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Dear Readers,

Welcome to Issue 29 of The Abolitionist. In this period of astonishing energy and 
public discussion about the state of policing, imprisonment, sentencing, and 

surveillance, Critical Resistance launched a video project called “Breaking Down the 
Prison Industrial Complex” in the Fall of 2017. The video project explores the current 
state of the prison industrial complex (PIC) and how people are fighting back to resist 
and abolish it. As always, we feature abolition as a strategy to dismantle systems of 
violence and punishment in favor of systems that 
increase health, stability, and self-determination. This 
issue of The Abolitionist features transcribed excerpts 
from the project that we feel encompass the spirit of 
the project. We’d like to thank Rachel Herzing and 
Isaac Ontiveros for directing this project with Critical 
Resistance.

Throughout this issue, we’ve included the voices of 
leaders, organizers, and scholars that have been at 
the forefront of movements for freedom and self-
determination. For example, in segments by former 
political prisoners Masai Ehehosi and Claude Marks, 
we see the importance of political education and 
resistance behind prison walls, and the ways that the 
prison regime seeks to stifle the movement on the 
inside. Scholar-activists Ruth Wilson Gilmore and 
Dylan Rodríguez shed light on the ways that the system 
of policing is shifting to expand its scope, and why our 
resistance must not be based on simply a rejection 
of instances of “police brutality,” but a rejection of 
policing as a whole. Importantly, we also include 
the words of Mariame Kaba, Marbre Stahly-Butts, 
and other longtime organizers on the importance of 
building abolition as both a long-term vision and an 
everyday practice.

Political education is key for developing a cohesive 
strategy for PIC abolition, both inside and outside 
prison walls. The goals of this project are 1) to revisit 
a critical, grounded understanding of how the PIC 
operates today and why PIC abolition is essential, 
2) to highlight what shifts in common sense PIC 
abolition requires and ways that PIC abolition is being 
put into practical action, and 3) to deepen current 
conversations about PIC abolition and to expand them 
by engaging new voices and audiences. Because The 
Abolitionist is one of the primary strategies that we use 
to communicate with people inside prisons and jails, we 
felt that it was important to share portions of “Breaking 
Down the Prison Industrial Complex” with our readers 
inside through this vehicle. The PIC intentionally stifles 
the ability of imprisoned people to receive and share 
information in a number of ways, including banning or 
censoring formats such as video or audio recordings. 
Sharing transcripts is our way of resisting one way in 
which the PIC and its actors seek to exert power and 
control. We hope that this issue of the paper contributes to the collective learning, 
strategizing, and building as we struggle together toward a world free of state violence. 

In the spirit of building shared political struggle and unity, we also encourage our 
readers to share their reflections with us on the content of this newspaper. In this issue, 
you will see that we are revising our submission guidelines to include two ways for our 
readers to engage with us: “Kites to the Editor” and “Call for Content.” We especially 
encourage our readers who are currently imprisoned to write us with their thoughts on 
the analysis, news, and all other material that we publish.

In Solidarity,
The Abolitionist Editorial Collective

FREE TO PEOPLE IN PRISONs, JAILS, and DETENTION CENTERS • EspaÑol al revÉs
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c/o CRITICAL RESISTANCE
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The Impacts of the Prison 
Industrial Complex 
By Laura Whitehorn

The fact that so many people of color are locked up—and people think a lot 
of times of that as sort of an aspect of racism—there is an impact of it on the 

ability of communities to continue to struggle. I’ve heard people talk about the 
rise of mass incarceration starting in the 1970s. Well, what else happened in the 
1970s? There was the destruction of the Black Power movement, the Puerto Rican 

independence movement inside the United States, 
the Native American movement, and the white anti-
imperialist movement (less so the latter but mostly 
the Black movement and the Puerto Rican American 
movement). You see, these movements were 
destroyed by COINTELPRO and by the FBI—and 
by the law enforcement agencies, not just the FBI 
but the militarization of police. You can see that all 
starting at the same time. And so when you see the 
mass incarceration of especially Black youth, who 
are those people? Those are the people who 10 or 15 
years before were the people who made up the Black 
Panther Party, the Revolutionary Action Movement, 
the Detroit League of Revolutionary Black Workers, 
and the African Liberation Day Movement. 

So all of those resistant forms were populated and 
created by Black people. So if you take the masses 
of Black people, and you not only incarcerate many 
of them for all these advanced crimes that weren’t 
crimes before with long sentences that weren’t long 
sentences before, then you can disempower the 
community in that way. In addition, you disempower 
their families because now, in addition to having 
to struggle to make a living, their mothers, their 
sisters, their fathers, their kids have to struggle to 
keep those people in commissary to schlep miles 
and miles and miles to see them and to hold on to 
their homes. So in New York City, if you travel around 
as I did when I got out of prison at the end of 1999, 
I was really appalled by what had happened to the 
neighborhoods that I remembered as vibrant—not 
rich, but vibrant—sustained Black working class 
neighborhoods that were now decimated. And the 
government was saying, “Oh it was drugs, it’s drug 
dealers, it’s all that”—no, it’s mass-incarceration. 
You can see where in every neighborhood that 
fed the prison system with thousands of kids and 
adults who were incarcerated that the housing stock 
was destroyed and turned now into big apartment 
complexes for rich white people. You can see that all 
over. 

You also see the impact on the schools because when 
the schools became police institutions where when 
you walk into a public school in New York City, it’s like 

walking into a prison. I mean one time I went to speak in my friend Dequi’s class 
in an Arts High School in Midtown, and it was the first time I had been in a high 
school since I got out of prison, I really had flashbacks. You had to go through two 
security checks and a metal detector and then there’s this desk of cops hanging 
out, drinking coffee and laughing with each other, and I felt like I was in prison 

John Kayne
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Critical Resistance seeks to build an 
international movement to end the 
prison industrial complex by chal-
lenging 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 communi-
ties 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.

