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D
ear Readers,

Welcome to Issue 16 of The Abolitionist! Much work and 
re-structuring has happened since Issue 15 came out in 
Summer 2011. We want to thank you for your patience 
while we went through these changes. The goals of this re-
structuring are to reach out to more of Critical Resistance’s 

allies inside and outside, bring more analysis, and to make the paper more 
politically sound and cohesive. One of the ways that we are doing that is by 
using themes to help shape the paper. Issue 16 considers the theme of Life 
After the Prison Industrial Complex (PIC)—something we hope strikes a 
chord in everyone.

Throughout 2011, uprisings across the world from Libya, Egypt, Greece, 
California State Prisons, to the Occupy Movement exposed the state’s 

power and tools of oppression. Within our society, most of us have been 
conditioned to expect punishment as a solution to many issues. A school 
with sub-par test scores? Shut it down. A homeowner who can’t pay their 
mortgage? Kick them out. A parent that can’t afford to feed their kids? 
Take the kids away and put the parent in jail. As schools continue to close, 
homes are foreclosed, and prison funding is increased, we can see that the 
priorities of the state are clearly not aligned with what we know is needed 
to create a healthy a safe society. The connections that link this issue of 
The Abolitionist together are no coincidence: community accountability, 
providing resources and support to those that need it, challenging power 
dynamics, validation and acknowledgment of the voices that are so often 
ignored—the list goes on and on. These are the things that we know we 
need, and once we get them, what will our world look like?

We challenge you to take the breadth and connections between each 
piece into consideration when creating your own vision for a world with-
out the PIC. Because we have all been impacted in different ways by the 
PIC and learned to survive within a capitalist framework we should also 
ask what new opportunities and challenges for you, your loved ones, and 
allies await in a world without the PIC? In addition to responding to harm 
and violence, how will families stay connected? How will our relationships 
to labor change? What will be prioritized financially so that our needs are 
met and our society has an opportunity to thrive rather than just survive? 
Abolitionist editor Zachary Ontiveros, poses some of these questions and 
explores what a new economy could look like in a world without prisons in 
his editorial.

For “A World Without Walls: Stopping Harm & Abolishing the Prison 
Industrial Complex,” we touched base with individuals and organiza-

tions across the country, including CUAV (Communities United Against 
Violence), Creative Interventions, the Challenging Male Supremacy 
Project, and Philly Stands Up, to ask them what their work would look like 
in a world without imprisonment. Philly Stands Up also provided us with a 
visual tool it uses to guide its accountability process (see page 17).

Members of Project WHAT!, a group comprised of youth with currently 
or formerly imprisoned parents, share with us their needs, expectations, 
and experiences of living without and reuniting with their parents. Their 
perspective gives us an opportunity to think about what their experiences 
would look like if their needs and expectations were met, in a world with-
out prisons, while Rights for Imprisoned People with Psychiatric Disabili-
ties (RIPPD) explores community-based strategies to address the needs of 
people living with mental disabilities who are systematically isolated from 
society and often imprisoned.

In an effort to begin to use graphics more effectively in the paper,  Aboli-
tionist editor Toshio Meronek explores the possibilities for redistribu-
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LETTER FROM THE EDITORS

Art by Cheyanne Torres and Evan Bissell

What Cannot Be Taken Away: Families and Prisons Project is a collabor-
ative dialogue looking at the impact of incarceration on families in the 
Bay Area. For five months, artist Evan Bissell met separately each week 
with youth who have had parents incarcerated. The project resulted in 
eight collaboratively designed and created portraits reflecting the par-
ticipant’s experience. Here, Cheyanne’s portrait shows her reflecting on 
her past but her body turned towards the future.  The hand in the visiting 
room window comes from memories of her dad (the glass so thick you 
can’t feel the warmth). “I put the lotus flower in it because it has a lot to 
do with growing from a bad beginning.  The muddier and darker the lo-
tus grows from, the more colorful and beautiful it will be when it blooms. 
And that’s how I’d like to think of myself through life.”  

www.evanbissell.com
For more on Project WHAT! see page 10
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Dear Editor,

A friend shared his copy of issue #14 (my first exposure to The Aboli-
tionist). I fully support the political philosophy and all means necessary 
required to achieve the stated goals of the removal of the scourge of the 
PIC. I did have concerns about one particular article: “Strategies for a 
Successful Re-Entry Plan” by Mr. Robert Dellelo.

I see a contradiction inherent in seeking all means to rid ourselves of the 
PIC while simultaneously advocating an approach that would over time 
serve to vastly increase the scale of material inputs (i.e. money) into the 
system that is to be dismantled.

All measures that increase system inputs increase system scale. This is a 
material fact. It is true that occasionally people of good will can be in po-
sitions of authority within oppressive systems and “reforms” are made. 
Yet without exception, over the long-term the Beast/Machine feeds on. 

Maybe we ought to stop acting like food.

The sooner that we stop buying into the dominant paradigm of our time 
that calls for ever-more reliance upon top-down systems and the delu-
sion that reform is the goal, the better off we all shall be.

What I found particularly disturbing was the suggestion that the PIC es-
tablish a “Psychological Department”. Does anyone really imagine that a 
well-funded psychology department will not be fully assimilated into the 
PIC within a decade? Providing the “system” with vast amounts of data 
towards its ongoing and relentless project to transform the person into a 
function within the Panopticon?

Gil Serrano #004839
Hudson Correctional Facility
3001 N. Juniper St.
Hudson, CO 80642

Letters

tion of funds that currently go to one hour 
of California prison spending in order to 
help us to imagine the possibilities for a 
world without the PIC on a larger scale. 

Toshio also interviewed Raphael Sperry, 
former president of Architects/Designers/
Planners for Social Responsibility (ADPSR), 
to learn about the relationship that architec-
ture has to both the expansion and abolition 
of the PIC. In a similar vein, Rose Braz, of 
the Center for Biological Diversity, reminds 
us of the relationship between the social 
toxicity of the PIC and the environmental 
hazards prisons pose to help highlight how 
important PIC abolition is to creating and 
maintaining healthy environments.

Having pieces written by our readers is an 

important part of what The Abolitionist is 
all about. The theme for Summer 2012 will 
be prisoner organizing, and Fall 2012 will 
explore surveillance as a tool of the PIC. By 
focusing the paper on particular themes 
we still have the ability to work with our 
long-time allies and connect with new ones, 
but hopefully in a way that makes our work 
more cohesive.  Your insight and perspec-
tives will help make this possible.

We hope this issue awakens new ideas, 
visions, and energies in both your and the 
collective struggle to create the new world 
that we all know is possible.

In solidarity,
The Abolitionist Editorial Collective
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Critical Resistance seeks to build an international 

movement to end the Prison Industrial Complex by 

challenging the belief that caging and controlling 

people makes us safe. We believe that basic 

necessities such as food, shelter, and freedom 

are what really make our communities secure. As 

such, our work is part of global struggles against 

inequality and powerlessness. The success of the 

movement requires that it reflect communities most 

affected by the PIC. Because we seek to abolish the 

PIC, we cannot support any work that extends its life 

or scope.

Send your letters, submissions, and 
subscription requests to:

The Abolitionist
c/o Critical Resistance
1904 Franklin St.,  Ste. 504
Oakland, CA 94612

Please be sure to let us know if 
we have permission to print your 
full name and address along with 
your submission. See p. 5 for more 
instructions on submitting writing 
or artwork for publication.

ABOLITIONIST

“Marsha P. Johnson,” by Jason Fritz-
Michael (jasonfritzmichael.com)
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More Than “Education, Not 
Incarceration”
By Erica Meiners

Prison industrial complex (PIC) abolition shuts down prisons and 
frees caged people, but abolition is also the work of re-imagining 

and transforming other supposedly democratic institutions that have 
locked out too many. Building for PIC abolition requires a radical imagi-
nation to believe that institutions, particularly education, could be 
otherwise.

How could an abolition politic re-imagine higher education? 

Erica receives a monthly stipend to attend her local post-second-
ary educational institution – a community college. All education is 
free, public, and open enrollment. The private high schools, col-
leges, and universities have been nationalized and their endow-
ments redistributed. Some of the classes she takes are at night, and 
she has ready access to an excellent, free, and flexible childcare 
program at the college. Healthcare is provided for everyone, so 
she isn’t concerned that not working will cancel out her health 
insurance. A part of a free student housing co-operative, she lives 
in a bright and airy three-bedroom condo with a yard in the back. 
Her girls share a room, and she has her own study. 
Erica takes classes in the vibrant Economics De-
partment that is full of a range of theorists, includ-
ing new faculty from South America who study 
histories of collectivization. She is also taking 
classes in the Gender and Women’s Studies program and is curi-
ous about relationships between labor movements and immigra-
tion policies.  Next fall she and her girls will travel to Mexico for a 
semester to learn about migration. Writing has been a struggle for 
Erica, but she meets with her writing mentor, a graduate student 
and a local poet, at least twice a week. She expects to finish her 
undergraduate degree in six years, in part because of her double 
major and her part-time work in the college’s student publishing 
press and associated library.

Is this wildly extravagant, laughably utopian, and simply impossible? 
Why? Why can’t public community colleges be free, offer housing and 
health insurance for students, an economics department staffed by 
full time faculty (including scholars from Venezuela with expertise on 
nationalizing natural resources), stipends to students to study full time, 
and free and consistent tutoring? Why not?  

Bent by the landscapes of capitalism and white supremacy and by de-
cades of a learning-style that shames audacity, praises pragmatism 

and punishes dissent, to imagine is to open oneself up to the possibility 
that everything could be otherwise.  This is risky, but what we have now 
is unacceptable. 

The Pell Grant, a federal subsidy that has historically sup-
ported many individuals to afford tuition, now covers less 
than 32% of a student’s annual college costs. Being a student 
increasingly means amassing debt with little hope of paying 
it off.  There is now a trillion dollars of student debt, which 
many economists expect will lead to the equivalent of the 
housing collapse, and, according to the National Education 
Association, the average debt is approximately $25,000 for 
an undergraduate degree.  This debt follows you for life.  
Most state universities are public in name only, supported 
by tuition dollars and bolstered by the suppressed wage la-
bor of students on campus who run everything from depart-
ments to libraries to food services. 

