions. The
book will be published in the Un ited Sta tes and will be sold in the United S ta tes
and other cou n tries. It may be excerp ted in newspapers a n d m agazines, a n d i t
m ay later be published in o th e r editions, including b o o k c l u b editions a n d foreign
language tra nsla tion s, a n d in electronic and other media .
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F R E E D O M S E E D S : G R OW I N G A B O L I T I O N
I N D U R H A M , N O R T H CA R O L I N A

Alexis Pauline Gumbs

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 in our communities with sustainable, transformative love?
In Durham, North Carolina there is a garden in a neighborhood torn apart by
rape, and the support of rape, and the silencing of survivors. There is a garden in a
neighborhood that is likewise torn apart by policing and imprisonment and the de
humanization of people who experience the threat and threads of being locked up,
and watched every day. In this particular soil, sharp, red, sticky with the afterlife of
slavery and a system of white supremacy enforced by sexual and physical violence
against many people for many generations, something else is growing. Alternate
routes are embracing each other underground; bursts of truth are flowering to the
surface.
In the wake of a recently highly publiCized rape trial, where women of color,
sex workers and survivors of sexual violence were criminalized for speaking their
truths, Durham North Carolina is growing. In April 2006 when a student at North
Carolina C entral University who was also a mother, an exotic dancer, and a Black
woman reported an incident of sexual violence that occurred at a Duke Lacrosse
Team party in a house owned by the UniverSity, a community full of survivors of
sexual violence, women of color, mothers, sex workers and allies were retrauma-
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tized by the hateful responses of the University, the local and national media and
the state, which unsurprisingly had no accountability to the woman who reported
the crime.
In this devastating and extremely violent period community organizers and
artists in Durham, learned, through fire, the central role of sexual violence in the
linked oppressions that we experience and the urgent need for healing and justice
in our communities. A coalition called UBUNTU, named for the African concept
"I am because we are" was born at this time, and a year later in collaboration with
8

other groups we created a healing, poetic vigil, march and celebration of survival

called the National Day of Truthtelling that transformed and revealed the land
scape of our city.
Caitlin Breedlove, founding member of UBUNTU and co-director of South
erners on New Ground (two of the organizations that created the Day of Truth
telling), explains the Day of Truthtelling, as a national event organized by a broad
coalition of

9

groups based in and around Durham, North Carolina; the Day of

Truthtelling was more than a visible marker of resistance, and more than an inten
tional statement against sexual violence.
The result of that event is a community that reaches to live up to the world made
possible through the creative, analytical and physical expressions made on that day.
The organizing that went into the Day of Truthtelling, and the continued grassroots
responses to violence that follow it, make it possible to imagine a city that has been
operating on a plantation model of racism, terror, and the production of fea r-en 
forced compliance in a new way. Breedlove explains that the Day of Truthtelling
is also a geography of a town re-imagined by survivors, and a resiliency of a

group of people who stood up to a lot of hate mail and hate expression to speak
our truth. No one can take what we learned away from us.

In the dwelling place of all our tears, our wounds, our rage, hope and intention,
there is a garden growing literally and figuratively. It remains to be seen if this gar
den can feed us. It remains to be seen if this garden will replace our consumption of
social products (like fear) that eat our bodies from the inside out. It remains to be
seen what we will become, but for sure, growth is present. In this article, we pres
ent strategies for responding to violence without re- enforcing the prison industrial
complex. Our struggle is a garden and our experience so far, while specific to this
very soil, may be useful as a model for those elsewhere who struggle to create a
world free from sexual, and state violence. The order of these gardening actions is
not completely arbitrary, but we want you to know that what we are describing is
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not a straight line forward from breaking the ground to sharing the harvest. The
work of growing works in cycles of effort sustained by the belief that life is both
unpredictable and possible in every moment.
1 . B R E A K G RO U N D : U N E A RT H I N G POS S I B I LITY