ABOLITIONIST

I think it’s essential for people to learn together 
in order to be able to understand what we’re up 

against. I think that precision in our analysis is going 
to actually allow us to be much more successful 
than emphasizing what we are actually trying to 
dismantle—and, more importantly, not knowing what 
we’re trying to build. I don’t think you can work on 
your own. There’s definitely no way to dismantle the 
systems that we’re trying to dismantle on our own. 
That’s first and foremost.

I think we learn together how to fight. Part of that is 
to learn together, literally, in settings where we can 
argue things out, where we can debate, where we 
can struggle over big ideas together. I’ve found over 
the years that sometimes that’s seen by people as a 
form of elitism and a form of being removed from the 
“real work” that needs to happen. For me that is the 
real work that needs to happen, because in building 
those relationships, in sharing our ideas, we become 
stronger.

What we have right now is a very weak set of actors 
on the left who aren’t going to be able to withstand 
the forces of the state that are already marshaled on a 
regular basis to crush us. I think we have to know what 
we’re facing.

That’s a big part of what I try to do in calling people in, 
both to think about big ideas and also to think about 
history. Not because I think that history repeats itself; 
I don’t believe that, and I also don’t believe that just 
knowing your history is enough. I don’t want history 
to be a constraint on action; I want it to be a guide that 
helps us to find our bearings and develop a common 
language for how we’re going to fight.

That’s why I care about political education; that’s 
why I care about creating curricula and teaching and 
learning together.

Learning Together 
How To Fight
Mariame Kaba

To engage in critical political practices in whatever 
moment we inhabit is to embrace the humility of 

what it means to be part of the historical legacy. I think 
it helps us take even more seriously and urgently 
the fact that it is not only a logical consequence to 
be an abolitionist, but it is an ethical and historical 
obligation to be an abolitionist. That, if there is 
such a thing as standing on the shoulders of history 
and ancestors, and guiding one’s own political and 
biological descendants, that abolition becomes a 
necessary ethical obligation. To not engage in some 
attempt at that practice is actually unethical.  If you 
are to be judged by history, then it is to say that you 
have to embrace that ethical obligation.

So in the current moment, I think we can see unfolding 
is the fact that in order to engage and embrace in 
what we call an abolitionist politics, it means at a 
bare minimum two things. The first is extraordinarily 
vigorous debate and argument over who and what 
inhabit an abolitionist position. It is a question of 
whether there’s such a thing as people who are more 
inclined to be able to inhabit abolitionism, and on 
the other hand, what the politics, the thought, and 
practices of abolition actually look like at this day 
and time.  There is, of course, a language arguing that 
people who are most vulnerable should be the ones 
to guide and lead an abolitionist position.  The reason 
why we should have healthy suspicion of that is that 
it presumes a definitive sense of vulnerability.  If we 
understand that there are logics of vulnerability that 
folks and particular people, categories of people – 
Black people, colonized people, people considered to 
be gender non-normative – we can understand those 
lines of vulnerability all the time; but within those 
lines of vulnerability there’s complexity as well. So 
this is the other side of the argument, this is to push 
back against the argument as well as those who would 
say we’re all vulnerable, because we know we’re not! 
I’d love to have “white people problems” all the time! I 
struggle to have “white people problems” – that would 
mean I have all kinds of good stuff going on, I don’t 
have to worry about rent and food.

So if we have a complex understanding of what it 
means to be vulnerable, and what it means to be doing 
work alongside, and in identification and intimacy 
with, positions of vulnerability, including long 

historical structured vulnerability to these systems – 
that to me is the starting point for abolitionist practice. 

In the immediate sense of, “what does an abolitionist 
practice look like right now,” I’m going to continue 
to argue for the near future, most likely, that it is in 
large part a challenge of political culture and political 
pedagogy.  Meaning, this is about language and about 
how we think and how we teach. It’s about taking the 
cultural dimensions seriously and understanding 
that the counter warfare against domestic war, 
against racist and gendered domestic war, against 
proto-genocidal domestic war, it is in significant part a 
cultural problem. And the reason I say that is this: I’ve 
seen so many rooms of people who bombard audiences 
– I mean I’m talking audiences K-12 students to elders 
– bombard audiences with all kinds of statistics and 
empirical evidence that demonstrates that the only 
real position that one can inhabit right now, is at the 
bare minimum a complete overhaul of the way police 
and incarceration and so-called “criminal justice” 
work.  This is folks who will show evidence about so-
called disparities and asymmetries across lines of 
race, gender, class, and all the rest of it.  It is very often 
not in the least convincing.  Especially for folks in the 
room who believe that there need to be prisons and 
policing, that there need to be people lots of people 
locked up, lots of Black people locked up, lots of brown 
people locked up, that there need to be tons of cops 
on the street doing their dirt, even with the periodic 
scandals of violence against their cousin and their 
uncle who got killed.  Even with that, the statistics and 
the empirical evidence don’t necessarily convince 
people of anything, which means that there’s a whole 
dimension that we need to articulate, which is the 
cultural dimension.  We need to have stories to tell, 
ways to retell a historical story, another way to narrate 
what is true and what is not true, and ultimately, it’s 
about a way to tell a story of humanity, of living, of 
living as human beings, that draws from the very 
existence of those who are deemed to be other than 
human.  Meaning those who are designated under 
the structures of gendered, racist criminalization 
as being other than human.  That’s the position that 
actually demonstrates the possibility for something 
other than the current condition of “mankind” that 
we’re kind of coerced to live under.

