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Praise for Abolition. Feminism. Now.

“In this powerful, wise, and well-crafted book, filled with insight and
provocation, Angela Y. Davis, Gina Dent, Erica R. Meiners, and Beth
E. Richie make it patently and abundantly clear why abolitionist
feminism is necessary. Offering vivid snapshots from a political
movement, the book explains how organizing to end violence,
without turning to violent institutions such as prisons and the police
as remedies, is how we learn what we need to do to make change
possible … [The authors] teach us, in taking up the slow, practical,
and painstaking work of campaigning, to expand our political
horizons and create imaginative tools for world-building … This book
is as capacious and demanding as the abolitionist feminism it calls
for. It gives us a name for what we want. Abolitionism. Now.”

—Sara Ahmed, author of Living a Feminist Life

“This extraordinary book makes the most compelling case I’ve ever
seen for the indivisibility of feminism and abolition, for the
inseparability of gendered and state violence, domestic policing and
militarism, the street, the home, and the world. Combining decades
of analytical brilliance and organizational experience, Davis, Dent,
Meiners, and Richie offer a genealogy of the movements that
brought us here, lessons learned, battles won and lost, and the
ongoing collective struggle to build a thoroughly revolutionary vision
and practice. A provocation, an incitement, an offering, an invitation
to a difficult struggle to which we must all commit. Now.”

—Robin D. G. Kelley, author of Freedom Dreams:
The Black Radical Imagination

“In Abolition. Feminism. Now., Angela Y. Davis, Gina Dent, Erica R.
Meiners, and Beth E. Richie brilliantly show how abolition feminism
has always offered the radical tools we need for revolutionary
change. [They] reveal the connections between state violence and



intimate violence, between prisons and family policing, and between
local and global organizing, [and] compel us to see the urgent
necessity of abolition feminism now.”

—Dorothy Roberts, author of Torn Apart: How the Child
Welfare System Destroys Black Families—and How

Abolition Can Build a Safer World

“This little book is a massive offering on where we have been, where
we are right now, and what we are imagining and organizing into
being as abolition feminists … Invigorating and rooting, [it] is
instantly required reading, showing us how everything we have done
and are doing is accumulating towards a post-punitive,
transformative future … This book is a lineage of words and visuals,
showing us the beauty of our efforts, and gently reminding us that we
are not failing—we are learning, and we are changing.”

—adrienne maree brown, author of Emergent Strategy:
Shaping Change, Changing Worlds



Preface

In 2001, a cluster of people attached to two emerging organizations
connected to burgeoning movements gathered in a stuffy room over
a weekend to hash out more than a statement. A key instigator for
the small convening—primarily of women of color—was a pressing
question: how to continue to knit together campaigns and analyses
focused both on building a world without prisons and policing and
building a world free of gender and sexual violence. INCITE! Women
of Color Against Violence was a growing network challenging the
mainstream/whitestream anti-violence movement’s reliance on
policing and punishment, and Critical Resistance had recently
coalesced into an organization of abolitionists campaigning for the
end of policing and prisons.1  While both were new and developing
networks with many overlapping people and shared analyses, these
two groups recognized the value of articulating a collective vision
and the importance of writing and circulating a statement on the
difficult intersection of their shared work. They understood that
crafting a joint statement that balanced an attention to both
interpersonal and state violence represented not only an
engagement with the thorniest subjects for both organizations but
also an opportunity for public engagement in the production of
shared analytics, campaign demands, and radical visions.

Members of the two newly formed groups spent an intense
weekend at Mills College in Oakland, California, hammering out the
“INCITE!-Critical Resistance Statement on Gender Violence and the
Prison Industrial Complex,” which clearly named the vision and the
challenge.2  The statement reads in part:



It is critical that we develop responses to gender violence that
do not depend on a sexist, racist, classist, and homophobic
criminal justice system. It is also important that we develop
strategies that challenge the criminal justice system and that
also provide safety for survivors of sexual and domestic
violence.

Outlining how “radical freedom, mutual accountability, and
passionate reciprocity” can build toward “the survival and care of all
peoples,” this eleven-point statement identified at its core precisely
why abolition must be feminist and why feminism must be
abolitionist. Like most collaborative political work, the INCITE!-
Critical Resistance Statement arrived in 2001 long past its due date
and initially landed quietly. Originally published both as a poster and
a manifesto, the statement circulated in feminist and abolitionist
movement spaces, propelled by the clarity and compelling nature of
its demands and the growing cadre of organizers with whom the
statement resonated. As a key reference point in the history of
abolition feminism, the document is heralded as an exemplary and
clarion call for a more complex approach to anti-police and anti-
prison movements, as well as an insistence on antiracism and
anticapitalism as central dimensions of contemporary feminism.

In 2021, we return to this statement and its interventions at a
critical moment for the future of social justice, as contemporary
organizing makes abolition increasingly irresistible both as a mode of
analysis and a political practice. Inching from the margins toward the
mainstream, from the end of course syllabi to the beginning, calls for
abolition proliferate. Guardian headlines announce “unprecedented”
support for defunding the police. Teen Vogue publishes multiple
articles, all identifiable with the tag abolition, on topics ranging from
how police do not make us safer to why hate crime laws will not end
anti-Asian violence.3  Crowds in the street chant Abolition. The
proliferation of abolitionist lawyering has been spurred in part by the
National Lawyers Guild’s resolution endorsing abolition in 2015, by
formerly incarcerated people opening law offices like Pittsburgh’s
Abolitionist Law Center, and in webinars and organizing sponsored
by groups such as Law for Black Lives. School boards from Oakland



to Minneapolis are voting to cancel contracts with police
departments. Colleges and universities are questioning the role of
campus police and reconsidering contractual relationships with local
law enforcement.

Yet as abolition becomes more influential as a goal, its collective
feminist lineages are increasingly less visible, even during moments
made possible precisely because of feminist organizing, especially
that of young queer people of color whose pivotal labor and analysis
is so often erased. As some recognized twenty years ago, abolition
is most effectively advanced by naming and elevating an analysis
and practice that is collective and feminist. We return to the profound
intervention of the INCITE!-Critical Resistance Statement: abolition is
unimaginable without our radical, anticapitalist, antiracist, decolonial,
queer feminism. This small book argues that abolitionist traditions
have relied on feminist analysis and organizing from their inception
and that the version of feminism we embrace is also not possible
without an abolitionist imagination. Bridging the overlapping but
sometimes discontinuous worlds of scholars and organizers, we
explore recent movements and organizational formations—including
those anchored by INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence and
Critical Resistance—revealing an ecosystem of abolition feminism
that is often relegated to the background. As freedom is a constant
struggle, abolition feminism has always been a politics—the refusal
to consign humans and other beings to disposability—inseparable
from practice.4

We look to the interventions offered by earlier feminist organizers.
The Combahee River Collective Statement (1977), for example, was
one of several key political treatises that established a political path
for radical feminist organizing and that functioned, like all manifestos
and open statements, as both a declaration and a process.5  While
for many the Combahee River Collective Statement is a historical
document establishing contemporary Black, lesbian/queer,
anticapitalist feminism, the organizing that shaped its creation was
as central as the content of the statement. Centering the lives of
Black women and other women of color, their collective organizing
generated a sense of urgency for the kind of truth telling in which on-
the-ground feminist campaigns for liberation engaged deeply with



larger, overarching political principles and debates. This broad,
optimistic, action-oriented, complex sense of abolition feminism and
its theory of change reverberates in the efforts of organizations that
actively work to free people—like the Brisbane, Australia–based
Sisters Inside and the UK’s Sisters Uncut—and across contemporary
statements, open letters, posters, and manifestos from networks like
the Crunk Feminist Collective, the Movement for Black Lives, the
Statement of Solidarity with Palestine from the Abolition and
Disability Justice Coalition, and, of course, the INCITE!-Critical
Resistance Statement.

We frame this book as a critical genealogy rather than a
manifesto, one that emphasizes how important it is to trace political
lineages. We offer a set of ideas and thick descriptions of unfinished
practices rather than promoting rigid definitions. We attempt to
reveal the common constitutive threads of the work and the promise
of abolition feminism rather than constrain it to a sectarian political
position. From storefronts in Chicago and prisons in Manchester to
São Paulo streets and Johannesburg classrooms, our work
proceeds genealogically to address subjugated histories of
organizing that must inform and strengthen our present
mobilizations. We use the term ecosystem to avoid a prescriptive or
reifying framework and to amplify a dynamic ecology of political
work, highlighting legacies, analytics, and questions often erased or
obscured. We also use the term ecosystem to mark the complexity
of a landscape populated with intertwined networks, campaigns,
mobilizations, and organizations. Narrating a history of the present
ecosystem—attending to subjugated knowledges and erasures—not
only gestures to the underlying strata of necessary collective labor
but also provides key imaginative and conceptual tools to engage
with in our contemporary moment.

As our thinking and practice continues to be stretched and
challenged by learning, teaching, and analyzing collective struggle,
we do not offer this collaborative project as a thoroughgoing linear
historical account of every organizational or conceptual treatment of
abolition feminism. Instead, Abolition. Feminism. Now. puts abolition
feminism as a concept into conversation with both the historical and
contemporary ideological and political praxis that demands explicit



and expansive ideas about how to go about freedom-making. As a
critical genealogy, we start with a recognition that these overlapping
histories of abolitionist and feminist movements are deeply
intertwined, but they do not unfold alongside each other in neat
chronological order. The historian Elsa Barkley Brown describes
history as “everybody talking at once, multiple rhythms being played
simultaneously” and reminds us that “a linear history will lead us to a
linear politics and neither will serve us well in an asymmetrical
world.”6  We welcome other renditions of abolition feminism, and we
contend that genealogies should always be questioned, because
there is always an unacknowledged reason for beginning at a certain
moment in history as opposed to another, and it always matters
which narratives of the present are marginalized or expunged.
Rather than read this short book and the snapshots of campaigns,
organizational formulations, and analyses we offer as a road map—
as prescriptive tools for the present and future—or as the
authoritative voice on organizations or movements, we suggest an
engagement with the goal of our collective writing: to expand
dialogue, practice, reflection, and more.



INTRODUCTION

Abolition. Feminism. Now.

Why Abolition Feminism
As abolition haltingly moves into public discourse and as some of its
proponents underscore the feminist dimension of abolition as well as
the abolitionist dimension of feminism, a clear articulation of the term
abolition feminism becomes a critical challenge. Concepts, derived
both from organizing and scholarship, can become brittle, empty
terms—tools to wield against others—rather than living, generative,
and rigorous frameworks that deepen and strengthen our theoretical
understanding and our movements for social and political
transformation.

When we began to collaborate on this book, we assumed that
identifying what was and is feminist or abolitionist would be relatively
simple. Yet this emerged as a more complex question, partially due
to the medium: it can be challenging to write about organizing and
ideas that are by nature in motion and therefore always nuanced in
their relationality. Neither abolition nor feminism are static identifiers
but rather political methods and practices. Is a project or a campaign
feminist or abolitionist if participants do not use these words to
describe their labor or campaign? Could we discretely mark what
was “feminist” about “abolition” or “abolitionist” about “feminism”?
How does abolition feminism take up the political questions that are
germane but often obscured in the rendering of both concepts,
considering racial capitalism, heteropatriarchy, internationalism, and
transphobia as examples? Because these and other questions
continue to play generative roles without demanding reductionist
responses, we punctuate each word in the title with a full stop to
signify that each of these concepts, with their own singular histories,



frames this project. As abolition and feminism continue to be
theorized discretely by a range of scholars and organizers, our
project is not to erase, correct, or supplant these preexisting (and
ongoing) efforts. Rather, the very meaning of the term abolition
feminism incorporates a dialectic, a relationality, and a form of
interruption: an insistence that abolitionist theories and practices are
most compelling when they are also feminist, and conversely, a
feminism that is also abolitionist is the most inclusive and persuasive
version of feminism for these times.

While these approaches are always analytically and experientially
overlapping—the movement to end gender and sexual violence, for
example, can never be isolated from the work to end state violence,
including the violence of policing—this more holistic understanding
cannot always be assumed. As Critical Race Theorist Mari Matsuda
wrote in 1991, a feminism that is able to meaningfully challenge
emergent and existing forms of domination must always be flexible
enough to “ask the other question”:

The way I try to understand the interconnection of all forms of
subordination is through a method I call “ask the other
question.” When I see something that looks racist, I ask,
“Where is the patriarchy in this?” When I see something that
looks sexist, I ask, “Where is the heterosexism in this?” When
I see something that looks homophobic, I ask, “Where are the
class interests in this?” Working in coalition forces us to look
for both the obvious and the nonobvious relationships of
domination, and, as we have done this, we have come to see
that no form of subordination ever stands alone.1

Matsuda’s invocation requires an acknowledgement of the
intersectionality of struggles and also represents our willingness to
anticipate change and to build into our organizing a critical,
generative reflexivity and opportunity to learn and grow.

For us, abolition feminism is political work that embraces this
both/and perspective, moving beyond binary either/or logic and the
shallowness of reforms. We recognize the relationality of state and
individual violence and thus frame our resistance accordingly:



supporting survivors and holding perpetrators accountable, working
locally and internationally, building communities while responding to
immediate needs. We work alongside people who are incarcerated
while we demand their release. We mobilize in outrage against the
rape of another woman and reject increased policing as the
response. We support and build sustainable and long-term cultural
and political shifts to end ableism and transphobia, while proliferating
different “in the moment” responses when harm does happen.
Sometimes messy and risky, these collective practices of creativity
and reflection shape new visions of safety, animating complex
landscapes that shape abolition feminism.

An ability to look both inward and outward, to meet both immediate
demands and confront broad systems of injustice, and to think in
complicated and layered ways about abolition represents a feminist
approach to change. Our approach builds on notions of double and
triple jeopardy put forth by Fran Beal and the Third World Women’s
Alliance, along with Deborah King’s theory of multiple jeopardy or the
idea that forms of domination and oppression both interrelate and
compound—what Kimberlé Crenshaw would later define as
intersectionality in the legal context.2  These ideas have important
lineages, often stretching back to the nineteenth century. Abolition
feminism is a praxis—a politically informed practice—that demands
intentional movement and insightful responses to the violence of
systemic oppression. Building on these foundational approaches,
this theory of change proclaims that we can and must do multiple
things at the same time. We work locally and internationally. We hold
people accountable and believe that people can change. We believe
in being radical and active. We reflect, learn, and adjust our
practices. We react to injustice. We build different ways of living. We
are clear that organizing to end gender violence must include work
against the prison industrial complex—against border patrols,
against the incarceration of disability, against the criminalization of
radical democratic protest—and as centrally, for mutual aid, cop-free
schools, reproductive justice, and dignity for trans lives.3  All this is
possible because the “we” is not a set of individuals but rather a
collective that grounds and defines its members and the projects,



goals, and campaigns that are connected to the everyday, thus
encompassing joy and struggle. Inextricably.

Abolition feminism does not shy away from contradictions, which
are often the spark for change. Holding onto this both/and, we can
and do support our collective immediate and everyday needs for
safety, support, and resources while simultaneously working to
dismantle carceral systems. Unhoused people should be afforded a
safe place to sleep while we organize campaigns to build housing for
all. Campaigns to close jails and prisons can move forward as we
continue to teach classes inside prisons and as we support
restorative justice processes and organize around parole hearings.
Protests continue against sexual assault and murders committed by
police officers while we build international solidarity movements
against the exportation of militarized police tactics. Discovering and
in fact embracing this ambiguous terrain located in the space
between necessary responses to immediate needs and collective
and radical demands for structural and ultimately revolutionary
change is a hallmark of abolition feminism. Rather than being
limitations, prescriptive horizons, or opportunities for empty quick
fixes that resolve little, these contradictions are generative and
necessary sites for collective analysis and labor.

The negotiation of this terrain also continues to create
experimental and collective practices of safety, accountability, and
healing untethered from the existing criminal legal system. Often
named formally as community accountability or transformative
justice, these tools and practices (with accompanying analysis)
provide and proliferate responses without engaging the carceral or
punitive state. Engagement is both reactive—what to do at the
moment when harm and violence happen—and also provides
examples and ideas for wider, longer-term preventative frameworks,
or how to stop harm from happening. The practices of community
accountability and transformative justice emanate from our political
frameworks and offer multiple concrete ways for more people to
become involved.

This growing and internationalist abolition feminist ecosystem—
sustained overwhelmingly by unpaid labor—continues to produce
radical tools and other resources. Before dissolving in January 2020,



Berlin’s Transformative Justice Kollektiv spent years documenting
the multiple ways ordinary people try to respond to interpersonal
harm, particularly gender and sexual violence, without resorting to
police and prisons and offered workshops and resources to share
tactics and strategies. With reading and learning circles, discussion
groups, and other workshops, Alternative Justice in India works to
offer “community-based, anti-carceral and feminist interventions to
sexual harm and abuse in India.” Through direct action, statements,
and political education events, the United Kingdom’s Sisters Uncut
network concretely identifies and demands how budgetary resources
can be removed from carceral forms and reinvested in communities,
in health care, education, and the arts. Survived & Punished and
Love & Protect support survivors who are criminalized for self-
defense by developing campaigns that advocate for individuals, and
they simultaneously make visible structural and systemic forms of
state violence. Queer and trans networks—from the UK’s Bent Bars
group to the Bay Area’s Transgender, Gender Variant and Intersex
Justice Project—build and disseminate ways to guarantee safety,
when calling the police is not an option, and when some are locked
up in institutions predicated on violence.

Among this rich ecology of resources, “how-to” texts about
practicing transformative justice and community accountability
circulate and ignite discussion and practice, and spur further
invention. People Against Prisons Aotearoa in Aotearoa/New
Zealand offers pamphlets to accompany their workshops, including
“Transformative Justice Workshop: Practical Ways of Solving
Interpersonal Harm and Conflict in our Communities,” which provide
tools to address everyday forms of conflict without engaging law
enforcement.4  Fumbling Towards Repair by Mariame Kaba and
Shira Hassan is a “Workbook for Community Accountability
Facilitators.”5  Ejeris Dixon and Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-
Samarasinha’s Beyond Survival: Strategies and Stories from the
Transformative Justice Movement and the edited collection by
Ching-In Chen and comrades entitled The Revolution Starts at
Home: Confronting Intimate Violence within Activist Communities are
full of stories reflecting on and analyzing how people are
experimenting, sometimes unsuccessfully, with addressing conflict



and harm within organizing communities.6  The 576-page toolkit by
Creative Interventions and the StoryTelling and Organizing Project in
Oakland offer tools, language, and a wealth of material to begin to
study, and to practice. Not a checklist or a one-stop fix, this
expanding constellation of resources and organizations—one piece
of our internationalist abolition feminist ecosystem—offers multiple,
tangible tools for people to practice, together, now.7  These
resources—and too many others—are shared, critiqued, translated,
and modified at grassroots convenings and gatherings across the
globe, almost all organized by uncompensated labor.

Alongside these textual resources, artists continue to produce a
range of visual interventions in our carceral state—including works
that meticulously document the realities of day-to-day survival in
prison. Artists have always been key agents seeding resistance and
providing the tools for us to imagine otherwise—as exemplified by
the visuals incorporated throughout this book. Our posters, memes,
banners, statements, slogans, Signal and Snapchat groups, and
more also create—to tweak a phrase from the visual arts scholar
Nicole Fleetwood, an anti-“carceral aesthetics,”8  or, as we would
frame it, an abolition feminist aesthetics—to grow our collective
capacities to visualize the regime of heterogendered and racialized
punishment that is the US prison/police state and also the myriad
ways that people—poor, queer, First Nations, brown, Black, and/or
non-citizens—attempt to flourish and resist in spite of all of these
obstacles. Over the past decade the audience has also exploded for
the work of writers who center speculative Black female (and queer)
futures such as Octavia Butler, N. K. Jemison, and Nnedi Okorafor.
The growth of interest in these authors and artists who center the
struggle for Black futurity—and the increasingly wide body of work
that has emerged in dialogue with these speculative texts—cannot
be separated from the material demands that emerged during this
time period: Fund Black Futures.9  Abolition. Feminism. Now. While
local organizing continues to transform the discursive environment,
furthering and legitimizing abolitionist-oriented discourse on prisons
and policing, cultural and artistic projects also help to denaturalize
the carceral state and to frame this institutionalized violence as an
essential topic for mainstream discussions. Consider, for example,



Papel Machete’s multimedia puppetry performance that creates a
speculative narrative about the last prison in the US.10  Visual
culture, music, art, and fiction shape the popular imagination in
profound ways, outpacing changes in policy and law.



Illustration of sci-fi’s kindling of radical imagination by Ira M. Leigh, 2015.





Yet, as all these resources acknowledge, even as we create
multiple interventions and responses to supplant carceral
approaches—some formally named transformative justice and some
not—harm will occur. Women will be sexually assaulted, trans
people will be beaten, disabled people will be held hostage in their
households, and Black and other people of color will hurt each other.
Our work is not to pretend these forms of violence will not happen.
Our own contexts, projects, worksites, and organizing are not
immune. As we write, allegations of sexual harm, transphobia, and
racism unfold in organizations and movements around us. We
struggle. And we recognize that the highest costs are often
experienced by those most vulnerable: people living and organizing,
without pay, from within prisons and other carceral sites and those
working, without pay, in movements and grassroots organizations.
With humility we acknowledge these risks, and yet we dive in,
together. This is not impossible work because we do this together.
Abolition. Feminism. Now. outlines how and why abolition is
unimaginable without feminism, how feminism is unimaginable
without abolition, and why this dialogue is imperative, now. We hope
that readers will reflect on the ideas in this book and let themselves
be moved to action—action not prescribed by us but inspired by the
work, the ideas, and the challenges archived in this book.

Why Us
Collective abolition feminist organizing, teaching, and learning bring
us together. As scholars, educators, and organizers, we are involved
in projects that revolve around prison and police abolition, as we
attempt to grow anti-carceral approaches within feminist anti-
violence movements. Collaboratively, we have built and supported a
number of organizations, worked on campaigns, participated in
delegations, convened gatherings, learned (and taught), all as part of
the work of movements and organizing. In particular we have



ongoing and deep histories with INCITE! Women, Gender Non-
Conforming, and Trans People of Color Against Violence and Critical
Resistance. Angela is one of the founding members of Critical
Resistance, Beth is a founding member of INCITE!, Gina has been
involved in Critical Resistance since its inception and first conference
in 1998, and Erica joined Critical Resistance in 2006. For Beth, Gina,
and Angela, these exchanges began in the late 1990s, with Erica,
the youngest in our collaborative effort, joining ten years later. In car
rides and on panels, in organizing meetings and campaigns, in
classrooms and strategy sessions, over meals in kitchens, these
fragments of conversations moved across Chicago, New York,
Oakland, Bahia, Brisbane, London, Palestine, and other parts of the
globe. What does it mean that abolition now appears at the start of
many syllabi as a foundation rather than an afterthought covered in a
few weeks at the end of a course? What is the impact of few people
formally recognizing how feminism has shaped abolition? Why must
we keep agitating to ensure that feminism is informed by abolition?

Our decision to collaborate on a small book entitled Abolition.
Feminism. Now. was made long before the spring 2020 antiracist
protests and uprisings in the United States and around the world and
the emergence and strengthening of demands such as “Defund the
Police” and “Police Out of Schools.” We met by Zoom weekly before
Zoom classes, conferences, and other online gatherings became the
norm. We continued through the early days of the pandemic, during
uprisings that unfolded on our blocks, and while negotiating
changing working, living, and organizing conditions. We persisted
through domestic unpredictability, insufficient bandwidth, tornados,
new puppies, forest fires, caregiving demands, mandated shelter in
place orders, and even a white supremacist insurrection. Our calls
were punctuated by the urgency of the now—check-ins about the
health of loved ones, real-time updates on pressing local actions,
questions about teaching and learning, worries about the 2020
election, and strategy sessions about movement weaknesses and
futures. This project has always felt imperative: our involvement in
multiple communities that simultaneously resist both imprisonment
and gender violence illustrates the imperative of an indivisibility—
feminism is central to abolition and abolition is indivisible from our



feminism—motivating us to collaborate to document, theorize, and
amplify abolition feminism. The mobilizations of 2020, the white
supremacist insurrection of early 2021, and the COVID-19 pandemic
have only heightened this urgency and yet also imposed multiple
competing demands.

As the landscape surrounding this project continued to rapidly shift
and as the work started and stopped according to everyday
demands, we paid careful attention to a collaborative process. We
come from very different locations, were trained across divergent
academic and organizing traditions, and work and teach in
intersecting but also varying domains. Perhaps unintentionally, our
writing practice for this project reflected the organizing we aimed to
engage and in part to chronicle. We sought a collective voice that
reflected our shared thinking and practice, nurtured an ongoing
critical reflexivity, and we worried about what and who was missed or
left out, always mindful of the imperative to acknowledge narratives,
people, and analytics easily forgotten or buried. We struggled
through dissatisfaction with the technologies and tools available to
support collective writing and analysis, embraced generative
curiosities from overlapping and also discordant tools and
vocabularies, while maintaining our deep sense of accountability to
collective mobilizations—past, present, and future. We made explicit
a commitment to unfinished discussions about our imagined
audience’s knowledges, as well as our collective desire to do more
than simply chronicle present history and gesture toward the work
and the futures to come, working with humility and a profound
recognition that collectives incorporating difference rather than
individual actors propel and sustain us. These modes of productive
convergence and dissonance are laced throughout our writing and
also reflected in the movements and mobilizations chronicled. Our
key point of unity is an ongoing commitment to the practice and the
politics of abolition feminism and a trust engendered from sharing
labors, visions, lessons, spaces, and care over the last decade(s).
This is the always slow time of collectivity, urgent and ungainly,
deliberate and wholly in.