Reflect on the place you stand. Maybe the ground you stand on is thick with
screams, hard with the caked silences of those who resigned themselves to pain.
Maybe the ground you stand on has been forced for centuries to bear a product
that cannot feed anyone, transitioning morbidly from tobacco to silence. Maybe the
land here has been stripped for the production of individualism. What grows here
chokes everyone, whether it is the bright leaves of tobacco or the shiny narrative of
sports heroes, winners and losers, university students primed to market themselves
as people who will not talk about their own pain, or the pain of others.
Sylvia Wynter explains that what differentiates the plantations from other
forms of growing is that the growth of the plantation depends on the demands of a
removed market, not the needs of the people who eat, live, and breathe on the same
land. And no one can eat tobacco anyway. This is why near the fields of every plan
tation there are also gardens, plots of land, tended in the off time, threatened by the
secondary status of human life. There is always something else growing here, even
if it only barely keeps us from starving.
Reflect on the place you stand and what makes it stable, what makes it whole .
Here in Durham i t is blood and silence. I t i s the theft o f whole lifetimes into caged
survival and exploited labor. It is the mantra that the only way to win is by domi
nating someone else-with your brain, or your body, or your basketball record. It
is the silence of the losses that we swallow when our loved ones are stolen and our
bodies are transformed into dirt for each other to walk upon.
This ground has been land for sacrifice of bodies to capital. The discourse fol
lowing the Duke Lacrosse case sought to maintain and resecure that purpose. As
Caitlin Breedlove explains, the seeds of violence are everywhere in Durham: "It is
located everywhere, unfortunately. We hold it in our bodies, families, communities,
streets, houses, and trees."
Reflect on the place you stand. Now bend and shovel through the surface, turn
ing land over until the danger is revealed. Truth is, violence is not the only thing
growing here; the one crop economy is a lie. Truth is, there is another kind of rich
ness in this soil when you turn it over. Lynne Walter, member of UBUNTU and
organizer of the Day of Truthtelling points out:
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We need to flip that kind of thinking around and take the fact that the mul
tiple levels of violence are all interconnected and work it to our advantage. Un
derstanding that affecting positive social change at the institutional level can
impact people's thoughts and beliefs, and that how working with individuals
around how they can end violence will impact other levels is much more of a
positive frame and will help us stay strong.

This dirt is as strong as we are, as full of alternative histories and forgotten resis
tance as our skin cells. The place that you stand is ready with queer potentials that
contradict the market that has been draining it all this time. In our case, the land
scape depicted through the cruel and ongoing relationship between an elitist uni
versity and a working class employed by that elitist community is also a place where
people have been growing their plots. Where Nia Wilson works at the overpriced
Whole Foods to make time so she can grow the organization Spirit House, which
she directs. Where elementary art teacher Malcolm Goff makes murals about the
deadly legacy of tobacco in the late night and early morning hours. Where Afiya
Carter makes the brave choice to abandon her job as an executive for the biotech
nology industry in our region in order to create community cultural events that feed
the people nutritionally and spiritually. Where Mama Vimala creates an alternative
economy based on delicious Indian dinners prepared at her home. Where there is
still a chapter of Marcus Garvey's U.N.LA. Where graduate students steal billions
of photocopies to publish workbooks and pamphlets. Where an interracial group
of 6 lesbians founded an organization

com m i t tpn

tn
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immigration policy as crucial issues in the fight for queer liberation. Where there
is more than one West African dance instructor per square mile. Where a young
Palestinian woman has been running the main Latino

communit y

center, for years

with loving success. Where, quiet as it's kept, the people who run the community
organizations, the state agencies, and the local publications are survivors and co
survivors of gendered violence; we are discovering the bankruptcies of our silence.
Durham is a queer place if you look a little bit deeper. Bet the place you live is too.
Dig deep.
In order to respond to violence with o u t rei nforcing the p rison industrial com
p lex i t is crucial to turn over the soil of our comm u ni ties to see wha t is buried
and growing there. Wha t has been silenced because of i ts danger? Wha t do main
s tream represen tations of our city try to forge t? These a re o u r primary resources.
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Reflect o n the place that you stand and turn it over with the names o f the ances
tors who fought here, turn it over to the rhythm of the silences that allowed people
to survive, turn it over the in memory of queer love and struggle that was buried
here. This is the queer thing. Everything that has been buried still lives. Everything
that is suppressed is waiting in the soil, ready for our need. Dig deep and turn it
over, turn it over, turn it over, turn it over.
2 . F E E D T H E S O I L : S U STA I N I N G CO M M U N ITY

Centuries of violence drain a place. Fueling our alternative and urgent service ori
ented projects while constantly repressing the impact of gendered violence on our
lives is draining. Trauma invades our dreams at night, our relationships, our health
and our imaginations. We are parched, mal-nourished, often running on empty.
UBUNTU means "I am because we are," which means we are tired because our
communities, especially our Black, Latino, queer, and working class communities
here in Durham are exhausted, overworked, under-rewarded, and kept awake at
night because of the constant threat of imprisonment. Our tendency to burn out as
organizers is related to the impoverishment of our communities on every level.
In order to revitalize the suppressed roots of transformation in our commu
nities, we have to feed each other in every way possible. In a recent interview for
Revolution at Home, a zine by Leah Lakshmi Piepzna Samarasinha about partner

violence in activist communities, UBUNTU explained the importance of a com
munity building presence, describing the way UBUNTU participates in commu
nity activities that don't seem directly related to sexual violence prevention and re
sponse:
UBUNTU in partnership with SpiritHouse and Southerners on New Ground
has started doing community dinners at W.D. Hill (a local community center at
which one of our members is an employee) which lets people know that this work
exists as a tangible resource. UBUNTU has been strongly present at important
community celebrations from Kwanzaa to "community day" to the MLK cel
ebration which builds the message that since there are people in this community
who will gather when we need, face-painting, food, art, or people power to get
something done, and since these folks (us!) are specifically about (and always
talking about) responding to violence, that means there is a community of sup
port available to help me respond to violence.