Abolition is our 
Obligation
Dylan Rodriguez
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I think there’s a deep cultural assumption of punitive 
punishment and of othering; there are people who 

deserve dignity and humanity and people who don’t. 
When I was in grad school, I had the opportunity to go 
to Zimbabwe. I was working with a Catholic mission and 
hospice mission, up in Montebello where there had been 
a series of massacres throughout the 1980s in which like 
thousands, tens of thousands of people were killed or 
put in mass graves, and people were living next to their 
neighbors who had killed their husband ten years ago 
and were living with that violence and that insult every 
single day. And then there was some sort of upheaval 
and folks who had the opportunity saw their revenge 
and their vengeance, and after literally decades of being 
politically soft, at being a kind of destruction, and went 
to Zimbabwe as they were rebuilding. There had been 
this political collapse, there had been some retribution 
killing, but it was a community on both sides that was 
devastated, that had seen more violence than I have ever 
known or experienced in my life, and were figuring out 
ways to repair the community that weren’t actually based 
in punishment and retribution. They had gone through 
that and seen the effect, and were having huge economic 
issues because of a dam and huge drought issues. People 
were starving, and they were hungry, the government 
was falling apart, and the currency meant nothing - 
people’s wealth and stability were in question.

So these fault lines that were based in deep, deep 
personal violence and trauma were being bridged, and 
people were trying to figure out how to live together 
and forgive each other – and if not forgive each other, at 
least survive together. I was incredibly moved and it was 
revelatory to me of the solution – I grew up in a church, 
and not a church that believes in an eye for an eye, but the 
idea of how do our ethics play out in our politics, what is 
the level of violence and trauma that we can sustain, and 
to think about a more productive way of being together 
in the world. My time in Zimbabwe was just incredibly 
revelatory and instructive in terms of reality: that the way 
I had been taught we must deal with social infractions – 
with violence, with trauma –was actually not true, and 
that in this community, it had actually led to economic 
and desperate, desperate conditions. But the ability to 
come together and hold people accountable, and also to 
work towards a shared vision about what to say to survive 
was actually giving folks strength. It included taking 
bodies out of mass graves and re-burying them. It wasn’t 
a process of forgetting or silencing – it was a process 
of literally re-burying, bringing bones that have been 
buried 20 years before back to the surface and having 
real conversations and real trauma and real pain around 
what had happened in this community. Only then was 
there a way to move forward, but folks are trying to move 
forward. And so I think it was my first introduction to a 
different kind of cultural value system and I didn’t have 
any idea of what it could be – what accountability means, 
what violence actually brought, and how do we actually 
move forward collectively when our survival depends on 
it. That was an experience that was incredibly powerful 
for me.

I think the other experience was just a series of loved ones 
and people in communities I was in were being locked 
up and having this sense of ‘the conditions of this are 
impossible.’ Like, this is inhumane, this is destroying us, 
and there are too many people who have too much profit 
to be made off of our destruction to allow these systems 
to continue. All that is to say that I think abolition has 
been a political process for me and was lastly assisted by 
the last three years and the organizers who I get to work 

with.  This included getting this clear sense from folks 
who were in communities, were in North Minneapolis, 
where violence was the issue, some of whom were 
being sexually harassed and assaulted themselves, and 
understanding that police and these systems don’t keep 
them safe at all and understanding the deep failures of 
the system.

So all that to say, yes, abolition is and should be on the 
table, and I think I feel incredibly hopeful about the 
idea of abolition. Number one because I’m hearing from 
communities who have had different tactics of dealing 
with violence and trauma for a long time understanding 
that they’re now more legitimate than the violence 
and police state that we’re now inside of. That’s a really 
important shift that at least I have seen and that moved 
me personally. I also feel hopeful about the ways in which 
people are linking the funding of the system and how the 
roots spread all the way out. I think the prison strikes that 
are happening across the country, in the Free Alabama 
Movement, the way that we’re talking about the way 
that prison labor still feeds economy, the way that the 
building of prisons, the employment of clerk’s offices in 
prisons, that all of these things are so embedded in our 
economy. A real analysis and assessment of how wide 
the net of the PIC is, although daunting and depressing, 
I think is really helpful because it gives us a sense of the 
system. Before we can untangle or dismantle we have to 
have a sense of the full scope and that work is happening, 
which makes me hopeful, and think it is really important. 

Abolishing the 
Prison Industrial 
Complex
Marbre Stahly-Butts

The Abolitionist Editorial Collective is revising our 
submission process in order to allow us to better 
incorporate content from readers. There are now 
two specific ways for readers to submit content for 
consideration in The Abolitionist: 1) Kites to the 
Editor and 2) Calls for Content. 
Kites to the Editors
These are direct responses to content in previous 
issues of The Abolitionist. These are meant to be 
short notes from our readers expressing their 
opinions, reactions, disagreements, or thoughts on 
content in the paper. See PAGE 7 for more details.
Send Kites to the Editor submissions to:
The Abolitionist Paper
Attn: Kites to the Editor
1904 Franklin #504 
Oakland, CA 94612

Calls for Content
In each issue of The Abolitionist we will put out a 
“Call for Content” that asks for specific kinds of 

content. For example, we may request content on 
a specific theme, responses to an event, review of a 
book, ask for poetry, etc. See PAGE 5 for this issue’s 
Call for Content.
Send Call for Content submissions to:
The Abolitionist Paper
Attn: Call for Content
1904 Franklin #504 
Oakland, CA 94612 

Everything Else
While submissions to the paper will need to 
follow these new guidelines, Critical Resistance, 
the organization behind The Abolitionist, still 
welcomes your letters, essays, poetry, art and 
anything else you would like to share with us. We 
look forward to hearing from you!

Critical Resistance 
1904 Franklin #504 
Oakland, CA 94612

The Abolitionist Paper Revised 
Submission Process There is any number of fairly simplistic 

understandings of why the prison industrial 
complex (PIC) exists. None of them are entirely 
wrong, but in their simplicity, they are misleading. 
So if your explanation of why the prison industrial 
complex exists is that this is a racist country – yes, it 
is a racist country, but it was a racist country in 1950, 
it was a racist country in 1900 and we didn’t lock this 
many people up back then.

So understanding why the prison industrial complex 
exists could be more complex and nuanced. I 
think understanding how it works could be a lot 
more detailed, such that more of us thought more 
strategically about where it is vulnerable. So for 
example, if I give you a big wrench and say, “disable 
that car,” you could beat on the car for a couple of 
months and probably disable it.  But if you knew how a 
car works, you could disable it in 30 seconds. Now I’m 
not saying that we can disable the PIC in 30 seconds 
with any wrench. But I feel sometimes that we are 
beating on it with a wrench instead of understanding 
where it is vulnerable and how we can break it down 
more easily than we do.