Why Collective
Key to this abolition feminist ecosystem are networks, organizations,
and collectives. This work is never a solo project. Individuals tire,
fade. Movements deepen and continue. Sometimes the group is only
a few folks working together in a church basement, but these
gatherings, networks, and ad hoc or formal groups create insurgent
sites of political education that build relationships, share language,
strategy, tools, and analysis, and create openings for people to learn
and to practice: what tools are available to hold someone
accountable if we don’t call the police? Collectivism is a throughline
across generations, peoples, and mobilizations—undervalued and
unrecognized but key to freedom-making.

We are careful here not to romanticize any network or campaign.
People do the labor and therefore it, like all of us, is always flawed.
And a turn to “the community” is fraught, sometimes mythic:
community is at once a radical vision, a fugitive possibility, and a
struggle—abolition feminism in practice. The networks and
collectives represented in this genealogy (only a fraction of the
emergent work across the abolitionist feminist landscape) remind us
that abolition will not end all harm or interpersonal violence: we must
do the work to both prevent and reduce harm, while we practice and
grow transformative ways to respond when harm does happen.
Abolition feminism is this intentional investment of our resources to
support a flourishing of our collective best selves, while reclaiming
“accountability” from the carceral regime.

Collective organizing is always about learning and change, and we
know the risks are borne unevenly. And while a recognition of the
complexity of standpoint epistemology does not cosign learned
ignorance—for example cisgender and/or white people whose
fragility and incompetence is the result of a willful commitment to not
knowing, not listening, or not learning—political consciousness is an
ongoing, collective, and pedagogical process rather than a finish
line. Yet how do we cultivate movement spaces for people to learn,
to be wrong and unlearn, and to be accountable and change? As this
work can only happen in relation, in communities, it is always



imperative that the burden of labor does not again fall on the same
bodies—notably women, usually women of color.

Our ability to ask the other question and to struggle and practice
collectively is both strengthened and made more difficult because
the aspirations of abolition feminism are often described as utopian.
Abolition is by necessity speculative, and we ardently embrace its
utopian dimension.11  Yet if a movement is framed as a progression
toward utopia, its conceptual and organizing moves can also
reinforce a central myth about abolition: that it is impractical,
unattainable, a dream. (The framing of the US as the dystopic and
exceptional outlier on an international carceral state spectrum does
not help to erode feelings of the impossibility of abolition in the US
with a concurrent minimization of the necessity for abolition in other
nation-states.) Utopian approaches can be cast as limited, and it is a
refrain too often leveled against abolitionists, along with our
“evangelical zeal,” our naivete, our failure to be pragmatic, and our
extremism.12

Our intervention is to reground ourselves in the inseparability of
feminism from abolition and to insist that not only is it critical to make
space for what we have not yet been able to imagine, but at the
same time to amplify that the practice is grounded, everyday, and
already unfolding—now. Vision and practice are not contradictory but
are rather inseparable, the insistent prefiguration of the world we
know we need. As one of the starters of the No One Is Illegal
movement, Harsha Walia writes: “Prefiguration is the notion that our
organizing reflects the society we wish to live in—that the methods
we practice, institutions we create, and relationships we facilitate
within our movements and communities align with our ideals.”13

The organizations referenced in this project, and the many more in
neighborhoods across the globe, form a dynamic constellation
shaped by and through abolition feminism that circulates and
deploys everyday tools to end our reliance on policing and
punishment and create more authentically safe communities.

A now practice, abolition feminism refuses to let go of the visionary
—that which does not yet exist—and the radicalness of the
imaginary as a space for what is yet unthinkable, at the edge of the
possible. We say yes to Octavia Butler’s brilliant speculativeness: we



will dream our way out; we must imagine beyond the given. We also
say yes to the daily practice of organizers such as Fannie Lou
Hamer and Fay Honey Knopp: do the work, every day, any way. And
as our beloved now deceased comrade Rose Braz noted in a 2008
interview, “A prerequisite to seeking any social change is the naming
of it. In other words, even though the goal we seek may be far away,
unless we name it and fight for it today, it will never come.”14  The
productive tension of holding onto a radical, real, and deep vision
while engaging in the messy daily practice is the feminist praxis: the
work of everyday people to try, to build, to make. And this requires
collectivity. Always.

Why Now.
Abolition feminism is our political moment. After the racist execution
carried out in Minneapolis, Minnesota, by uniformed representatives
of state power and recorded on cell phones by bystanders, the name
of George Floyd echoed around the world. How also to echo the
murders and ongoing assaults on Asian and Asian American
women, or the violent arrests of Black trans people, the detention of
Latinx and other immigrant children at “the border,” or the
disappearance of women in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico? Even though
for the first time in our memory, officials almost immediately declared
the police killing of George Floyd to be a “murder” and the mass
murder of Asian women in Atlanta in 2021 to be a “hate crime,” the
collective awakening was occasioned by the fact that tens of millions
and perhaps more witnessed the last nine minutes of George Floyd’s
life and the clear targeting of Asian women.15  Even for those who
may be unfamiliar with the history of racist violence in the United
States, these scenes aroused the historical specter of lynching and
femicide. But this time, we were all implicated. And to fail to respond
was tantamount to implicit assent. As we prepare this manuscript for
publication, like the vast numbers of protesters and those
sympathizing with activists in the streets throughout the world, we
are still reeling from the sense that historical time has fast-forwarded,



even as the present illuminates how much we are still held captive
by unresolved questions from the past.

Demands put forward in 2020 by the #8toAbolition campaign, aimed toward
dismantling systems of state violence.

This collective moment has been ushered in through a long
trajectory of campaigns, mobilizations, and actions, often
precipitated by violence and death. Although we know the names of
vast numbers of Black men who have lost their lives to police
violence, the women, gender nonconforming people, trans people,
and sex workers who are killed are most often relegated to the
background. During the period preceding the murder of George



Floyd, Breonna Taylor, a young Black woman who worked as an
emergency medical technician, was executed by police in Louisville,
Kentucky, as they entered her residence on a no-knock warrant
apparently issued because she was a prior acquaintance of a person
sought by the police. Breonna Taylor was in bed with her boyfriend
when the police broke into her house and shot her eight times. If the
name of George Floyd summons an unending list of Black men who
have been targets of racist state violence—in the most recent era,
Mike Brown, Eric Garner, Freddie Gray, Walter Scott, Philando
Castile, and many others—the names of women are often erased,
with the exceptions of Breonna Taylor, Sandra Bland, Rekia Boyd,
and a few others.

George Floyd’s murder became a major catalyst for abolitionist
demands in large part because of prior radical organizing. In 2012,
just days after her twenty-first birthday, CeCe McDonald was
arrested for defending herself against racist and transphobic street
violence. As she faced a charge of murdering her attacker and a
lengthy prison sentence, a small but significant queer, trans, and
mostly young multiracial network raised the visibility of her case
through social media and organized street actions and workshops.
This support was especially important during the nineteen months
CeCe, a Black trans woman, was being held in a men’s prison.
CeCe and the campaign that emerged around her also worked to
name all the ways the criminal legal system serves as an apparatus
of repression against people on the peripheries of society,
particularly trans people of color. This organizing surrounding CeCe,
almost a decade before the summer 2020 uprising, elucidated the
ideological connections between state violence, street violence, and
interpersonal violence, a conjunction at the heart of all of the work of
abolition feminism.

Campaigns centering Black women who are the targets of the
interlocking forms of interpersonal and state violence have emerged
in the US, as they have in the rest of the imprisoned world, where
race, gender, and marginality play a similar role in criminalization. On
January 11, 2016, Sarah Reed, a thirty-two-year-old Black woman
with a history of psychiatric disability, became the last woman to die
in London’s Holloway Prison (the largest women’s prison in Western



Europe until it was permanently closed six months later). Sarah was
found dead in her cell with strips of linen around her neck. She was
on remand in Holloway after having been charged with grievous
bodily harm because she had attempted to defend herself from
sexual assault by a patient in the secure unit of a mental health
facility. Although the inquest found that her death was self-inflicted,
officials were not persuaded that she actually intended to take her
own life. The failure to provide adequate and timely care, and her
incarceration in lieu of appropriate health care, were both causal
factors in what was ruled a suicide. In the aftermath of this death-in-
custody, Sisters Uncut, an antiracist and feminist direct action group
that organizes against cuts to domestic violence services, occupied
the Visitor’s Center at Holloway in memory of Sarah Reed and the
ten other women who had died in Holloway since 2004, demanding
that this space of state violence be transformed into a building
providing anti-violence services for women and nonbinary people.

While all of us have been involved in many such cases, the
temporalities of our struggles were shattered during this period.
What we understand as real time changed in drastic ways during the
time that we were working on this book. As noted, the original idea
was brewing for years: originating during our discussions at
conferences, over meals at events, while reading books together and
thinking through campaign strategies, during long drives to meet with
our students in courses that we teach at Stateville prison. Inspired by
the exciting ways that feminist and abolitionist ideas are converging
to enliven resistance movements, now appeared to be the right time
to document this work.

The title of our book—Abolition. Feminism. Now.—reflects these
feminist theories and practices in many parts of the world that
acknowledge, like Sisters Uncut, the CeCe McDonald campaign, and
the movement for justice for Breonna Taylor and others, the multiple
ways in which struggles against individual and intimate violence are
integrally tied to struggles against state violence. Across the globe,
forms of resistance to state violence accentuate the historical and
contemporary entanglements of systems of oppression. The work,
for example, of Rio de Janeiro councilmember Marielle Franco, a
queer, feminist, antiracist organizer assassinated in March 2018,



who passionately challenged the militarization of Brazilian police
forces, has deeply inspired many of us engaged in similar work in
the United States. Marielle Franco’s feminist approach and her
articulation of race and gender made it absolutely clear that the
defense of Black women must be linked to the struggle against
police violence even when its immediate targets are predominantly
male. Her organizing centered the needs of Black women in the
city’s favelas, including fighting for “nighttime nurseries” for working
mothers and for reproductive rights for women, and articulated the
conditions of poverty, militarization, violence, and repression to the
structural and institutional impact of race and gender. Those who are
attempting to radicalize electoral politics have been further
emboldened by the fact that in the aftermath of Marielle’s
assassination an unprecedented number of Black women ran for
office in Brazil, often referred to as the seeds of Marielle (semillas de
Marielle): Erica Malunguinho da Silva, for example, became the first
Black trans woman to be elected to the São Paulo legislative
assembly.



Artwork by Micah Bazant, created in 2013 as part of
the campaign to free CeCe McDonald.

US-centric discourses and organizing can saturate contemporary
abolitionist political movements, reinforcing and deepening US
imperialism and potentially eliding local histories of violence and
resistance. Thus, internationalist engagements are imperative to
illustrate the continuing and global repercussions of colonialism and
imperialism embedded in police and carceral institutions. In 2020, in
the context of a global #BlackLivesMatter insurgency, a South
African collective published an action report, Reimagining Justice in
South Africa beyond Policing. Highlighting the long history of the
violence of incarceration and policing in South Africa (the collective,
CopsAreFlops, has maintained that the South African Police Service



purportedly kills three times more people per capita than US police
forces), the report noted: “It is not about fitting a ‘South African’
narrative into an ‘American’ narrative … we are fundamentally
having the same conversation.”16  By asserting that police violence
in different places can be understood as different facets of the “same
conversation,” as CopsAreFlops suggests, we develop more
capacious analytical approaches as our strategies and the ranks of
our struggles expand.

Local mobilizations have global tentacles. For example,
campaigns to challenge the militarization of US police have often
focused attention on the Israeli army’s role to train police
departments around the world (including the very small force in
Ferguson, Missouri). In the San Francisco Bay Area, Critical
Resistance, the Arab Resource and Organizing Center, Xicana
Moratorium Coalition, and other organizations led a protracted
campaign that eventually caused the termination of Urban Shield,
the weapons expo and SWAT training program that took place
annually on September 11, attracting law enforcement agencies from
throughout the world—including from the state of Israel. This
campaign reflected shifts from positions that simply call for “more
humane” police practices without changing existing law enforcement
structures toward a more complex understanding of the way local
police departments are affected by and in turn strengthen tendencies
toward militarization. Thus the 2019 victory in the campaign to stop
Urban Shield represented not only a local win but a significant
moment in the forging of internationalist approaches toward state
violence.



Cover artwork by Mikayla Boorany for Reimagining Justice in South Africa
beyond Policing, 2020.





This internationalism can help trace and build a vibrant and
complex genealogy, reminding us to think beyond what constitutes
the given within particular geopolitical contexts. The goal is not to
aspire to any of these conditions: furloughs from prison for people
serving long sentences is not an end goal. Yet an internationalist
lens at least does the needed work to jar us out of familiar, everyday
horizons and build analyses, linkages, and organizing. For example,
recognizing that those in Montreal and London are involved in the
same conversation as our South African counterparts strengthens
our capacity to argue that policing can be driven by structural racism
even when the majority of police officers are Black people. Perhaps
one of the most compelling examples can be found in the work of the
newly formed Palestinian Feminist Collective-Action Network and its
radical commitment to anticolonialism and life-affirming
decolonization in the face of Zionist violence. These and other
opportunities to learn from organizing beyond our own violent
borders also function as reminders that current arrangements are
historically produced and can therefore be altered and that racial
capitalism, like COVID-19, holds no fidelity to any nation-state.17

Because abolition feminism is a politics and a practice, we have
structured this book around short chapters that offer snapshots from
our collective and individual practices, campaigns, projects,
learnings, and engagements. To illustrate the indivisibility of the core
concepts that structure this book, chapter one offers a critical partial
genealogy of abolition with feminist inflections, while chapter two
provides a critical partial genealogy of anti-violence feminist
movements with abolitionist inflections. Chapter three engages the
specifics of one site, Chicago, to map how in this moment abolition
feminism lives on the ground in neighborhoods, organizations,
community groups, campaigns, and popular education initiatives that
are working against carcerality and for freedom. None of the
examples contained in this short project are finite, but we offer them
to show how amid profound structural oppression and violence, there



are spaces of possibility where imagination and creativity can thrive.
Taken together, the examples in this book—a fraction of an emergent
ecology—form a mosaic of what is made possible by abolition
feminism, not in a prescriptive sense but rather to show that a new
world is possible: already we are collectively building one.

We name the change we want: Abolition. Feminism. Now.
Abolition requires profound shifts in how we organize against

oppression and what we do to create the world we want. For us,
feminism offers a political and ideological map to guide that work.
The urgency, the “now,” is propelled by the recent uprisings across
the US and the long history of daily struggles in Black, brown,
immigrant, queer, and Indigenous communities—struggles for safety,
for food justice, for a guaranteed just wage, and to expand the right
to vote, as well as freedom from forced sterilization or gender
assignment surgery and from repressive regimes of surveillance,
control, and punishment. Importantly, while the urgency—the now—
is animated by the murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and
Marielle Franco, the rich legacy of abolition feminist organizing
shapes today’s struggles and reminds us of the slow work, in always
urgent times, of building flourishing communities for the long haul.



Poster from the ongoing struggle against the far right in Brazil by Luciane
Fortuna, Marielle Franco Instituto Collection.







I .

Abolition.

When the New York Women’s House of Detention opened in 1932, it
was heralded as a national model, an important example of “modern
penology.” Located in Greenwich Village where Sixth Avenue, Tenth
Street, and Greenwich Avenue intersect, and constructed at a cost of
two million dollars, this new prison was designed to address the
increasing number of women entering the criminal legal system.
News coverage emphasized a pivotal shift in the official vocabulary,
mandating that the women incarcerated there be referred to as
“inmates” instead of “prisoners,” thus marking what were considered
at the time to be significant reforms. The Women’s House of
Detention was also praised for its incorporation of emergent
“scientific research,” particularly the practice of carceral isolation as
a response to the assumption that one of the “leading causes of
crime” was the “ease with which young offenders become influenced
by older law-breakers in prison.” In what has become a familiar echo,
building an “innovative” new prison in line with the “best” emerging
science was framed as the necessary and most developed idea of
reform.1

Yet despite the prison’s goal of isolation, its nearness to the street
and to the core of the city created tangible pathways for
communication and exchange. Visitations by people inhabiting the
“free world” were not always confined to officially sanctioned
meetings inside the prison via telephone and through the small and
eventually degraded plexiglass panes, which required both parties to
remain standing for the duration of the visit. There were also



decidedly unsanctioned street visits during which people screamed
up from Greenwich Avenue calling upon anyone inside who
happened to be listening to ask the person they wanted to visit to
come to her window. Audre Lorde described this communication
strategy in 1982:

Information and endearments flew up and down, the
conversants apparently oblivious to the ears of the passersby
as they discussed the availability of lawyers, the length of
stay, family, conditions, and the undying quality of true love.
The Women’s House of Detention, right smack in the middle
of the Village, always felt like one up for our side—a defiant
pocket of female resistance, ever-present as a reminder of
possibility, as well as punishment.2

Because its proximity to the street provided access to
communication that was unregulated and to a great extent
unsurveilled by the prison, it also created conduits for organizing.
However temporal and fractured, inside and outside organizers
found ways to interrupt and destabilize the prison’s regimes of
isolation. In 1969, during the days between Christmas and the new
year, the emergent Gay Liberation Front protested for twenty-four
hours a day in front of the prison in response to the incarceration of
Afeni Shakur and Joan Bird—two Black Panthers whose cases
attracted substantial media attention.

During the time Angela Davis spent in the House of D., as it was
nicknamed, supporters helped to organize a bail campaign that was
coordinated in part through this unregulated communication between
the incarcerated and the streets. Prefiguring the Black Mamas Bail
Out Action campaign initiated in 2017 by Mary Hooks of Southerners
on New Ground (SONG), those on the outside raised money for bail,
and women on the inside collectively decided who would benefit
from the bail campaign.3  There were women who spent many
months behind bars even though their charges were relatively minor,
because they and their family members outside had few or no
resources. From their perspective, a bail set at $500 might as well
have been $500,000. The organizing and collective decision-making



among the imprisoned women was especially important because
those who got out on bail committed to raising funds for the bail
campaign after their release. While the mission of isolation was
supported by what was presented as scientific evidence, literally
concretizing the “modern” penology that the House of D. symbolized,
the history of this institution was also always characterized by
resistance.

The collective practices established by people inside and outside
of the House of D. emerged from the tools and resources at hand—
voices, people, money raised. While not explicitly named as
abolitionist or often even as feminist, these collective practices are
nevertheless important elements in the genealogy of abolition
feminism. While bail funds had been created for political prisoners
like H. Rap Brown, most incarcerated people did not have access to
these networks. However, as far as we can determine, the campaign
at the House of D. was one of the earliest instances of bail
campaigns for people with no public profile—like the contemporary
Black Mamas Bail Out Action and the emergence of grassroots bail
bond funds across the United States.4  The establishment of bail
funds, the communication networks developed from shouting up to
cell windows from the street, and the willful and collective refusal by
those inside and outside to acquiesce in the isolation enacted by the
prison constituted a powerful early abolition feminist intervention.
Current efforts to abolish bail altogether—such as the 2020
announcement by San Francisco district attorney Chesa Boudin that
his office was terminating cash bail—owe a great deal to these
earlier abolition feminist efforts.



Black Mamas Bail Out Action image designed by Micky Jordan for Mother’s Day in
2019.

In 1974, the population of the Women’s House of Detention was
moved to Rikers Island prison. The House of D. was demolished.
Joan Nestle suggests that imprisoned women’s persistent
interruptions to the daily life of Greenwich Village streets, considered
“bad for real estate and tourism,” eventually prompted the mayor to
close the prison.5  After significant organizing, a garden was created
on the former site of the House of D. These rich organizing histories
have been largely scrubbed from abolitionist movement histories. Yet
the emptiness of the 1932 argument for modern penology echoes in



contemporary calls to create so-called kinder, nicer jails across the
US, particularly in New York City, during struggles over an alternative
plan to the now-delegitimized Rikers Island prison.

San Francisco, Denver, Bellingham, Los Angeles, and many other
cities and counties are organizing against and sometimes
successfully defeating proposed new jail (and prison) constructions,
expansions, and associated financing schemes. Inconceivable to
many even ten years ago, jail closure, the elimination of money
bond, clemency, and “compassionate release” are now debated in
mainstream media outlets such as the Washington Post and lauded
in progressive public policy forums as examples of necessary
change. These ideological and material shifts represent enormous
gains. Yet an abolition feminist lens teaches us that our work is not
simply about “winning” specific campaigns but reframing the terrain
upon which struggle for freedom happens. Indeed, one of the
fundamental precepts of abolition is that winning a campaign is not
the only measure of success: how we struggle, how our work
enables future struggles, and how we stay clear about what we are
fighting for matters. Working from this snapshot of the generative
analysis and histories of people organizing for liberation around and
within the House of D., this chapter offers one pathway for thinking
about how abolitionist practice was shaped by feminism.
Incorporating the organizational formation of Critical Resistance and
other networks that built contemporary abolitionist movements, the
influence of the historical insights of W. E. B. Du Bois, and analysis
from contemporary campaigns, this chapter traces the feminist
throughlines propelling abolitionist practice. Today, as always, it is
crucial to highlight these forms of organizing in a genealogy of
abolition and feminism.

Organizing Genealogies
Three years before the demolition of the House of D., the Attica
Brothers issued in 1971 a passionate call for abolition during the
four-day rebellion that echoed across various movements and
activist circles.6  In the wake of the Attica uprising, numerous



examples of the beginnings of a counterhegemonic discourse
surfaced—such as the uprising at Walpole Prison in Massachusetts
where incarcerated people organized a labor union in a prison and
ran the prison7 —even as this momentum was unfortunately soon
hindered by the reigning law-and-order rhetoric. The American
Friends Service Committee published Struggle for Justice: A Report
on Crime and Punishment in America. The concluding section of this
report emphasized, among other issues, “opposition to the
construction of new prisons.” The report argued that

As a reform, “modern” prisons may relieve the harsher
physical hardships of doing time, but the essential punitive
element of prison—deprivation of liberty and free choice—
remains. When pressures for reform lead to demands to
relieve “overcrowding” by adding new cell or bed space, the
result is inevitable: the coercive net of the justice system will
be spread over a larger number of people, entrapping them
for longer periods of time. If prisons are overcrowded, ways
should be found to cut back the mass of criminal laws and the
types of enforcement that send so many people to prison. The
construction of new prisons is not compatible with our view of
the proper role of criminal law in a democratic society.8

The 1976 handbook for abolitionists Instead of Prisons likewise
clearly outlined strategies for decarceration and documented an
abbreviated history of abolitionist analysis with more than a century
of citations from incarcerated and free individuals and organizations.
The handbook cited Judge Bruce M. Wright, who eventually served
on the New York State Supreme Court, and who visited Greenhaven
Prison in 1975: “For years I have condemned the prisons of America.
I have always said that the prison system as it exists in America
today, should be abolished. As I have grown older, I have seen no
reason to change that view.”9  Instead of Prisons was coauthored by
the Quaker activist Fay Honey Knopp, a groundbreaking twentieth-
century abolitionist, who later argued that abolition was a significant
dimension of radical feminism.10



These ideas were taken up in the 1970s by the Santa Cruz
Women’s Prison Project, which worked to create a vibrant
community of people inside and outside prisons along the West
Coast by hosting discussions on “alternatives to prison,” circulating
newsletters with shared updates and analysis, creating support
networks for people inside and after release, and generating
sustained campaigns to halt construction of new jails and prisons.11

These contributions to the counterhegemonic discourse that
emerged after Attica reveal a necessary core of abolition feminism
already present in past efforts.

Abolitionist ideas about democracy, freedom, safety, and justice
continued to percolate throughout the following decades, even as
demands for substantive reform gave way to calls for increasingly
punitive strategies often couched in the very reforms designed to
render incarceration more humane. Almost twenty-five years after
the demolition of the House of D., when the establishment of these
early, site-specific forms of resistance—including grassroots bail
funds—were largely forgotten, abolition as an idea was revivified by
the 1998 conference “Critical Resistance: Beyond the Prison
Industrial Complex.” Drawing from earlier lineages, this convening
offered abolitionism as a twenty-first-century strategy for addressing
not only the staggering rise in the numbers of incarcerated people in
the US but also increasingly in Europe, Australia, Africa, and South
America. In the fall of 1996, Cassandra Shaylor, then a graduate
student in History of Consciousness at UC Santa Cruz (UCSC) and
an attorney for incarcerated women, and Angela Davis, faculty
member in that department, first discussed the possibility of
organizing a conference that would bring people together to develop
radical anti-prison organizing strategies.12  In order to avoid
exceptionalizing those who could not afford to pay, admission to the
conference was free, and additional funds were raised to support
travel for formerly incarcerated people. It is worth noting that of the
twenty-eight members of the organizing committee, all except five
were women or nonbinary. Originally, organizers of the conference
assumed that they were being optimistic in their expectations that
several hundred activists from around the country could be
persuaded to attend. However, by the time the actual conference



took place in September 1998 at the University of California,
Berkeley, some 3,500 were in attendance.



Poster featuring artwork by Rupert Garcia, created for the 1998 Critical
Resistance conference.