Higher education cultures are shaped less by faculty sen-
ates, unions, or even politicians, and increasingly by 

student loan companies, multinational food service corpo-
rations (such as Sodexo), military and big pharmaceutical 
research dollars, real estate developers, and so on – a form of 
anti-development. Community colleges, the post-secondary 
institutions where the overwhelming majority of people 
receive an education, have eviscerated their liberal arts 
curricula and expanded job training programs. The privi-
leged few, under the punishing logic of meritocracy, access 
a sparkling range of curricular options at resource endowed 
private and public restrictive enrollment research universi-
ties where the tuition bill exceeds what the federal govern-
ment thinks two families of four should be able to live on for 
one year. 

PIC abolition requires that we rebuild our educational 
system and retake the ample resources that scaffold our 
carceral state. While the census’ logic calculates that one in 
six Americans lives in poverty and state educational coffers 
stagnate, decrease, or are tied to more punitive account-
ability regimes, other publicly financed industries grow.  Between 

2000 and 2005, a new prison was built in the United States every 12 days. 
While incidences of violence and reported crime rates continued to 
decrease between 1984 and 2000, across all states and the District of 
Columbia spending on prisons was six times the increase of spending 
on higher education. The United States deports more people a day than 
ever before, at a cost of $18,310 per apprehension (this figure does not 
include detention and other processing costs). The federal government 
spends 58% of the discretionary budget on military-related expendi-
tures.

To reframe the budget crisis, the University of California Movement for 
Efficient Privatization suggested merging prisons and colleges into the 
same pot of funds – and just call it a UNISON! Because, when it comes 
down to it, we are talking about the same thing: state sanctioned fu-
tures for those who are the “best of” and those who are, well, just not 
the “best of”.  Yet we know, intimately, that these “best of” and “worst 
of” public pathways are visible before preschool, and best and worse do 
not describe us but simply point to the public institutions that have been 
made available to us: prison, military, or college.  

The relationships between imprisonment and education are not com-
plex. Beyond the neoliberal ties—both prisons and universities are 
public pathways supported by our tax dollars—research tells us about 
other intimate connections. Those who are locked up have been pushed 
out of free world formal education (according to the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, approximately 63% of those in state prisons have not earned 
a high school diploma). This should be no surprise. Lack of education 
(especially a high school diploma) increases the likelihood of imprison-
ment to such a high degree that some social scientists are identifying 
imprisonment as a “life-stage” event, like marriage or the military, for 
low-income Black men.  Piles of research also testify that receiving for-
mal (or credentialed) education while locked up reduces recidivism and 
therefore shrinks the need for more detention centers. This too, should 
be no surprise. Many make the link that carceral expansion directly 
corresponded with revolutionary movements by people of color, queers, 
and/or women across the U.S. that centered liberatory education– teach-
ing and learning that was not readily available in schools. The growth 
of prisons, policing, and punishment was one way to suppress and halt 
these strong revolutionary movements that were, to borrow from Brazil-
ian justice worker Paulo Freire, about linking people to power through 

Public safety is the right to a high quality 
education that leaves no one behind. 

Mary Tremonte, Justseeds Collective

Continued on next page
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political education. 

Although it is clear that increasing access to high quality educa-
tion would reduce the number of people locked up and cost 

the nation less and that there are stacks of research pointing out 
that our education and carceral policies are expensive, unjust 
and racist, we have not been able to effectively push back. Not 
yet. In 1998 the U.S. banned Pell grants for those in prison and 
made it thorny, if not impossible, for those with drug convic-
tions to get access to federal financial aid after they had served 
their time. Educational privatopias continue to hoard resources 
and concentrate power along race and class lines. In addition, 
our nation continues to funnel young people from our prison 
prep high schools, complete with on-site cop-shops, to juvenile 
detention centers. An abolitionist politic reminds us that 
these institutions are not broken; they are functioning 
precisely as designed. 

We must identify a broader range of other insti-
tutions and enhance our ability to re-imagine 

and challenge the belief systems that natural-
ize their practices. Or, as theorist Fred Moten 
writes, PIC abolition requires transformations:  
“the abolition of a society that could have pris-
ons, that could have slavery, that could have 
the wage.” We only have to look a decade or so 
back, or one or two countries over, to gener-
ate ideas of how education should and could be 
different: high quality and accessible, unionized 
faculty and students, low or free tuition.  Letting a few 
people out of prison or admitting a couple of the “better and best” 
into college is not enough. Public safety is the right to a high quality 
education that leaves no one behind. 

Erica R. Meiners lives, works, and teaches in Chi-
cago Illinois. She can be reached at e-meiners@
neiu.edu or by mail through CR’s National Office: 
Critical Resistance, attn.: Erica Meiners, 1904 
Franklin St. Suite 504, Oakland CA 94612.

What If
By Mustapha, Centinela State 
Prison

If I had a million records, what would they say? If I had 
a million thoughts, what would they be?

If there wasn’t such a thing as love, what would 
equal to hate; if there wasn’t such a thing as being 
rich, then would we not dream big?

What if all the things in this world that are important today 
didn’t spark the least bit of interest tomorrow?

What if you woke up today and realized the 
things you stood up for yesterday was the oppo-
site of what you believe in today?

What if you realized that our nation is flawed, simply be-
cause men are flawed?

What if we looked in the mirror and embraced our 
flaws without blame or prejudice or complaint, but 
instead, began to change it?

What if we as a world realized that it takes only one man 
or one woman to affect the course of direction, but it takes 
everyone to be heard?

What if we realized 
that with war comes 
sacrifices and not every 
sacrifice will see a gain, 
but leave an 
impression?

What if we learned to expect casualties by utilizing them 
as a stepping stone, and not letting up but increasing resis-
tance?

What if we realized that the things we fight for 

today are not for us but for the benefit of our chil-
dren tomorrow?

What if we realized that together we can overcome anything 
because we are the people, and without the people you have 
nothing?

What if you realized that all it took was a stand, 
and then took a stand?

What if we realized that self-abuse wasn’t the conflict, but 
self-exploitation?

What if we started with the trash in our backyards, 
instead of complaining about the smell of our 
neighbors?

What if we just realized that together we can do anything?

This is to all my comrades and civilians, those that believe 
and those that don’t, if you don’t believe in you, you’ll fall for 
anything.

Show me a hero, and I’ll write you a tragedy. 
Show me a coward, and I’ll pick out a head stone.

Continued from previous page

Art by Craig Calderwood
Fossilnailpolish@tumblr.com



5The Abolitionist SPRING 2012

A World Without Walls
Stopping Harm & Abolishing the Prison Industrial Complex
By Mimi Kim (Creative Interventions), Morgan Bassichis (Communities Unit-
ed Against Violence), Felipe Hernandez, RJ Maccani & Gaurav Jashnani (Chal-
lenging Male Supremacy Project) and Bench and Jenna Peters-Golden (Philly 
Stands Up).  with Molly Porzig

In exploring what life could look like once we 
abolish the prison industrial complex, one 
of the first questions we almost always run 
into is how to address harm without policing, 
surveillance, and imprisonment. Fortunately, 
many of us in the U.S. are already establishing 
principles and practices for confronting harm 
and violence that do not rely on policing and 
imprisonment. 

The Abolitionist posed five questions to sever-
al organizations leading this work throughout 
the U.S.—Creative Interventions, Communities 
United against Violence (CUAV), Challenging 
Male Supremacy Project and Philly Stands Up. 
These organizations are developing practices, 
principles, and terms that directly respond to 
the need to develop abolitionist strategies of 
responding to harm. The work of these groups 
illustrates that abolition is not only possible, 
but practical, necessary, and within our grasp. 

What is the role of community 
accountability/ transformative 

justice in abolishing the prison in-
dustrial complex?  How do we make 
accountability systemic or commu-
nity-based rather than focused on 
individual people or harms? 

Morgan Bassichis, CUAV: Building up trans-
formative ways of dealing with harm is one 
piece of a larger cultural transition from a way 
of life that values profit to a way of life that val-
ues life. We are not developing a replacement 
for police or prisons or a one-size-fits-all fix, but 
instead infusing our communities with skills to 
create resilient, honest, loving relationships. 

As our movements struggle to redistribute 
resources and dismantle violent institutions, 
we have the opportunity to imagine how we 
want to be with one another. Real accountabil-
ity—doing what we 
say we will do, and 
being able to get back 
on track when we get 
off—is a chance for us 
to show ourselves we 
don’t need the kind of 
phantom “security” 
that we’re told is just 
around the corner 
of one more prison construction, police ex-
pansion, immigration law, border wall, home 
alarm system, criminalizing policy, or expelled 
individual. We are reorganizing our commu-
nities around a value of support. We envision 
families, friend groups, neighborhoods, organi-
zations, workplaces, classrooms that have solid 
skills and capacity to support one another, par-
ticularly in the wake of violence or conflict. All 
of these places will have more access to heal-
ers, but also everyone will think of themselves 
as people who can foster healing where they 
live, work, organize, and play. This requires (re)-
building core skills: witnessing and sitting with 
each other’s feelings and experience without 
jumping to resolution; affirming one another’s 
survival; helping each other tap into resilience; 
figuring out and expressing our requests and 
boundaries that produce more equitable ways 
of relating to one another. We will understand 
we are all surviving violence—state, economic, 
community, intimate, cultural—and that all of 
our bodies, spirits, and emotions deserve com-
passionate care. As we practice compassionate 
self-awareness more and more, we will foster 
relationships and communities capable of deal-
ing with challenges of all kinds.

The PIC wants us to believe that 
police, prisons, and surveillance 

are necessary to maintain the social 
order.  What could “safe spaces” or 
“safety” look like, and, more impor-
tantly, how could we sustain them 
once the PIC is abolished?