Fear of Analysis
craig Gilmore

Continued on page 8, “Abolishing the PIC” R
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In Lee Correctional Institution, a maximum security 
prison in South Carolina. Seven comrades lost their 

lives during a senseless uprising that could have been 
avoided had the prison not been so overcrowded from 
the greed wrought by mass incarceration, and a lack 
of respect for human life that is embedded in our 
nation’s penal ideology. These people are demanding 
humane living conditions, access to rehabilitation, 
sentencing reform and the end of modern day slavery.

These are the national demands of people in 
federal, immigration, and state prisons:

1) Immediate improvements to the conditions 
of prisons and prison policies that recognize the 
humanity of imprisoned people.

2) An immediate end to prison slavery. All persons 
imprisoned in any place of detention under United 
States jurisdiction must be paid the prevailing 
wage in their state or territory for their labor.

3) The Prison Litigation Reform Act must be 
rescinded, allowing imprisoned humans a proper 
channel to address grievances and violations of 
their rights.

4) The Truth in Sentencing Act and the Sentencing 
Reform Act must be rescinded so that imprisoned 
humans have a possibility of rehabilitation and 
parole. No human shall be sentenced to Death by 
Incarceration or serve any sentence without the 
possibility of parole.

5) An immediate end to the racial overcharging, 
over-sentencing, and parole denials of Black and 
brown humans. Black humans shall no longer be 

denied parole because the victim of the crime was 
white, which is a particular problem in southern 
states.

6) An immediate end to racist gang enhancement 
laws targeting Black and brown humans.

7) No imprisoned human shall be denied access to 
rehabilitation programs at their place of detention 
because of their label as a violent offender.

8) State prisons must be funded specifically to offer 
more rehabilitation services.

9) Pell grants must be reinstated in all US states 
and territories.

10) The voting rights of all confined citizens serving 
prison sentences, pretrial detainees, and so-called 
“ex-felons” must be counted. Representation is 
demanded. All voices count!

From August 21st to September 9th, 2018, people 
in prisons across the nation will strike in the 
following manner.  Work strikes: prisoners will 
not report to assigned jobs. Each place of detention 
will determine how long its strike will last. Some 
of these strikes may translate into a local list of 
demands designed to improve conditions and 
reduce harm within the prison. Sit-ins: In certain 
prisons, people will engage in peaceful sit – in 
protests. Boycotts: All spending should be halted. 
We ask those outside the walls not to make 
financial judgments for those inside. People on the 
inside will inform you if they are participating in 
this boycott. Hunger Strikes: People shall refuse to 
eat.

A Response to Lee Correctional 
Facility Tragedy
Released on behalf of Jail House Lawyers Speak
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A Community Context for Fighting the Prison 
Industrial Complex
Jose E. Lopez

It’s actually interesting that we’re sitting here today 
talking about—obviously this issue of imprisonment, 

obviously about the prison industrial complex—and just 
about a month, closer to two months ago, we welcomed 
my brother Oscar Lopez Rivera here to his community. 
And we sort of contextualized that welcoming within the 
past 50 years of community building in this community. 
And so, why 50 years, and why mark them within that 
context? 

Well, [my] brother Oscar came out of Vietnam in 1967, 
exactly almost six months to the day after the Puerto 
Rican riot of 1966. And when you think what were the 
causes of that “so-called riot”, and I want to make clear 
that this was not a riot, just like none of the riots of the 
60s were really riots—they were rebellions against a 
system of colonial oppression. And so when my brother 
came from Vietnam he came to a community that had 
been devastated, a community that had been abandoned, 
a community which was marginalized, a community 
which had faced incredible police attacks. It was very 

common for young Puerto Rican kids to be picked up 
on the corners in this community of Humboldt Park 
and West Town, and taken to a nearby park, which was 
Smith Park, which was a park where most of the Italians 
lived, and they [the kids] would be let go in the midst of 
the park and then they [the people who took the kids] 
would scream “Puerto Ricans in the park!” and these 
kids would be beaten up. 

So we were facing a situation which I think in many 
ways—some things have changed, other things have 
not changed—but nevertheless, it’s within the context 
of confronting obviously this systematic process 
of marginalization that Puerto Rican people faced 
in Chicago that my brother came to in 1967. And he 
immediately began to involve himself in community 
organizing projects, in projects that would speak to 
the self-actualization of our community and to its self-
determination and to its self-reliance, which basically 
are the three principles which guide the work to this day 
of the Puerto Rican Cultural Center.

 And why those principles? Precisely because of the 
systemic process of marginalization that Puerto 
Ricans came to face in the United States, in Chicago in 
particular during the late 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s when 
a large number of Puerto Ricans came to the U.S. urban 
centers as part of the broader process of literally the de-
nationalizing process in Puerto Rico, would culminate 
in the period between beginning in 1946 to 1966 with 
almost two million Puerto Ricans leaving the island of 
Puerto Rico and establishing themselves in primarily the 
urban centers of the United States. 

So, my brother came back from Vietnam and began 
that process. So when my brother returned from his 
imprisonment, we actually took advantage of that 
moment to really recall the historical process of those 
50 years that he had initiated in this community, and 
that ultimately in many ways led to his, or at least those 
processes that he committed himself to working against, 
and that basically ended in his incarceration.

We have to stop relying on the language and the 
rhetorics of police brutality. I feel like I’ve been  

saying this constantly, and I think a lot more folks are 
starting to hear it because they understand more deeply 
what I mean when I say that it’s not police brutality if 
the state sanctions the violence. At that point you move 
from calling it police brutality to calling it policing. The 
problem is no longer that the police are exceeding the 
alleged constrictions on their power but are actually 
fulfilling it, and not only fulfilling it but pushing the 
boundary further in what the state will allow them to 
do. That’s what we’re seeing now right when we have 
a proliferation of these cell phone video spectacles 
of cops shooting Black people in the back as they run 
away from the cops with their hands up and there’s a 
question of whether or not that particular police officer 
will be held legally culpable. What you are talking 
about is a new form of police practice, which is also 
an old form of police practice. It’s not police brutality, 
it’s police practice. This is a pushing of the boundary 
of what policing actually is and of what the state will 
sanction. 