The process of feeding the general community and sustaining a community of
organizers is directly linked because everyone is a potential organizer for their own
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liberation. UBUNTU has built relationships that also allow us to create resources to
feed the spirits of those of us facing our biggest fears while organizing against gen
dered violence and the violence of the state as people who have been traumatized by
multiple forms of violence ourselves. Therefore:
UBUNTU also functions as a site of sustainability i n another sense. The fact
that we have built informal mechanisms to offer childca re, trade massages, do
aromatherapy work, share personal fitness training, cook for each other, grow
food together, help with homework, borrow cars, offer a space to crash means
that as each of us takes seriously the work of responding to violence in our scat
tered communities as teachers, organizers, immigrants rights activists, we also
have a support network to help us, feed us, hug us, massage us, create a healing
oil for us, write a poem about our name, make a cup o f tea when we need it. And
we often do. We need it almost everyday.

If we can feed and sustain each other, we h a ve less n eed to call on or de
pend on the s tate or the status quo. Th e knowledge th a t we have com mun ities of
support can awaken our b ravery a n d ign ite o u r i m agina tions for a transformed
wo rld.
3 . K I S S T H E ROUTE S : COALITIO N A L S T R AT E G I E S

Under the ground there i s a complicated set o f connections, s o planting our work
in
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means acknowledging those connections. Durham

is a relatively small community; so alongside the transient population of students,
there are long-standing relationships generations deep between elders and babies.
Grandmothers, mothers, and daughters organize together. Sisters work on execu
tive boards together. Godparents and aunties are the hinges of intergenerational
community initiatives. We are all eating out of the same plate; and the size and
economy of our city makes this impossible to ignore.
The depressed economic situation that Durham shares with other post-indus
trial southern cities and the University- centered economy of the city (in tandem
with the prison industrial complex-dependent economy of the state) creates a com
petitive environment where official non-profit organizations fight for a very limited
set of resources. At the same time, the existence of a close-knit activist community
also means that when people harm each other, through oppressive organizational
practices, fighting over scraps, or interpersonal lack of accountability the fallout is
intense.
While our activist community here is sustained by long and emerging relation-
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ships, it is also fractured b y old and new divisions between individuals and ini
tiatives. In order to create responses to violence that do not operate through the
channels of the prison industrial complex, it is crucial that we acknowledge and a f
firm the relationships that transcend and underpin the institutional alliances in our
activist communities. These relationships are our pathways to freedom, our revolu
tionary routes.
Here in Durham it has been crucial that our response to violence has operated
in coalition; not only because specific organizations have experience addressing
the different manifestations of violence that support rape culture, but also to make
space for the leadership of people directly impacted by these different issues, and
also because our interconnectedness allows us to access resources in ways that are
not limited to the chain of command and the ultimate prison pipeline that the state
has set up to respond to violence.
For example, since UBUNTU is a coalition, it consists of many individuals and
some organizational entities. Organizations such as SpiritHouse, Southerners on
New Ground, and Men Against Rape Culture bring specific analytic tools and his
tories of fighting racist, homophobic and gendered violence in a way that is explic
itly critical of the state. Some of the organizations that UBUNTU works with close
ly, such as North Carolina Coalition Against Sexual Assault and Orange County
Rape Crisis Center are direct service providers that respond to individual crises,
but who are largely dependent on the limits of the State. The coalitional space of
UBUNTU, and the relationships between the individual workers at these agencies,
allow us access to much of the legal and organizational information that help u s
t o navigate situations of violence, even when those experiencing i t cannot depend
directly to the service providers because of the way that the racism, classism and
nativism of government leak through state-dependent anti-violence agencies. Also,
this coalitional relationship (with organizations that are part of UBUNTU and also
with organizations that are not officially part of UBUNTU but have worked with
us in coalition on projects (including the National Day of Truthtelling) means that
the political visioning and creative work that we do influences the work of those
organizations. And people who end up connected with those service providers also
have access to the work of UBUNTU, as a survivor led space of continued healing
through the process of building community.
One UBUNTU member says, "We are not concretely 'providing services,' but
from our experiences so far, I feel that we are linked to a set of organizational histo
ries, networks and resources that make me confident when someone calls in a state
of emergency that I have a rich set of resources to offer them, from legal help, to re
location assistance, to a breathing circle, to a poem, to medical attention, to a meaL
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Since we are not linked to the state we have the potential t o provide people with a
more robust set of options that can respond to their needs and desires, and I think
that is important . . . especially for womyn and trans folks of color and immigrants
who have such good reasons to avoid the retraumatizing impact of the state."