Bench & Jenna, Philly Stands Up: As it is now, 
safe spaces tend to function as bubbles de-
signed to stave off folks without anti-oppression 
politics or to respond to people who have per-
petrated assault and have not been accountable. 
Although necessary, the establishment of safer 
spaces often feels watery, fraught, and tenuous. 
Safer spaces do, however, ask participants to 
act with awareness and intention around harm, 
violence, and risk. How do we transform these 
temporary spaces into a lasting framework for 
what we can and do expect of each other? PIC 
abolition is about reformulating safety so that 
instead of policing difference in the name of 
safe communities, safety means celebrating, 
acknowledging, and working through and with 
difference, all while holding self-determination 
as a central organizing principle of the world 
we wish to create and inhabit. 

Since our current models of safer spaces can 
sometimes replicate the policing and surveil-
lance we need to dismantle, it is critical that we 
find ways to creatively build community with 
each other without connecting our safety to 
somebody else’s exile. Part of this work means 
cultivating a culture of talking to each other 
and having high expectations for how we treat 
each other. Transformative justice highlights 
the need for placing at the center of our politi-
cal practice a dedication towards developing 
(re)new(ed) modes of communicating with each 
other that are grounded in abundance, account-
ability, and love. Our movements and our politi-
cal and personal relationships cannot afford to 

continue down the road of “call out culture,” 
where we overemphasize the role of critique at 
the expense of generative political conversa-
tions that allow for growth. Creating abolition-
ist visions of safety, then, is about challenging 
ourselves to understand liberation as collective 
and accountability as community-wide.

Morgan Bassichis, CUAV: Generations of 
white supremacy and capitalism have deeply 
distorted our collective understanding of “safe-
ty”.  The PIC teaches us that “safety” is a com-
modity—something that we come to believe 
can be given, taken away, valued, or devalued. 
And we internalize and embody this under-
standing—“you make me feel unsafe, that’s 
an unsafe neighborhood, we need someone to 
keep us safe”—as if safety is something that 
is done to us. We might instead think about 
“safety” as a self-generating process over time 
that is impacted by external conditions but not 
dictated by them. We will not look to people, 
spaces, policies, or institutions to “make us 
safe” but will instead look to the resources that 
rest in ourselves and our communities that 
can decrease our vulnerability to harm and 
increase our ability to make grounded choices 
that will foster our wellness. Some of these 

resources include being able to have loving, di-
rect conversations, being able to ask ourselves 
and others open-ended questions instead of as-
suming we already know the answer, and being 
able to center ourselves in intense times. We 
will see fostering safety as a shared practice 
that we are all in together, not a destination or 
set recipe. We will come to understand safety 
less as a product and more as localized experi-
ments in interdependence.

Once we abolish the PIC, we will 
need to continue to address the 

trauma the PIC has caused our com-
munities. What are some strategies 
and approaches we can use to re-
spond to this trauma & promote men-
tal, physical, and emotional health?

Bench & Jenna, Philly Stands Up: After the PIC 
is abolished we must fight off the silences that 
are often ushered in after collective or indi-
vidual trauma by finding ways to productively 
fold the memories of trauma and consequences 
of it into the ways stories are told and collective 
remembrances are made. We can learn from 
our empowered legacies of trauma and build 
cultures of resistance out of the oppressions 
that have afflicted us. It is important to name, 
celebrate, and sometimes mourn the tools of 
survival that those most directly targeted by 
the PIC have developed. Equally necessary 
is cultivating the discernment to determine 
when those survival strategies—such as not 
being able to communicate our needs or trust 
others--are obsolete and need to be put to rest. 
There is so much to learn by asking how we got 
here. These inspiring and often tragic legacies 
that ground us in our own vibrant history of 
struggle cannot be overlooked when we live in 
a world free from prisons.

RJ Maccani & Gaurav Jashnani, Challenging 
Male Supremacy Proj-
ect: We need to cultivate 
resilience, our capacity 
to bounce back from 
trauma and oppression. 
This could come in the 
form of talking, sing-
ing, praying, or dancing 
together. What are our 
ways of coming together 

that feed our resilience? What are our ways of 
coming together that are getting in the way of 
our resilience?

On a societal level, a big piece would also be 
prioritizing well-being over productivity, such 
as none of us having to put all of our energy into 
work just to make ends meet. If we still have 
something like a state, what would collective 
reparations look like for victims of the PIC? 
Perhaps fully subsidized healing and health 
care for all formerly incarcerated people? 
Whether these questions are theoretical rather 
than practical only has to do with our capacity 
to carry them out, because they are most cer-
tainly practical concerns.

Felipe Hernandez: The strategies we use sup-
porting imprisoned people to heal by recon-
necting with their histories and spirituality are 
strategies we can use to reconnect and heal 
once we no longer have prisons at all. We call 
this cultura programming—our connection 
to Mother Earth, our connection to our indig-
enous history. We take that cultura—the art, 
music, history—and bring that to folks who 
have been really disconnected, not only physi-
cally, but mentally & spiritually. We create a 

PIC abolition is about reformulating safety so 
that instead of policing difference in the name of 
safe communities, safety means celebrating, 
acknowledging, and working through and with 
difference, all while holding self-determination 
as a central organizing principle of the world we 
wish to create and inhabit. 
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shared sense of spirituality inside the walls in 
order to bring back that power Native brothers 
and sisters had, that they continue to have but 
has been removed from them. We make art, 
draw pictures, or identify where we come from. 
It’s almost like magic sometimes when you see 
a young person drawing a picture that has to do 
with Aztec history. It awakens something they 
probably have never tapped into. It draws back 
memory and feeling. 

Growing up in a really harsh community we 
aren’t taught to show love, understanding, 
compassion because that dictates destruction 
in a way. So we support folks from tough com-
munities by asking them: Do you find yourself 
a spiritual person? Do you have compassion for 
others? Do you have compassion for Mother 
Earth? Where do you want to take your spirit? 
We’re opening those doors for people who have 
never really looked into that. Our program-
ming really comes down to basic reconnection, 
realigning with where we come from: How do 
I sit on the floor and touch the ground for the 
first time again? 

Once we abolish the prison indus-
trial complex, what processes 

or strategies can we use to respond 
to serious harm, including murder, 
rape, and assault?

Morgan Bassichis, CUAV: To respond to high 
levels of harm in ways that are not derivative of 
the PIC, we must first and foremost let go of the 
notion that there are “good” and “bad” peo-
ple—that people who murder, rape, and assault 
people are “bad” and that people who don’t are 
“good.” We all harm people and 
are harmed ourselves, in different 
contexts and conditions and with 
different levels of power behind us. 
Accepting this does not minimize 
violence but actually empowers us 
to be able to face violence clearly. 
We can support the wellness of 
people who have been seriously 
hurt. We can witness their grief, 
rage, and sorrow and resource their 
healing. We can support people 
who have hurt others to address 
the real issues underneath their 
actions, with both people’s dignity 
intact. When dealing with high 
levels of violence, our impulse is 
to want to fix and save and resolve. 
This jumping to resolution can rob 
people of feeling, which is critical 
for healing. Although it may not 
sound the most satisfying, some-
times the best thing we can do is 
listen. 

Mimi Kim, Creative Interven-
tions: We are building our capacity 
to create community principles, 
skills, and institutions that not only 
respond to violence but also prevent 
and intervene in violence in all of 
its stages. Violence does not usually 
begin with serious levels of harm. It begins with 
signs or smaller violations that, if unchecked, 
lead to larger violations. We have to come up 
with processes of intervention that can ad-
dress violence at its small stages – not zero 
tolerance approaches that slam people with 
punitive measures or ban them from spaces 
immediately, which often encourage people to 
go underground rather than stop violence. We 
need measures that are appropriate to the level 
of harm and that have more possibilities that 
we can all 
address and 
stop violence 
as we see it 
occurring. 

Felipe Hernandez: We need to bring the 
responsibility for our actions back to our com-
munities. We need to show responsibility for 
people who are serving time to get back into 
society and as a community have these folks 

come back and be supported, to have services, 
to have places where they can go get answers 
and healing. Where people can come in and 
say, “Hey, we need some type of family inter-
vention. My son and my husband don’t know 
how to talk to each other. Is there anyone who 
could help them talk to each other?” or “I heard 
you speak about struggling with this earlier, 
and it’s a similar thing for me. How did you get 
through it?” 

We need to act with the understanding that ev-
ery person is a valued member of our commu-
nity and is responsible for what goes on in our 
community. I grew up in Los Angeles during a 
very difficult time of LA history with the crack 
epidemic, sky-high murder rate, violence, and 
other things. The only reason I survived was 
because I did have that supporting community. 
We had the neighbors that were involved in our 
lives: that addicted person in the corner; the 
so-called “gang member” that was supposedly 
nothing but trouble. It was our community and 
that person that kept me out of trouble. He took 
the responsibility and said, “I don’t want you 
following my footsteps.” 

If I’m invested in my community, and I’m work-
ing and living in and with my community, it 
makes it harder to just turn my back and say it’s 
not my problem. It is my problem and it’s going 
to be a bigger problem if I don’t do anything 
about it. We need to answer to the people we 
grow and live with and the people we harm. 

Bench & Jenna, Philly Stands Up: When the 
structures that perpetuate violence have been 
dismantled, we imagine the levels and fre-
quency of interpersonal harm will be at a much 

smaller scale and will look radically different 
than they do now. When conflict and seri-
ous assaults/violence do happen, we can use a 
model of Transformative Justice that is rooted 
in building close community, naming positions 
of power and oppression, and using creativity 
and honesty to fuel accountability in an effort 
to empower the survivor(s) to claim and feel 
justice and offer the person who perpetrated 

harm a means to 
make appropri-
ate restitution.

Once we 
abolish 

the prison industrial complex, what 
could supporting survivors of vio-
lence look like?