And here’s the other part of this. In the rare instances 
in which individual police officers are—in the 
criminological sense and in the legal sense—held 
culpable for committing violence—and usually fatal 
violence—against so-called innocent citizens. And 
activist communities want to celebrate that. The 
mistake that is being made is a celebration of an 
exception to a rule. The notion that that is somehow 
an execution of justice is a celebration that happens 
in complete ignorance of the fact that the line that was 
just drawn is temporary.

The entire historical archive of policing—the entire 
historical experience—that Black people,  native people, 
border crossers, queer people, transgender people and 
so forth have with policing clearly demonstrates that 
what the police do is constantly experimenting with 
what the boundaries of police power entail—not just 
in terms of fatal police power but the everyday force, 
everyday physiological violence by which I also mean 
emotional affective, psychological and other forms of 
violence, which might not write themselves on your 
skin but write themselves on your body, on your soul. 

When we talk about the rare instances of police being 
brought to justice, what we miss is the entire picture of 
what’s actually unfolding in front of us. 

Having said that the other problem that I think we 
have to confront is that when we think about the rise 

of different forms of mobilization and direct action 
against police violence, police brutality, policing we 
need to ask the question all the time, why the hell 
people think they need to go around hugging cops at 
these demonstrations? I think it is worth constantly 
questioning, in an acute away as we possibly can, 
why there seems to be this compulsively need to 
demonstrate one’s humanity by demonstrating one’s 
love for a person who inhabitants an inhuman position. 
Because that’s what policing is. I didn’t say a subhuman. 
It’s an inhuman. To have the power behind a badge to act 
as the agent of the state to execute fatal violence on the 
base of your own judgement is an inhuman practice. To 
inhabit that power is inhuman. There’s a lot of current 
and former cops that will tell you that. There’s a lot of 
former cops who quit because they couldn’t take living 
within the consequences of inhabiting that inhumanity 
for very long. I include prison guards in that. 

So knowing that, part of what we have to question with 
current insurgencies is this political script in which 
you know we—whatever we means—need to declare 
and qualify that everything we do is not based on a 
hatred of cops but the fact that we love cops and that 
what we’re really protesting is them overstepping their 
bounds.

What would it mean to demand consequences of a 
different sort, which didn’t rely on the same racist 
state structured definition of justice and culpability 
and accountability that has given that position of 
inhumanity the power to execute in the first place? 

This is to say that at the same time that we’re beginning 
to hear languages of prison abolition gaining currency 
and traction, it’s interesting that we don’t necessarily 
hear the same languages being tied to the police. In 
fact, what I would argue is that the rise of a reformist 
and even allegedly abolitionist practice and discourse 
and analysis around criminal justice, prisons, jails, and 
so forth is actually being accompanied by a buttressing 
and amplification and strengthening of policing

In this moment what I think I’d add to the argument 
is that there has to be an insistence on a discussion of 
both radical opposition to policing as an institution as a 
form of inhuman power and the abolition of police and 
what that would mean. 

It’s just as unthinkable now and unspeakable now as 
prison abolition was 15 years ago so I think that’s the 
shift in political culture that that people need to push.

It’s Not Police Brutality
Dylan Rodriguez

Call for art
You can support CR’s campaigns and projects with your artistic skills. We are always in need 
of fresh and vibrant images to help communicate our messages. Will you help make abolition 
common sense? Please send us your artwork! Use the messages below as themes. You can 
include the words in the image or just use them as inspiration:

Please send your work to:
Critical Resistance
Attention: Artwork

1904 Franklin St #504
Oakland, CA 94612

*We value your contribution. Please indicate if you would like to be credited if we print your work. 
If so, how? (Name, Name + Mailing Address, Name + Prison, Anonymous, etc.)

• Invest in People, Not Police and Prisons
• Our Passion for Freedom is Stronger than 

Their Walls
• Toward Liberation
• Freedom
• Self-actualization, Self-determination
• The People United Will Never Be Defeated

• No New Jails!
• Bring Our Loved Ones Home
• Stronger Communities are Possible
• Build Solidarity and Power with 

Imprisoned People
• Heathcare, Not Policing!
• Political Education and Study Builds Power

Juan Gomez
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In my mind it’s very similar to thinking about 
community control of the military. Who are we actually 

going to be sending folks to be bombing or to whom are 
we actually going to say, “You need more tanks in this 
place”? The institution of policing as a whole is meant to 
be, is functioning as, and will forever function as a tool 
of control, a tool of repression, a tool of criminalization 
and dehumanization. Policing upholds the power of 
people who are profiting off of the exploitation and 
dehumanization and death of oppressed communities. 
Policing has not ever been meant as a tool to protect and 
serve Black people, poor people, undocumented folks, 
queer, gender non-conforming and trans people. It’s 
meant to be a tool to maintain the status quo and keep 
people in line, and if you can’t be kept in line you go into 
a cage or you die.  

There is not a way to reform the thing because it is not 
actually broken.  This is a tool meant to control and 
repress and restrict the movement of people. So number 
one, I don’t actually know what community control of 
policing looks like in a concrete way. So let’s say maybe 
a cop murders someone and then they get fired and they 
go through the court system. That’s not actually keeping 
more folks from being murdered. We’re still saying that 
we think it’s important to pay people to surveil our folks, 
to bring trauma and violence into our communities. 