This gathering marked the beginning of an entirely new phase of
anti-prison activism. It consolidated a major organizing presence,
highlighting abolitionist approaches in cities like Oakland, New York,
Chicago, New Orleans, Los Angeles, and Portland that involved
such work as systematically challenging the construction of new
prisons and promoting decarceration strategies. The group worked
with educators to develop campaigns around such demands as
“schools not jails” and “education not incarceration.” Two-and-a-half
years later, in May 2001, Critical Resistance was established as a
national organization with Rose Braz as the campaign and media
director. Today, after more than two decades of protests, campaigns,
advocacy, and movement building, Critical Resistance has not only
helped to direct public attention toward the prison crisis but also
mobilized a wide swath of organizers who shifted the discourse away
from liberal demands for prison reform toward prison abolition,
recognizing that the same logic applies to structures of policing and
other carceral formations. As a key moment in the history and
genealogy of abolition, the convening marked the beginning of a
movement philosophically anchored by the notion of abolition with
strong feminist inflections.

The CR conference created a pathway for multiple other
gatherings that propelled abolition. Some of these convenings—too
many to chronicle—were singular events. For example, the 2007
conference “Transforming Justice: Ending the Criminalization and
Imprisonment of Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming People”
(organized and sponsored by the Transgender, Gender Variant and
Intersex Justice Project, the Sylvia Rivera Law Project, Critical
Resistance, and other organizations) demonstrated why analyses of
the prison industrial complex that failed to account for queer and
trans resistance are incomplete and inadequate.13  Other gatherings
became yearly opportunities for assessment integral to movement
building: in March 2020, the tenth annual Beyond the Bars
conference took place in New York, “Freedom Plans: Strategies for



Challenging a Carceral Society,” organized by a network of formerly
incarcerated people, led by Kathy Boudin and Cheryl Wilkins. Yet
other meetings shaped new organizations: in 2011 the abolitionist
organization Students Against Mass Incarceration was founded at
Howard University during the unfortunately unsuccessful campaign
to save Troy Davis from the death penalty. After holding a national
conference in 2013, drawing students from Historically Black
Colleges and Universities like Morgan State, numerous campus-
based campaigns emerged, such as the movement demanding
divestment from private prisons.

Critical Resistance popularized radical analyses of the ways in
which imprisonment and policing, firmly linked to developments in
global capitalism, simultaneously incorporate and mask structural
racism. This abolitionist movement sought to explain the tremendous
increase in the numbers of imprisoned people during the 1980s in
relation to the structural changes produced by the rise of global
capitalism during that period. The deindustrialization of the US
economy, which led to the elimination of vast numbers of jobs,
especially in heavy manufacturing like steel, auto, and mining, had a
devastating impact on Black communities in cities like Detroit, Los
Angeles, Philadelphia, and Chicago. Because the rise of global
capitalism also involved neoliberal strategies to disestablish services
associated with the welfare state, unemployed people lost any
vestiges of a safety net. Instead of directly addressing problems
created by structural shifts in the economy, the stopgap “solution” of
punishment consolidated the link between racism and
criminalization.



Poster created for the Critical Resistance ten-year-anniversary conference in
Oakland, California, in 2008 by Pete Railand.

This movement was also shaped by organizing, especially by
Black feminists, that continued to illuminate the punishing power of
state programs marked as welfare and other social services. The
existing welfare program Aid to Families with Dependent Children
was associated within popular discourse with Black women, even as
the majority of recipients were white. The myth of the Black “welfare
queen” created an easy target and was a pivotal discursive strategy
that held women responsible for criminal behavior in both the



putative misuse of welfare funds and as generators of a culture of
crime that would be largely perpetuated by their male children.14  As
Dorothy Roberts documented in Killing the Black Body, first
published in 1997, “A persistent objective of American social policy
has been to monitor and restrain this ‘corrupting tendency’ of Black
motherhood.”15  Although child and family services are often
misconceived as “soft” forms of surveillance and policing, what
Roberts has called the “family regulation system,” and more recently
“the family policing system,” is directly weaponized against poor
families, disproportionately Black and Indigenous women.16  Far
from a “kind and just parent,” state intervention results in grotesque
outcomes for families, particularly young folks.

What differentiates this explicitly abolitionist approach from
prevailing ideas and scenarios addressing prison repression—both
then and now—is the tenacious critique of prison reform and of
criminal justice reform more broadly, as well as the recognition that
the ideological impulse to contain all efforts to address the social
damage wrought by prisons within the parameters of “reform” serves
to further authorize incarceration as the legitimate and immutable
foundation of justice. Abolitionist organizing recognized that there
were no easy reformist solutions to the hegemonic notion that
Indigenous and Black people, other people of color, poor people,
trans people, and women of all racial backgrounds who do not
conform to dominant gender expectations were naturally inclined to
criminality and belong in prison. An amalgam of economic, political,
cultural, and representational forces produces this fatal “normal.”
Politicians were winning elections by exploiting the notion of law and
order and perverting definitions of safety, media outlets were
supporting these ideas for their own benefit, and corporations were
profiting from services to prisons and cheap prison labor. The field of
prison architecture was expanding, as telephone companies were
developing lucrative contracts with correctional agencies, and as the
construction industry itself was thriving as a result of the many jails
and prisons being built. Moreover, gender violence was increasingly
conceptualized as just another crime to be addressed within the law-
and-order framework by an emerging victims’ rights movement
supported by conservative legislators. The same conditions that



were responsible for the economic/racial issues that drove the prison
boom in the US were also responsible for ruining local economies in
the Global South, and therefore driving increased migration—
particularly to the US—especially from areas of the world subject to
structural adjustment according to the demands of international
finance capital. Immigrant detention facilities, many of them owned
and operated by private prison companies, further consolidated
strategies of what is now referred to as “mass incarceration.”
Abolition’s reorientation and revitalization as a philosophical and
activist tradition in the context of intensifying state violence made it
possible to understand that mere reforms would not make visible or
eliminate any of these structural conditions.

Because language has always been a central dimension of radical
political movements, one of the explicit goals of Critical Resistance
was to generate new vocabularies and new theoretical strategies
that might propel scholars, artists, advocates, and organizers toward
bolder critical engagements with prevailing ideologies of law and
order. Two of the key terms Critical Resistance offered to the
movement were “prison industrial complex” and “abolition.” Both
concepts were designed to eschew reformist solutions to the
problem of the soaring prison population. In 1995, urban theorist
Mike Davis described the California economy as moving from
agribusiness toward a prison industrial complex.17  Critical
Resistance formally defined the prison industrial complex, or PIC, as
“the overlapping interests of government and industry that use
surveillance, policing, and imprisonment as solutions to economic,
social and political problems.”18  The introduction of the concept of
the prison industrial complex enabled an analysis of the prison
construction boom of the 1980s and 1990s and the attendant rise in
the prison population that could dispense with the naturalized
assumption that those who were in prison were there simply
because they had committed crimes. Based on the recognition that
the use of the term military industrial complex, ironically introduced
by then president Eisenhower as he was leaving office, helped to
boost the antiwar movement during the Vietnam era, it was hoped
that the related term prison industrial complex might also indicate a



deeper analysis of the relationship between prison expansion and
the political economy of racial capitalism.19

During this formative period of resistance, abolitionist organizers
insisted on a geopolitically capacious understanding of the prison
industrial complex, which, in many ways, reflected a complex
feminist engagement with the relations that constitute the PIC. The
preponderantly male populations of jails and prisons did not give
license to dismiss gender as an important analytical category.
Moreover, precisely because the PIC was conceptualized as a set of
relations beyond the process of incarceration—economic, political,
legal, social—it propelled activists and researchers to recognize the
educational system as well as child and family services and other
social service systems as domains of deeply gendered, ableist, and
racialized punishment. With respect to incarceration, focusing on
women’s experiences of punishment also eventually helped clarify
the relationships between state violence and intimate violence and to
elucidate how prisons reproduce forms of violence that proliferate in
the “free world.”

In insisting on feminist approaches to understanding
imprisonment, Critical Resistance conference organizers built on the
work of coalitions of incarcerated and formerly incarcerated women
to undo the notion that women were less subject to state violence
because of their relatively small numbers behind bars and thus could
be ignored in our efforts to understand the nature of the prison crisis.
Even though women constituted a minority of people behind bars,
they clearly bore the burden of criminalization and imprisonment:
women have always been the major supporters of those in prison not
only as organizers, but also as anchors of families and kinship
networks deeply affected by incarceration practices. This is
especially true of women of color. These feminist insights were
directly incorporated into the structure of the 1998 Critical
Resistance conference. The organizing committee spent many hours
deliberating on the ways in which feminist methodologies could
enhance various analyses and organizing approaches. The visible
leadership of feminist activists and scholars, both in planning the
conference and during the event itself, signaled that a powerful



abolitionist framework required an antiracist, anticapitalist feminist
practice.

Related to this insistence on feminist analytical visibility and
organizing methods was the imperative to vigorously challenge
ideological assumptions that often accompany and seriously pollute
anti-prison work and other organizing efforts that take up existing
forms of oppression—from civil rights to farmworker struggles.
Entering such work has frequently entailed the implicit creation of
hierarchical relations that objectify the people for whom one is
working as in need of charitable assistance. This missionary position
implicitly defines the beneficiaries as inferior and the benefactors as
superior in relationships that are structured in such a way as to
render egalitarian sociality impossible.20  In other words, people in
prison always remain “inmates” or “prisoners,” just as women who
experience gender violence are relegated to the status of “victims”
and their advocates and helpers become categorically more capable
than the objects of their charity. Prison reform movements, like anti-
violence groups, even the most effective ones, have been especially
susceptible to the creation of such ideologically structured
relationships. As a result, people in prison (including survivors of
gender and state violence) are rarely acknowledged as subjects
capable of understanding and transforming their own conditions.
Precisely to avoid this “charity” syndrome, Critical Resistance
organizers (a group that included formerly incarcerated people)
insisted that people in prison be directly involved at every level,
including in the program of the conference itself. This call for
inclusiveness, along with other organizing principles, reflected a
feminism that was not narrowly linked to gender. Formerly and
currently incarcerated people were invited to participate in as many
panels as possible, even as this posed technological problems, such
as installing telephone lines that permitted people behind bars to
make collect calls to the conference venue. Because people in
prison had generated much of the knowledge that enabled the
formation of this movement to abolish imprisonment, such a
conference would be seriously lacking without their direct
participation.



In popularizing the framework of the prison industrial complex and
developing an abolitionist critique of the punishment strategies of
bourgeois democracy, abolitionists have always gestured toward a
very different conception of justice. The existing criminal legal
system assumes that justice is retributive, or that punishment is the
very essence of justice, and naturalizes the assumption that the only
way balance can be re-created in the aftermath of harm is by
proportional punishment. Critics of retributive justice point to the way
that vengeance, not justice, seems to drive the process. Abolition
urges us to move away from myopic and individualistic conceits and
to focus instead on how particular cases embody and reflect broader
concerns and reveal greater threats to safety and freedom than
would be evident when viewed in isolation from larger social
contexts. An abolitionist analysis moves beyond the literal
incarceration of bodies deemed disposable to a broader set of cruel
constraints that incapacitate and police whole communities.

To generate wide-ranging conversations about the prison industrial
complex, abolitionists, borrowing from cultural theorist Stuart Hall,
effected a “disarticulation” of crime and punishment.21  Popular
discourses on the prison most frequently assumed that punishment
existed in a causal relationship to crime, as implied by the adage
“Don’t do the crime, if you can’t do the time.” Transforming public
opinion regarding the reason for soaring numbers of people in prison
required convincing enough people that crime was not the
unqualified cause of punishment. This process of disarticulating
crime and punishment created an opportunity to engage in a politics
of rearticulation to counter the notion that prison was simply the
appropriate sequel for the commission of crimes with the recognition
that there are many reasons people end up behind bars and many
needs experienced by those who are harmed.

Central to this process of rearticulation was the recognition that
race, gender, class, and sexuality were more important determinants
of who goes to prison than simply the commission of a crime. In fact,
the current activist practice of referring to people in prison—and this
is especially true of women, both cisgender and trans—as
“criminalized” rather than “criminal” helps us to understand the
dangerous ideological work that the prison and the criminal legal



system performs. This abolitionist and feminist attention to language
and power is reflected in Eddie Ellis’s “Open Letter to Our Friends on
the Question of Language,” published in 2007:

(W)hen we are not called mad dogs, animals, predators,
offenders, and other derogatory terms, we are referred to as
inmates, convicts, prisoners, and felons—all terms devoid of
humanness, which identify us as “things” rather than as
people. These terms are accepted as the “official” language of
the media, law enforcement, prison industrial complex, and
public policy agencies. However, they are no longer
acceptable for us, and we are asking people to stop using
them.

In an effort to assist our transition from prison to our
communities as responsible citizens and to create a more
positive human image of ourselves, we are asking everyone
to stop using these negative terms and to simply refer to us as
PEOPLE. People currently or formerly incarcerated, PEOPLE
on parole, PEOPLE recently released from prison, PEOPLE
in prison, PEOPLE with criminal convictions, but PEOPLE.22

This need to shift the language related to people with experiences
of incarceration was also discussed and formalized in 1989 when the
National Network for Women in Prison held the Fourth National
Roundtable on Women in Prison in the San Francisco Bay Area, but
little documentation remains of this discussion and its wide-ranging
impact, a problem faced by many small organizing networks. Some
documentation does remain—posters of convenings (but often not
detailed minutes), snapshots of people gathered (but rarely lengthy
summaries of the debates and discussions), images of people at
actions (but not recordings of the planning meetings that shaped
these strategies). The grammar and the genealogy of abolition and
feminism thus sometimes rely on visual fragments and artifacts,
highlighting the importance of recovering moments in abolition’s past
that might illuminate abolition feminist futures.

Writing with history also reveals the way in which abolitionism has
always unfolded within an international context.23  Global capitalism,



financial strategies associated with the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund, and neoliberal scenarios that define
poverty as individual rather than social, travel around the world
alongside the exportation of carceral ideologies and strategies.
Organizing the conference created opportunities to connect with anti-
carceral efforts in Australia, Europe, the Middle East (especially
Palestine), and South America. In the aftermath, Critical Resistance
activists began to cultivate connections with campaigns in Canada,
Australia, the United Kingdom, and other parts of the world.

These internationalist relations offered new ways of building
interventions at the intersection of feminism and abolition. In
Queensland, Australia, the organization Sisters Inside, founded by
Debbie Kilroy and Anne Warner in 1992, eventually began to center
abolition as the most effective solution to the incarceration of
aboriginal women. They shared their organizational structure, which
insists on the inclusion of currently incarcerated women in
leadership, with activists outside Australia.24  Concurrently, the
Elizabeth Fry Societies across Canada—historically a traditional
charitable organization supporting women impacted by the criminal
legal system—gradually adopted an abolitionist lens, centering
organizing for decarceration, under the leadership of current
Canadian senator Kim Pate.25

Political prisoners in Turkey—Kurdish people and their allies—
began to protest the institution of US-style prisons, called “F-type
cells” there, by engaging in prolonged hunger strikes or death fasts.
Women leaders—central to this struggle—brought a feminist
analysis to the forefront of these actions. The fact that they
specifically targeted forms of incarceration developed and promoted
by the US meant that US anti-prison activists should pay much more
attention to the global dimension of the prison industrial complex.
Moreover, because feminist challenges to gender violence and
socialist feminist analyses are at the core of the ongoing Kurdish
struggle for democracy, there are crucial lessons regarding
abolitionist futures to be learned.26

Abolition, as a tradition, a philosophy, and a theory of change,
moves away from a myopic focus on the distinct institution of the
prison toward a more expansive vision of the social, political, and



economic processes that defined the context within which
imprisonment came to be viewed as the legitimate hand of justice.
As a “practical organizing tool and a long-term goal,” abolition is a
political vision with the goal of eliminating imprisonment, policing,
and surveillance and creating lasting alternatives to punishment and
imprisonment.27  As illustrated by the history of the prison and the
police, reforms sold as “progressive” all too often function to mask
expanding mandates, logics, and budget lines. Abolitionist
movements require struggles about strategy and vision: what, for
example, are the “non-reformist reforms” (to use the phrase coined
by Marxist theorist André Gorz and employed by Thomas Mathiesen
in his Politics of Abolition) that make sustainable and material
differences in the lives of people living under the control of
oppressive systems?28

Despite the long historical development of an abolition feminist
framework that is both revolutionary and internationalist, mainstream
interpretations of this contemporary movement have often narrowly
focused on negation or absence—what abolitionists aim to remove
or dismantle. In a December 2020 interview, former president Barack
Obama offered a familiar critique: “Snappy slogans” such as “defund
the police” are damaging. He stated: “You lost a big audience the
minute you say it, which makes it a lot less likely that you’re actually
going to get the changes you want done.” What is obfuscated by this
sentiment are the immense gains and ruptures offered by the
language of social and political movements. As our reliance on one
critical genealogy of abolition indicates, abolition has always been as
much about the work that focuses on building and experimenting as
it has on what must be dismantled. As Ruth Wilson Gilmore has
pointed out, “Abolition is about presence, not absence. It’s about
building life-affirming institutions.”29

Building has always been central, particularly for those working at
the intersection of feminism and abolition. For example, as feminists
recognize the pervasiveness of gender and sexual violence, the
work cannot be only to defund police, as this will not address harm
endemic to communities. Abolition feminism has always required a
practice, an engagement—preventative community-based responses
that can be implemented to both reduce the incidence of gender and



sexual violence and address harm when it does happen, without
calling the police. By definition, this requires revisioning,
experimentation, and engagement, not simply the absence or
removal of police or prisons.

Free Our Queens, made by Melanie Cervantes and the Women In Reentry
Fellows at the People’s Paper Co-op to raise money for the Philadelphia

Community Bail Fund, 2020.

Crucial Antecedents
Abolitionist as adjective and identity in the contemporary moment
draws profoundly on the nineteenth century as inspiration. Just as
racial slavery was a target of abolition then, a retributive and
punishment-focused criminal legal system that has always been
structurally inclined toward racist violence is the focus of abolition
now. Abolition has also been compared by some to the use of the
term revolution—amorphous, shapeshifting, defined only through
use. A range of activists, scholars, and public figures mobilize it to
describe a wide spectrum of work, including work designed to



address the era of racial mass incarceration without putting to rest
the entirety of the criminal legal system. While abolition has become
a twenty-first-century term defining the standpoint of many radical
activists involved in global justice movements, we can learn from a
close reading of its use in the nineteenth century.

Organizers at the turn of this century understood how difficult it
would be to attempt to move away from a prison system that had
been made to appear natural and permanent, just as putting an end
to the system of transatlantic racial slavery once seemed an
impossible political goal. Analogies to the abolition of racial slavery
have taken root in prison abolitionist circles, even or perhaps
especially in the narrower approaches to ending mass incarceration,
or in studies of the social death of slavery and the civil death of
imprisonment.30  We attempt here to distinguish between a purely
analogical relation between slavery and imprisonment and one that
acknowledges a genealogical connection between the two
institutions. It is within the context of highlighting the historical
influence of the system of slavery—with its violent and racialized
punishments manifested in the development of the convict lease
system and the post-slavery penitentiary system of the South—that
we trace the past convergences of abolition and feminism within the
antislavery movement. White women, for example, developed a
consciousness of their own collective predicament by comparing the
institution of marriage to slavery without attending to the violences
perpetuated by their own actions and inactions. Moreover, we may
want to consider that the very term feminism, an anglicization of the
French feminisme, has its origin within the tradition of utopianism
associated with Charles Fourier, who interpreted the social condition
of women as a form of slavery.31  There are some aspects of the
relationship between the antislavery and anti-prison movements and
the political moments in which they occurred that have yet to be
brought into a conversation that acknowledges the pitfalls and
potential of feminism.

Of the many inspirations for the work of abolitionists today, one of
the most important is a text that circulated widely among lay scholars
and thinkers affiliated with the Black movement before it became
part of the academic canon in the 1980s. W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black



Reconstruction in America: An Essay Toward a History of the Part
Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy
in America, 1860–1880 was published in 1935, a moment of social
and political reckoning much like the one we are experiencing
today.32  Written when there was an opening to new possibilities in
the wake of capitalist crisis, Du Bois’s volume on the history of post-
slavery Radical Reconstruction and its demise not only reframed the
period by centralizing Black agency in the making of a new
democracy but also invited his contemporary readers to observe the
crushing counterrevolutionary force of the property-holding elites. He
argued that enslaved persons and free Black subjects were
instrumental in the abolition of slavery, that slavery was indeed the
cause of the Civil War, and that Reconstruction was more than a
negation of slavery (and therefore was perceived as a threat by
white property holders). His analysis offers a challenge both to
historians of the period and for the present in which he wrote. These
arguments also forecast the following contemporary abolitionist
approaches: 1) taking leadership from those who are most directly
impacted, so that the work incorporates the perspectives of the
system’s direct targets and not simply their more comfortably
situated defenders; 2) calling for dismantling institutions that are
overtly causing social and civil death; 3) broadening the liberatory
agenda to include apparatuses of oppression beyond those that are
specifically understood to be carceral; and 4) linking contemporary
abolition praxis—or theory plus action and reflection—to questions of
racial capitalism.

Du Bois not only prefigured the term racial capitalism—the idea
that capitalism cannot be understood outside of a relationship to
power and race—but, with an internationalist lens, he also insisted
that abolition was always hinged to challenging capitalism. Toward
the end of Black Reconstruction, Du Bois reflects on damage
wrought by the spread of capitalism in the aftermath of slavery,
which became especially apparent with the eruption of World War I:
“The world wept and still is weeping and blind with tears and blood.
For there began to rise in America in 1876 a new capitalism and a
new enslavement of labor.”33  The war laid bare what Du Bois
described as



grotesque Profits and Poverty, Plenty and Starvation, Empire
and Democracy, staring at each other across World
Depression. And the rebuilding, whether it comes now or a
century later, will and must go back to the basic principles of
Reconstruction in the United States during 1867–1876—Land,
Light and Leading for slaves black, brown, yellow, and white,
under a dictatorship of the proletariat.34

A Depression-era text infused with the vision of what Du Bois
referred to as “abolition democracy,” Black Reconstruction was
conceptualized as a history of the present, and more specifically a
description of the historical developments that had produced the Jim
Crow era.

Despite its necessary focus on humanizing the Black subjects who
abolished slavery in remaking democracy, Du Bois’s work still
challenges prevailing assumptions about the project and the
discipline of history. The theory of history he animates relied neither
on teleology—the idea that human history would inevitably lead
toward social improvement—nor on theology; it suggested instead
that the arc of the moral universe does not necessarily bend toward
justice. Reconstructing democracy required the labor and sacrifice of
many, and the study of its suppression did not simply target southern
planters and those who had owned slaves but also the northern
capitalists who joined with them to consolidate the property interest
in whiteness.35

From a collective reading of Black Reconstruction, we are led to
reexamine the post–civil rights era, an era in which the dramatic
rightward turn of the prison-building period bears a relationship to the
demise of Radical Reconstruction. That relationship has been
described analogically, as a period that is something like this one,
leading Rev. William Barber, for example, in 2013 to call for a Third
Reconstruction that would build on the first one in the nineteenth
century and the second one in the twentieth (the modern civil rights
era).



Poster created in 2010 by Alexander Dwinell and Sanya Hyland
commemorating the 1973 Walpole Prison uprising.





Radical Reconstructions, Not Liberal Reforms
Contemporary abolition feminists are pursuing a Radical
Reconstruction. Prison abolitionists and scholars have been inspired
by Du Bois’s revised perspective, as well as the need to move from a
narrow focus on cages and armed humans to a larger emancipatory
vision encompassing all aspects of society. It was partly Black
Reconstruction that allowed us to begin to see incarceration as on a
continuum with racial slavery rather than belonging to a new and
separate era of freedom. It is not enough to release people from
chains. Just as Du Bois challenged the notion that slavery could be
expunged as a discrete institution, leaving intact existing political and
economic frameworks, abolitionists today call into question the
prevailing assumption that mass incarceration can be effectively
addressed without analyzing the root causes of injustice and the
impact of other systems of oppression, including, in the first place,
global capitalism. The overarching question posed by contemporary
abolitionists: What would we have to change in our existing societies
in order to render them less dependent on the putative security
associated with carceral approaches to justice? is a reformulation of
a central question posed by Du Bois. Du Bois asked how society can
be reshaped to incorporate formerly enslaved people, providing them
with access to land, education, and political power. Just as former
slaves needed land or economic power, education or intellectual
power, and representation in government or political power,
incarcerated communities will be released from the hold of
carcerality only by acquiring access to economic, intellectual, and
political power. This framework resonates for abolition feminists
because to render prisons and policing obsolete we must also build
movements demanding that society be reshaped with the goal of
eliminating gender and sexual violence and their enabling of racist
and heteropatriarchal structures.