Mimi Kim, Creative Interventions: Although 
healing may be a different experience and 
process for any one of us, we as communities 
are responsible for creating alternative spaces 
to support the process of healing. The act of 
communities coming together to take interper-
sonal or intimate forms of violence seriously 
can in and of itself make healing more possible. 
For many survivors the fact that support is not 
available is doubly traumatic. We have to be 
available to support survivors immediately and 
long-term. Support can look like emotional 
care; believing survivors; offering material sup-
port such as companionship, housing, trans-
portation, financial support; allowing them 
to go through the full process of grieving and 
healing. It also includes the process of sup-
porting full accountability from the person or 
people directly responsible for harm. It means 
that communities have to understand our own 
role in creating conditions that may allow harm 
to happen, to tolerate it, or even to actively sup-
port it. We have to practice our own forms of 
accountability and take action to change it.

RJ Maccani & Gaurav Jashnani, Challeng-
ing Male Supremacy Project: We can estab-
lish sufficient support mechanisms so that 
survivors don’t have to deal with supporting 
accountability/transformation for the person 
who harmed them unless they want to, and so 
that they can choose to do so in ways that are 
healthy for them.

Morgan Bassichis has been a staff member 
at Community United Against Violence (CUAV) 
since 2007. Founded in 1979 and based in San 
Francisco, CUAV supports low-income and 

immigrant LGBTQ survivors of 
violence to create individual and 
community wellness. Morgan is also 
a volunteer with the Transgender, 
Gender Variant, and Intersex Justice 
Project (TGIJP) and an organizer of 
Transforming Justice. Morgan can 
be reached at morgan@cuav.org. 
/ Jenna Peters-Golden has been a 
member of Philly Stands Up! for four 
years and counting. Jenna makes 
art, makes trouble, and is a trainer 
with the AORTA collective. / Bench 
Ansfield finds political home with 
Philly Stands Up! and adores their 
job as a flower farmer. / RJ Maccani 
& Gaurav Jashnani work with The 
Challenging Male Supremacy Proj-
ect, which was launched in New York 
City in 2008 to build transformative 
justice responses to heteropatriar-
chal violence through group work 
with male/masculine-identified 
activists and organizers, by support-
ing community-based responses 
to violence against women, queer 
and trans people, and children, and 
through media-based projects such 
as the DVD & discussion guide pro-
duced with Bay Area-based partner 
organization, generationFIVE, “Paths 
of Transformation: Men’s Digital 
Stories to End Child Sexual Abuse.” / 
Felipe Hernandez currently lives in 

Watsonville, CA and works with Barrios Unidos, 
an organization in Santa Cruz County working 
to prevent and curtail violence by reclaiming 
and restoring the lives of struggling youth while 
promoting unity amongst families and neigh-
bors through community building efforts. Felipe 
brings his passion for peace through liberation 
and experience of having grown up as a street-
based youth in Los Angeles to his work as a men-
tor to young men in juvenile hall. / Mimi Kim is a 
long time anti-violence organizer and advocate.  
Working in the domestic violence sector for 
over 20 years, Mimi co-founded Oakland-based 
Shimtuh: Korean Domestic Violence Program of 
the Korean Community Center of the East Bay 
in 2001. Mimi has also worked consistently in 
developing community accountability models 
and in 2004 founded Creative Interventions, a 
community resource dedicated to establishing 
community-based approaches to addressing a 
range of violence. She has written extensively on 
domestic violence, community-based violence 
intervention, and has advised on community ac-
countability internationally.

Art by Lydia Crumbley,
JustSeeds Collective

We need to answer to the people 
we grow and live with, and the 
people we harm. 
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An Accountability road map sketches out a process to give it structure 
while clarifying intentions, goals and allowing you to get a sense of 

the trajectory and the big picture. Because accountability processes are 
never linear or clear cut, we use a road map instead of an agenda; Road 
maps have ample room for construction, road blocks and detours. They 
help you maintain sense of your over all goals, while remaining flexible 
and open to re-routing paths and re-imagining the journey once 
you've started.

The Five Major Phases of Accountability 
Processes
There are endless ways to map out phases of an account-
ability process, but here are the five most common phases 
we have charted in our work and experience:

1. Identifying Behaviors
The first step in a process is that a person must have an 
awareness and understanding of the actions and behaviors 
for which they are being called out. This is foundational 
and can sometimes take longer to accomplish than you 
might imagine.

2. Accepting Harm Done
Building on the understanding of what specific behaviors 
led them to this accountability process, the next step is to 
acknowledge in what ways these behaviors were harmful-
-even if harm wasn't their intention. This is the seed of one 
of the most frequent goals in a process: building empathy.

3. Looking for Patterns
Making Comprehensive change to prevent future assault re-
quires broadening the focus beyond the isolated incident(s) 
that precipitated this process. This means identifying and 
naming the person's history of abusive/harmful actions and 
contextualizing these behaviors in their underlying assump-
tions and socialization.

4. Unlearning Old Behaviors
The process of breaking habits starts with identifying harm-
ful dynamics and then deepens beyond naming to analysis 
and understanding. Gaining an awareness and determin-
ing the kinds of situations that trigger or enable abusive or 
harmful behaviors and then having clear strategies to avoid 
and diffuse the potential path for harm.

5. Learning New Behaviors
Building new positive/healing patterns of behavior goes 
hand in hand with breaking down the old harmful patterns. 
One of the tools in this stage is role play, where a person can 
rehearse their consent practices, graceful acceptance of criti-
cism, disclosure strategies, etc. Also important is becoming 

familiar with their resources to support positive and new behavior [af-
fordable therapy, sites to find jobs, a clearly defined network of support-
ive friends, membership to the gym, etc.] This phase is very much about 
understanding the ways to build new behaviors so this skill becomes 
sustainable and fueled by self reliance. 

Philly Stands Up

Accountability Road Map

critical resistance abolition organizing toolkit

Imagining Alternatives
The following is an excerpt from A World 
Without Walls: Critical Resistance Abolition 
Organizing Toolkit, created by members in 
2003. After the PIC is abolished, we will need 
to work together to resolve conflict and harm 
when they take place. Here are two examples 
of conflict resolution that have been used 
successfully without involving the PIC. If you 
would like a copy of our toolkit, please write to 
us and we will send you one.

Exercise 1
Alternatives to Punishment Role Play

Come up with a situation where harm has hap-
pened in your community. For this role play you 
need a person to play the harmer, one to play 
the person being harmed, and others to play 
friends and family for both people. Remember 
that friends and family can be connected to 
both people—especially if the harm in question 
is in the setting of a family or neighborhood. 
 
As a group, figure out: 
1. How you’re going to meet. Who will facili-

tate, especially when emotions are high? 
How will decisions be made? 

2. What is the harm that happened, and how 

is it still felt? 
3. How can you resolve the issue 

without police or prisons? 

The point of challenging our individual and 
collective common senses isn’t to point out 
whose ideas and instincts are wrong or need 
to be corrected and changed. The exercise is 
meant to help us see not just what we think 
about safety, but how many things we think 
about safety. This again makes the point that 
abolition is about building a world that is safe in 
multiple and lasting ways. Spending time work-
ing through what we think and how we came 
to think in those ways about safety is an impor-
tant step in that work. 
 
Exercise 2
Circles
 
The circle is a well-known and successful 
transformative justice practice that comes 
from the aboriginal communities of the Yukon 
in Canada. At the very least, circles are usu-
ally made up of two discussion facilitators, 
the person who inflicted the harm, the person 
harmed, family members, and members of the 
community affected by the harm. In circles 

conducted under the direction of the state, 
lawyers and officials in the punishment system 
are also involved. 
 
Following a set of core principles on which ev-
eryone involved agrees, the circle goes through 
a process to think about the problem. First, the 
circle tries to understand the harm done. What 
happened? Why did it happen? Next, as much 
as possible, the circle designs a tailor-made 
response for repairing the harm and address-
ing some of its causes. The person who did the 
harm can volunteer to compensate the person 
who was harmed if damage to physical property 
happened. If a history of interpersonal conflict 
led to the incident, the facilitator can help come 
up with an understanding between the people 
involved, disagreements can be mediated, and 
disputes can be resolved. Neighbors and peers 
can form support networks for assisting the re-
covery and transformation of both the person 
harmed and person who inflicted the harm. If 
the appropriate resources exist, counseling and 
drug treatment can also be provided. 
 
Circle Role Play Exercise 
Use a circle to address a specific incident. First, 
think of an example of harm, such as an as-



8 The Abolitionist             ISSUE 16 

Alternatives, Continued

Instead of Prisons: Restitution
By the Prison Research Education Action Project

The following is an excerpt from Instead of Prisons: A Handbook for 
Abolitionists published in 1976 by the Prison Research Education Action 
Project (PREAP) and reprinted in 2005 by Critical Resistance. When 
thinking of a world without imprisonment, policing, and surveillance, it 
is important to think creatively about what tools we would use instead 
to keep one another safe and respond to harm when it does occur. Res-
titution is a feasible response to many of the activities that have been 
criminalized and used to put youth, the working poor, and people of 
color in cages.  

Although many things have changed since 1976—and even since 2005—
this piece remains relevant by shedding light on yet another strategy 
for dismantling the prison industrial 
complex while building collective re-
sponses to interpersonal and state vio-
lence today and in the future. Some terms 
used in this piece, such as “lawbreaker” 
and “wrongdoer,” are not terms that CR 
uses because they criminalize and label 
people based on an action. Reading this 
piece gives us an opportunity to see how 
language has changed since 1976 and to 
imagine the possibilities for new terms 
and meanings in a world without the PIC.

Restitution to victims is a promising 
concept, but the prison setting hampers 
its most compelling aspects. For restitu-
tion to be creative and reconciliatory, the 
following conditions are important:
•	 Restitution should be truly voluntary.
•	 Restitution should occur in the com-

munity to bring the wronged and the 
wrongdoer together.

•	 Restitution should lessen the desire 
for vengeance and encourage recon-
ciliation. 

The potential for broad, creative use of 
restitution as an excarceration model ex-
cites the abolitionist’s imagination. Most 
offenses for which people are committed 
to prisons are economic crimes: theft, 
fraud, robbery, burglary, and embezzle-
ment. Though restitution can be utilized 
in practically all wrongdoings, it is most 
obviously appropriate for economic 
crimes. “If a loan, freely made with hon-
est intent to return it, is not repaid, the 
lender has a legal right to proceed against the borrower. It would seem 
to make sense to apply that same procedure in economic relationships 
where the loan is of involuntary or fraudulent nature.” 