We actually know that what communities are calling 
for, what communities are demanding, and often times 
what communities are defining as safety is more safe 
spaces for our young folks to go to, more investment 
in education, access to good food and more affordable 
housing. Police departments are the institutions that in 
major cities hold between 40-60% of the city budget and 
the general fund, but they say they don’t have money for 
education or for after school programs. To me the straight 
forward shot of it would be, let’s give community control 
of the budget and then see what happens with policing, 
because I don’t know how many folks are actually going 
to be calling for policing. Let’s actually put the money 
directly into the things that we know that we need for 
our communities to be stable, for our communities to 
thrive, for our communities to define what safety looks 
like for themselves and to keep each other safe. Let’s 

chip away at the shit that we know is not working and has 
not been working for us because if we are prioritizing 
us as the people who need to have the power to be self-
determined, then we know policing is not supporting the 
self-determination of poor folks, of marginalized people 
however we define that, as folks who are being most 
impacted by policing. 

I don’t know of who’s calling for more cops. I think 
the argument that our people aren’t ready yet, or that 
community control of policing is the first step towards 
abolition is a false argument. Community controlled 
policing is actually trying to legitimize policing as 
something that is actually going to keep us safe one 
day and we have had thousands upon thousands upon 
millions of examples of how policing has endangered the 
lives of our folks however we’re defining our folks.  For 
me I’m talking a lot about black folks and queer people 
and poor people, and I think if we’re actually trying to 
talk about what’s going to keep us safe then what has 
kept us safe is ourselves. The thing that is putting us in 
danger, the thing that’s dividing us, the thing that tries to 
isolate us from community is policing. Policing is a major 
tool of systems of power; whether we’re talking about 
gentrification, whether we’re talking about education, 
whether we’re talking about access to quality food and 
labor rights. Policing is a tool that’s used to enforce the 
status quo and push back on people demanding equal 
access, demanding self-determination, demanding food 
sovereignty. Policing is a tool that is used for all of those 
things. Policing is a tool that is used to push Black people 
out of Oakland. Policing is a tool that is being used to 
push Black folks out of Atlanta and the west end. 

So in addition to looking at what the impacts of what all 
of these things are I think it’s important to look at the 
tools that are being used to implement those things and 
that is policing. When we want community control of our 
food that means we have to get rid of the police. When we 
want community control of our education system, we’re 
going to have to get rid of the police. So yes to community 
control, but that also means that we have to get rid of 
the tool that’s taking away our control and our ability to 
actually be self-determined people. 

What’s Wrong With Community 
Control of Policing?
Kamau Walton

Underlying the prison 
industrial complex there’s 

been a consistency—to target 
vulnerable people. The definition 
of vulnerable has some variation 
over time and space, and we can 
see greater intensities in certain 
times and places, and lesser in 
others. So, for example, modestly 
educated people in the prime of 
life, who are not white have been 
targeted significantly. But so have 
white people, especially, but not 
exclusively, in rural America. 
People not documented to work 
have been targeted. But so have 
people who have been documented 
not to work—which is to say 
people who have been carrying 
convictions, regardless of their 
citizenship status. 

But what’s also key to my 
understanding of what’s going 
on now, is the fact that police 
departments—or what they 
like to call themselves, police 
organizations—over time, have 
gotten greater and greater power 
to participate in many aspects of 
social life that other state agencies 
used to take care of. In other words, 
police organizations—especially 
in big cities here in New York City, 
in the city of Los Angeles, and 

we could probably name many, 
many others—have internalized 
the mission of social welfare 
organizations. And the difference 
between what they do, and what 
these other state agencies do, or 
have done, is that they demand 
a certain kind of self-policing or 
unmatched deputy status in order 
for people to qualify for meager 
social goods and benefits. 

At the same time, agencies whose 
mission has never been about 
policing and punishment—let’s 
say the United States Department 
of Education, or, you know, any 
number of welfare and other 
agencies, health, for example—
have internalized the mission of 
policing in order to allocate the 
scarce resources that they have 
between the so-called deserving 
and the undeserving. So, one case in 
point that I like to use as an example 
is the United States Department of 
Education has a SWAT team. Why 
would they have a SWAT team? To 
legitimize what they do in the eyes 
of the completely delegitimized, 
and yet still large, set of agencies 
whose work is supposed to be 
social welfare, social goods, social 
benefits, and, dare I say, social 
justice.

When the Prison Industrial 
Complex Masquerades as 
Social Welfare
Ruth Wilson Gilmore

Immediately I think of a web, a huge web. I think of booby traps. I 
think of all the different ways, mechanisms, systems, rules,  policies, 

institutions, and players that benefit off of the suffering of our people. 
I think of our people being pushed into cages—and everybody who 
is benefiting off of it—and the way our people are suffering inside of 
cages. It feels like all roads lead to a cage in this country, whether that 
is from the hospital to a cage, the schools to a cage, or from the grocery 
store to a cage. We just live in a police state. There is no social safety 
net to catch our people. What has been created in order to continue to 
oppress our people is the Prison Industrial Complex. 

What is the Prison 
Industrial Complex?
Mary Hooks

Call for 
Content

Send Us Your Work!
We are seeking content for our upcoming issue 
of The Abolitionist on the theme of “Tearing 
Down the Walls from Both Sides.” In this issue, 
we will get into how people in the free world 
and those behind walls have worked to abolish 
the prison industrial complex (PIC). We hope 
to provide concrete examples of actions that 
have challenged the PIC, and to demonstrate 
the ways that people on the inside and those 
outside have collaborated. We aspire to use this 
next issue to imagine future collaborations and 
articulate what needs to be done for them to 
manifest as powerful challenges to the PIC. We 
are accepting content, in the form of writing, 
poetry, and visual art. Some prompts that you 
may use for inspiration:

What types of organizing and resistance have 
you seen and/or participated in while locked 
up?

• How can people on the outside support the 
political work of people on the inside?

• How have imprisoned people contributed 
to social and political change?

• How have you collaborated with people 
on the outside to challenge the prison 
industrial complex?