Because the Thirteenth Amendment to the US Constitution
condoned the enslavement of persons lawfully convicted of criminal
acts, contemporary criminal legal movements persistently center an
analogy: slavery on a different scale is linked to the project and
regime of the prison. Analogies can be helpful. Prison Legal News
editor Paul Wright wrote in a 1998 article entitled “Slaves of the
State” that “the effect of the Thirteenth Amendment was not to
abolish slavery but to limit it to those who had been convicted of a
crime.”36  The idea that imprisoned persons are “slaves of the state”
circulated among Black people in prison long before scholar-activists
began to probe the relation between slavery and the contemporary
punishment system in the United States. This notion helped to
generate important movementsin prisons, especially those calling for
union wages and benefits for workers in prisons. This analogy
continues to surface with effect: in Ava DuVernay’s film 13th, Bryan
Stevenson states that there are currently more Black men in prison
than there were Black men enslaved in 1850, a point also
emphatically made in Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow.37

The revelatory value of this statistical drama notwithstanding,
historical methods that are overly reliant on analogical reasoning
(that something is like something else) can often be misleading.38

Relying on analogies often erases the imperative to do analytical
work that might be more effectively accomplished by establishing a
genealogical relation between the institution of slavery and the
institution of the prison. Robert Perkinson’s Texas Tough: The Rise
of America’s Prison Empire explores the way regimes and
punishments associated with slavery made their way into the post–
Civil War penitentiary system in Texas (and other southern states),
thus problematizing the widespread assumption that penitentiaries in
Pennsylvania and New York constituted the only important
paradigms in US prison history.39

Complicating this landscape, the terms “slavery,” “modern slavery,”
and “abolition” are deployed in contemporary movements that argue
for increased investments in carcerality specifically to curtail
trafficking—particularly sex trafficking—and sex work. For example,
one global anti–sex trafficking organization, Polaris “is named for the
North Star, which people held in slavery in the United States used as



a guide to navigate their way to freedom.”40  This is further
convoluted, as often campaigns and legislation that purport to only
eliminate sex trafficking—for example, in the US the 2018 FOSTA
and SESTA laws (the Fight Online Sex Trafficking Act and the Stop
Enabling Sex Traffickers Act)—are used to police and punish
domestic sex work.41  We are therefore always careful to distinguish
anti-prison and anti-police abolitionism from the deployment of the
concept of abolitionism to target sex workers.

Beyond the slipperiness of analogies, the power of anti-prison
organizing also propelled distorted conceptions into the mainstream.
Without undermining the undeniable power and influence of texts
such as Alexander’s The New Jim Crow and Ava DuVernay’s 13th
(which shares Alexander’s conceptualization of history), a close
reading and viewing reveals that both the book and the film frame
mass incarceration as a primarily US problem that emanates from
the failure to comprehensively address the economic, political, and
cultural consequences of the defunct system of chattel slavery inside
the United States. While both Alexander and DuVernay associate
themselves with current abolitionist discourses and recognize the
importance of situating the analysis of the prison crisis within a
global framework, those who do not share this broader vision have
often interpreted both works to mean that the problem of racialized
imprisonment will be solved by conventional and domestic civil rights
activism—in other words, without necessarily disturbing larger, global
frameworks of power such as capitalism and heteropatriarchy.

While the term “mass incarceration” played a significant role in
awakening the public to the fact that the United States incarcerates
more people—both absolutely and per capita—than any other
country in the world, its usage as a concept in governmental circles,
both progressive and conservative, has inevitably encouraged the
assumption that the decarceration of specific populations is, by itself,
an adequate response.42  Similarly, the use of the category of
“innocence” is often invoked as an adequate measure of determining
who gets released and who “deserves” to remain in prison. Official
reactions assume that the problem of mass incarceration can be
addressed by simply releasing a certain number of people from
prison and that the problem of gender violence can be solved by



simply imprisoning individual perpetrators—especially prominent
male figures. Yet the demonstrations and uprisings in the spring of
2020 with demands to defund the police demonstrated not only that
many years of developing abolitionist organizing strategies were
finally having a major impact but that reform pathways—for example
federal legislation like the First Step Act, which opened up potential
pathways for releasing a very limited number of people from the
federal system—cannot even begin to address the structural
character of carceral racism.

While galvanizing wider audiences, these analogies, concepts,
and texts often propelled and naturalized reforms that did not disturb
the conditions of structural racism responsible for the police abuse
and incarceration of so many people of color. The First Step Act, as
a salient example, was greeted with resounding ovations from both
liberal and conservative circles when it was finally signed into US law
at the end of 2018. Hailed as “the most significant criminal justice
reform bill in decades,” some expressed the hope that it might serve
as a step forward. Granted, a few more people in federal prisons
were released earlier than previously expected, but the overall
impact on the incarcerated population—on people in state prisons,
county and city jails, jails in Indian Country, immigrant detention
facilities, military prisons, as well as in federal prisons—will be
minimal. The federal prison population of 181,000 consists of less
than 10 percent of the total number of people behind bars in the
United States. If the 2020 occupant of the office of the president had
pardoned all those incarcerated in federal prisons, it would have
simply decreased the country’s imprisoned population from 2.1
million to 1.9 million.43

Legislation such as the First Step Act and its relatively minor
measures have been embraced as important solutions to the
problems included under the category of mass incarceration, which
is unfortunately most often interpreted in isolation from police
expansion, US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) raids,
the expansion of public registries, the family policing system, and
other dimensions of the prison industrial complex. The rich and
extensive history of abolition feminism from the late twentieth century
to the present militates against simplistic approaches to issues



related to prisons, police, and gender violence. It is therefore
especially disheartening, although unsurprising, to abolition feminists
to witness the overly simplified strategy designed to address the
continuing crisis that has been named mass incarceration, and
especially to consider that the most prominent mainstream
approaches to gender and sexual violence rely precisely on carceral
“solutions.” We know that the very history of the prison system has
been one of putative reforms, which have carefully safeguarded the
system itself from the kind of criticism that not only might have
assisted in developing new strategies for addressing harm but also
recognized that it is impossible to productively address modes of
punishment without deep analyses of the socioeconomic and
ideological factors that structure the societies that prisons purport to
serve.

As abolitionist theory and practice demand a focus on structural
forces, this attention cannot come to a standstill once we point out
that these structural forces are deeply embedded in the prison
industrial complex. What, for instance, is the relationship between
the massive numbers of Black, Indigenous, and Latinx people behind
bars and the system of racial capitalism more broadly? The posing of
such a question warns us about the pitfalls of assuming that racism
is simply a given, and, by itself, a foundational explanatory concept
needing no further examination. Such a truncated analytical
sequence leads, for example, to the fallacious assumptions that what
is often referred to as mass incarceration driven by racism is a
peculiarly US phenomenon, even as we witness similar
developments under the pressure of global capitalism in countries
like South Africa, Colombia, and Brazil.
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A myopic focus on the institution of the prison has protected the
institution itself from abolitionist criticism. But it is not enough to
focus on abolition in the narrow sense. Indeed, abolitionists have
come to recognize that our advocacy must identify much more than
the institution itself as the site for abolition. It is simply not possible to
tear down prisons but leave everything else intact, including the
structural racism that links the prison to the larger society or the
heteropatriarchy and transphobia that fuels gender and sexual
violence. This is the abiding message that Du Bois’s Black
Reconstruction in America conveys to activist intellectuals in the
twenty-first century, as prisons and policing continue to constitute the
“afterlife of slavery.”44

Strategy: Care Not Cops
Abolition also demands that we answer to communities that want
meaningful, affirming, and accessible services, including health care
and housing, but not when these are annexed to punishment. Across
the globe, abolitionist analysis and language emerged in a range of
struggles in the second decade of the twenty-first century.
Abolitionist campaigns against new jails or other forms of carceral
expansion and criminal legal reform intersect with the material
consequences of the state’s abandonment of people with diverse
needs. Delinking health care and mental health services—and so
many other necessary flourishing life functions such as housing and
education—from jailing and other facets of the carceral apparatus is
crucial. This process of delinking represents an important principle of
abolition, which is to challenge the migration of carcerality from brick-
and-mortar jails and prisons to the places in everyday life where
surveillance and punitive control dominate other aspects of the
state’s enterprise. Again, unsurprisingly, this careful work toward
abolition—to parse punishment from authentic forms of care, to push



back on how the state absorbs the language of community-based
demands for affirmation and support and deftly translates these into
coercion and repression—has always been the labor of feminists
who oppose racial capitalism. As contemporary struggles around
carceral expansion increasingly morph into fights about services,
including health care and housing, abolition feminism guides us to
organize boldly and carefully. How struggle unfolds matters.

Directly linking jails and other carceral institutions to care and
treatment widens the net of the carceral state. While some might
identify incarceration as the first or only place they were able to find
access to health care, this should neither be praised nor become
policy. As many scholars and activists suggest, drug treatment
programs and mental health services, particularly in an environment
where most poor people do not have access to these resources
untethered to punishment, are rarely liberatory or affirming. Kerwin
Kaye’s research on one reform often depicted as progressive—drug
courts, or courts that offer supervised treatment as an alternative to
prison sentences for some drug-related crimes—illustrates that not
only do approximately 50 percent of people diverted to these courts
“fail” in their treatment but in order to first participate, a person must
plead guilty.45  The 50 percent who “fail” must then serve the
sentence attached to their original guilty plea, and they are unable to
negotiate any plea arrangements. Far from “care” or treatment, Kaye
illustrates that drug courts and mandated treatment programs are
simply fresh forms of “therapeutic governance,” or new annexes to
the prison industrial complex. Of course, unarticulated is that this
“failure” does not trigger the program’s or the treatment provider’s
accountability.

This fluid ability of the prison industrial complex to incorporate
community demands for “care” and “treatment” is not novel.
Disability organizers, addicts, youth activists, and particularly
feminists have all recognized how vulnerability, in the form of needed
care, protection, treatment, and a respect for difference, is
weaponized by the carceral system.

Abolition as a forward-looking alternative to the conservative
strategy of recurring yet ineffectual reforms has been enriched and
deepened by theories and practices associated with the disability



movement. Just as the stigma of criminalization had to be seriously
challenged to persuade people that struggles against incarceration
constituted worthwhile social justice activism, so the disability rights
movement has had to challenge the stigma of pathologization and
likewise demonstrate that disability rights are essential to human
rights, and thus occupy a central place on social justice agendas.
While disability activists have long argued that disability itself is a
social construct and have successfully protested the
institutionalization of physically, psychiatrically, and intellectually
disabled people, contemporary disability studies scholars have
sought to link the struggle for prison abolition with
deinstitutionalization.

In the most recent work of scholar-activist Liat Ben-Moshe,
Decarcerating Disability, she observes that “disability and madness
are largely missing from analyses of incarceration and its resistance”
and compellingly argues that prison abolitionists have a great deal to
learn from the experience of deinstitutionalization. Challenging the
prevalent assumption that deinstitutionalization of the public asylums
helped to drive homelessness and the rise in incarceration, she
writes:

deinstitutionalization did not lead to homelessness and
increased incarceration. Racism and neoliberalism did, via
privatization, budget cuts in all service/welfare sectors, and
little to no funding for affordable and accessible housing and
social services, while the budgets for corrections, policing,
and punishment (of mostly poor people of color)
skyrocketed.46

Abolition feminism explicitly rejects state attempts to mobilize
vulnerability and difference for the purpose of expanding carcerality
and instead works to highlight the role of the state in perpetuating
violence, demanding engagements that both support people who are
most affected and address the root causes of incarceration—poverty,
white supremacy, misogyny.



A poster designed by Shana Agid for Critical Resistance in 2018 to analyze
differences among reforms (see appendices for full text).





The absorption of “care” under the umbrella of criminalization and
the blurring of the categories of social need, illness, and criminality—
therapeutic governance—is achieved through the guileful
mobilization of the false division between private and public spheres.
Feminists have long tracked these manipulations: the state frames
childcare as a private responsibility but defines fetuses,
reproduction, and select caregivers/parents as a public concern
subject to partisan political manipulation. For some, (hetero)sexuality
is considered a private matter, but queer, HIV-positive, disabled
people, and people involved in sex work are subject to state
repression. Imbued with a stamp of permanence and inevitability,
public/private distinctions not only engineer vulnerability—in-home
support, for example, for people with disabilities is a personal
responsibility that sometimes engenders risk and precarity—but
race, gender, wealth, sexuality, and ability have also always defined
who has access to any right to privacy. For example, some states
mandate drug testing for recipients of Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF) or other social assistance programs. And the
public sphere is always redlined: Women—overwhelmingly non-
white—who commit the “crime” of “falsely” enrolling their children in
more affluent public school districts where they do not reside are
charged and sentenced. In 2011 two Black mothers, Kelley Williams-
Bolar and Tanya McDowell, were convicted of felonies for the
“falsification of records and theft of public education” and “boundary
hopping.”47  Far from neutral and static, the malleable contours of
public and private not only deepen inequalities but frequently mask
the evidentiary traces of racialized, ableist, and heterogendered
violence.

Learning from campaigns against new proposed jails in other
locations and building on decades of abolition feminist community
organizing that rejected policing and incarceration as public health or
safety solutions, in 2019 a Los Angeles coalition of organizations
including Dignity and Power Now and Critical Resistance, defeated,



for now, the proposed four-thousand-bed jail-like “treatment center”
that clearly was not, as advertised, a “care-first” facility. LA had
proposed this new “mental health facility” as a replacement for the
crumbling Men’s Central Jail and awarded a $2.2 billion dollar
contract to a for-profit corporation with a track record of building jails,
McCarthy Building Companies. Under the labor and leadership of
community members with direct experiences of incarceration, mainly
women of color, the campaign focused on educating communities
that it was possible and necessary to disentangle health care
services from punishment and highlighted how this could be done.
The campaign also worked to make visible why the contract with
McCarthy Building Companies was simply an expansion of the
existing jail. As Hilda Solia, one of the members of the LA County
Board of Supervisors who reversed her vote and rescinded the
contract, stated, “A jail is a jail is a jail. It is not enough to change the
name of the facility.”48  This is the impact of the slow work of
abolition feminism in always urgent times, the slow work that has its
gaze on the long term.

Another example of how the state manipulates reform agendas is
electronic monitoring, which is also increasingly proposed as a
kinder compromise when communities push back on new jail or
prison construction. Sometimes advanced as a progressive reform,
including by some who identify as feminists, e-carceration is lauded
as not only cheaper but more humane, as it potentially addresses
the criticisms of toxic jail conditions, including lengthy waits for trials
and exorbitant bail bonds. Strategically obscured are the high fees
that people must pay for their own surveillance devices and the
rapidly expanding market for e-carceration. The for-profit GEO
Group, which operates the largest number of private prisons in the
US, also controlled, under its “GEO Care” division in 2018, about 30
percent of all monitoring devices. These forms of what James
Kilgore has called “carceral humanism” or what other scholars have
termed “enlightened coercion” or “carceral feminism,” do not
eliminate cages.49  Rather they redraw them, and thus often make
them less transparent, while also widening the boundaries of
policing, punishment, and surveillance as astutely demonstrated by
Victoria Law and Maya Schenwar in Prison by Any Other Name: The



Harmful Consequences of Popular Reforms. It is also, unsurprisingly,
a deeply gendered turn: the shift toward electronic monitoring
additionally transforms homes into prisons, and wives, mothers,
granddaughters, daughters, aunties, and sisters into unpaid jailers.
Even when we think we “win” or defeat proposed jail expansion or
new construction projects, how and why and with what tools we
struggle, matters.

Struggle: Reform or Abolition
Lives are at the core of every abolitionist struggle. In 2015, twenty-
two-year-old Kalief Browder (a little brother and a son whose mother
nicknamed him Peanut) died by suicide after being imprisoned for
over two years at Rikers Island while awaiting trial for allegedly
stealing a backpack. Kalief Browder was held in part because he
could not post the $3,000 bail bond. Kalief Browder’s death and the
accompanying media attention placed both the jail and the bail bond
industry under increased public scrutiny. While brown, Black, queer,
and poor communities have long railed against the toxic conditions in
jails and the extortion of money bonds, and while groups across New
York, including the Sylvia Rivera Law Project and the New York
chapters of Critical Resistance, have histories of organizing that
include explicit demands for the closure of Rikers Island, Kalief
Browder’s death deepened mobilizations. Almost fifty years after
people inside the House of D. established bail bond funds, the
movement to end cash money bond, and the Campaign to Close
Rikers, gained powerful momentum.

In response to mounting pressure from grassroots movements, led
and shaped by abolition feminist organizing after Kalief Browder’s
death, in 2019 a commission appointed by then mayor Bill de Blasio
proposed to close Rikers Island Correctional Facility, the largest jail
in the United States, and to open new four jails, one in each borough
of the city, with an estimated price tag of almost $11 billion. This plan
would build what an architecture news source described in an
unironic statement that borrowed from Michel Foucault’s framework
as “a dispersed carceral archipelago.”50



Many recognized that four new jails would clearly expand, not
shrink, the footprint of incarceration in the city of New York. The
siphoning of public dollars to for-profit corporations to build carceral
sites, a form of what Jackie Wang terms “racialized accumulation by
dispossession,” is just one of the ways that the state funnels public
dollars to private coffers.51  The majority of the $11 billion initially
earmarked will go to for-profit corporations and yet payments will not
stop after these jails are built. While many have rightly criticized how
political and social movements against “mass incarceration” have
often stalled around a narrow focus on divestment from private
prisons (as if public prisons might be just fine), abolitionists contend
that the ongoing dexterity of racial capitalism requires continual
interrogation, particularly of how democratic forms of governance are
weaponized to extract wealth from communities.

With strategic and visible direct action, creative memes and
media, and organized pressure on key policy makers, No New Jails
NYC (NNJNYC) coalesced and amplified resistance and offered
tangible public safety strategies. That is, the NNJNYC campaign is
not simply about what communities do not want, but, in the tradition
of abolition feminism, is centered instead on what people need and
want to be safe. Indeed, while the campaign slogan is “no new jails,”
the more central demand is to invest public resources into what
communities recognize as support for efforts to reduce interpersonal
harm and to engender safety. Community forums, workshops, and
political education materials, for example, surfaced desires for a non-
carceral budget that reflected serious community investment. The
NNJNYC website demands “$11 Billion for the People”:

We call on the city to fund programs that actually keep us
safe, reduce interpersonal conflict, and prevent our loved
ones from going to jail. These programs include: housing for
all, repairing NYCHA [New York City Housing Authority] and
shelter conditions; expanding comprehensive community-
based and culturally responsive mental health resources;
funding harm reduction programs; expanding access to
education especially for people who have experienced
incarceration; alleviating extreme poverty; ending mass



surveillance and the extraction of wealth from communities
through criminal court fines, fees, surcharges, and bail; and
stopping false and illegal arrests.52

NNJNYC is against the construction of new jails, but more critically it
provides spaces for people to grapple, together, with definitions of
authentic public safety—what would make our community safer?—
and subsequently generates and circulates tangible pathways. Key
partners in the NNJNYC campaign are organizations, including
Survived & Punished, Black & Pink, and the Audre Lorde Project,
that have spent more than a decade organizing to end gender and
sexual violence without relying on carceral responses. This is
abolition feminism in practice.

New York City is actively advancing the plan to build four new jails
to replace the buildings on Rikers Island. Yet through abolition
feminist lenses and metrics—an accounting that extends beyond this
immediate political moment—the wins are tangible. Political
education materials circulated extensively, highlighting how public
safety could be achieved by investing in communities rather than jail
expansion. An array of organizations signed on to NNJNYC and
made linkages connecting their work around housing justice, quality
and free public transit, for meaningful and affirming health care, and
against deportations and interpersonal violence. People directly
impacted by policing and imprisonment and their loved ones were at
the center of the organizing and analysis. Anti-violence organizations
played key and visible roles, pushing back on carcerality as the
solution to gender and sexual violence. The power of privately
hoarded wealth and organized philanthropy to engage in carceral
statecraft was temporarily rendered transparent and challenged.53

The carceral roots of liberal Democrats received some exposure. All
the tentacles related to jail expansion—including policing—were
made visible and were resisted. This campaign moved the starting
line for the next step in mobilization: action. The cost? The life of
Kalief Browder and too many others.





I I .

Feminism.

In the summer of 2020, a small group of evolving abolition feminists
wrote a powerful open letter to the anti-violence movement called
“The Moment of Truth.”1  Acknowledging how mainstream anti-
violence interventions had relied too much on the criminal legal
system and, as such, “repeatedly failed Black, Indigenous, and
people of color (BIPOC) survivors, leaders, organizations, and
movements,” forty-seven established anti-violence coalitions from
twenty states across the US signed the letter. In doing so, they
demonstrated their willingness to stand in solidarity with activists
who wrote that “turning away is no longer an option. Superficial
reform is not enough.” Indeed, the letter built on the assertion that
feminist goals are not possible without abolition:

We have failed to listen to Black feminist liberationists and other
colleagues of color in the movement who cautioned us against
the consequences of choosing increased policing, prosecution,
and imprisonment as the primary solution to gender-based
violence.
We have promoted false solutions of reforming systems that are
designed to control people, rather than real community-based
solutions that support healing and liberation.
We have invested significantly in the criminal legal system,
despite knowing that the vast majority of survivors choose not to
engage with it and that those who do are often re-traumatized
by it.



We have held up calls for “victim safety” to justify imprisonment
and ignored the fact that prisons hold some of the densest per-
capita populations of trauma survivors in the world.
We have ignored and dismissed transformative justice
approaches to healing, accountability, and repair, approaches
created by BIPOC leaders and used successfully in BIPOC
communities.

Explicitly calling for the centering of leadership from Black and
Indigenous communities, as well as from other communities of color,
and divestment from the criminal legal system, the letter signified
triumph and trouble. Some of the signatories—especially those from
domestic violence and sexual assault coalitions representing large
numbers of very mainstream shelters and rape crisis centers in more
conservative states—faced immediate backlash. Calling the
statement “offensive” and “dangerous,” the Idaho Prosecuting
Attorneys’ Association, the Idaho Sheriffs’ Association, and the Idaho
Chiefs of Police Association withdrew their support for the Idaho
Coalition Against Domestic and Sexual Violence.2  Funders called
into question the focus of their work, legislators pushed back against
the analysis of how laws have interfered with safety, police chiefs
objected to being identified as part of the problem, and local service
partners distanced themselves because they feared a loss of status
if they identified with the brave coalition members who dared to
speak out about the carceral orientation of those feminist anti-
violence activists standing in the path of emancipatory strategies that
would require taking abolition seriously.

At the same time, the Moment of Truth statement galvanized more
general support for racial justice from anti-violence programs. It
inspired Embrace, a medium-sized advocacy agency in Barron
County, Wisconsin, which serves people who have been hurt by
domestic violence, to write a public statement:

In the midst of a national uprising and dialogue on state
violence, Embrace adds their voices affirming the humanity
and dignity of Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC).
We share the global grief over the lives of George Floyd,



Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery as well as the shootings
of Jacob Blake, and the many other acts of racist violence
perpetrated against Black people over the past 400 years in
this country. Like Martin Luther King, Jr. and Emmett Till, they
will not be forgotten.

As an anti-violence organization, Embrace cannot end one
form of violence without addressing the other, and we cannot
properly serve all survivors if we do not acknowledge and
address the oppression and violence the most marginalized
survivors are experiencing.3

This statement, like the one by Moment of Truth, argues that the
root causes of racism, police violence, sexual violence, and gender-
based violence are the same and that the work to end gender
violence must include attention to how structural oppression and
state violence shape and indeed deepen the impact on survivors and
others. The statement ended with a resounding declaration:
“Embrace supports the movement for Black Lives. We hear their
words, lift up their voices, and stand in the anti-violence values of our
organization. We hope you will join us in breaking the cycle of
trauma created by racism and violence.” Embrace solidified its
commitment by posting a Black Lives Matter sign in the
organization’s front window near the prominently displayed rainbow
flag signaling the organization’s commitment to queer solidarity.

As individual programs and statewide anti-violence coalitions
expressed support for Black Lives Matter and pulled back from
engagement with the carceral state, police departments,
prosecutors, state attorneys, and other entities immediately began to
sever ties with these anti-violence programs. Embrace’s powerful
words and impassioned invitations were met with immediate disdain
from key community leaders. The Barron County Board of
Supervisors halted funding to the organization, reducing its budget
by $25,000. Along with four area police departments, the Barron
County Sheriff’s Department cut ties with the agency, which likely
means they will no longer refer people who need assistance to
Embrace for emergency services. Other anti-violence groups that
have taken vocal positions like Embrace and the signatories of the



Moment of Truth statement have experienced similar forms of swift
retaliation from law enforcement and other state and carceral
entities.4  The speed with which relationships between carceral
actors and anti–gender violence groups with abolitionist orientations
unraveled reveals their inherent fragility.

The organizing work that produced the Moment of Truth statement
—and the backlash that resurfaced decades-old tensions between
feminist work against gender violence and abolitionist demands to
close prisons—was reminiscent of earlier conflicts between activists
focusing on racist state violence and those calling for an end to
domestic violence. A political misalignment that had been simmering
just below the surface was, once again, on display. Carceral policy
makers, law enforcement organizations, conservative funders,
mainstream service providers, and many academic researchers
were, for the most part, unwilling to acknowledge that programs
targeting gender violence should be concerned with advancing racial
justice and were reluctant to consider that survivors of gender
violence might be harmed, rather than helped, by police. One of the
most pointed examples of this tension was the lead story in the
widely circulated Domestic Violence Report (“Another Perspective on
‘The Moment of Truth Statement’”), which criticized abolitionist
demands and claimed that “survivors do not support defunding the
police.”5  The report’s broad claims about the role of policing in
creating safety for those who experience gender violence blatantly
ignores what many women and nonbinary people of color have been
asserting for years: because systemic racism drives the criminal
legal system, it is not only not protective for those survivors who are
not part of the mainstream, it also endangers them.