Kissing the rou tes means prioritizing s tra tegy a n d n urturing rela tionships
that allow us the maximum number of option s wh e n we a re addressing a specific
instance of violence. And ultima tely the rou te to o u r shared freedom and healing
is th rough o rganizing.
As C aitlin Breedlove emphasizes:
We have created a space where people who do not have access and are not com
fortable with service providers to address their survivor issues, could get peer
support. This is invaluable for some of us-for example, sex workers and former
sex workers -who so often feel that service provision is not a place where we can
be honest, open, heard, and understood. We must re-imagine what 'service' is,
when it is s o unempowering for so many. The role of any service provision, or
advocacy, as we create a new society should be to supporting healing through
organiZing-as this encourages all oppressed people to take power back.

3 . H A N D S I N TO T H E E A R T H : C O M P L I C I T Y A N D AC C O U N TA B I L I T Y

It'G

�r.av-oiJabk Gl Uw lh means gettmg our hands dirty, o r understanding how

dirty they already are. In order to con nect with o u r rou tes, to dig deep, to pla n t

a n d n urture growing life we have t o be real a bo u t the comp lexity of o u r o w n ac
tiuns. This m eans being specific abo u t o u r rela tionships to the s ta te, th is means
a cknowledging tha t we are all capable of harming each o ther even when we
don 't mean to. This means the difficult rem e m bering tha t if most perpetrators
of gendered violence have survived violence themselves, those of us who iden tify
as survivo rs have often been perpetra to rs in a n umber of ways. This means ac
knowledging that the free or cheap materials we have access to come at the expense
of someone's exploited labor. This means remembering the impact our computers
h ave on the environment and on the fingers of the people piecing them together
even as we organize on facebook.
Acknowledging that "I am Because We Are" or that all of our actions impact
each other is fundamental to creating accountability. When we take a stance that
says that we will go for the root cause and not criminalize each other for harmful
actions that are already linked to wider structures of harm and processes of growth
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and learning, we can free each other to take responsibility for harmful actions that
occur in our communities instead of trying to fabricate an impossible innocence.
I am because we are. This means we are all necessary to each other and we are all
involved in each other's actions for worse and also for better.
Our hands are dirty but they are warm because of their connection to the earth
our shared context. We are in the messy everyday of each other, we cannot remain
clean, but we can hold each other accountable to learn from our mistakes, to hold
ourselves to ever more intentional levels of engagement. We can be partners in radi
cal healing, which means addressing the root causes of the harms we endure at each
other's hands.
4. WAT E R A N D S U N L I G H T : H E A L I N G A N D C E L E B R AT I O N

One definition of community i s giving everything and sharing everything. We have
opened up our histories of survival and violence handing them to each other like
awkward gifts. Our tears moisten the ground here.
We have lifted each other up, danced each other home, rocked each other into
deep laughter. Our bright faces, lit with hope, awaken the leaves.
Both shared mourning and celebration help us grow together.
5 . W E E D I N G : M A K I N G I N T E N T I O N A L S PA C E

Gardening is experimental. We want bugs that pollinate but not bugs that eat and
kill the plants. We want sun, but we don't want the plants to burn. We want rain,
but we don't want the seeds to drown. We want plants