At your earliest convenience, please send 
submissions to: 

The Abolitionist Paper
Attn: Call for Content
1904 Franklin #504 
Oakland, CA 94612 

Sarah Farahat
Poor People’s Campaign
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ABO Comix’s recently released ABO Comix Queer 
Anthology #1 is a lovely array of comics drawn by 

queer and trans people inside prisons and jails across 
the country. Overall, the artwork is varied, but the 
stories told are poignant, funny at times and warm 
in their everydayness - conveying how people create 
a life in places that are meant to steal lives. After a 
welcoming intro written by an imprisoned person, 
the beautifully drawn “Geremy” demonstrates 
the importance of correspondence with currently 
imprisoned people, literally helping to keep the 

demons at bay. I really enjoyed the stories of tender 
humanity exemplified by Jay Shandy’s “Prison Frog,” 
wherein two people who nurse a found frog back to 
health in their cell and then must figure out how to 
help it live. I appreciated the assertion of humanity 
presented in the Sirbrian Spease’s “A Homo thug’s 
Swagger,” which discuss pride in one’s queer identity 
and the beauty of finding love while imprisoned. 
Something that really stood out in this anthology 
was the attention paid to the struggles transgender 
people, specifically transgender women, face when 
inside of prison. The snappiness and sweetness of 
“Doing Time” and the “The Diatribes of Morning 
Starr” showcased the resilience transwomen must 
have under these horrifying conditions. The editors 
also make sure to include pages for people who 
were working to submit art but were interrupted 
by the violence of prison. Holding that space really 
shows a commitment to the collaborating artists as 
opposed to valuing the finished product over the 
people. What is most powerful in the anthology 
is the spirit of resistance that shines throughout 
all the comics. Stories like “Time and Chance,” 
“Hard Candy” and “Shades of Grey,” demonstrate 
the struggles that imprisoned people engage in to 
assert self-determination in response to the toll that 
prison take on their lives. This demonstrates the 
ways that through their daily acts of resilience, queer 
prisoners and meaning making through art, queer 
prisoners contribute to the collective process of 
prison abolition and queer liberation. The ABO Comix 
Queer Anthology #1 is an excellent read and I highly 
recommend you take the time to do so.

If you would like a copy of The ABO Comix Queer 
Anthology #1, please write to Critical Resistance 
(address on PAGE) We have ten copies and will send 
to the first 10 people to request it.

123
69

BOOK REVIEW:
The ABO Comix Queer Anthology #1
By Woods Ervin

4
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again. It was just like the 
cop station in every unit 
of every prison I was 
ever in. So when you turn 
the schools into places 
where kids are brought to 
jail for being late to class, 
which was happening in 
New York City for many 
years, you’ve destroyed 
education. 

Then you see that the 
ideology that was pushed 
on the masses of people, 
which was broadly 
believed, that crime was 
our biggest problem and 
that we needed more 
laws and every time 
someone would commit 
a crime, there would be 
a new law in New York 
State and other places. 
We have sex offender 
laws now that mean if 
you commit a crime—a 

violent crime—in a 
place where there is a 
child—even if the child 
is half a mile away from 
you—they’re in the same 
location, and you are 
automatically forever 
a sex offender. And it’s 
nothing to do with sex, 
just a child present. 
And the expansion of all 
those laws then created 
a consciousness among 
people that we need 
more laws, more laws 
to lock people up. The 
public came to believe 
that what was going on 
was something to protect 
people rather than what 
was actually something 
to destroy resistance to 
injustice.

Continued from page 1, “PIC Impacts”

To lift up the voices of our folks behind bars, 
Decarcerate Alameda County and Prison 
Renaissance have teamed up to create Care 
Not Cages: A People’s Guide to Healing—a  zine 
and video series featuring incarcerated artists. 
Through the mediums of comics, illustrations, 
written pieces, poetry, and other creative works, 
Care Not Cages reveals the ways that people 
behind bars practice self and community care. 
We know our people have practices on the 
inside and outside to cope with the isolation, 
trauma, and deprivation they experience while 
incarcerated. We want to create channels of 
access for folks to share their resiliency and 
empowerment practices with one another and 
communities on the outside. 

We also know that punishment systems are 
designed to make us unwell and that jails and 
prisons are brutal. True healing can only take 
place in community with support, not in a cage. 
Therefore, we intend to use Care Not Cages to 
advocate divestment from the prison industrial 
complex which poses relentless and serious 
threats to mental health. In Alameda County, 

we reject the construction of a $66 million 
“mental health” unit at Santa Rita Jail!  We 
need to stop investing in cages of any kind, and 
start investing in the practices we already use 
to lift each other up and build mental health 
together. We will be launching Care Not Cages 
online and at an Oakland event in summer 
2018. Please contact either of us to get involved 
or request a copy of the Zine!

Decarcerate Alameda County
1970 Broadway Ave., Suite 1125
Oakland, CA 94612
A coalition fighting to close jails and push 
local government to prioritize alternatives 
to incarceration for folks facing mental 
health crises. https://www.gofundme.com/
carenotcages/

Camille Griep/Prison Renaissance
P.O. Box 2711
Lynnwood, WA 98036
A group of incarcerated artists who 
experienced a rebirth of their human values 
through artistic expression. We publish an 
online literary journal and produce art events. 
www.prisonrenaissance.org 

Introducing: Care 
Not Cages

Inside prison it was super valuable, I think for a lot of 
us. Even though we might have had it out here, inside 

might have been the first time for some of us that we 
were kind of like, quieted down, or in a particular 
spot. So for a lot of people, even if you knew some 
stuff before you started, things had changed, but you 
didn’t get a chance to sit down. Or, if you came from 
a certain part of the country, or a certain part of town 
and I came from somewhere else, we can compare 
what we’re reading, and what you might have read, 
and the actual experiences.

And the same person who introduced me to that 
book, he was very instrumental in stepping up a lot 
of our political education. He was a citizen of the 
RNA [Republic of New Afrika], and he was involved 
in a certain level of struggle, but he didn’t come 
from the same part of the black liberation army. So 
I was part of the collective where there were people 
who actually came from several different things. He 
pushed education, and as a matter of fact, if you didn’t 
have the ability to read, and a lot of prisoners didn’t, 
then within that collective you were encouraged and 

pushed to learn to read and you would get assistance. 
Then you were encouraged to engage, along with 
others, in political education. 