Indeed, tensions between abolition and feminism, exemplified by
the article in Domestic Violence Report, are as old as they are
familiar. Precisely at the moment domestic violence and sexual
assault were being recognized as crimes, thus presumably requiring
carceral responses, contemporary abolitionists were effectively
challenging a criminal legal system that naturalized retributive
punishment. Unfortunately, the abolition work that emerged in the
early 1970s did not necessarily attend to questions of gender
violence despite the presence of feminist leadership. For some



leaders in both movements, this discord, both philosophical and
political in nature, was treated as a fundamental roadblock. For
others, decades of work in this movement illustrated this stark reality:
while it is critical to hold those who use violence accountable,
advocating for greater involvement by the criminal legal system is
counterproductive at best, and can actually further endanger some
survivors.6

The analysis of abolition feminism that we advance in this book is
predicated on the indivisibility of abolition and feminism. Abolition is
stronger and more effective precisely because of its feminism. On
the other hand, gender justice will not be realized without the
incorporation of abolition praxis. Beyond the challenges posed by
adversary forces, abolition feminists recognize the necessary
intersection of questions raised both by anti-violence activists and
abolitionists. For example, do calls for defunding the police fully
reckon with the danger of having classified gender violence as a
crime like any other leading to even larger investments in police and
prisons? Or do analyses of the way structural racism in the criminal
legal system promotes transphobia also include attention to disability
justice? Where is the feminist imperative to acknowledge
intersectionalities of struggles—as an explicit politics and praxis—in
current abolitionist mobilizations? Where is the sustained political
commitment to abolition in feminist anti-violence work? These are
urgent questions, posed here as part of a rhetorical strategy for
rethinking the current movement and to invite a recognition within the
more prominent genealogy of abolition of its roots in radical
organizing against both state and intimate violence. We return here
to the historical legacies of abolition feminism as a way of showing
how women of color and other radical anti-violence activists have
long called for divestment from the criminal legal system.
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INCITE!
The abolition feminism at work in the Moment of Truth statement
emerged as a consequence of long-term and persistent organizing,
coupled with deep thinking about that work, represented by the
histories with which this book engages. Here, we offer snapshots
from one particular origin story, the founding of INCITE! Women of
Color Against Violence (later Women, Gender Non-Conforming, and
Trans People of Color Against Violence). While INCITE! was not
alone in pioneering new, intersectional analyses, we believe it played
a critical role as it attempted to interrupt the political effects of
criminalization and as it strongly reprimanded those feminisms that
raced to embrace carceral solutions.

For INCITE! the call for change came primarily from women of
color activists in the late 1990s who firmly insisted that after thirty
years of trying to reform anti-violence organizations from the inside,
it was time to turn to more radical work. Women of color activists



who had dedicated our lives to working against the tyranny of gender
violence and for justice for our communities found ourselves
struggling for years to remake organizations that offered simplistic,
neoliberal responses to complex problems. These groups
unquestionably assigned blame to individual perpetrators of violence
rather than looking more deeply into oppressive social structures,
whose culpability is ideologically foreclosed. This more radical work
was necessary because by the late 1990s a social justice–oriented
anti-violence movement had been effectively coopted by the state,
and anti-violence programs had been transformed from a network of
radical, grassroots self-help groups into a highly professionalized
service-based industry.

In 2000, a small group of eighteen women of color anti-violence
organizers decided to finally and absolutely reject the reformist
project of trying to hold dominant anti-violence organizations
accountable for their complicity with and reliance on the carceral
state.7  This group had gathered for the purpose of honing an
analysis of gender violence that accentuated its relation to state
violence, especially within the context of racism. Determined to
contest existing leadership paradigms, they decided unapologetically
to refuse compromises that marginalized race, class, sexuality,
immigration status, or disability as secondary issues. In the very
process of this deliberate organizing and collective theorizing, they
were embarking on a path that transformed political fatigue and
frustration into joyful revolutionary rage. As was later the case for the
Moment of Truth statement, the call was not only to critique what
was wrong or inadequate, but also—and even more importantly—to
build the larger liberation movement without which we would never
end gender violence. Anti-violence organizations—like the Coalition
Against Rape and Abuse (CARA), Sista II Sista, the Audre Lorde
Project, and INCITE!—embraced this analysis, developing and
practicing on-the-ground responses to gender and sexual violence,
often explicitly identifying as abolition feminist formations.

Like Critical Resistance, INCITE! began in a convening in the year
2000 that reflected a hunger for radical ideas and practices. The
conference, “The Color of Violence: Violence Against Women of
Color,” was organized with a number of goals. First, the conference



planners hoped to provide an opportunity for women of color activists
to revise and deepen radical analyses and corresponding strategies
around ending gender violence by centering antiracist and anti-
imperialist struggles. The vision was less about emphasizing how the
work had become more conservative and more about reclaiming the
political power that characterized early women-of-color-led activism
around gender violence. It was an attempt to reverse the fact that
“[w]e won the mainstream but lost the movement.”8  Second,
conference organizers hoped to revoke the tendency to consider
gender violence in isolation from other forms of violence. Moving
beyond merely responding to partner violence and sexual assault,
this more expansive approach led to the inclusion of immigrant
rights, Indigenous treaty rights, and reproductive justice, as well as
the violence of incarceration and militarism. This more inclusive
analysis also identified the profound and persistent harm of
homophobia and heterosexism within mainstream movement work.
Shaped by abolitionist organizing and feminist analysis, INCITE!
advanced the idea that gender violence was systemic and
symptomatic of larger patterns of oppression. Importantly, the
conference agenda encouraged practical involvement in political
organizing campaigns and centrally, a transition from providing
highly regulated emergency crisis intervention services and toward
advancing social justice strategies to ensure safety.

These goals, with an implicit focus on what we might now call
abolition feminism, grew out of the concern that the once-radical
analysis of gender violence had become so mainstream that
essential elements of the movement had been erased. For example,
the legacy of Black lesbians and the contributions of other feminists
of color who had simultaneously worked within community-based
racial justice groups and within predominantly white feminist
organizations was entirely excluded from the dominant collective
movement memory. In a righteous celebratory atmosphere, the Color
of Violence conference recentered the radical antiracist work that
activated the movement to end gender violence in the first place.9

The mere idea of the Color of Violence conference ignited an
infectious energy. This enthusiasm made it clear that women of color
had yearned for years for such a space and were ready to propel the



work forward based on the mandates of abolition feminism. Women
of color across the country and from beyond US borders went to
great lengths to attend, including pooling scarce resources,
arranging for coverage at home, and driving for days to reach
California. Originally planned for two hundred participants, the first
Color of Violence conference ultimately drew one thousand people.
Another thousand people who wanted to attend were turned away
for lack of space. To address the historical legacy of racism within
the anti-violence movement, strong measures were taken to ensure
that this time, the conversations would proceed differently. The
conference allowed only a small number to attend who were not
women of color; others who participated were required to sponsor
attendance for women of color, encouraged not to dominate the main
sessions, and instructed not to participate in the strategy sessions
unless specifically invited to do so. This was more than a series of
symbolic gestures. It solidified the insistence that the work of
INCITE! would not be concerned with negotiation, appeasement, or
even with challenging mainstream anti-violence activists about their
failures. Instead, the work was about strategically and
enthusiastically advancing an antiracist, anticapitalist analysis of
gender violence and re-centering social justice and freedom.
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Since then, and for over twenty years, grassroots chapters and
affiliates of INCITE! across the United States have organized broad-
based social justice campaigns to link gender violence to other forms
of harm. INCITE! has always been a voluntary collective, without
paid staff except for episodic and discrete tasks associated with
planning conferences, producing political education materials, or
developing social media campaigns. In New Orleans, for example,
the chapter supported low-income and uninsured women of color
after Hurricane Katrina, demonstrating again how they were the ones
pushing for the survival of their communities when government and
nonprofit responses continued to perpetuate abusive and harmful
practices. The Philadelphia chapter organized around housing and
gentrification, while Brooklyn’s INCITE! affiliate, Sista II Sista, worked
against the sexual harassment of women of color by the New York
City Police Department.

The national INCITE! collective has organized conferences and
movement events, including “Building a Movement” (2002) in
Chicago, “Stopping the War on Women of Color” (2005) in New
Orleans, “The Revolution Will Not Be Funded: Beyond the Non-Profit
Industrial Complex” (2004) in Santa Barbara, California, and
“Beyond the State: Inciting Radical Possibilities” (2015) in Chicago.
In order to share political analyses and to archive this radical work,
INCITE! published two anthologies. Color of Violence: The INCITE!
Anthology (2006) included writings from thirty-three radical feminists
of color, with a sharp focus on federal Indian law, adoption policy,
reproductive justice, Palestinian resistance, and law enforcement.
Four years after the 2004 conference, INCITE! published The
Revolution Will Not Be Funded: Beyond the Non-Profit Industrial
Complex, which explored the impact of the nonprofit system on
revolutionary movement building. Circulating globally, these forms of
political education, like the “Community Accountability Toolkit” and
the “Anti-Militarism Toolkit,” have deepened the project of abolition
feminism and in turn reshaped contemporary anti-violence work.



These feminist abolitionist communities came together out of a
sense of desperation and from a place of love and honor that in later
years proved to be much more complicated. But a sense of
frustration and feelings of betrayal from abandoned commitments of
solidarity from collaborators did not dissuade the organizers who
continued to do the work. Those who had initially responded to the
INCITE! call brought energy, hope, and the conviction that a different
way was possible. This optimism—which brought a sense of
urgency, and belief in the possibility of anti-violence work that
resonated more broadly—was infectious and quickly spread across
the country and beyond US borders. At the same time, this
overarching optimism managed to overshadow important
disagreements and enduring controversies. Formalized local
chapters, loose affiliates, and countless individuals considered
themselves members of INCITE! Engaging in small and large
resistance projects—protesting new prisons, providing mutual aid,
collective reading and writing for political education campaigns, and
most importantly supporting survivors of gender violence in all its
varied forms—INCITE! also confronted harm within its own ranks
and struggled with internecine tensions and betrayals. Among the
most serious failures over the twenty-year history of INCITE! was the
initial exclusion of trans people in the framing of the work. It is now
virtually axiomatic that any effective challenge to gender violence
must center the multiple violences inflicted on trans and gender
nonconforming people. Like many networks, INCITE! struggled to
establish systems of accountability and transparency. More recently,
widely publicized investigations regarding Indigenous identities of
founding members have come to light. These are critical aspects of
INCITE!’s history and must be factored into any story of its
achievements. In exploring genealogies of abolition feminism, it
should be pointed out that INCITE!’s influence as a movement and a
political identity embodying a radical abolition feminism went far
beyond its influence as an organization. Even as it struggled,
sometimes unsuccessfully, with an array of organizational problems,
the enduring legacy of INCITE!’s anticapitalist, antiracist
internationalism, is what drives abolition feminism. An ongoing
challenge to carceral feminism, it is a collective commitment to end



all forms of violence—from the bedroom to the streets to police
stations and prison cells. It is a collective commitment to forge new
futures grounded not in violence but in the flourishing of life.

Radical Beginnings, Again
We situate INCITE! within a genealogy of abolition feminism
because it signals how radical feminists of color have historically
troubled gender essentialism, forging over time a collective political
consciousness of gender violence as always also shaped by racism,
class bias, transphobia, heterosexism, and so on. This genealogy
resists mainstream histories of anti-violence movements that
continue to center whiteness and carceral responses. While it is true
that a major catalyst for the late 1960s women’s movement was the
recognition of the ubiquity of physical and sexual abuse of women
within circles that had previously demanded their silence, there is a
long history of work against sexual abuse and gender violence more
broadly linked to what we now recognize as Black feminist activism.
The fact that the US anti-violence movement is often conventionally
periodized in connection with the 1966 founding of the National
Organization for Women (NOW) and the later creation of a NOW
task force on rape, erases signal contributions of women of color.
While gender violence has always crossed borders of race and
class, the speakouts and consciousness-raising sessions (the
strategy of encouraging women to publicly reveal violence within
intimate relationships that they had previously kept secret) that
attempted to break the silence regarding rape and domestic violence
were primarily associated with white feminism. To be sure, these
teach-ins, speakouts, and consciousness-raising sessions were
radical political acts. But women of color, white working-class
women, and others with a more expansive political consciousness
insisted on making important linkages to antiracism, reproductive
justice, anti-imperialist campaigns, labor movements, and other
social justice struggles. For example, radical white women activists
who were part of Santa Cruz Women Against Rape released the
1977 “Letter to the Anti-Rape Movement,” which stated that the
“racist and sexist” criminal legal system makes the problem of rape



“worse.”10  Even the term “women of color,” popularized during that
era, signified the political formation of a radical feminist alliance
among women who shared oppression from a range of structural
forces in addition to heteropatriarchy, including the generalized
criminalization of their communities.



Third World Women’s Alliance newsletter, Triple Jeopardy, 1971.





First page of “Letter to the Anti-Rape Movement” by Santa Cruz Women
Against Rape, published by Off Our Backs in 1977.





Without underestimating the eventual emergence of a strong anti-
rape and anti-violence movement, an abolition feminist lens troubles
conventional histories that too frequently still center white women
and mainstream organizations. The group Sisters Testify (ST) is a
storytelling project dedicated to ensuring that Black women’s
resistance to sexual abuse is not lost in the historical accounts of
anti-violence movement organizing. ST is focused on lifting up the
work that Barbara Ransby, Deborah King, and Elsa Barkley Brown
lead in response to the sexual harassment and legal mistreatment of
Anita Hill by the soon-to-be-appointed US Supreme Court justice
Clarence Thomas. African American Women in Defense of
Ourselves (AAWIDO) was formed in 1991 after 1,600 Black women
and our allies signed a letter that appeared in the New York Times
expressing “The particular outrageous racist and sexist treatment of
Professor Anita Hill,” and that “the malicious defamation of Professor
Hill insulted all women of African descent and sent a dangerous
message to any woman who might contemplate a sexual
harassment complaint.” ST is one of many projects attempting to
more fully describe the genealogy of abolition feminism by keeping
the story of AAWIDO alive. These erasures continue: Alyssa Milano,
a white actor, was initially credited with the creation of #MeToo to
emphasize the pandemic dimensions of sexual violence in 2017
even though Black feminist Tarana Burke had first used #MeToo in
2006. Many contemporary images associated with #MeToo, Time’s
Up, and campus-based Title IX initiatives are still overwhelmingly
white, reflecting the institutionalized responses to sexual violence
that are aligned with carceral feminism.

In this context we might ask why the important work against rape
and sexual violence within the US southern Black freedom
movement was so marginalized that only after many years of
research and activism did we come to recognize, for example, Rosa
Parks as a forerunner of the anti-rape activists in the late 1960s.
Rosa Parks, Esther Cooper Jackson, Anne Braden, and others



linked anti-rape strategies to campaigns against the racist use of the
rape charge in the cases of the Scottsboro Nine (1931–1937), Willie
McGee (1945–51), and the 1955 murder of Emmett Till, who was
accused of making sexual comments to a white woman. As many
scholars and activists have observed, the struggle to defend Black
men from fraudulent rape charges was directly linked to the defense
of Black women who were targets of rape like Recy Taylor: rape and
the racist manipulation of the rape charge were fundamentally
connected.11  Much of the early work of Black feminism and radical
women of color feminism consisted of attempts to correct the
historical record—pointing out that white women were not the only
women who challenged misogyny and patriarchy and that women of
color engaged these challenges in more complex, intersectional
ways.

If we acknowledge the history of contemporary calls for abolition
feminism raised by the Moment of Truth statement (and related
activist efforts from groups like Love & Protect, API-Chi, and Just
Practice) that can be traced back to nineteenth-century attempts by
abolitionists to link antislavery strategies to women’s suffrage and
other feminist projects, then a critical genealogy of abolition feminism
cannot exclude the lineage that proceeds from the important work
against gender violence linked to movements against racist
repression during the McCarthy era. Because this work has been
subject to erasure or misrepresentation, only recently have scholars
conducted the research that has rendered visible important
contributions by major forerunners of Black feminism during the
1940s and 1950s. We often begin the story of twentieth-century
Black feminism (and of intersectionality as a feminist methodology)
with Fran Beal’s 1969 germinal pamphlet “Double Jeopardy: To Be
Black and Female,” which was republished in 1970 in Toni Cade
Bambara’s anthology The Black Woman and as well in Robin
Morgan’s 1970 edited collection Sisterhood Is Powerful. However,
more than twenty years before “Double Jeopardy,” the Trinidadian
Communist Claudia Jones wrote an extended article entitled “An End
to the Neglect of the Problems of the Negro Woman!” in which she
argued that Black women were subject to “superexploitation.”12

Moreover, she insisted that the occupation of domestic worker to



which the majority of Black women were relegated during the
decades following slavery was associated with the very dangers that
Black women had experienced during slavery: rape, sexual abuse,
and harassment more broadly. Claudia Jones clearly understood the
structural nature of sexual violence.

If Claudia Jones’s use of the term “superexploitation” points to an
implicit understanding both of racial capitalism and the impact of
patriarchy, this redaction of the Marxist critique of political economy
was embraced by a larger community of radical Black women
activists, who also understood the implications of the primary
occupation open to Black women. Esther Cooper Jackson, a leading
figure in the Southern Negro Youth Congress in the 1940s and the
founding editor of Freedomways, wrote her 1940 master’s thesis on
The Negro Domestic Worker in Relation to Trade Unionism.13  Long
before Ella Baker emerged as a leading figure in the mid-twentieth-
century Black freedom movement, she was an organizer for the
NAACP, and in 1935 she and Marvel Cooke wrote an article for the
NAACP’s magazine The Crisis entitled “Bronx Slave Market.”14  The
gatherings of Black women on city street corners seeking work as
domestics were known as “slave markets” not only because of the
exceedingly low wages but also because the conditions of work were
more akin to slavery than to wage labor. Despite the prevailing
euphemistic descriptions of sexual abuse, all these activists were
clearly aware of harassment and sexual violence as a routine hazard
of the occupation. In an interview quoted in Baker and Cooke’s
article, one woman indicated that she left her job not only because of
the drudgery of the work but also because one of the family’s adult
sons had so-called hand trouble. Like Esther Cooper Jackson, Baker
and Cooke also emphasized the central importance of organizing
domestic worker unions.

Despite the whitewashing of the history of anti-violence organizing
across the decades and the tendency to ignore racism within the
anti-violence movement at different points in time, women of color
continued to organize against gender and sexual violence. For
example, in 1980, at the first national conference on Third World
Women and Violence in Washington, DC, led by early abolition
feminists like Loretta Ross and Nkenge Toure, groups like San



Francisco Women Against Rape, the New York Asian Women’s
Center, the National Black Feminist Organization, and the Women of
Color Caucus of the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence
were beginning to stake out their rightful place in the landscape of
anti-violence organizing. These networks built on the organizing of
groups like Women of All Red Nations which, in 1974, began to
address a range of issues central to the lives of Indigenous women
including but not limited to interpersonal violence. These
organizations’ actions were dynamic, political and cultural, expansive
and aspirational—fundamentally abolitionist—and often centered a
transnational and postcolonial feminism. Literary and arts
organizations circulated the political analysis of women of color
feminisms. Kitchen Table Press published key anthologies like
Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa’s This Bridge Called My Back
and Barbara Smith’s Home Girls. Sweet Honey in the Rock, led by
one of the original Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC) Freedom Singers, Bernice Johnson Reagon, provided a
musical background to movement organizing. The climate of this era,
ripe with hope, sprinkled with joy, was foundational to the kind of
organization INCITE! aspired to be—one that was not engaged in
the misery of reforming dominant organizations. Instead, this
example of abolition feminism at work consisted of a network of
activists bound together by a vision of what the world could be and
grounded in a shared history of righteous early organizing. After
years of feeling disheartened and betrayed by mainstream anti-
violence activism, founding members (and those now working
alongside them) desired to return to these vibrant earlier moments
when radical anti-violence work embraced the celebration of our
relationships and accomplishments and was driven by the passion
for justice. The commitment to build on that legacy—working for
freedom instead of merely working against danger and despair—was
an important element of abolition feminist organizing.

Within these coalitions, currently and formerly incarcerated
women, many of whom were survivors of gender violence, mobilized
to redefine safety and increasingly began to fight for abolition.15  In
1985, the first public hearing on battered women and the criminal
justice system was held at Bedford Hills Correctional Facility, a



maximum-security women’s prison in New York, where incarcerated
women centered the links between criminalization and gender
violence.16  Organized by women who were incarcerated and their
anti-violence advocates on the outside, the twelve testimonies firmly
established gender violence as a pathway to women’s imprisonment.
These hearings illuminated the profound and persistent ways that
gender violence, including intimate partner violence and state
violence, intersected and contributed to the incarceration rates of
both women and the people who hurt them. Consistently,
incarcerated women (who are not named in the report for safety
reasons) testified that police failed to offer solutions: “I felt that they
were giving my husband consent to come back and beat me some
more after they left, and he did.” These testimonies led,
unfortunately, to a set of recommendations in the final report that
actually enhanced the criminal legal response to gender violence—
more police training, harsher penalties—in part because they
ignored the context of state violence. That is, while the report
attempted to center the experience and analysis of criminalized
survivors, its narrow analytical frame stands as an example of why
abolition feminism is so important.

Centering the experience and analyses of people in prison and the
linkages between state and interpersonal violence, this organizing at
Bedford built on earlier work, including self-defense and freedom
organizing campaigns for incarcerated women such as the 1974
Free Joan Little movement and the emergence of 1970s groups
such as Aid to Incarcerated Mothers, Prison MATCH (Prison Mothers
and Their Children), and other convenings such as the 1977 “Action
Conference of Women Against Repression and Prison,” which
gathered 120 participants, most of whom were formerly incarcerated
women and others who were representative of prison justice
organizing.17  This work seeded the ground for the emergence of a
wide array of groups led by currently or formerly incarcerated people,
including the National Network for Women in Prison; Justice Now!;
Chicago Legal Advocacy for Incarcerated Mothers; the Women’s
Prison Association; and later the California Coalition for Women in
Prison; Women on the Rise Telling Her Story; the Transgender,
Gender Variant and Intersex Justice Project; and Moms United



Against Violence and Incarceration. Concurrently, networks grew
centering both an abolitionist framework and the experience of
criminalized survivors, including Black & Pink, Survived & Punished,
and the Sylvia Rivera Law Project.18  Increasingly abolition feminist
in practice and orientation, most of these survivor-led groups
continue to work inside and outside of prisons and jails to center
racial justice, construe carcerality broadly (including the violence
inherent to social service and child welfare agencies), and challenge
racial capitalism and the false solutions made available by the prison
industrial complex.19

Poster reflecting the 2001 INCITE!-Critical Resistance Statement on Gender
Violence & The Prison Industrial Complex (see appendices for full statement).

Carceral Cooptation and Carceral Feminism
Despite years of relentless work, by the 1990s the gulf between
abolitionist perspectives and gender work was widening, and many
survivors were falling into the dangerous space between the two



movements. The language and analysis of radical activists was also
being coopted and absorbed by mainstream organizing, as legal and
legislative changes advanced local pro-arrest policies and
mandatory police responses. Distracted by a false sense of success
and the perception of mainstream political support, mainstream anti-
violence organizations were increasingly supported by state
resources, focused on data collection and service delivery models,
and organized and professionalized according to a hierarchy
dominated by white people. Crisis services began to mirror other
neoliberal intervention programs populating the landscape of a
growing social service industry. Beth Richie and Kayla Martensen
later described the way in which “services became safety.”20  The
emphasis of these programs was on individual care rather than root
causes of violence, reforming systems rather than creating
alternatives, and providing short-term respite for people who have
been harmed rather than producing long-term structural changes.
This cluster of organizations, from mainstream anti-violence
organizations to “charities” that provide access to food or housing,
are now increasingly referred to as part of a nonprofit industrial
complex.21

Mimi Kim and other scholar-activists have documented how the
self-help activities that initially characterized the anti-violence
movement of the early 1970s were coopted as activists became
more engaged in the work of systems advocacy and building
coalitions with state actors authorized to control “crime.”22  As the
work evolved and took on a more conservative tone, issues of racial
injustice, sexual exploitation, pernicious state violence, and the
analysis of linked forms of oppression became incompatible with an
emerging conceptualization of gender violence that relied exclusively
on gender essentialism.23  Within this framework, the legitimate
victim of gender and sexual violence could not be a sex worker, a
queer person, a woman of color, and certainly could not be an
incarcerated person. This conceptualization was predicated on false
assumptions of solidarity and a uniformity of experiences of violence.
More importantly, it disavowed concerns about injustice as the root
of the problem, leading instead to an overly simplistic carceral
analysis that promoted policing and prisons as the solution.



To its credit, this mainstream, highly visible work against gender
violence firmly established that intimate relationships are sites of
serious harm for women. Those with access to the developing
system were provided some relief from the tyranny of abuse: over 25
percent of all cisgender heterosexual women report having been hurt
by someone they are or have been in a relationship with, which
could include a husband, a non-cohabitating sexual partner, or a
former significant other.24  Mainstream researchers and organizers
gathered and made available this kind of data, and while this was an
important and transformative accomplishment, the data were
asymmetrical and incomplete: for example, larger questions about
gender socialization and heteropatriarchy—the systems and
communities that legitimate gender and sexual violence—and
alternative responses that do not rely on the carceral state remained
underexplored and therefore invisible.

The collection and dissemination of statistical data described the
problem in quantitative terms, which resonated with mainstream
audiences and policymakers, but did not reveal the full extent of the
harm nor the root causes of gender violence. Chronic abuse from an
intimate partner is profoundly worsened by its consequences: the
emotional degradation, social isolation, economic dependency, and
sense of shame and alienation from one’s body and spirit that
typically comes with physical and sexual abuse. For people who are
undocumented, disabled, using illegal substances, financially
insecure, queer, older, or impacted by the criminal legal system, the
vulnerability to gender violence may be even more profound. People
of color, those without secure housing, women who are responsible
for care for others, and young queer people who trade sex for
money, for example, are at heightened risk for adverse
consequences of abuse and yet remain unaccounted for in the
mainstream movement. The result is that these groups are left
uniquely vulnerable to increased harm from relationships and from
the state.