to

grow but we have to pull

up weeds . . . which are also plants, because they drain resources that our movement
needs to grow. UBUNTU's new practice of literally growing gardens together ad
dresses the difficult process of remembering what shared values bring us together
now that we have survived the direct conflict of the highly publicized Duke Lacrosse
Rape case. While we refuse to participate in the criminalizing agenda of the state
and refuse to reinforce divisions between us that serve to weaken our movement,
we also have to be vigilant about definition. I am because we are can drift into . . .
I am because I'm the best! I am because I'm smarter! I am here because I want the
resources this community has earned through struggle even though I don't want to
be held accountable by this community. I am around because it seems cool.
We have to define what we want. We want to grow a successful and beautiful
garden, which means we have to be explicit about what we are aligned on. No to
pesticides and weed-killing chemicals that poison everything. Yes to shared meals
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and evolving recipes. Since this is a first time process for many of us, we are just
learning the difference between the seed we planted as it sprouts up and the weed
that threatens to distract us and impoverish our vision. Is the possibility of SOl-C3
funding a resource for growth or a weed that undermines the growth of our move
ment? Is the attention of mass media a tool or an individualistic fuel for our own
fame? How do we stop harm within the collective group before it destroys our con
nections to each other? Do the organizations that make up the coalition sustain the
work of UBUNTU, or should individuals involved in UBUNTU be helping to sus
tain those organizations? What happens when we no longer find committees nec
essary, but we don't have a committee to revise our statement of purpose to reflect
that? How can we affirm a structure that is still in the making? How do we grow the
impact of our movement while being very clear about shared values? How do we
make spaces for different levels of impact and commitment? How do we differenti
ate between comrades and allies? Do we have enemies or simply different relation
ships to power and access?
As the results of our shared action and growth here in Durham, we are now en
countering many questions. Lots of things are growing, in many directions . . . what
is it that will feed us?

6 . S H A R I N G THE HARVEST

In conclusion, even though we are in an early a n d tenllom <;t<l ef' o f grnwtb"
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ham we know that our survival and our healing is linked to yours. From the begin
ning of this process (which did not begin with us) we have been committed to shar
ing our lessons and asking advice far more broadly than our direct

communities.

Seeds travel. Our growth is connected. The UBUNTU blog (www.iambecauseweare.
wordpress.com) and BrokenBeautiful Press (www.brokenbeautiful.wordpress.com)
have been ways for us to share the lessons that we are learning with a wider com
munity of survivors, organizers and allies. Our zines including one about How To

Support a Survivor of Sexual Violence, one about Moral Revolution, and our interac
tive j ournals and poetic anthologies are in use all over the world. We are honored
to have comrades in this process of healing. Noemi Martinez of Hermana Resist in
the Rio Grand Valley uses Blues Record/Improvising Peace as an anchor in a writing
group she facilitates for survivors of gendered violence. Participants in the Allied
Media Conference created a zine called Outlaw Vision: Reclaiming Power, Truth,

and Justice for Ourselves based on the model of UBUNTU's Wrong is Not My Name
zine.
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The Day of Truthtelling, a national event with endorsements and participants
from all over the country, has introduced a model of loud, visible, healing-based
community response that people around the country have d rawn on to respond to
the ongoing gendered violence in all of our communities. We are honored that the
New York City organizers of a healing vigil to respond to murder of Sanesha Stew
art, a young Black trans-woman who was slandered and disrespected in the news
media even after her death, were inspired by their participation in and support of
the Day of Truthtelling.
We believe that we grow the world we want community by community ground
ed in our specific contexts but growing a shared and dynamic vision and process
that will bloom, revealing alternatives to a violent policing, imprisoning state, and
feeding us with the fruits of our loving labor.

A L E X I S PAU L I N E GUM B S is a queer, Black tro u blemaker. S h e works w i th Critical

Resistance, Sp iritHo use, S o u thern ers o n New Ground, and UB UNT U. She is als o
t h e fo u n der of b rokenbeau tifu l p ress (www. broken bea u tiful. wo rdp ress. c o m).
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Anonymous

Brothers can you hear? Can you hear that voice of reason screaming in your ears?
The collective yells of our Ancestors testifying to atrocities perpetuated against the
African Nation? Brothers can you hear the blood of your fellow man pleading ven 
geance for t h e life lost a t t h e hands o f enemy forces? Brother c a n you or have you
been rendered deaf by the constant bombardment of the static noise packaged as
music? Have you conditioned your spirit to receive the hard bass line which is fol
lowed by words with genocidal intent? Brothers can you hear the cries of the or
phaned Black babies whose parents were killed by Black hands. Brothers can you
hear the dying gasp of dreams being smothered by foreign Ambitions? Brothers can
you hear, can you hear, can you hear? Can you hear what I am asking you? Asking
of you? If so, take head and Act!
At the core of the abolitionist position is revolution. The purpose of ridding the
state of prisons is to weaken it so destruction is more easily accomplished.
When a state is founded on white supremacy and its policies and logic reflect
this hundreds of years later, reform is inadequate as an ends in itself. The logical
and appropriate solution is revolution.
I know the abolition of prisons in this country will not happen, at least in my
lifetime. So what then is the practical purpose of this position?
Intention. It's to remind practitioners that reform is only a means to an end. It
is not enough to have a more humane prison, but to have no prisons. There is no
humane white supremacist state. Our actions and our everyday should reflect this.
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