We had four meetings every month and one week was 
devoted to political education. So it was very important. 
And of course, the state knows it’s important too 
which is why they started restricting even materials 
to get in the library, and materials to get inside the 
prisons, period. And again it goes back to the control 
units—to control what you could read and couldn’t 
read, and couldn’t even get a gathering of prisoners 
together. So yeah, I think political education was super 
important. And not just because it would help people 
maintain themselves while they were inside, but 
those were some of the people who would come out 
into the streets and help to organize. And you did have 
large groups, and you still do, of former prisoners that 
would come out and will become involved in activities 
because of the politicization inside. Changing that 
criminal mentality you know, that colonial criminal 
mentality, is dangerous for the oppressor.

Political Education and 
Resistance Inside
Masai Ehehosi

Kites to
the Editor
Send us your reflections!

The Abolitionist is looking for Kites to the Editor 
that we will publish in each issue.

These are short notes expressing our readers’ direct 
responses to articles and art in previous issues of 
the paper. We are looking for opinions, reactions, 
disagreements, contributions, or general thoughts 
on our content.

Some approaches writing a Kite to the Editors:

• Elaborate on something that you agreed with 
and explain why you agreed with it.

• Elaborate on something that you disagreed 
with in an article and explain why you disagreed 
with it.

• Relate an article to other things you have read, 
watched, heard or experienced. 

Send submissions to the Kites to the Editor section 
to:

The Abolitionist Paper
Attn: Kites to the Editor
1904 Franklin #504
Oakland, CA 94612
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Also, folks are building other ways of being together in 
really powerful ways right now that I think – I keep on 
saying this, but an “Emperor Has No Clothes” moment 
for lots of our people. There’s this realization that 
these systems are corrupt, they’re illegitimate, they’re 
violent, and they’re not effective. I think that the work 
that folks have already done for decades or centuries 
or generations have been in other ways to deal with 
trauma. But there’s a resurgence of community-based 
alternatives, and I think that is 100 percent necessary. 
Whatever we do to this system – if we can solve it, if we 
can slowly dismantle it, if there’s a revolution, whatever 
happens – if we don’t have in place some other ways of 
dealing, other ways of governing but also dealing with 
trauma, we will not succeed. There will be a disaster 
capitalism kind of moment, and there will be a new form 
of what we have already seen. So yes, I think it should, I 
think it can, I think that it’s difficult.

I was at a law school event at NYU, and it was conversation 
about abolition. It was interesting because I realized when 
I went, that I had never, in law school or undergraduate, 
had a serious conversation about abolition in an 
academic setting. People just didn’t talk about abolition 
as a thing – it wasn’t like a corner of thought that we could 
actually engage it in the classroom that I was in and 
then inform my thinking. That happened over drinks in 
other places, but didn’t happen in the classroom. I think 
there’s an institutional shift that is already happening, 
that has to happen, in terms of how different institutions 
understand their role in society and understand the 
scope of the criminal legal system specifically. I think 
there’s a cultural shift in all communities that has to 

happen about what we think makes us safe. I’ve been 
moved by the organizers asking folks what makes them 
safe and then trying to figure out ways, like how do we 
support mental health stuff, how do we make sure folks 
have stable housing, which is a huge indicator of safety, 
how do we think about the long term solutions and the 
long term investments that actually make us safe. But 
that doesn’t, I think, interrupt the fact that people are 
still calling the police when there’s a mental health 
emergency even though we know the police kill us in 
mental health emergencies. Folks don’t feel you have a 
choice and so we have to build out those choices in a real 
way and make them available.  

I think there’s a cultural element, I think there’s a 
policy element, and the idea of solving the system we’re 
inside of – that we must at every single turn oppose any 
additional funding, any legitimization of funding, for any 
of the systems. And not just police, but also the prison 
industrial complex, also surveillance technologies, and 
also courts. And we have to insist upon the starving and 
defunding of those systems and whether they care about 
where we want that money to go, which is a different fight. 
In this moment, I think surveillance is quickly becoming 
the kind of the go-to for both corporate profit and the 
government control that our system actually is in service 
of, and was developed in service of. I’m worried about an 
analysis that, and I think the PIC analysis does do this, 
but I’m worried about in doing political education with 
our people, and in our own vision and aims, that if we 
accommodate this surveillance state that it’s actually 
the next PIC that we will see. That we will see the ways 
in which technology and surveillance become cages in 

very literal ways and restrict our freedoms and deny us 
our dignity. So in thinking about that, like just the ways 
that these systems transform themselves if for me one 
of the biggest threats. I can see a time when the prison 
industrial complex doesn’t involve that many prisons, 
but nonetheless has the same incredibly dangerous and 
destructive impact that it has now.

I think that we have to be imagining something different 
constantly and be having these conversations constantly, 
both institutionally and in our communities. I think 
there’s an Angela Davis quote about, “why don’t we have 
a talk about this idea of prisons being off the table?” For 
so long this has just not been a possibility for folks, and 
if we don’t speak things into possibility, they won’t be 
possible. I’ve been really interested in and thinking about 
the ecosystem – we have folks who are really sympathetic 
to the movement in power in really different places. 
Internationally, we have them in power more and more. 
We’re seeing the rise of Black female leadership and 
queer leadership across the board. We’re seeing folks 
being forced – in philosophic spaces, and government 
spaces, and in institutions that have traditionally not 
touched race in a real way – to talk about race. I think 
they should also talk about abolition. We should be really 
clear that part of what we want to be discussing is the 
abolition of these current systems and the state. I think 
that it requires of each of us to take that into whatever 
spaces we are in, and we’re in a lot of different spaces 
now, and just being clear that this is a political hard line 
for us, that we want to see the abolition of these systems.

Continued from page 3, “Abolishing the PIC”
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