Abolitionists believe restitution makes a great deal of sense as an al-
ternative to incarceration, not only in non-violent crimes but also in 

those involving violence. The idea of advocating restitution where loss of 
life is involved should not startle Americans. It is not without precedent. 
For generations the U.S. government has made restitution to survivors of 

members of the armed forces killed in combat or by accident. Similarly, 
survivors of citizens killed by auto accidents are monetarily reimbursed 
by insurance companies or through civil suits.

While restitution options are welcome alternatives to prison at any point 
after a wrong has been committed, it is most meaningful in the pre-
arrest or pretrial period when handled in community settings, bypassing 
the system entirely. Abolitionists recommend dispute and mediation 
centers as the most desirable places for restitution agreements to be 
negotiated by conflicting parties. There, settings and goals are more 
consistent with the purposes of restitution as a reconciliatory process. 
However, settlements can also prove effective when arranged in court 

at presentencing or sentencing proce-
dures.

Restitution need not be only in the form 
of money. If the wrongdoer is wealthy 
and can “buy” his/her way out of taking 
responsibility for wrongs committed, a 
sentence or mediation agreement can 
utilize the lawbreaker’s skills or training 
to benefit the victim or society in gen-
eral. Contributing services is superior to 
the extravagant costs and damaging ef-
fects of the prison sentence and a better 
use of time. 

Presently, the criminal (in)justice 
system’s selection process usually 

leaves out the poor and minorities as 
candidates for restitution as an alterna-
tive to prison. Restitution options should 
be available to all lawbreakers, not only 
those who can afford the money or pos-
sess the skills to contribute services. 
Statutes must be uniformly protective of 
the rights of the poor to make restitution 
in whatever way possible, given their life 
situations, and a wide range of options 
should be included for them to do so.

Outside the System
Restitution is an ideal community me-
diation and excarceration mode:
•	 It keeps the lawbreaker in the com-
munity, permitting him/her to correct 
the original wrong.
•	 In some measure, it corrects the 
discomfort and inconvenience caused 

the victim.
•	 It brings the victim and the wrongdoer together as human beings, 

not as stereotypes.
•	 It lessens the community’s need for vengeance and contributes to 

needed reconciliation and restoration.
•	 It saves the community, the state, and the affected individuals the 

economic and psychic costs of trial and probable imprisonment.
•	 It reduces the role of criminal law. 

sault, that people in your group could possibly experience. Describe the 
important background information that you will all need to know about 
the incident. Next, think of the people involved and affected. In addition 
to the person/s harmed and the person/s who harmed, think of family 
members, friends, and community people who were somehow affected. 
From this list of people, assign different roles for people to act out. 
 
Here is one example to help think about how to deal with an incident in 
which a young person is responsible for committing the act of harm. 
 
Incident
One high school student has severely beaten another high school stu-
dent to the point where the youth who was beaten will have permanent 
facial damage. 
 
Background Knowledge
The high school youth who committed the act of violence has an alcohol-
ic father who beats him. Add other background details that might reflect 
your own particular community. Feel free to spontaneously improvise 
details during the role play. 
 
Cast of Characters
If possible, have at least the youth, their parents or guardians, two dis-
cussion facilitators, a high school teacher, and a neighbor. Other cast 
members could include sisters and brothers of the youth or classmates 

of the youth. 
 
After you have taken the necessary steps to develop a situation and cast 
of characters, follow this circle process. 
 
Sit in chairs arranged in a circle. Use a talking piece that can be held in 
your hands and passed from one person to another. This talking piece 
shows who is speaking. Only one person speaks at a time. The talking 
piece passes around in the circle from one person to another so that all 
have an opportunity to speak if they want to. The facilitators will then 
lead the group through a discussion highlighting the following ques-
tions: 

(Note: For some of these questions, the talking piece may need to go 
around the circle more than once.) 

1. What values or principles should guide our circle as we discuss both 
what happened and how we plan to address it?

2. What happened? How were you affected by what occurred?
3. As much as possible, what can we do to repair the harm that has been 

done? 
4. What can we do to prevent future forms of harm in our community? 

When the circle has arrived at its final resolutions, step out of character 
and discuss the experience. What did you like? What didn’t you like? Do 
you think circles are a potentially effective way of addressing harm? 

ART by jose Villarreal
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Architecture Beyond Prisons
An Interview with Raphael Sperry of Architects/Designers/Planners for Social Responsibility

 with Toshio Meronek

The organization Architects/Designers/
Planners for Social Responsibility (ADPSR) 
made news in 2004 when it launched a cam-
paign asking building designers to sign onto 
a prison boycott to decline contracts to build 
prisons. Since then, hundreds of architects 
have signed the pledge. As this interview 
with ADPSR national board member Raphael 
Sperry reveals, architects can play a crucial 
role in whether or not a prison gets built. 

Can you tell me about your background, 
and how you got into socially responsible 
architecture?

I started out being interested in environmen-
tal issues, which is now one of the big focuses 
of the profession—sustainable design, green 
building. In 2003 I did a lot of anti-war dem-
onstrating around the Iraq War and got to 
know people there who were also dealing 
with prison issues, which I really didn’t know 
much about. The anti-war movement did bring 
people together, at least in my case. At the 
same time, there was an organization out there 
doing green building stuff, called Architects/
Designers/Planners for Social Responsibility 
(ADPSR). They asked me to be on their board. 

I wanted to find a way to make social responsi-
bility relevant to archi-
tects. I wanted to find an 
issue that had to do with 
building. It occurred 
to me when I learned 
about prisons that, in a 
really intense way, the 
relationship between 
the physical facility and 
the social institution of 
prison is really tight. 

So I started to do my 
own research about 
mass incarceration, and 
I read stuff from Criti-
cal Resistance, Justice 
Policy Institute, and 
Prison Activist Resource 
Center. I was struck by 
how bad things are and 
how invisible it is. 

In California the 
California Department of Corrections and 
Rehabilitation (CDCR) likes to stress the 
word “Corrections” in its name, as well as 
the idea of wanting to rehabilitate people in 
some way.  You talk about the relationship 
between the physical facility and the social 
institution of prison—how does this relate 
to the  “rehabilitation” of prisoners? 

I set myself apart from a lot of architects in 
this way, but I actually think that the way that 
buildings are operated is often more impor-
tant than how they’re designed. Architects 
don’t like to believe that, of course.  We’d like 
to think that what we do—the design—is more 
important, but every prison that’s opened in 
California in the last 10 or 20 years, the day 
that they open it, the classrooms and the 
gymnasium are used as dormitories. In that 
sense, even though as a designer you intended 
it to have opportunities for rehabilitation, the 
way it’s operated takes away from that goal and 
defeats your design intent.

The designers who I’ve talked to that create 
prisons view their task as trying to provide en-
vironments that are safe and have low-stress. I 
think at some level they can succeed, but you 
would also need prison management that is 
trying to achieve that. And you don’t get that in 
a lot of places.

Prisons that got makeovers
Malmaison Hotel (Oxford, England - at right) and 
Galerías Pacífico Mall (Buenos Aires, Argentina - 
above). According to Sperry, these refurbishments 
“tend to trade on the morbid fascination that people 
have with prisons.”  This capitalistic exploitation is yet 
another expression of the PIC’s pervasive oppression.  

A really tragic example is that in some juvenile 
facilities where kids have to be given six hours 
of education a day according to California 
code. They’ll have six individual cells next to 
each other, in a crescent shape, all looking at 
the same teacher. Each kid is behind a barred 
window, and they have a little slot where they 
can stick their notebooks through so the teach-
er can look at their exercises. Each student is 
isolated, totally restrained by the building. That 
is not a way to give somebody education. And 
people designed the building to work like that. 

Once you decide you’re going to do this to 
people, it doesn’t matter how you design it: it’s a 
torture chamber. Architects are almost beside 
the point.

In a Socio Design Foundation interview from 
2009, you mentioned ADPSR’s prison boycott 
and a case where a man actually quit his job 
because of all the prisons his firm had been 
designing. Can you talk more about that 
campaign?

There’s been a lot of positive response. There 
was certainly some negative pushback from 
people who were building prisons. There was 
a firm out of Chicago that sent us hate mail 
because they felt like we were trying to destroy 

their business. Architects really understood 
the issue, but they also said, “We didn’t get into 
architecture to tell people what not to do. We’re 
here to make buildings.” 

We need to step up and add “Alternatives to In-
carceration” to the prison design boycott. This 
would be focused on alternatives, like com-
munity service or restorative justice, and on a 
bigger level, on providing things that people 
don’t have, things that the lack of which make 
“crime” a “good choice” for some people: better 
housing, more educational opportunities.

In that same interview, you talked about a 
town in Oregon that gave up all of its future 
water rights to a prison construction proj-
ect, in order to make it more attractive to the 
company building the prison. The thought 
was that the prison would jumpstart the lo-
cal economy. Can you talk about ways that 
the building of prisons affects the communi-
ties in which they’re constructed?

Sure. On the water rights issue, there’s basi-
cally no development without water. In Oregon 
developers came to the town, and they thought, 
“Perfect, we’ll build tract houses for the new 
people who come to town,” which would mean 
economic development. But you can’t build 
tract houses if there’s no water—you can’t get 
a permit from the water utility. You can’t open 

a factory there; there’s virtually no industrial 
process that doesn’t use water.

In terms of other issues, one of the assumptions 
people make is that with a new prison there 
will be more people working in the town. But 
I’ve been told that the CCPOA [California Cor-
rectional Peace Officers Association] contracts 
allow prison guards to live at least 20 miles away 
from where they work. Guards don’t want to live 
in the town where they work. Prisons don’t pay 
much local property tax, and then there’s not 
much of a tax base from new residents because 
the prison workers aren’t going to be there. You 
do have prisoners’ family members, who tend 
to be poor, coming to visit. But that’s not a real 
economic development plan, having a bunch of 
poor people coming for a short visit. 

What do you see as the role of architects in 
achieving a world beyond prisons?