The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) was situated within this
landscape of mainstream anti-violence organizations garnering
increasing state recognition and defining gender and sexual violence
narrowly. Its reception was unsurprising. Of course, the state should



“protect women,” so few questioned the accompanying forms of
carcerality that emerged and deepened. VAWA was the more visible
facet of what Mimi Kim calls the “carceral creep” of the 1990s. As
part of the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act
(VCCLEA), better known as the 1994 Crime Bill, VAWA bolstered
this erroneous framing of gender violence as requiring a criminal
justice solution.25  VCCLEA passed with wide bipartisan support and
funneled tax dollars to policing and prison expansion. VAWA led to
an influx of public and private funding and solidified state control
over responses to gender violence. Mari Matsuda spoke out
immediately after the passage of the 1994 Crime Bill as one of the
few public critics of VAWA. Particularly concerned with the
proliferation of federal death penalty offenses included in the
VCCLEA, Matsuda wrote in Ms. magazine in 1994: “The challenge
for feminists is to fight the patriarchal model that spawns racism,
police brutality, corruption, and a value system of property before
people.”26  Twenty years later, Mimi Kim described Matsuda as
highlighting “the eerie silence from feminists seemingly willing to
muffle any misgivings about collaboration with the criminal legal
system under the thunder of self-congratulatory applause.”27

Despite the outcry of women of color, lesbians, survivors, activists,
and community organizers, the federalization of the response
through the passage of VAWA created impermeable bureaucratic
structures at the local, state, and national levels and a push for
professionalization that completely coopted a once radical
movement for safety and justice.

As Kim describes it, “Early social movement successes against an
initially unresponsive criminal justice system evolved into
collaborative relationships that altered the autonomy and constitution
of initial social movement organizations.”28  Consider the
simultaneity of the acceleration of other policies and systems that
purported to address gender and sexual violence, like mandatory
reporting requirements and the creation of sex offender registries,
rescue-oriented programs for sex workers, statutory rape legislation,
and domestic violence and other courts. By deploying rhetorical
ruses about the generalized vulnerability of (particular) women and
children, the omnipresent risk to individuals (rather than structural



violence), and the capacity of the state to deliver benevolent
(paternalistic) safety, the mainstream anti-violence movement
uncritically accepted carcerality as the solution to what women of
color activists had long argued was a social justice problem for which
the state was partially culpable. If state violence and gender violence
are inseparable, the corresponding explosion of carceral “solutions”
augmented harm and created more dangerous circumstances for
survivors of violence. It is here, where conservative responses to
gender violence became absorbed into the popular rhetoric of
carcerality and the concomitant buildup of a prison nation, that we
most clearly see the trajectory of a movement veering toward what
has come to be called carceral feminism—in direct political
opposition to abolition feminism.29

Carceral feminism refers to an overreliance on carceral
approaches to solve the problem of gender violence, despite
research that clearly establishes that the carceral regime harms
Black and other people of color and other marginalized groups.
Asserting that the criminal legal system has the potential and
obligation to “protect victims of violence,” carceral feminism
authorizes the state to use laws and law enforcement to legitimately
exercise power: the state judges and controls behaviors deemed
“bad,” defining as “bad” those who engage in criminal acts. This
framework assumes that gender oppression is a common
experience, primarily a problem of individual cisgender men using
violence against cisgender women, and that the state should
intervene by increasing policing, making legislative changes,
creating new laws and arrest policies, prosecuting more people,
expanding imprisonment, and implementing other carceral
strategies. The result is not safety or justice but the greater
criminalization of marginalized groups.

We emphasize the simultaneity of the evolution of radical
abolitionist consciousness and mainstream trends in gender violence
work: as critiques of incarceration moved into the mainstream, so did
critiques of mainstream responses to gender violence. A wider public
became familiar with mass incarceration and sexual assault, physical
and verbal, because of many decades of persistent and often
unrecognized organizing in both areas. Gender violence became



recognized as the most pandemic form of violence in the world but
was also understood in decontextualized individualistic terms. As
attention is most often focused on individual perpetrators, as if they
themselves are the beginning and end of these violences, the
structural and institutional underpinnings of sexual assault and other
forms of gender violence are neglected. This is an unfortunate
example of the failure to learn from struggles against racism:
remaining at the level of the individual will compel endless repetition
of legal and other proceedings in efforts implicitly predicated on the
impossibility of purging our societies of these harms. In this way, the
perpetual reliance on structures of policing was guaranteed.

Critical Interventions
Women of color feminist activists spent years trying to disrupt
patterns in the individualization of violence and the resultant
investment in the criminal legal system. Around the turn of the
millennium, a series of gatherings produced position papers and
statements forecasting the deleterious impact that overreliance on
the criminal legal system would have on anti–gender violence work.
One noteworthy example is a 2001 paper by Annanya Bhattacharjee
entitled “Whose Safety? Women of Color and the Violence of Law
Enforcement” and published by the American Friends Service
Committee.30  As one of the first direct challenges to overreliance on
the carceral state in the new millennium, “Whose Safety?”
considered human rights and reproductive and environmental justice
from within an anti–gender violence framework in a decidedly
abolitionist feminist way. Bhattacharjee asked provocatively, “What
does it mean in practice to fight violence against women while
simultaneously addressing the structural violence faced by the larger
community?” Or, as we formulate the question today, how to
acknowledge the structural character of gender violence alongside
its intersections with violences generated by racism and capitalism.



A button distributed in 2019 by Project Nia,
based on a quote by Mariame Kaba.

Of course, the very posing of such questions builds on generations
of previous work, such as that by white antiracist community
organizer Anne Braden in the last century and turn-of-the twentieth
century anti-lynching activist Ida B. Wells, that challenged the state’s
failed carceral engagements that purported to “protect” women
(specifically white women).31  Black feminist intellectuals and
community-based activists have relentlessly attempted to articulate
gender violence with anti-Black racism. Because the very history of
the United States proceeds from the noxious interrelatedness of
colonialism and slavery, anti-Black racism and racist violence
directed against Indigenous people have always involved mutually
connected systems. As Indigenous feminist scholar-activists have
pointed out that sexual violence was an indispensable tool of colonial
violence, so have Black feminists explored similar dynamics under
slavery—and these insights further entail acknowledging the
entangled histories of imperialism and gender/sexual violence. In
short, any attempt to theorize violence directed at women and
gender nonbinary people must go beyond addressing interpersonal
violence to ending forms of violence from the state. Thus, projects
undertaken by many feminist-of-color organizations have involved



arguing that gender oppression is central to an understanding of
racist violence and that conversely, white supremacy is central to an
understanding of gender violence. Capitulating to a carceral
feminism that calls upon the state to “protect” women from gender
violence would replicate the very conditions that needed to be
challenged.

While carceral feminism is a relatively new term, the turn to the
state that it describes is not at all new. This is precisely one of the
reasons why women of color have been historically hesitant to
identify with feminism. The harm that is produced and reproduced
through endless cycles of reform continues as mainstream anti-
violence leaders stubbornly address gender violence in isolation,
disconnect it from other forms of injustice, and reject attention to
racist and other forms of state violence. Addressing attempts at
reform that inevitably fail, abolition feminism challenges the
ideological conceptualization of safety and protection as achievable
through the state’s punitive authority. It therefore creates new
terrains of struggle: for access to resources for community
development, mutual aid, or healing, and it creates new analytical
and material spaces to imagine and experiment with more authentic
forms of safety. Carceral policies creep into institutions and practices
without any rational measure of effectiveness and therefore produce
multiple sites and openings for abolition feminist engagements that
are actually focused on ending gender violence, in all its forms.32

Yet as commitments to abolition feminism grow, questions about the
contours of reform persist. Indeed, “freedom is a constant struggle,”
and we must both be patient with ourselves and have high
expectations of our work.33  To do so allows us to remember to
embrace experimentation and complexity, and to practice optimism
and hope as we grow our abolition feminist organizations and praxis.

These reconceptualizations of safety require understanding that
the pretext of ending gender violence allows the state to determine
the nature of the problem, to decide on “reasonable” solutions, and
to categorize people as either deserving to be free from injury or not.
These are the same tactics that people who cause harm in intimate
relationships use: arbitrary authority, attribution of blame to justify
punishment, and expulsion of those who are objectionable,



threatening, or obsolete. Monica Cosby, a Chicago-based abolition
feminist, forcefully argues that prison is quite literally a form of
gender violence. In both instances, harm results from the arbitrary
use of authority, the abuse of power with impunity, the absolute
control of bodies, minds, and spirits of survivors, as well as the way
that the impact of both gender violence and imprisonment are
ignored or minimized. People who suffer from both are blamed for
their condition, and re-victimization is common. The criminal legal
system so profoundly masks the harm that it produces that even
when people are not helped by the system, the system is never held
responsible for its failings and the individual is instead at fault. Cosby
further argues that prisons cause the social death of women who are
incarcerated by dehumanizing them, stripping them of their rights,
and making them invisible behind barbed wire and brick walls. In a
2020 discussion, “Prison Is Abuse,” Cosby adapted an image that
was widely circulated by anti-violence organizers, the Power and
Control Wheel, to reflect an abolition feminist analysis of gender
violence. Based on her experience while incarcerated, she created
the Intimate Partner Violence and State Violence Power and Control
Wheel. Cosby illustrated the connection between interpersonal and
state violence by describing a shakedown, or raid on a person’s cell
where personal property is destroyed, which crystalized her analysis
of this relationship:

If there is anybody out there who has never been in prison,
but understands violent relationships, it is the same. Just
because he (the guard) was insulted, he retaliated against us
and I ended up in solitary (confinement). It just kind of clicked.
And I think it had been knocking around in my head for a
while that what was happening to me inside (the prison) was
what happens in violent relationships.



Monica Cosby’s Intimate Partner Violence and State Violence Power
and Control Wheel, illustrated by Sarah Ross (see appendices for full

text).

Cosby described how her firsthand experiences of abuse and
incarceration felt the same to her: prisoners are forced to yield to the
rules and regulations of prisons lest they are punished with violence,
just as survivors of violence, as she stated, “find themselves at the
mercy of their abusive partner.”

Cosby’s insight was preceded by a similar analysis of state
violence that emerged in the work of Sisters Inside, an organization
in Queensland, Australia, for incarcerated and formerly incarcerated
women. Sisters Inside centers women with lived experiences of
imprisonment to produce more complex understandings of both
interpersonal and state violence, as well as more capacious
conceptions of feminism that frame gender, race, sexuality, and
ability as reciprocally interacting. In 2001, Sisters Inside developed



an important and inventive campaign against what they termed state
sexual assault. This campaign (“Stop State Sexual Assault!”)
represented the state as an agent of sexual violence, especially
when it came to invasive but routine strip searches and cavity
searches, and was based on a theorization of gender violence that
linked individual and institutional violence, intimate and state
violence. Currently and formerly incarcerated women pointed out
that physical and sexual abuse by partners and other individuals did
not feel any different from abuse behind walls. This abolition feminist
campaign and its internationalist framework reconceptualized the
relationship between state violence and individualized sexual
violence. Sisters Inside also recognizes the ongoing violence of
colonialization, and as it challenges the prison industrial complex, it
works toward aboriginal self-determination. This reframing of safety
within a decolonial frame is an important example of the organizing
vision of abolition feminism.

Ongoing Movements, Familiar Tensions
Contemporary uprisings have surfaced familiar tensions: urgent
organized calls to defund the police are met with cautious resistance
from advocates who express concern for “women who have been
sexually assaulted” or “people who need protection from abusive
partners” and require emergency intervention. Despite the vibrant
landscape of abolition feminist organizing and the powerful
interventions across decades like the Moment of Truth and the
INCITE!-Critical Resistance statements, the current political moment
echoes an earlier carceral nightmare when anti–gender violence
activists reinvested in law-and-order politics. The uprisings against
police violence that took place in the spring and summer of 2020
created an opportunity for feminist anti-violence organizations to
resist, to organize, to make visible the violence of the state, but it
also created an opportunity to consolidate and deepen existing forms
of state power.

Each new iteration of federal and state laws ostensibly designed to
“protect” vulnerable women and girls also represents potential
concessions to carceral responses, framing carceral creep as



inevitable.34  In the same way that struggles for accountability from
the state for one “killer cop” can deflect attention away from the
omnipresent violence of policing, concerns about what to do with the
serial rapist or the long-term domestic abuser are put forth as a
reality check for overly optimistic abolitionists and to illustrate their
dismissal of gender violence. Of course, these are not new political
predicaments: contemporary tensions between those working to
liberate Black lives and those committed to gender justice echo
earlier dynamics.

The current iteration of this familiar tension over demands to move
away from carceral solutions ignores the important evidence that
policing and punishment do not reduce overall rates of gender
violence even as they may provide some short-term relief from a
crisis. This critique of the demand to defund or shift resources away
from law enforcement assumes that the institution of policing has the
capacity and the will to resolve gender violence. At the most basic
level, advocates of carceral reforms suggest that abolitionist
approaches are “anti-victim,” ignoring the reality that police are
trained to use force rather than to prevent or address root causes of
violence, which is perhaps why police officers are more likely to
engage in violent behavior with their partners than other groups.35

Furthermore, the short-term relief associated with state arrest and
punishment is not always (or even usually) what survivors of
violence want; it does not involve them in decision-making as to what
they need and seldom restores what they lost. Slightly less than half
of all incidents of intimate partner violence are reported to the police;
there are even fewer sexual assaults reported. Black, Indigenous,
and other women of color, trans people, people in queer
relationships, immigrant women, disabled people, children—those
who are arguably most at risk of intimate, stranger, Child Protective
Services, police and prison violence—are even less likely to seek
assistance from the carceral state. As Leigh Goodmark, a University
of Maryland law professor (whose Twitter name as of 2021 is
“Recovering Carceral Feminist-Ask Me How!”) and major proponent
of decriminalizing gender violence, argues, “Now we know it doesn’t
work. We have the data that shows involvement in the criminal legal
system does not deter intimate partner violence, does not lower



rates of intimate partner violence, and it does not make violence less
severe.”36

Portrait of Eisha Love, who was incarcerated for defending herself and spent
nearly four years in jail because she couldn’t afford bail, by Micah Bazant.

Abolition feminism teaches us that gender violence is a
complicated social issue with deep cultural roots and has been
incorporated by the mainstream into the larger carceral project.
Turning to punishment agencies and tactics of social control will not



protect women and others harmed by gender violence. Survivors of
violence would be much more likely to benefit if the over eight billion
dollars spent on VAWA between 1995 and 2018 supported free and
subsidized services like safe permanent housing, education,
accessible health and mental health care, high-quality childcare, and
job training and employment placement, in addition to collective and
environmental assets such as neighborhood services that promote
health and well-being, safe parks, healthy food options, cultural and
arts activism, and mutual aid projects.37

Even as the backlash to the call for defunding the police deploys
gender violence as a smokescreen, abolition feminist engagements
with gender-based harm—often unfolding at a different register and
on a different timetable—continue to alter the landscape. For
example, Black queer feminist organizational initiatives work to
create everyday forms of safety outside of policing. Both the Audre
Lorde Project’s Safe Outside the System initiative and the Black
Youth Project (BYP) 100’s She Safe, We Safe campaign aim to “shift
culture and establish new ways of keeping each other safe within our
communities AND work to fight against the violence of the state,
particularly the patriarchal violence of the police.”38  Survived &
Punished supports women who have been criminalized in freeing
themselves from the aftereffects of incarceration, partly through
community education on violence prevention—one means of
creating a softer landing and welcoming criminalized survivors home
from prison. In 2020 the Movement for Black Lives organized
ongoing strategic discussions on patriarchal violence in an attempt to
fully integrate abolition feminist work into its political agenda.

At the same time, broader state coalitions—organizations once
funded by federal agencies—are also calling for abolitionist
alternatives. Spurred by the Moment of Truth statement, the
California Partnership to End Domestic Violence, the National
Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs, and an emerging network of
more radical state anti-violence coalitions are reflecting on their own
collusion with the carceral state and shifting to invest in practices
that address gender violence while not increasing vulnerability to the
violence of the carceral state. Motivated by the need to correct the
course of anti-violence work, these initiatives span from creating



alternatives to calling 911 and developing new funding streams to
explicitly changing laws that criminalize or encourage overpolicing.

Dorothy Roberts persuasively argues for an expansion of the
frame of abolition to include the violence of the foster care system
and what she calls the family policing system. Issues related to
institutions that are frequently referred to as “children’s protective
services” contribute to the normalization of carceral responses as the
only means of addressing the social problems experienced by poor
Black families and other families of color ensconsced in poverty.
When, for example, the presence of rats in an apartment is used as
evidence for the initiation of proceedings to “protect” the children by
removing them from their family, it is the mother or parent who is
considered culpable and penalized by having her chidren removed.
Neither the landlord nor the larger social system is assigned
responsibility. According to Roberts,

The abolitionist mission to liberate Black people from captivity
must include freeing family caregivers from state surveillance
and children from foster care. Ultimately, movements to
dismantle different parts of the carceral state are working
toward the same world—a world where all children are safe
and cared for without the need for police, prisons, and family
separation. A more expansive understanding of policing and
abolition that contests the state’s benevolent terror is
essential to collectively building a new society that supports
rather than destroys families and communities.39

In Australia, Flat Out, an organization by and for women in the
criminal legal system in Melbourne, drew attention to how prisons
and systems of child and family services create more harm but
represent themselves as mitigating domestic violence.40  In 2019,
spurred by the deaths of people in jails across Australia, particularly
Indigenous women, Sisters Inside started a crowdsourcing
campaign, #FreeHer, to raise money to post bail for the release of
Indigenous and other women in prison, who are often arrested and
imprisoned for small unpaid debts. Sisters Inside raised over
$300,000 and made visible in the process the open secret of the



fundamentally capitalist and colonial roots of the prison industrial
complex.41  These creative efforts are building in many parts of the
world. In Black townships outside of Johannesburg, queer and trans
women have developed safety patrols and are slowly organizing
broader systems of support in their communities.42

This abolition feminism ecosystem is rarely mapped, formally
named, or recognized as part of a wider internationalist movement.
Sisters Uncut, a survivor-led, radical feminist organization, bases its
work on an internationalist and intersectional understanding of how
gender violence produces and reinforces state violence and of how
abolition feminism demands social transformation as the only means
to ensure safety for survivors. Taking visible positions of solidarity, in
2020 Sisters Uncut issued a statement in support of the
Wet’suwet’en people of Turtle Island (in the region known as British
Columbia, Canada):

Poster by Centre for the Human Rights of Imprisoned People working group, a
project of Flat Out, created in 2015.



From the belly of the colonial beast, Sisters Uncut stands in
solidarity with those on the frontlines and with Indigenous
people everywhere in the global fight against empire. We
recognize the direct links between gendered, white
supremacist and colonial violence. We fight colonialism in all
its forms, including its imposition of patriarchal structures and
the gender binary. We support the fight of the Wet’suwet’en
people and their history-making resistance movement, a
movement where Indigenous women hold leadership.43

Abolition feminism requires a respect for movements toward self-
determination, recognizing forms of oppression across borders as an
important context for redefining both anti-violence work and
freedom.44



In 2013, the Chicago Alliance to Free Marissa Alexander used this image by
Molly Crabapple in their efforts to support and free Marissa Alexander, a

mother who was criminalized and imprisoned for defending herself against her
abusive husband. After Marissa reached a plea deal in 2015, CAFMA

transitioned into Love & Protect.
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Now.

It is April 10, 2020, and ample early spring sunshine across
meadows almost obscures the reality: this is a car caravan circling a
prison during a pandemic. Almost one month into the statewide
“shelter in place” order in Illinois—before George Floyd, before
Breonna Taylor, before Tony McDade—and with twelve COVID-19
related deaths reported, Stateville prison in Crestville is a national
hot spot, like many other prisons across the country. The National
Guard is overseeing medical services, masks and hand sanitizer are
scant, and people inside are on 24-hour lockdown. As the virus
accelerated in early spring 2020 with increased infections and
reports of death, family members, loved ones, and grassroots
community-based organizations moved with urgency to push for
people’s release. Despite demands for furlough, compassionate
release, and clemency, no one from this maximum-security prison for
people the state designates as men, with a population of
approximately 3,500 people, has been released. While COVID-19’s
lethality in confined spaces reportedly led to action in other places—
Indonesia, Iran, and India—relatively few people were released from
US state prisons over the course of the pandemic despite the
vibrancy of a movement to defund the police.1



Untitled by Joseph Dole. A writer, artist, and activist, Joe is one of the first
incarcerated people in the state of Illinois to earn an undergraduate degree in

decades, which he completed in 2018. He is also the cofounder of Parole
Illinois and a member of the Prison + Neighborhood Arts / Education Project.





The caravan gets scraggly because of the length of the journey—it
takes about fifteen minutes to make a full circle around the prison,
which commands an impressive 2,200 acres. The cars follow a truck
towing a giant speaker blasting music and a thirty-minute Zoom
program that includes prerecorded comments from people inside
who describe the situation as desperate. The names of the known
dead are read. Key organizers—formerly incarcerated women—also
testify. This multiracial caravan consists largely of women, children
and young people, and queer people. As many in the caravan are
regular visitors to this prison—loved ones, educators, attorneys—it
feels exhilarating to circle in cars decorated with signs: Release
Them All! Abolition Now! Perhaps anticipating an insurgency, the
prison blocks every entrance with law enforcement vehicles and
armed officers. During the pandemic, car caravans like these—
circling prisons, jails, and other detention centers—erupted all over
the country.

Premature death from COVID-19 galvanized these demands, and
yet people were always already dying too early in prisons.2  Medical
neglect, overcrowding, bad food, cramped cells, limited access to
condoms, and communal eating lead to preventable and infectious
diseases, including hepatitis, HIV, and diabetes. Cruel and
exploitative conditions, like price gouging in the commissary and in
telecommunications, along with the scarcity of soap, menstrual
supplies, and toilet paper, are all normalized conditions.3  Before
COVID-19 eighty to a hundred people were dying every year in
Illinois prisons according to data the state was forced to make
publicly available. This number does not include casualties from the
approximately 250,000 times people cycle through Illinois’s ninety-
two county jails, or the count from federal prisons and other
detention centers. Incarceration itself has always been a pandemic.

The emergency response to the outbreak of the pandemic in
Illinois was organized by groups composed largely of women of
color, queer folks, and young people. Leading up to the caravan, this



informal network called the planning meetings, made the agendas,
took the notes, knitted the relationships, hustled the meager
resources required, held down the day’s logistics, and instigated the
action debriefs. This reflects the pre-pandemic reality: the waiting
room at the prison was always full of mothers, wives, lovers, sisters,
daughters. The women who waited to visit now helped to organize
car caravans, deliver emergency supplies, and call for decarceration
now! Although some of those circling the prison that day identify as
abolitionists and as feminists, this work is not widely recognized as
feminist, even gendered, labor. What are the costs of this erasure,
this failure to make visible and to name feminism’s indivisibility from
abolition?

Fast-forward several months in 2020 to another crisis, another
mobilization, more labor and action: on the July 4th weekend in
Chicago, with a COVID-19 quarantine still in effect, hundreds of
people turned out in person for defund Chicago Police Department
mass resistance trainings. With a social media call to show up for
“an orientation to police/prison abolition” and a discussion of “how
we are going to defund the police in Chicago, and how we can use
organizing, direct action, and movement building to win,” this
weekend was organized just days in advance by a new collective
that mobilized almost overnight, the Black Abolitionist Network
(BAN). The four-hour sessions on each day of the long weekend—
an outdoor event with physical distancing, masks, and hand sanitizer
—centered accessibility in a range of ways that included providing
excellent food, free childcare, breaks, and sign language
interpretation. Located in neighborhoods across Chicago while the
mercury was rising, these trainings, with many young queer Black
women running operations and workshops, were booked out almost
immediately. From cleaning the empty lots where the trainings were
held to creating a dynamic that encouraged visionary thinking,
organizers created space for imagining a different world. Like the car
caravan around Stateville prison, Chicago’s July 4th weekend was
abolition feminism at work.

In the summer of 2020 sustained public demands to disinvest,
shrink, or abolish (not reform) policing and for abolition now!
emerged after decades of practice, experimentation, and critical



assessment. These forms of praxis and collective engagement do
the slow work both of deconstruction, or a critique and disavowal of
the carceral state, and the labor of a productive experimentation, the
creation and engagement with fresh tools and a shared
analysis/language. These years also proliferated our ability to dream
audaciously: as feminist writer and organizer Gloria Anzaldúa wrote
in 1987, “Nothing happens in the ‘real’ world unless it first happens in
the images in our heads.”4  Over time, these varied manifestations of
abolition feminism deepened our collective imagination: the state
does not offer the solution to interpersonal violence, and existing
forms of state “protection,” including police, prisons, and social
welfare programs, create more violence and harm. Collective
formations of abolition feminism—ad hoc and formal—from the
Combahee River Collective to Sisters Uncut, from the germinal anti-
violence work of the National Black Women’s Health Project to the
founding of INCITE!—continue to build daily responses to a wide
range of harms while working to challenge systemic and structural
forms of state violence. These small networks—some persisting
across decades—exemplify the practice and the politics of abolition
feminism.