I think we need to build the infrastructure a 
piece at a time. We need to have health care 
for everybody, and an educational system that 
prepares everyone to be able to support them-
selves, and we need places for people to work, 
and live, and feel safe, and there’s a big physical-
facility component to all of that.

The government of 
California is building 
tens of new courthouses.  
Goldman Sachs built 
itself a couple million 
feet of space in New York 
post-9/11. But the things 
that communities ac-
tually need are not on 
the board, because the 
financial incentives are 
all wrong in this country. 
Architects have a role in 
advocating for a system 
that builds the stuff 
that people need, first. I 
think we’d be happier as 
a group building more 
schools and better hous-
ing instead of corporate 
office towers. It’s diffi-
cult because, to support 
ourselves, we often have 
to work for rich people. 

They’re the only ones who have the money to 
build anything. It’s hard to fight the guys you’ve 
got to work for.

In towns that are trying to build jails, you don’t 
hear from architects. The only architects 
who show up are trying to get the contracts 
to build those jails. They need to hear from 
other architects who say, “Actually, this is a 
bad idea. If you’re going to pass bonds, put up a 
new school.” And partnering with community 
groups organizing around these issues—we 
have something to teach. For example, “Here’s 
how your county’s building petition process 
works. Here’s how long it’ll take them to come 
up with a plan, and, when they do, we can help 
you read it.”

I’m sure that would’ve been hugely helpful in 
the case of the town in Oregon.

Right.  Someone might’ve woken up and 
smelled the coffee if this stuff had been ex-
plained to them. 

Raphael Sperry is past president of Architects/Design-
ers/Planners for Social Responsibility (ADPSR), where he 
conceived of and directs the Prison Design Boycott/Alter-
natives to Incarceration campaign. He has presented the 
campaign at design conferences, architecture schools, 
and other venues around the country. He works as a green 
building consultant and is a licensed architect in Cali-
fornia; he also teaches classes on green architecture at 
Stanford University. Write to him at prisons@adpsr.org.
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Youth Speaking Out for Youth 
By Project What! Members, with andrea salinas 

In thinking about a future without prisons, we 
wanted to highlight the perspectives and ex-

periences of youth with imprisoned or formerly 
imprisoned parents. The latest Bureau of Jus-
tice statistics report entitled “Parents in Prison 
and their Minor Children,” released in 2007, 
stated that a third of prisoners in state and 
federal prisons had children, a number which 
had grown exponentially from 1991 to 2007. At 
that point there were about 1.7 million children 
in the U.S. with parents that are incarcerated.  
This number does not include children whose 
parents are in the nation’s immigration deten-
tion centers. According to Project 
WHAT!, a group that works to 
“raise awareness about the 
effects of parental incar-
ceration on children, 
with the long-term 
goal of improving 
services and poli-
cies that affect these 
children,” there are 
approximately 7 mil-
lion children in the U.S. 
with parents under some 
form of supervision, be it im-
prisonment, parole, or probation. 
WHAT stands for We’re Here And Talking. 
The project employs youth who have experi-
enced parental imprisonment to develop cur-
riculum and facilitate trainings given to service 
providers on how to improve service delivery to 
this population. Given that the needs of these 
children are essential to rebuilding and heal-
ing in a world without prisons, The Abolitionist 
asked youth from Project WHAT! about their 
needs from parents and their community. We 
posed three questions to them; here are some 
of their answers. 

What were your needs and expecta-
tions when your parent was released 
from prison? 

� To have a loving parent who understood me. 

�   I needed attention from my parent, love, 
quality time. I needed answers to the questions 
only my incarcerated parent could answer, but 
coming out of jail neither of my parents knew 
how to restore our bond. 

�   To hang out and have some sort of bond, to 
just be a dad and teach his son how to be a man. 
My needs when my parents were released from 
prison were love and stability. I also wanted my 
father to save me from hardship. 

�    I needed clothes and shoes. I 
also needed someone to under-

stand me even though I have 
a hard time understanding 

myself. 

�    My needs and expec-
tations were that I’d be 
able to meet them finally. 

My needs were uncondi-
tional love. I needed to know 

everything and anything about 
these parents of mine. 

What support did your family 
need to satisfy your needs and 
expectations?

�  We could have benefited from a class of 
some kind to help my parents know how to 
come back into my life. We needed the support 
of employers to not discriminate against my 
parents’ background when going through the 
hiring process. We needed my family to accept 
my parents and help them get back on their 
feet. 

�    The holidays were very hard on us. We 
could have used the support of an organization 
that talks to your parent and helps them make 

a list of presents they want to get you, and then 
gets them for you. 

�    My father needed a roof over his head, 
financial support, and food in his stomach. 

�    My family needs to show that despite the 
decisions my mom has made they still love her. 
They need to show they are there for her. 

�    They need a house so that I can live with 
them. My parent needs help to find a job, a little 
money, food, and clothes. 

�    We needed a reunification process to pre-
pare us before they came home. Parents need 
to be able to make phone calls to their children, 
to keep in close contact with them. Parents 
need our forgiveness. 

What do youth need to heal from the 
experience of their parent being 
taken from them?

�    We need to heal our trust issues and learn 
how to deal with situations.

�    They need to come to acceptance for their 
parents’ mistakes and forgive them. Also being 
educated helps the youth learn how to handle 
the situation mentally. Youth need someone to 
listen and lots of love. We also need outlets like 
art, sports, and programs like Project WHAT!

�   We need more programs to help you do 
better at school and in life.

�    I’m still looking for something to heal me, 
but we need counselors, mentors, and uncles, 
things like that.

�    Parenting classes. Youth need to be able to 
talk to their parent about the situation.

�    Youth need someone, whether that be 
friends or a close relative or a work group that 
understands their experience and understands 

Continued on page 12

Life after Prisons: What’s the 
Environment Got to Do With It? 
By Rose Braz and Craig Gilmore

To imagine the environment in a world with-
out the prison industrial complex (PIC), we 

have to first understand the impact of the PIC 
on the current environment.  While environ-
mental issues and concerns are widely dis-
cussed today, many have not identified prisons 
and the PIC as a toxic industry. We can’t truly 
have a society based in values of community 
and environmental sustainability while the PIC 
exists.

Prisons are often sold to poor communities as 
“clean industries” with a promise of hundreds 
of decent jobs and tax benefits.  In reality, the 
effects of prisons on a community are almost 
entirely negative. Prisons suck up local natural 
resources.  Prisons overwhelm city infrastruc-
ture, which can lead to toxic spills.  Prisons 
require local communities to pay for roads, 
sewers & utilities used by the prison.  Prisons 
generate tens of thousands of miles of commut-
ing pollution, often in the most polluted parts 
of the state.  Prisons take irreplaceable land out 
of any productive use or natural setting. Pris-
ons waste valuable public resources that could 
go toward cleaning up our air, water and land, 
but rather are spent on locking people in cages.

Water is a key example the vital resources 
squandered by the PIC.  Water is quickly 
becoming a truly precious quantity in many 
communities as the pace of climate change 

quickens, bringing with it increased drought 
threatening food security worldwide. 

Additionally, aging infrastructure and over-
crowding have resulted in prisons and jails 

leaking environmentally dangerous effluents 
both inside prisons and into local rivers, water 
tables and community water supplies.  In 2000, 
Folsom State Prison (originally built in 1880) 
was fined $700,000 for a massive 700,000 gal-
lon sewage spill into the adjacent American 
River.  Five years later in 2005, Folsom was 
implicated in water pollution again when 17,000 
cubic yards of contaminated soil were removed 
from the prison 
property from 
an area that had 
formerly housed 
scrap metal and 
drum storage, 
industrial manu-
facturing, and 
the firing range.  Despite removal of this toxic 
waste, nearby wells still show excessive levels 
of contaminants and are unsuitable for drink-
ing water.

A report from Prison Legal News shows envi-
ronmental degradation from prisons nation-
wide.  Raw sewage from pipes underneath the 
Miami-Dade County Jail in Florida had been 
sickening prisoners and guards for years. A 

2007 report from the Indiana Department of 
Corrections noted feces leaking from toilets 
into latrines and leaking water/sewage inside 
the building being diverted into open gutters 
at Marion County Community Corrections 
Center.  

Prisons follow the template of other toxic in-
dustries, not just in their literal environmental 
contamination, but also in their exploitation 
of the communities in which they are located. 
Environmental racism is broadly defined as 
racial discrimination in environmental policy 
making, selective enforcement of environ-

mental laws, and 
the targeting of 
communities of 
color and/or poor 
communities for 
environmentally 
disastrous land 
uses, such as toxic 

waste disposal sites, oil refineries, power plants 
or other polluting industries, including prisons. 
Communities of color and poor communities 
bear an unequal and unfair number of environ-
mentally destructive land uses, land uses that 
take from the community but don’t give back to 
it.  

We can’t truly have a society 
based in values of community 
and  environmental 
sustainability while the PIC 
exists.

Continued on page 12
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As individuals who have been psychiatrically labeled and imprisoned, 
members of Rights for Imprisoned People with Psychiatric Disabili-

ties (RIPPD) know firsthand the horrors that exist behind prison walls.

As a child, Miguel had difficulty in school and was sent to special 
education class. In junior high he heard voices in his head that told him 
that everyone was laughing at him. He began using drugs to escape the 
feeling of being different and then selling drugs to support his habit. He 
was caught, convicted of selling drugs, and sentenced to seven years. In 
prison he was diagnosed as schizophrenic with psychotic features, but 
instead of receiving treatment he was locked in solitary confinement. He 
spent seven years in and out of solitary with little to no medication. He 
did two more stints in the New York State correctional system for similar 
drug charges, spending a total of 19 years behind bars. Miguel now lives 
in New York City but notes that he has “never been the same.” Noth-
ing can undo the torture he endured in prison. He has a lack of trust in 
people, even his closest friends and family. Miguel says that had he been 
offered “proper care in his youth” he “might have avoided the prison 
system altogether.”

Paul was diagnosed with bipolar illness in 1991. In 1996 he was arrested 
for two “D crimes” (the lowest category of felony) as a result of a manic 
episode. Instead of taking Paul’s bipolar diagnosis into account (often “D 
crimes” can been reduced to misdemeanors), the judge sentenced him 
to 4 ¾ to 20 years, a term usually reserved for someone who has com-
mitted a severe offense. He is now serving his 12th year in the New York 
State correctional system. Although medication and limited therapy are 
available, prison is the worst place to put a person with a bipolar con-
dition. Guards assigned to units dealing with people with psychiatric 
illness are not trained to deal with the mentally ill or to recognize the 
symptoms of a psychiatric condition, so they inflict harsh punishment 
either through physical violence or Tier III tickets, which result in long 
terms of solitary confinement.  
Paul continues to suffer enor-
mously in prison.

It’s no surprise that the destruc-
tion from the prison industrial 
complex (PIC) extends beyond 
the prison gates. On the outside 
we face tattered connections to 
family, friends, and society in 
general.  Involvement in grass-
roots and community-based 
organizations working towards 
real alternatives to the Prison 
Industrial Complex can be es-
sential to transition out of the 
PIC.

Since its inception in 2003, 
RIPPD’s mission has been to end 
the criminalization of mental 
illness through an abolitionist 
framework.  Our push to abol-
ish prisons is informed by our 
own experiences of inequality, 
oppression, and violence within 
the prison and mental health 
industrial complexes. We need 
to focus on real alternatives that 
disregard the prison industrial 
complex and other systems that 
are modeled after it (i.e. psychi-
atric hospitals) and develop true 
community-based solutions.  In 
the case of individuals who are 
psychiatrically labeled, these 
alternatives mean access to ho-
listic health and mental health 
care in a safe and inviting envi-
ronment.  Not a scene from One 
Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, 
but places of recovery where 
people are self-determined to 
seek meaningful care.  

While the concept of these 
alternatives is still in infant 
stages, there are several Hospi-
tal Diversion models throughout 
the country that serve as respite 
houses for people in crisis.  
Experience shows that these 

programs reduce stigma, increase community integration, and decrease 
hospitalizations/arrests.  Beyond that, Hospital Diversion programs such 
as Rose House in Orange County, New York result in a significant cost 
saving upwards of $700,000 a year versus traditional hospitals or prison 
stays to treat the 250 persons served who might otherwise fall into insti-
tutionalization (People, Inc., 2010).  

Hospital Diversion pro-
grams require three vital 
components to be success-
ful. 

First, they must adopt a 
philosophy that affords 
transparency and mutual 
respect.  Second, they must 
create an environment that 
is safe and inviting.  Third, 
they must engage partici-
pants by building a trusting 
relationship and reducing 
fear of punitive actions.  
These three components 
ensure a humanitarian and 
holistic approach to care.

Unfortunately with the 
prison industrial com-
plex intact, access to 
Hospital Diversion pro-

Carlos’s Story
As scary as it may sound to most non-abolitionists 

and prison profiteers, life after prison is a real-
ity that many experience.  It’s a journey taken by so 
many, those who acknowledge life after prison as a 
war waged against them.

Understanding the similarities of our own histories, 
one can’t avoid the identical visual images from his-
toric slavery with today’s more modernized slavery in 
the prison industrial complex (PIC). Just peel the wall 
from any prison and compare that with the visuals 
of slaves on ships piled tier upon tiers, chained and 
tortured.

Nowadays, with so many private prisons being con-
structed and so many interstate transfers of con-
tracted prisoners taking place, clearly the PIC’s mask 
is being revealed. 

Like so many, I’ve been a victim of circumstances 
created within our society, and as a result was sub-
jected to being imprisoned and scarred for life, be-
lieving there will be no end to the cycles continuing 
due to circumstances within my community.

I was released from prison mentally scarred with 
what appeared to be nothing, and left in the middle of 
a multi-directional highway with vehicles speeding 
in all directions, totally scared and nervous, knowing 
that a wrong step would be the end of me.

I was embraced by communities who were actively 
engaging society to understand the consequences of 
such traumatic experiences.  They provided a plat-
form to build from and break the cycle perpetrated 
by circumstances within many communities. I knew 
the journey wouldn’t be easy, and that the chains are 
always there, lying on the ground to clasp upon a pos-
sible misstep.  In these surroundings I submitted to 
change even with the odds against me.

It’s been six years since my last imprisonment, which 
is mainly due to being active within a broader com-
munity/family seeking to break the chains and create 
a better world.  Many people I don’t even know but 
clearly understand are in struggle against the same 
odds.

What purpose does the prison industrial complex 
truly serve in our communities but to intimidate into 
submission, isolate, and attempt to destroy individu-
als and whole communities? 

What reaction is expected from such continuous ac-
tions?

When I give to the activist community, I receive a 
sense of self-healing.  Together we gain a clearer 
understanding that systems that intimidate, isolate, 
punish, and seek to destroy the natural sense to be 
free, fully express potential, and contribute to a more 
sustaining community do not work.

It has become all too clear that life without prisons 
can be achieved.  Together through consensus our 
communities can shatter the criminalization of whole 
communities. Punishment with underlying interests 
of privatized corporations or the state is ineffective. 
No one is freely contributing to society by being 
forced to make license plates or office materials for 10 
cents a day, especially in such abusive conditions. Our 
own communities must create room in our society for 
life after prison.

Prisons are shocking to the consciousness-- they are 
repressive, suffocating to the soul of humankind. 
They create unhealthy distortions within the train of 
thought of many humans. 

For a society to prosper, when an individual goes 
against democratic consensus of the agreed upon 
considerations to other persons, properties and space 
then a response can be issued that will be beneficial 
for that person’s growth and society as a whole, not 
one that individuals will resent and plant the seed of 
hate.

Clear acceptance of differences, community, and 
the willingness of the community to embrace one 
another are healing processes. I’ve been fortunate to 
come into contact with such community since being 
released. 

Imagine that on a larger scale…

Carlos Sabater
Member, RIPPD

Continued on the next page

Real Mental Health Solutions 
Necessitate Abolition By Rights for Imprisoned People with Psychiatric disabilities
*Names Have been changed
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grams are limited.  Many individuals seeking 
respite and treatment are met with resistance and 
stigma, which leads to incarceration and hospi-
talizations.  For people in a mental health crisis, 
developing a Community Crisis Intervention 
Team (CCIT) is essential to ending the inequality 
and ineffectiveness of the criminal justice mental 
health systems and creates access to diversion 
programs.  CCITs would allow people in crisis and 
their loved ones to have constant access to a team 
of peer specialists and mental health workers who 
could respond to people in crisis, deescalating 
the immediate situation and helping those indi-
viduals gain access to the care they need.  Ideally 
these teams would eliminate the 
need for untrained police officers 
to respond to mental health crisis 
calls, which would result in lower 
arrest and incarceration rates and 
provide significant financial sav-
ings.

The invention of prisons and psy-
chiatric hospitals as institutions 
of punishment has made it hard to 
imagine other ways to solve prob-
lems without incarcerating people 
who are in a mental health crisis.  
While CCITs and Hospital Diver-
sion programs are not a cure-all for 
the dilemmas faced by people with 
psychiatric disabilities, these alter-
natives are a significant advance in 
the treatment of such persons and 
represent a positive hope for the 

future.  That is why, as a community of activ-
ists and people directly affected, we urgently 
need to invest in these and other real alterna-

tives to benefit society as a whole.  

The future holds a lot of hope!

Rights for Imprisoned People with Psychiatric 
Disabilities (RIPPD) is a grassroots, direct action 
organization united to demand justice and social 
change for imprisoned people with psychiatric 
disabilities. We hold monthly meetings on the 
first Tuesday of every month at 1:30 PM at 123 
William Street, 16th Floor, Manhattan, NY.  Visit 
www.rippd.org for more information.

Photo: Rippd

why they make the decisions that they do in life.

�    They need to be able to reestablish a true and honest relationship with their parent. Learn how 
to trust and open up, be reconnected. It was difficult to reunite with my mom because she had been 
incarcerated for so long, and she didn’t know how to communicate with me anymore. Her incarcera-
tion suppressed her ability to communicate. Parents should be supported to talk to their kids while 
they are locked up. Parents need parenting classes and a counseling program to help them practice 
communicating with their kids.

�    They need improved communication with their incarcerated parent so when they are released 
there is a better relationship, rather then them just showing up and expecting everything to go back 
to normal. 

�    Youth need other youth in their same situation. If a kid has siblings they need to be with them 
and know that a part of them is still there, they are not alone. They need support from groups like 
Project WHAT!, trust, and parental bonds.

�    We need for people to not feel bad for us as children of incarcerated parents, understand us, and 
hear where we are coming from. We need to not be judged.

�    Youth need empowerment, love, trust, and truth in order to heal. A parent’s absence does not 
define their child. 

To contact Project WHAT!, write to 1649 San Pablo Avenue, Berkeley, CA 94702, or visit http://www.
communityworkswest.org.

Continued from “Youth,” page 10
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Continued from “Environment,” 
page 10

Fighting against environmental 
degradation is linked to fighting 

against prisons.  It is about addressing 
root social problems and the forces 
that cause these problems.  We know 
what we need to do to slow climate 
change, for example: stop burning so 
much fossil fuel.  We also know what 
we need to do make our communi-
ties truly safe: invest in health, food, 
clean air and water, employment and 
housing, rather than locking people in 
cages. 

For society to thrive in a world without 
the PIC, there must be more transpar-
ency and community-based decision-
making when it comes to efforts that 
impact our environment. Many of the 
reforms related to both the environ-
ment and the PIC don’t address the 
root causes of the problems. So in-
stead of taking people out of cages and 
strapping ankle bracelets on them, or 
switching from oil to “clean coal”, en-
vironmental impact reports would be 
required for every project—no excep-
tions—and results would be distribut-
ed widely. Land currently taken up by 
the PIC (over 20,000 acres in Califor-
nia alone) could be transformed based 
on the needs of surrounding commu-
nities into wildlife habitats, farm land, 
recycling centers, fields where renew-
able energy such as solar and wind 
power are collected, or a great number 
of other possibilities. This could com-
pletely change the landscape of Cali-
fornia’s Central Valley, often referred 
to as “prison alley” due to the ever 
expanding number of prisons, jails, 
and immigrant detention prisons that 
line the main thoroughfare through 
the valley, Highway 5. 