Turning to the everydayness of one site, Chicago, this chapter
engages with the last two decades of abolitionist feminist organizing
and the daily and collective experiments of living otherwise. Yet
Chicago is not exceptional. There are multiple chapters to be written
about Johannesburg, Montreal, Seattle, and many other sites.
However, we argue that even a partial focus on the everydayness of
a particular location offers the opportunity to both surface the power
of small, hyperlocal, and sometimes fleeting actions and networks,
and to map and archive the ongoing, cumulative, and collective
impact of these (often tiny) formations. Insisting on attention to now
defunct organizations, largely forgotten campaigns, highly local
events, and small collectives, this chapter illuminates the rich
historical movement of abolition feminism as a method.

Abolition feminist practices and analyses did not grow by scaling
up or through institutionalized forms of power. Predicated on
sameness and often eradicating difference, scaling up can foreclose
transformation.5  A close engagement with one site suggests that an



abolition feminist ecology emerges from everyday practices,
collective experiments driven by necessity, practice, and reflection,
and in sinewy networks that crisscross time and space. Far from
utopian, this world is ready at hand, already underway. As the lawyer
and organizer Bryan Stevenson stated in part of a 2020–2021 series
of virtual artistic and political engagements titled Visualizing
Abolition, the presence of something different is palpable: “I just
believe there’s something better waiting for us. I do believe there is
something that feels more like freedom, more like equality, more like
justice, waiting for us. For all of us.”6  As a history of Chicago’s
present, and with an ear for the notes at the margins, this chapter
aims to chronicle and advance local practices that not only demand
but mobilize something better. Now is the time to build, to practice,
and, yes, to study. Now is the imperative to name how feminism is
central to abolition and abolition is indivisible from our feminism.



Sounds of Abolition by Monica Trinidad, created in collaboration with
incarcerated people through the People’s Paper Co-op in 2021.





Violence of Policing
On November 24, 2015, Chicago was again in the streets over the
death of another Black youth, seventeen-year-old Laquan McDonald,
at the hands of a white police officer. More than a year earlier
Laquan McDonald had been shot sixteen times by Jason Van Dyke.
Initially ruled a “justifiable homicide,” the dashcam footage of the
entire incident, suppressed both by the blue wall of silence and by
complicit city officials, was released only after thirteen months of
relentless pressure from independent journalists, Laquan
McDonald’s family, and a network of small, community-based
organizations. The footage was devastating: thirty seconds after he
arrived at the scene, Van Dyke fired his gun at McDonald, who was
not lunging toward the police but running away.

Until recently, the varied forms of police violence and their familiar
targets—Black and brown people, poor people, queers, labor
organizers, sex workers, migrants—rarely made headlines. The
police killings of Native Americans, the most likely of any racial or
ethnic group to be killed by US law enforcement, still rarely receive
mainstream media coverage.7  The National Center for Transgender
Equality’s US Transgender Survey reported in 2015 that 58 percent
of those surveyed who had contact with police or law enforcement
officers reported some form of mistreatment.8  Also made invisible is
the “slow violence” of how other carceral entities such as social
services police bodies, targeting poor women who are
overwhelmingly Black and Indigenous—for example, in mandated
and random drug tests for meager social assistance benefits like
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). Policing—in its
varied forms—has always been a pandemic.

Chicago has deep histories of resistance to this ongoing violence
of policing.9  Just a few years before Laquan McDonald’s death, in
2012, the network We Charge Genocide raised the visibility of
another young Black person killed by a white police officer, twenty-



two-year-old Rekia Boyd. The group demanded measures of
accountability beyond prosecution, and in 2014 We Charge
Genocide submitted a shadow or unofficial report to the United
Nations, Police Violence Against Chicago’s Youth of Color,
documenting the fact that police officers regularly engaged in
torture.10  Among their twenty recommendations, We Charge
Genocide insisted on defining and creating safety outside of a
carceral framework and building alternatives to policing and
imprisonment. By 2015 the response to Laquan McDonald’s death
and the police coverup felt different from previous uprisings in
response to the violence of policing. While calls to prosecute Jason
Van Dyke surfaced immediately and the chants in the street were
familiar, “No Justice, No Peace, No Racist Police,” different
strategies and demands for accountability and transformation gained
traction. With almost 40 percent of Chicago’s operating budget
already earmarked for policing (15 percent of the city’s total budget
including grants), in a political moment when austerity logic justified
the closure of public schools and public mental health centers in
Black and brown neighborhoods, a network of grassroots activists
pushed not to prosecute but to shrink the footprint of policing.11  In
the wake of Laquan McDonald’s death, the demand to fund Black
futures and to divest from policing as a pathway to safety and
accountability resonated across new audiences. This was abolition
feminism in practice.

The outrage in Chicago over the murder of Laquan McDonald
echoed across the country, accentuating the fact that everywhere,
from New York City to Ferguson to Minneapolis, police kill with
impunity. State violence also plays out in other ways, targeting
women, trans people, and gender nonconforming people. In the rare
cases when state violence is made visible, accountability is thinly
individuated: the problem is a discrete incident, a specific officer. In
2015 former Oklahoma City police officer Daniel Holtzclaw was
convicted of raping thirteen Black women. In 2020, two police
officers in Kansas City, Missouri, were indicted after assaulting
Brianna (BB) Hill on a city sidewalk.12  While these prosecutions are
rare and convictions rarer, policing is a key mechanism of state
violence: the murders of Breonna Taylor, Tony McDade, Sandra



Bland, and thousands of other Black and Indigenous women and
queer and trans people, are grim evidence of the misogynist and
transphobic character of policing, which, alongside racism, is
expressed in the murder of cisgender men of color.13  Given this
landscape, anti-violence organizers and scholars worked to critically
examine the gendered and heterosexist dimensions of the violence
of policing.

Noteworthy among these efforts is the #SayHerName campaign
organized and led by professor Kimberlé Crenshaw of the African
American Policy Forum (AAPF). Since releasing the original May
2015 “Say Her Name: Resisting Police Brutality against Black
Women” report, AAPF has been documenting the specific ways that
Black women, girls, femmes, and trans people are targets of violent
policing and how silence creates further danger for women who are
outside of the gaze of most anti-violence and racial justice activists.
From holding public tribunals to coproducing a song by Janelle
Monáe, AAPF has challenged the movement to include the names—
and therefore never forget the lives—of Black women killed by
police.

One key difference in this moment of police violence is that
camera phones and social media now document and amplify some
of the more recent and egregious instances of state violence. The
poet Elizabeth Alexander describes the “Trayvon Generation,” the
young people who are growing up watching these murder clips on
their phones, “on the school bus,” “under covers,” “crisscrossed and
concentrated.”14  These graphic, real-time assaults, coupled with
growing calls for police accountability, sometimes translate into
attempts to sanction law enforcement or to implement “new”
measures of police surveillance, including body cameras.15  Yet the
demands for police accountability emanating from the 2020 uprisings
increasingly hinged not on reforms but on abolitionist calls to divest
from the carceral state through critical dialogue: while we know that
prosecution and the state will not protect us, what do we do with the
killer cops, the rapist cops, and the transphobic cops that white
supremacy and heteropatriarchy produce and protect? Jason Van
Dyke was charged with first-degree murder in Chicago on the day
the video footage was finally released. Three other police officers,



including his partner, were also charged with conspiracy to cover up
Laquan McDonald’s murder.

While there are undoubtedly individual police officers who are
racist and transphobic, systems and institutions empower, educate,
reproduce, validate, and arm these individual actors. Yet if the
criminal legal system is barely equipped to indict its own employees,
it is completely unable to critically examine and indict its own
structure. With approximately twenty civilian complaints in Van
Dyke’s personnel record largely related to the use of excessive force
—an above average number of complaints for a Chicago police
officer—none resulted in any disciplinary action. Through another
lens, Van Dyke was neither particularly exceptional nor an outlier. He
was just caught.

Feminist Genealogies
Seventeen years before Laquan McDonald was murdered and a
decade before Rekia Boyd was killed, communities across Chicago
were organizing—by necessity—to build and define safety outside of
policing. We draw attention to the Young Women’s Empowerment
Project (YWEP), which started in 2002 and closed in 2013, as a self-
described “social justice organizing project that is led by and for
young people of color who have current or former experience in the
sex trade and street economies.”16  With a mantra of “we are not the
problem—we are the solution” and a practice of mutual aid and harm
reduction, YWEP’s highly local organizing highlighted how state
entities charged with protecting young people, including social
workers and police, are a primary source of danger and harm for
street-based young people. YWEP’s popular education campaigns
focused on safer sex, needle/syringe exchanges, free and affirming
health care, DIY legal support, and access to free food and
technology. From inception, their political education materials,
campaigns, and public events functioned to educate (and often
alarm) other groups working with young people in the street
economy.



YWEP was preceded by and sometimes overlapped with a cluster
of local feminist anti-violence networks that coalesced in response to
everyday forms of gender and sexual violence. These formations,
including A Long Walk Home, Mango Tribe, AquaMoon, GABRIELA
Network Chicago, Ella’s Daughters, Females United for Action, Girl
Talk, Women and Girls Collective Action Network, Female
Storytellers Igniting Revolution to End Violence, and the Rogers Park
Young Women’s Action Team, centered the violence experienced by
young women of color, including street harassment, sexual assault,
racism, transphobia, and homophobia.17  Recognizing that families,
schools, and policing do not offer support or protection, and that
harm is not individual and private but endemic and ideologically
sustained, these networks (both ad hoc and formal, both
autonomous and attached to existing larger organizations)
demanded not simply services or recognition but structural and
systemic change. In tandem with the ongoing national dialogues
outlined in chapter two, these forms of organizing and direct action
often tied racism, ableism, and capitalism to gender and sexual
violence, and moved beyond simply indicting individual perpetrators
to offering pathways for communities and neighborhoods to imagine
and develop collective responses to gender and sexual violence.
While very few of these Chicago-based anti-violence groups
explicitly identified as abolitionist or even feminist during the early
2000s, their zines, spoken word events, street actions, and popular
education workshops rejected the criminal legal system’s ineffective
response. Their work spotlighted the state’s inability to recognize
sexual and gender violence as harm, particularly when experienced
by young people of color, including and especially those who are
queer.18

Chicago was prepared to make different demands after Laquan
McDonald’s murder in part because of the labor and analysis of
these preceding grassroots anti-violence networks. One key layer
was the coalition in Chicago that built collaborative frameworks for
restorative justice and for ending racist, ableist, and heterogendered
disciplinary policies and practices in schools. Young people of color
came together in cultural and political formations, including Blocks
Together, Southside Together Organizing for Power, Southwest



Youth Collaborative, and Batey Urbano, to force policymakers to pay
attention to school pushout where policies and practices make it
impossible for young people to stay in school. In 2006 two lawyers,
Ora Schub and Cheryl Graves, started Community Justice for Youth
Institute to generate restorative justice practices across the city.
Schub and Graves are almost single-handedly responsible for
training an entire generation of restorative justice practitioners in
Chicago, and for creating openings for a wide range of people, in
intimate contexts, to collectively dialogue and struggle around hard
concepts like accountability and transformation.19  In 2005,
Community Organizing and Family Issues, a South Side organization
by and for Black family caregivers, overwhelmingly women, came
together to challenge suspension and punishment policies in their
neighborhood schools.20  They created resources and trainings for
adults to build free or low-cost restorative justice practices in schools
that worked to stem the movement of young people of color into the
criminal legal system.21  Even though these organizations still train
communities in radical “alternative” ideas and practices of safety,
accountability, and transformation, the landscape that shapes and
defines restorative justice has changed. As noted in an earlier
chapter, the carceral system has coopted the language and some of
the practices of restorative justice, disconnecting this work from its
origins as a community-driven practice of accountability and
transformation.

These practices of abolition feminism made visible and challenged
both the state’s failure to support women and other structurally
vulnerable constituencies and the violence inherent in state-run (or
state-supported) systems and institutions ostensibly designed to
protect. In 2013, after years of organizing with young people like
herself in the foster care system, Charity Tolliver started Chicago’s
Black on Both Sides (BOBS). BOBS worked to “highlight the voices
and experiences of Black/African American foster youth while
launching a direct action organizing campaign to address root
causes of the foster care to prison pipeline.” Through direct support
for young people in the system and mothers and caregivers at risk of
losing their children, BOBS supported campaigns and facilitated
discussions and events to raise the visibility of the predatory nature



of the family regulation system, and to build survival strategies for
directly impacted women and young folks. BOBS explicitly supported
two national and local campaigns against the expansion of
mandated reporting and against laws that criminalize co-sleeping
(when a caregiver, usually a mother, shares a bed with an
infant/child). These are just two examples of how what Dorothy
Roberts previously called the family regulation system, now also the
family policing system, surveils and coerces caregivers and targets
low-income mothers of color.22  This system uses the language of
child protection but in reality, does little to help vulnerable families
with children, to reduce or eradicate violence toward children, or to
create public dialogues about the structural contexts that facilitate
harm.

Abolition feminism took root in these Chicago organizations
challenging the family policing system but also in movements
working to rethink the limited reformist demands of mainstream
immigration movements. Local migrant justice organizations,
particularly the Immigrant Youth Justice League established in 2009,
came together to oppose migrant criminalization and deportation
under the Bush and Obama administrations.23  Shaped by their own
experiences and also by emerging national and local contexts, many
organizers began to reject the paltry legislative frameworks that
rendered most people outside of the limited protection from
deportation afforded by the DREAM Act.24  Organizers began to
center an analysis that did not cleave Immigration and Customs
Enforcement from the prison industrial complex (as exemplified by
the popular chants at the 2006 migrant justice marches in Chicago
and across the US, “Yo no soy criminal”). New organizations
emerged, such as Organized Communities Against Deportations,
with an explicitly intersectional framework that centered the non-
disposability of all migrant people.25

As Chicago cultivated a small but thriving landscape of grassroots
organizations that began to identify explicitly as abolitionist, the
language and analysis of abolition feminism proliferated and
deepened, influenced by the national (and increasingly local) work of
INCITE! and Critical Resistance. Chapters of INCITE! and Critical
Resistance developed convenings, chapter actions, public



statements, campaigns, and toolkits alongside Chicago Legal
Advocacy for Incarcerated Mothers, particularly in the Visible Voices
project, which centered the leadership, analysis, and public voice of
women impacted by incarceration.26  Ad hoc groups like Queer to
the Left and GenderJUST developed creative anti-police direct
actions and Project Nia created and distributed educational materials
challenging the prison industrial complex and provided a wide range
of workshops. The Chicago Dyke March Collective planned radical
police-free celebrations. Women connected to people confined in the
Illinois supermax prison at Tamms successfully agitated to shutter
that prison. Young people inside and outside of the Cook County
Juvenile Temporary Detention Center organized the Girl Talk
Collective. The Transformative Justice Law Project offered do-it-
yourself and mutual aid name change mobilizations as well as legal
support by and for trans people impacted by the criminal legal
system. Organized Communities against Deportation generated
militant and public self-defense campaigns for people targeted for
deportation.

These currents of feminist and abolitionist organizing both
propelled new lines of inquiry and gave new traction to old demands.
For example, this network insisted on the recognition of the state as
a key perpetrator of violence and supported organizing that enabled
new forms of visibility for racist police violence. For decades, groups
had pushed for the city to be accountable for the violence of policing:
between 1972 and 1991, more than a hundred Black men and at
least one woman were subject to torture under Chicago police
commander Jon Burge. A report to the United Nations Committee on
the Elimination of Racial Discrimination detailed:

The torture was intentionally inflicted to extract confessions,
and techniques included electrically shocking men’s genitals,
ears and lips with cattle prods or an electric shock box, anally
raping men with cattle prods, suffocating individuals with
plastic bags, mock executions, and beatings with telephone
books and rubber hoses.27



For decades many survivors of torture, along with their loved ones
and affiliated Chicago organizations, worked relentlessly to expose
the violence and the subsequent cover-ups and to free those
convicted on false confessions. This network included the People’s
Law Office, Citizen’s Alert, the Task Force to Confront Police
Violence, the Aaron Patterson Defense Committee, the Campaign to
End the Death Penalty, and Black People Against Torture.

This longstanding organizing was given fresh energy and tools
from the abolitionist feminist ecosystems of We Charge Genocide,
Project Nia, and other networks. Their labors, analyses, and
interventions helped frame the most important victory in this
movement—not Burge’s conviction on charges of perjury and
obstruction of justice in federal court but the unanimous passage of
reparations legislation by the Chicago City Council in 2015 at the
height of Black Lives Matter organizing. This legislation marked the
first time a municipality voted explicitly to provide reparations for
cases involving racist police violence. Moreover, the impressive
organizing around police torture led to the involvement of many
artists in a competition for a public memorial. Chicago Torture Justice
Memorials continues to press the current mayor, Lori Lightfoot, to
use the reparations legislation to fund the construction of the
memorial. This organizing related to “police torture” expanded our
analysis to recognize and center the “violence of policing”—far from
being exceptional, as many marginalized communities, including sex
workers, unhoused people, and young folks, intimately recognize,
the everyday work of policing is regulation, coercion, and violence.

Emerging from this deepening analysis of overcriminalization as
an artifact of state violence was the idea that torture and excessive
force must be mapped on a continuum that included the
criminalization of survivors of gender violence. More recent
organizational foundations like Chicago’s campaign-oriented activist
group Love & Protect (and its national counterpart Survived &
Punished) exist resolutely along that continuum, supporting survivors
of gender violence and pushing for abolitionist engagements. Love &
Protect outlines its mission to “support those who identify as women
and gender non-conforming persons of color who are criminalized or
harmed by state and interpersonal violence. Through love, we work



towards healing and transformation with these individuals and their
families. Through resistance, we seek to protect their right to defend
themselves.”28

Logo of Love & Protect by Monica Trinidad.

Love & Protect redefines safety, proclaiming that “through love,
through resistance, we protect!” In shifting the narrative, Love &
Protect argues that survivors can only be defended by defunding the
police: “Prisons do not support survivors, they punish survivors”—
both because incarceration is not protective and as Monica Cosby
and others suggest, prisons and detention centers are centralized
locations of physical, sexual, and emotional abuse. Importantly, Love
& Protect not only works on individual cases to set criminalized
survivors free; it also produces political education materials designed
to educate the public about what many survivors want and need: to
build a culture (and a definition) of safety that does not rely on
incarceration.29

Tackling the intimate and everyday violence experienced by those
marked as disposable by the state, these organizations—forming an
ecology of abolition feminism—continue to build essential tools,
practices, languages, analyses, and mutual aid networks out of
anger, love, and necessity. The accessible, free, and horizontal
political education undertaken by these groups, often with few or no



paid members and scant resources, continues to be breathtaking:
the public convenings where people who are directly impacted
shared analyses about how to intervene and interrupt the violence
inflicted by the state; the many toolkits, safety labs, and workshops
focused on how to address interpersonal harm without policing; the
resources, services, and support for survivors, broadly conceived;
the mutual aid initiatives to pool resources for rent, gender-affirming
surgeries, bail, food, and parties; and the essays, books, articles,
and blog posts that fleshed out how people foster accountability,
healing, and transformation outside a carceral frame. The list of
events, campaigns, resources, and workshops is endless:
transformative justice and abolition workshops, a summer “comm-
university” on the prison industrial complex, prison penpal meetups,
reading and study groups, Saturday morning circles for formerly
incarcerated people, film screenings of Visions of Abolition, Out in
the Night, and Southwest of Salem, and safety labs that offer the
opportunity to role-play how to intervene in everyday experiences of
interpersonal harm without police. Sometimes joyous, always
imperfect, and done with the expectation that change is relational
and rarely immediate, these events and groups create the necessary
conditions to imagine, practice, and strengthen abolition feminism.
The lineage and the practice of this grassroots feminist ecosystem
builds accountability and safety outside of law and order.

At times this slow work of building up our collective capacity to
imagine and act in ways that do not expand the prison industrial
complex has felt and continues to feel interminable. Messy. A kind of
familiar yet chaotic beauty of a two-hour meeting that stretches into
three. Or a circle where the introductions take far too long. Another
spoken word performance. A version of the same crucial question
from a participant—What about the “really bad people”? And despite
this ecosystem, too many times the practices are not enough: for
example, when one organizer sexually harms another organizer.
Persisting even in the face of these urgent and heartbreaking
contradictions, over the first two decades of the new millennium
Chicago rehearsed and strengthened muscles and tools for a time to
come. Dreamed up and carried out by women, nonbinary, and other
queer people, this is the always urgent slow time of abolition.



Staying with the Trouble
These forms of experimentation are not without conflict and are
always about risk. Pushing against dominant narratives and powerful
institutions incurs backlash. People organize without health care and
a living wage. People burn out. Many people struggle while facing
their own experiences with violence and trauma. What we have
learned, however, is that no time is the wrong time to organize, to
assess movements, and to raise critical and challenging questions.
Such organizing, which is often led by young feminists of color,
frequently pushes necessary “other questions” to the forefront of
abolitionist movements.

On April 1, 2016, before protests about Laquan McDonald’s
murder and before the need to caravan around a prison to raise the
visibility of people inside dying of COVID, people were in the streets
to resist another crisis. A city-wide march decrying two years of a
budget crisis engineered by a Republican governor succeeded in
shutting down Chicago. At the culminating rally, representatives from
many of Chicago’s key left social justice organizations—labor
unions, anti-poverty groups, pro-migrant justice networks—spoke
about their vision for a flourishing Chicago. Toward the end of the
rally, Page May, a young adult organizer with the youth network
Assata’s Daughters, reminded audiences that while the budget
impasse devastated communities, so too did the ongoing spectacle
of Black death orchestrated by policing. From the stage she
proclaimed, “Fuck the police, fuck CPD, fuck the FOP [Fraternal
Order of Police] …. Fuck the police and everybody fuck with
them.”30  May’s comments immediately sparked scattered boos and
cheers; despite the long history of CPD violence and racism, and
despite the fact that the phrase had been popularized twenty-eight
years earlier by N.W.A’s song of the same name, she surprised
many on the dais, including the organizers of the action, the Chicago
Teachers Union (CTU) leadership.31  Backlash was swift. Many
attacked May personally, some with death threats, through social
media and mainstream press outlets. Some participants in the rally
distanced themselves immediately from her comments, and others,
like the CTU, equivocated. What was obscured in the media was the



asymmetry between the immense power held by police unions and
one person yelling, Fuck the police!

The reaction to this comment revealed the necessity of
challenging the power of carceral unions, particularly within labor
and left organizing movements. Police unions wield enormous power
and as Kristian Williams documents in Our Enemies in Blue, police
“organize as police, not workers.”32  Likewise, when corrections
officers mobilize politically, it is invariably for legislation, or in support
of policymakers who advance “tough on crime” agendas. Their
power is not inconsequential: the California Correctional Peace
Officers Association is one of the most influential political action
committees in the state.33  The largest municipal police union in the
nation is the 24,000-member Police Benevolent Association of New
York.

The broader labor movement has rarely directly challenged the
power of carceral unions, with few exceptions: in California, locals of
the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) were persuaded
to join the Coalition for Effective Public Safety (CEPS), a coalition
formed more than a decade and half ago to push back on spending
and other investments in corrections. While SEIU has members in
California’s prisons, ongoing abolitionist political education by
members of CEPS—including Critical Resistance, Justice Now, and
A New Way of Life—convinced these SEIU locals that their survival
and growth could not, and should not, be predicated on carcerality.
By supporting this coalition, SEIU signaled that it understood that its
workers’ futures did not hinge on working in prison. In 2020, the AFL-
CIO began cautious discussions about the role of organized labor in
challenging “mass incarceration,” but it has not ended its affiliation
with the International Union of Police Associations or rejected the
membership, or the dues, of policing and corrections unions.34  The
International Longshore and Warehouse Union should also be
acknowledged for their consistent work over the years in support of
political prisoner Mumia Abu-Jamal and for other challenges to
carceral systems in the United States, South Africa, and occupied
Palestine. More than any other union, they have embraced antiracist
and abolitionist causes.



Some teachers’ unions, pushed by decades of engineered
austerity and grassroots organizing for restorative justice, are
beginning to engage abolition. In Chicago, a district where 90
percent of students are students of color and 75 percent of schools
are without a library, the Caucus of Rank and File Educators (CORE)
brought new vigor to the Chicago Teachers Union in 2010 by
centering the leadership and analysis of an intergenerational group
of women of color, including the late and much-beloved Karen Lewis,
who started the process of redefining the union as a force for
collective social justice. Over the last decade the CTU has
consistently strengthened ties of solidarity with Black and brown
communities, created a culture of internal and external political
education, rejected privatization, and centered the needs and visions
of workers and communities of color. In the most recent contract
negotiation process, the CTU engaged in what the city administration
attempted to demean and trivialize as “bargaining for the public
good”—demanding sanctuary schools (no ICE presence), affordable
housing, and nurses and libraries in every public school. The CTU’s
vision resonated with families, communities, and workers, leading to
two successful strikes in 2012 and 2019.

While the CTU’s demands foregrounded aspects of what we might
call an abolitionist agenda even though the union does not describe
itself in these terms, May’s comments pushed key questions to the
surface. Yet mainstream media coverage focused primarily on May’s
anger. Why did she have to say, “Fuck the police”? This turn to
respectability politics to disqualify dissonant, radical, and critical
standpoints is not new.35  Displays of anger and other “outlaw
emotions” as Audre Lorde described them are frequently used
against radical activists, particularly women of color.36  This focus on
affect justifies the erasure of the core message by focusing on the
tone or mode of delivery. As Lorde observed,

I have seen situations where white women hear a racist
remark, resent what has been said, become filled with fury,
and remain silent because they are afraid. That unexpressed
anger lies within them like an undetonated device, usually to
be hurled at the first woman of Color who talks about racism.