There are clear concrete and im-
mediate environmental benefits 

to getting rid of prisons and the prison 
industrial complex.  The burdens that 
prisons currently place on our land, 
air, water, and communities, burdens 
that have been explored and articu-
lated in this article, will be alleviated. 
The key benefit, however, will come 
from the fundamental shift in our 
society that must occur to both abol-
ish the prison industrial complex and 
reverse course away from environ-
mental catastrophe.  This shift will 
enable us to live in a world lush in 
diversity of species, where we have 
clean air to breathe and water to drink.  
A world where people have a say in 
what is built in their communities, 
and for what purpose, and where those 
industries provide real jobs or meet 
real economic needs of the people who 
actually live there.

So, even if you’ve never thought 
much—or at all—about the deep 
connections between abolition of the 
prison industrial complex and clean 
air, water, adequate and good food, 
and a place for all creatures great and 
small, abolition can provide a frame-
work. Because our struggle to abolish 
the prison industrial complex is not 
just about “education not incarcera-
tion”, it is about freedom not imprison-
ment, self-determination not police 
control. It is about a society that values 
the earth and its resources and crea-
tures, rather than the prison industrial 
complex.

Continued from previous page
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Editorial

Labor After the PIC
By zachary ontiveros

Any speculative vision of a society in which imprisonment, policing, 
and surveillance are not relied upon as solutions to social problems 

must, inevitably, address the issues of labor and capitalism.  The aboli-
tion of the prison industrial complex within the United States alone 
means that more than 2 million people will need to be provided the 
resources and space to pursue meaningful work.  Additionally, there 
are currently millions of people employed in some capacity within the 
PIC: police, prison guards, social workers, etc.  If we are to build a society 
without prisons or police, then these people will also presumably need 
to labor in new areas that differ greatly from their current work.  The 
challenge then becomes how we can build a society that provides the 
space and resources for people to work to maintain a functioning and 
more free world.

The development of the prison industrial complex (PIC) is intimately 
related to the history of labor in the United States.  With the abolition 
of slavery, and, by extension, the pool of free labor it offered capitalism, 
new systems were introduced that ensured a captive labor force.  These 
included sharecropping and the convict lease systems, which forced 
people convicted of a crime to labor in various agricultural and indus-
trial capacities. The convict leasing system, along with sharecropping, 
established ways in which free labor was made readily available. By 
imprisoning certain sectors of the population en masse, captive popula-
tions were to provide the cheap and/or free labor 
that is essential to the functioning of capitalism.  
Added to these systems was the process of im-
prisoning people en masse as a way to warehouse 
a surplus labor force; a surplus made by the ways 
in which capitalism demands a certain level of unemployment while 
simultaneously trying to avoid stagnation.  Additionally, in an attempt 
to make money in order to survive within a capitalist economy, many 
people may be forced into labor, such has sex work or illegal drug mar-
kets, that has been deemed punishable by imprisonment.

We must take into consideration the detrimental effects that imprison-
ment is currently having on unemployment in the U.S.  In a 2002 study, 
John Sutton, a professor at the University of California Santa Barbara, 
argued that, “… people subjected to incarceration were found to have 
reduced chances for participation in the labor market for the rest of 
their lives. Family stability and educational attainment were also nega-
tively affected. Groups most affected in each case were racial and ethnic 
minorities and immigrants.” If more and more people are being locked 
in cages, then more and more people will continue to struggle to find 
employment and contribute their labor in their communities. 

The vast increase in resources afforded to the PIC has come at a great 
expense to social services.  While more and more capital and labor 

are devoted to the expansion of imprisonment, education, healthcare, 
and infrastructure budgets continue to be slashed at alarming rates.  
However, the dismantling of the PIC could result in a renewed concen-
tration on services that could lead to a more participatory economics. 

For example, one major area that could expand is education.  With more 
access to liberatory education people could pursue education that in 
turn could expand skill sets that were unavailable under the PIC.  Ad-
ditionally, former prisoners could apply their skill sets in ways that the 
prison industrial complex makes impossible.

With more time and resources devoted to educational opportuni-
ties we could potentially transform educational systems to better 

serve the needs and interest of people.  Our educational systems could 
take on number of forms to better equip former prisoners with skills 
needed to contribute to the functioning and survival of their communi-
ties as well as allow more space to hone skills that , were not available 
behind prison walls.  Educational opportunities should be expanded 
beyond the traditional forms of “manual labor” offered today, such as 
custodial, domestic, or industrial labor, to include forms of knowledge 
that are currently confined behind the walls of academia and are not 
readily available to certain sectors of the population.  To these areas, 
former prisoners, and, indeed, those employed by the PIC, could not 
only expand personal knowledge, but also bring to various areas of work 
a wealth of knowledge that could not be expressed while confined within 
prisons.

However, it is our responsibility to ensure that former prisoners, po-

lice, and prison industry workers do not, once again, become a surplus 
labor market in a post-PIC society.  The dismantling of prisons does not 
necessarily guarantee that people will be able to freely pursue work.  
Historically there have been a number of oppressive systems that have 
exploited labor.  Furthermore, a number of systems grew in response to 
previous repressive systems.  Slavery, indentured servitude, and con-
vict leasing were systems that effectively provided capital with a cap-
tive surplus labor force that could be readily exploited.  Our goal then 
is to create a society absent of exploitable labor that can be controlled, 
coerced, or imprisoned. The challenge will be to ensure that working 
relationships do not mirror the labor dynamics that, in part, led to the 
expansion of the PIC.   We will need to create economic systems that do 
not view nor treat any labor as surplus but, rather, as essential to a func-
tioning society.  These new economic systems could potentially take a 
number of forms.  Currently there exist anti-capitalist economic models, 
such as solidarity economics and participatory economics (PARECON), 
that could be utilized on a larger and perhaps global scale.  These new 
systems would reject the top-down economics of capitalism, and ensure 
that people’s labor and decision-making capabilities are distributed 
equally. What will we do to ensure the space for everybody to contribute 
their labor meaningfully and freely? 

Zachary Ontiveros is a member of Critical Resistance, Oakland.

We will need to create economic systems that do 
not view nor treat any labor as surplus, but 
rather as essential to a functioning society. 

Send Us Your Writing & Artwork!
We accept articles, letters, creative writing, poetry, interviews, and art.

The theme for the next issue (#17) of The Abolitionist will be prisoner organizing. If you want to submit 
a piece on that theme, the deadline is February 24. Unfortunately we cannot accept all of the pieces we 
receive. Any pieces we consider for publication will go through an editing process for both content and 
grammar. Please note: we do not accept individual appeals for money, legal support, or publicity.

Ideas for Articles and Artwork
•	Examples	of	current	prisoner	organizing
•	Practical	steps	toward	prison	industrial	complex	abolition
•	Ways	to	help	keep	yourself	and	others	physically	and	mentally	healthy	
while imprisoned
•	Updates	on	what’s	happening	at	the	prison	you’re	in	(for	example:	
working conditions, health concerns, lockdowns)
•	Legal	strategies	and	important	cases	that	impact	prisoners
•	Alternatives	to	policing,	punishment,	and	prison
•	Experiences	of	life	after	imprisonment
•	Your	opinion	about	a	piece	published	in	a	recent	issue

What to Submit
•	Articles	should	not	be	more	than	1500	words	(about	5	handwritten	
pages)
•	Letters	should	not	be	more	than	250	words
•	Empowering	artwork	that	will	print	well

How to Submit
•	If	you	want	your	name	and	address	printed	with	your	article,	please	in-

clude it as you would like it printed. If you do not wish to have your name 
or address included, please let us know that when you submit your piece
•	If	possible,	send	a	copy	of	your	submission,	not	the	original

Writing Suggestions
•	Try	to	write	an	outline	before	you	write	the	piece.	Ask	yourself:	does	
the first paragraph tell the reader what the article is about? Do the 
middle paragraphs support and strengthen the main argument. Does the 
last paragraph have a conclusion and some suggestions for action?
•	Even	if	writing	is	difficult	for	you,	your	ideas	are	worth	the	struggle.	Try	
reading your piece out loud to yourself or sharing it with someone else. 
Doing this might help you clarify the ideas in your submission.

Send your submission to:
The Abolitionist
c/o Critical Resistance
1904 Franklin St., Suite 504
Oakland, CA 94612
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S u p p o r t  C r i t i c a l  R e s i s ta n c e  a n d  S u b s c r i b e  t o  T h e  A b o l i t i o n i s t !
Your subscription helps us to send the paper to over 2,500 prisoners for free.

	 q    $35 for 3 issues Low income:  q	$8 for 3 issues
	 q	$60 for 6 issues    q	$15 for 6 issues

Name  _________________________________________________
Mailing Address  _______________________________________
________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
Billing Address (if different)  ____________________________
________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________

q	Please charge my credit or debit card. 
Credit card type:  _______________________________
Credit card number:  ____________________________
Expiration date:  ________________________________

q	I have enclosed a check payable to Critical 
Resistance.

q	Yes, please send me email updates!
Email address:  _________________________________

ECALIFORNIA alone SPENDS 

$1,038,813 PER HOUR ON PRISONs 
what else could that money buy?

432 
years worth of hormone
treatments for a Trans PERSON

26
self-cleaning 

PUBLIC BATHROOMS

1,329,000 
Copies of the abolitionist 

(printing + mailing)

the abby

29
Community mental 

health counselors’ 
SALARIES for a year

20,776
HIV TESTS 

207,763
Burritos 
(Or Other meals)

32
community fitness centers’ 

WORTH OF gym equipment

*Per the 2011-2012 California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation budget.

*

35
Wheelchair-aCCESSIBLE 

TAXI CABS

32 
four-year
uNIVERSITY Tuitions

48 
years  worth of 

rent for a 
1-bedroom apartment

(in oakland)