But anger expressed and translated into action in the
service of our vision and our future is a liberating and
strengthening act of clarification, for it is in the painful process
of this translation that we identify who are our allies with
whom we have grave differences, and who are our genuine
enemies.37

This moment offers another reminder both that our organizing
must take on questions that some perceive to be uncomfortable and
also that our work must open up pathways for people to flourish.
Prisons, jails, and police are always hiring and yet Chicago fires
teachers (disproportionately Black educators) and closes public
schools in Black and brown neighborhoods.38  No one hires poets
and artists, yet resources are seemingly always available for
surveillance cameras and school police. This form of organized
abandonment, to use the term coined by David Harvey, and
extensively developed by Ruth Wilson Gilmore, maps how
environments are shaped to create optimal and flexible conditions for
capital and are intentionally challenging to recognize.39  Lead by
women of color, the CORE caucus of the Chicago Teachers Union is
beginning to tackle these questions and by example is pushing labor
unions to confront the naturalization of policing in our communities.
Creating opportunities for critical engagement, asking the other
question, is part of the work of abolition feminism.

What Struggle Teaches
As Van Dyke’s trial approached in 2018, the critical dialogues of
grassroots networks sometimes crept into mainstream media outlets
around questions such as: Will prosecution of one cop really help to
end racist police violence? This question in turn spurred dialogue:
But isn’t it important for people to see that the police are not above
the law? If we don’t prosecute, what other ways do we have to hold
him, and the police, accountable? Tensions flared about tactics for
accountability, particularly between younger, queerer communities
that demanded changes beyond the conviction of an individual



officer and older, more established civil, religious, and legal rights
organizations that upheld a conviction as an important
achievement.40  Youth from Black Youth Project 100 interrupted
many of then mayor of Chicago Rahm Emanuel’s public events,
wearing shirts emblazoned with “Fund Black Futures” and chanting
“Sixteen shots and a cover up.” Their “Fund Black Futures” demand
worked to imagine and enact forms of accountability beyond
prosecuting officers, diversifying police forces, or investing in new
police trainings, and it expanded consciousness and debate about
what remedies and responses might produce real safety and
accountability. While some mainstream reform organizations actively
pushed back, arguing that a conviction was the only way to send a
clear message against police violence, it was too late: grassroots
organizing had altered the terrain, insisting on the viability of radical
demands.
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This sense of collective power in the public struggle over police
accountability led a network of immigration justice organizers to
coalesce in 2018 to successfully challenge the Gang Database, a
web of databases and information sharing at the county and state
levels that purportedly tracked gang affiliation and other
demographic information with predictive algorithms that supposedly
identified those most likely to be involved in a crime. Using lawsuits,
reports, direct action, and media coverage, Organized Communities
Against Deportations and Mijente (in concert with other
organizations) developed the #ErasetheDatabase campaign, which
highlighted the scale, errors, and harmful implications of this
database. As a campaign against reform, #ErasetheDatabase
insisted that the only effective response to the database was to end
it, and this struggle showed that a radical stance was a “winnable”
demand.41

One distinguishing difference between the anti-police activism of
previous eras and the contemporary era of Black Lives Matter is that
we are not satisfied with the demand that individual police officers be
prosecuted for perpetrating acts of racist violence. We also call for
structural change. Neither the fact that police officer Darren Wilson
was not indicted by a grand jury for the death of Mike Brown in
Ferguson, Missouri, nor the indictment of police officer Brett
Hankison on charges of “wanton endangerment” for the death of
Breonna Taylor stalled demands to defund police. Yet the resources
and the years—cumulatively centuries—many have spent trying to
make the criminal legal system, including policing, accountable has
not precipitated its undoing. Multiple campaigns to convict individual
police of white supremacist, misogynist, and transphobic “bad acts”
have not resulted in contracting the power of policing or rendering it
less repressive. Civilian and other accountability watchdog
organizations have had, at best, a negligible impact on reducing the
violence of policing.42  While these strategies may result in an
individual police officer potentially losing their employment or being



punished, the prosecution of a police officer neither undoes the
system nor exposes the underlying logics and structures that
perpetuate harm. Relatedly, prosecuting individual civilian men who
perpetrate gender and sexual violence (or placing their names on
public registries) has not reduced gender and sexual violence.43

Community networks and organizations struggle with how to
respond to the ongoing violence of policing, just as we also
collaboratively struggle to try and address gender and sexual
violence outside of the arrest, prosecution, and imprisonment of
individual men. We need critical debate and discussion about how to
build the world we know we need. Centering the value of generative
critical openness, engaged reflexivity, and the ongoing daily
conditions of organizing, however, should not empty either feminism
or abolition of rigor or meaning. Training police to do restorative
justice work is not abolition. Hiring more women to be prison
wardens is not feminist. Building a new transgender wing or pod at
an immigration prison is not abolition.

These kinds of reforms bolster the budget, the scope, and the
underlying logic of carceral systems. “Kinder, gentler cages” are still
prisons, as Critical Resistance co-starter Rose Braz wrote in 2006 in
her public response to California’s proposed “gender-responsive
prisons,” a plan to build thirty to fifty “mini prisons” in communities
across California.44  The construction of four new smaller prisons in
Manhattan, the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens to replace Rikers (as
discussed in chapter two) deepens the very carceral problems the
closure was designed to solve. None of these reforms work to
dismantle, or even address, the harms that are used to buttress the
carceral state, including forms of gender and sexual violence. As the
state too quickly absorbs or coopts seemingly radical tools and
languages, and sometimes entire organizations, in the service of
legitimating state violence, abolition feminism centers a critical and
generative flexibility and a culture of political education that is
intimately tethered to on-the-ground social and political movements.

Sometimes the signposts between reforms that work to shrink and
end our reliance on carcerality and those that deepen and grow its
reach are not so obvious. Tactics are often not inherently abolitionist,
rather the radical potential resides instead in the way the work



unfolds and the analysis and language that form and grow as the
bedrock of campaigns or strategies. Tethering short-term campaign
goals to long-term struggles for paradigm shifts while ensuring that
campaign participants understand the connections has always been
the work of some anticapitalist queer women of color feminists.
While the stakes—often our lives—do create bright lines, according
to Naomi Murakawa, “Staying modal and staying intersectional are
the best ways to protect ourselves from reformist improvements and
move towards transformative change.”45  This politicization of
methods and strategy—an attention to how organizing and labor
unfolds—is important for recognizing the tensions and costs inherent
in social movements: the necessity to always replace the either/or
with the both/and; the need to change the rules of the game while
working to ensure that people do more than simply stay alive. This
both/and practice requires a willingness to inhabit contradictions, to
eschew purity, and embrace the tensions and contradictions inherent
in political and social movements that seek radical, systemic change.
From necessity and vision, abolition feminism has always embraced
at least a double practice: as Mari Matsuda reminds us, we work to
ask the other question.

The Long Haul
In the fall of 2018, in a courthouse packed with uniformed officers
and surrounded by protesters, Van Dyke was convicted on the lesser
charge of second-degree murder and received a sentence of eighty-
one months. No one was satisfied with the sentence, the first the city
had handed down to a patrolman convicted of murder in almost fifty
years. The Illinois Fraternal Order of Police protested the “sham trial”
and a “shameful verdict.”46  Some Black community leaders were
outraged by the leniency of the court when Illinois prisons were
overflowing with people serving multiple lifetimes for murder rather
than time meted out in months. As of this writing, the Illinois attorney
general and the special prosecutor in this case are appealing to
lengthen Van Dyke’s sentence. As the conversation about how to



hold this officer and the wider Chicago Police Department
accountable continues, new starting places for struggle emerge.

Not long after the trial concluded and after the largest closure of
public schools in any district in the world, Chicago accelerated its
plan to build a new ninety-five-million-dollar police training
academy.47  On the heels of this verdict, when the vision and
practice of safety was actively being reenvisioned and policing
denaturalized, the #nocopacademy campaign and coalition emerged
to challenge the building of this expensive state-of-the-art training
academy. The #nocopacademy campaign produced savvy political
educational materials, orchestrated creative direct actions, and did
the everyday hard work of political education—on public transit, in
neighborhoods, and across social media—about how the ninety-five
million dollars earmarked for the new academy could be invested to
really make communities—particularly Black and brown
neighborhoods—safer. The Coins, Cops, and Communities Toolkit
produced by this campaign made visible the deep asymmetries and
ethical dimensions of a city budget. For example, Chicago’s annual
budget for substance abuse ($2,581,272) amounts to what Chicago
spends on half a day of policing.
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While the city voted to approve construction on the new police
academy in late 2019, #nocopacademy expanded the political
consciousness and translated abolitionist visions into a practical
demand: over 120 organizations signed on and agreed that
contracting the power and scope of policing is a common and
achievable goal. This is an enormous win. As Chicago organizer
Benji Hart noted, “The coalition lost the vote but changed the
narrative on police spending.”48  The #nocopacademy campaign
moved a wide range of organizations, many of which had not
centered policing or abolition, to create new starting points for
always emergent struggles. For example, in August 2020, when the
Chicago Board of Education voted after a lengthy debate not to
repeal its contract with the Chicago Police Department, an emergent
campaign, #CopsoutofCPS, built on earlier conversations about
abolition and labor unions to rapidly organize teach-ins over Zoom
and direct actions that targeted the board of education.

Emphasizing that budgets are indications of priorities and values,
the #nocopacademy and #CopsoutofCPS campaigns built on the
prior work of abolition feminist organizers to disentangle public safety
from policing. This work was aligned with research illustrating that
the majority of calls to police are not about “crime” but about a need
for support or services. As historian and scholar-activist Micol Seigel
documents, police actually spend very little time dealing with the
invented category of crime:

The things police do that do not have to do with “crime” could
—and should—be done by other bodies: social workers,
EMTs, fire fighters, traffic directors, garbage collectors,
counselors, neighborhood associations, friends, and so on.
That, not so incidentally, is the core of a practical, stepwise
process of police abolition: begin to give nonviolent agencies,
piece by piece, the tasks currently allocated to men and
women in blue.49



This research has grounded a platform of police abolition actions
nationally, including campaigns to reduce calls to 911 and to
decouple or disentangle health care services from law enforcement.

Abolition feminism helped to seed the soil that made this work
imaginable. This slow world of ongoing political education and
coalition building can be painstaking because of the way that
coalition spaces are often no one’s home, as civil rights organizer
and musician Bernice Johnson Reagon reminded us in 1981.50

Detailed and relational, this necessary labor, almost never
compensated or acknowledged and often falling to feminists,
particularly women of color, demonstrates also that building radical
community can be contagious, joyous, and “the beauty that propels
the experiments in living otherwise.”51

Beyond Success/Failure
These scattered small grassroots campaigns and organizations in a
single city are only one part of the history of abolition feminism in
Chicago. If known at all, they are likely viewed as disconnected,
potentially even as failed projects, a laundry list of small
organizations that fizzled without passing legislation or achieving
anything. Other failures mount: despite a powerful campaign led in
part by INCITE!, in 2017 US-Palestinian Chicago area activist
Rasmea Odeh was deported.52  Many of the small groups described
in this chapter have shuttered, and are no longer in operation. Some
of these campaigns involved only a handful of people. Most of their
work never reached mainstream media outlets. Through one lens the
list of our failures is long: an event had small turnout, the lone
charismatic part-time staff member was fired, a project ran out of
resources and steam and then vanished without a trace. Tensions
caused the group to fracture; no one wanted to work as a collective
anymore. In the context of the uprisings of 2020, most of these small
groups, campaigns, and events have been forgotten or remain
invisible. Not only do they deserve to be recognized as harbingers of
a radical shift, but more critically their erasure weakens our ability to
struggle, collectively, for the long haul.



These forms of structural erasure, a learned and organized
epistemology of ignorance, is far from arbitrary: our
feminist/queer/women of color histories of resistance and organizing
are impoverished by intention—often lethally—and few traces remain
of these powerful and often highly local campaigns that built
coalitions across borders, pushing back on forms of state violence,
expanding imaginations about safety and community, and seeding
shifts in language and culture.53  This erasure is made more facile
by dominant metrics for success and failure created by the very
systems and institutions that reproduce and naturalize racist and
heteropatriarchal violence. For example, the three chapters of
Critical Resistance operating in Chicago between 2005 and 2012
tend to be forgotten because they didn’t have tangible results for
their audacious campaigns, including the 2011 “leave no child behind
bars” demand to shut down the largest juvenile jail in Chicago.54

Normative evaluative logics of success—a win is passing legislation,
creating a policy or a large and permanent organization, something
tangible or deliverable—are internalized, and sometimes produce
shame: What did we even do? We failed. But as abolition feminism
reminds us, while changing laws and policies might be necessary, it
is never sufficient.

In this ecology of abolition feminism, the slow and urgent time of
movements means that some of the most critical relationships and
shifts are often unrecognizable as “wins,” but these rarely
acknowledged and sinewy genealogies that tether movements and
campaigns across time and place continue to spark freedom. Knitted
together in delicate relationships, these organizations are shifting
power, building new languages, and doing the hard work to forge
radical possibilities. BYP’s Fund Black Futures would not have been
possible without INCITE! or YWEP or the Chicago chapter of
Women of All Red Nations. Chicago’s Critical Resistance chapters
deepened conversations about abolition that reverberated
throughout the summer of 2020. Chicago Freedom School is
possible because of Batey Urbano. Chicago Legal Advocacy for
Incarcerated Mothers made feasible organized networks like the
Prison + Neighborhood Arts / Education Project. In 2019 Chicago
Community Bond Fund (CCBF) began meeting with Resilience, a



large service organization in Chicago responding to sexual assault.
Resilience and the CCBF met to connect the work of eliminating
cash bond with the imperative to support sexual assault survivors.
These tenuous linkages, rarely visible, are crucial. Yet the dominant
and mainstream understanding of history, of the ecology of social
and political change, is intentionally narrowed, whitewashed and
straightened, and always in search of individuals and not collectives,
policy/legal/legislative wins and not processes, actions, and certainly
not political education or cultures that create new capaciousness for
radical political consciousness.

Organized forgetting and erasure is not the only challenge. Many
of these small networks fracture as a result of pressure from funders
and others to expand, “scale up,” “streamline,” or “brand,” or to
provide a service rather than organize, focus on policy work not base
building, elevate a single charismatic leader/director instead of a
collective, network with legislators not ordinary people. Successful
organizing that mobilizes people and makes effective demands on
the state is sometimes coopted and absorbed because of the
carceral state’s ability to “beckon accommodation or conjure
disappearance out of every progressive impulse.”55  The Chicago
Police Department even has an Office of Restorative Justice
Strategies, complete with its own Twitter feed.56  Cooptation can
mean professionalization, intimately tethered to whiteness, and the
disqualification of those who have been doing this work effectively
without credentials or pay and the reformation of movements and
mutual aid into social service agencies and charities.
Professionalization can also individuate by rejecting collectives and
community, commodifying and privatizing skills, knowledges, and
sometimes histories. For example, since paid employment has
opened up for restorative justice practitioners and experts, many of
these positions can now only be filled by someone with expensive
certifications and credentials. These forms of cooptation, attention,
and pressure from big philanthropy propel a narrative of failure: we
tried that; it didn’t work. Organized disappearance persists.
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Yet these forms of cooptation are also another indication of our
power: it is inevitable that mainstream political responses to
movements will attempt to reject radical understandings of social
problems such as the prison crisis and the gender violence
pandemic. Nonetheless it is precisely our own tenacious involvement
in campaigns that has pushed others in this direction. Far from being
a failure, an abolition feminist ecosystem—toolkits lost on the
internet, study and action groups that leaned into the former and
forgot the latter, indie documentary screenings, small clusters of
militant picketers, campus groups that erupt and dissipate—
generated an ecology that sustained the idea that prosecuting any
one police officer could not be our solution.

After sentencing, Jason Van Dyke did not immediately become
one of the almost forty thousand people in the Illinois Department of
Corrections: white people comprise 65 percent of the state’s
population and 30 percent of the state’s prison population.57  As is
typical in the rare cases when police are actually convicted and
sentenced, he was initially transferred to Connecticut to serve his
time in a federal prison. Months after he was sentenced, his wife
Tiffany announced that her husband had been assaulted in prison.
She pleaded for information about his whereabouts and condition: “I
don’t know if he is safe at this moment or the extent of his
injuries.”58  Despite her requests for information, for protection for
her husband, the Bureau of Prisons refused to provide any additional
information beyond acknowledging that an assault had occurred and
that standard procedure required Van Dyke’s segregation in the
SHU, or secure housing unit. A Chicago Tribune headline seemed to
summarize the moment: “We Can’t Blame Tiffany Van Dyke for
Trying, but Her Husband Is Just Another Convicted Felon.”59  Just
like that, for some, Van Dyke moved from being police to felon.
Perhaps he is in a prison where active organizing is underway to
raise the visibility of deaths in custody; perhaps his loved ones joined
the brigades of people in car caravans who procured and delivered



masks and medical supplies for people inside during COVID.
Perhaps.

The work in Chicago highlighted in this chapter is dynamic and
ongoing. And our antecedents stretch beyond the artificial
temporality of this chapter. From the journalist and anti-lynching
organizer Ida B. Wells to the Communist labor and justice organizer
Lucy Parsons, from the Jane Collective to Amigas Latinas, Chicago
is rooted in radical change.60  Abolition feminist mobilizations
emerge from and with the strategies and analyses of previous
labors. Out of necessity, people experiment and practice with the
tools at hand. As the COVID-19 pandemic ebbs and deepens across
the globe, the pandemic of the prison industrial complex exists
alongside the pandemic of gender violence. As people strain to
support loved ones, as organizers strategize alongside people
surviving pandemics of COVID and criminalization and gender
violence, and as groups, campaigns, and political formations
continue to demand freedom from injustices that reverberate from
Stateville prison to Palestine, we are energized by the passionate
commitment of abolition feminists now.

Despite what some might wish—including us, on some days—
there is no finish line, no firm resolute end. And yet it is hard not to
read this and want concrete steps, checklists. Some guarantees. A
road map. We recognize this desire. Yet—as this chapter on Chicago
reminds, and as Chicago poet and educator Gwendolyn Brooks
beautifully notes—we are our road map: “We are each other’s
harvest; we are each other’s business; we are each other’s
magnitude and bond.”61  This partial Chicago archive offers a robust
answer to that most important question: What do we do now to build
abolition feminism?





Epilogue

How to draw a line when the work is unfolding and unfinished?
No one wanted to end this project. As organizers and writers, this

caused us anxiety—sending this book to press will cement what are
fluid conversations and in-process ideas. In campaigns and on-the-
ground projects, a complexity of the collective “doing” or “making” is
not fully documentable. Yes, we can surface interviews with
participants, meeting minutes, event posters, or additional materials
—often framed as evidence or ephemera. Yet the gaps and
messiness and heartbreak that make a peculiar kind of sense in
engagements do not necessarily translate well into written words,
and their omissions can potentially read as errors in a textual project.

As scholars, even though we know histories are incomplete and
contested, and we intend this book not to chronicle any “full story,”
we still feel pulled toward continuing to add more, to expand on
examples and moments, to contextualize and to deepen as the world
around us changes so rapidly: there are many places in this project
that could each be a book in itself! For us, it does feel rather
audacious to stop. Anywhere. Here. Particularly in a political moment
when the virtual world is exploding, daily, with brilliant abolitionist and
feminist tools and resources and demands. Yet, simultaneously, we
know that explicitly partial genealogies are useful not only because
they remind us of the fictions at the core of any chronicle that passes
as complete, but also because they can interrupt a desire for reading
social movements, organizations, and people hagiographically. Our
labor, and the work that precedes it, is neither perfect nor finished,
and neither are the movements, organizing, analysis, campaigns,
and networks to come. Our snapshots aim to offer brushstrokes—a
plurality of places to seek out more, an invocation to rigorously study



and to engage the present, past (and future) work of collectives and
campaigns—rather than fixed points of departure or dogma.

Despite our goal to not make this a comprehensive historical
account but a provocation—abolition is unthinkable without feminism
and our feminism unimaginable without abolition—we recognize
many people may read this project and want templates, detailed
chronologies, and definitions. Indeed, while we might be pressured
to desire these at times, we understand the forms of carceral logic
that compel us in these ways. There is a familiar—if often false—
surety in this fixedness, and we recognize that the abolition feminism
we hope to advance through this book necessitates our liberation
from the tendency to get to the answer quickly.

The Now in the title of this book connotes our feeling of urgency
and is meant to encourage thoughtful and principled action; it is not
meant to suggest that there is an answer within reach at this
moment. We mean: ask different questions now; consider alternative
courses of action now; engage with more people now; complicate
the analysis now; change our minds, apologize, recalibrate, and try
again now. Now is the time for mutual aid and self-care. Now is the
time for righteous anger and settling into the painful reality of the
carnage that prisons, policing, detention—all forced confinement—
have created for us. We must be reminded right now of how rape,
battering, stalking, criminalized sex work, targeted violence toward
trans people, removal of children from their families, is ruining lives.
And Now is the time to grieve those lives lost from various
pandemics, uncontrolled fires, hurricanes and earthquakes,
unending war, racial capitalist exploitation, and occupations. Rather
than offering the now as the end point—as in “at last”—we offer it as
a critical and joyful starting point.

As we worked on the chapters—adding and refining words and
examples, remembering names and events—we also learned about
yet other campaigns and organizations as we solicited feedback
from valued comrades. Gratitude to Rachel Caidor, Mimi Kim, and
Asha Ransby-Sporn, recognition to Erin Eife, Sangeeta
Ravichandran, and Mariana Green, and deep appreciation to Sara
M. Benson. (We also recognize the many, many others, named and
unnamed, whose thinking and practice inform this book and



acknowledge the incredible labor of the Haymarket community
including Anthony Arnove, Dao Tran, and Naomi Murakawa.) As we
talked and wrote, around us the landscape kept changing. Over the
two years we worked directly on this project, both feminism and
abolition assumed new political standpoints. #MeToo/TimesUp and
#DefundPolice propelled enormous and widely divergent cultural and
political shifts. As the contexts transformed, the stakes and the
audience for this book rose and morphed.

As Abolition. Feminism. Now. documents, our movements are
directly responsible for this changing landscape. Our collective
labors power these cultural and political shifts. Our campaigns, our
demands, our organizing—posters, workshops, marches, memes,
tweets, webinars, scholarship, actions, manifestos, and so much
more (most produced and circulated outside of the formal economy).
We are particularly energized by the proliferation of an expanding
virtual world that surrounded us as we wrote this book—Zoom calls
with people in prison, virtual convenings and webinars, Snapchat
threads, FaceTime calls in cars and along public transit. This surge
of connectivity (with access for some, not all) continues to create and
strengthen rebellious inter- and intra-movement abolition feminist
modalities: internationalist, interdisciplinary, and more.

We recognize and feel the impact of this growing body of work
every day. Organizing meetings start in new places: for example,
rather than simply accepting “carve outs” to legislation such as a
post-conviction relief bill that does not apply to people with life
sentences or people with convictions for sex offenses, campaigns
are pushing back and refusing to sign on unless these “carve outs”
are removed. Staff at anti-violence organizations are asking for, and
often receiving, internal professional development that centers
abolition through transformative analysis and practices. Networks
are rapidly producing tools and workshops in response to the “FAQs”
abolitionists frequently engage—such as the toolkit On the Road to
Freedom: An Abolitionist Assessment of Pretrial and Bail Reforms.1
Are any of these individual resources or actions the solution? No, but
collectively they shape, deepen, and expand the ecosystem. And
while not all these networks and tools in circulation are necessarily
abolitionist or feminist, their invocations and practices and emergent



questions/tensions—and, yes, even yearnings—seed and strengthen
the ground for this growth. Revolution is not a one-time event, as
Audre Lorde reminds, and these networks are making the world we
need, now.2

Networkers by Molly Costello, 2021.

As new formulations surface, others fade; networks and groups
proudly identify as feminist, queer, crip, Black, and/or abolitionist.
Rattled by their demands and sometimes simply their formation,



dominant institutions struggle to contain and manage these
movements. But yet another “diversity committee” or another “equity
officer” are inevitably failed efforts to contain these insurgent
demands.

Yes, in part the visible identification of networks as feminist or
abolitionist could represent a shallow form of window dressing. We
are not interested in abolition feminism becoming another empty
signifier. But at the same time, these manifestations are also radical
fissures—insurgent openings—that cannot be simply boxed up in a
diversity committee or dismissed as passé. As we grapple with how
to write and finish this project, mainstream news outlets are already
predicting the end of the defund police movement (curiously, the
complicity of mainstream feminism with gender and sexual violence
—the feminist leaders and heads of feminist organizations that
shielded and advised Andrew Cuomo, for example—has not
propelled any death knell for #MeToo and #TimesUp3 ). But the
haste with which these dominant power structures have mobilized to
proclaim the end to #DefundPolice illuminates precisely the power of
this demand.

Again, this is the abolition feminist imperative of the both/and: the
need to rigorously pay attention to what came before but also to
move expansively and generatively and be willing to learn and
unlearn. The imperative to recognize that dominant power structures
will attempt—often successfully—to absorb our labor and demands,
and yet we still forge new language and practices, and we work,
anyway. Rather than contradictory, these tensions—painful and
pleasurable—are the work. This book is an invitation to readers to
write and organize: to create other Abolition. Feminism. Now. texts,
films, zines, collectives, study groups, parties, and more: freedom is
a constant struggle. We are one collective that has worked to push
forward these linkages between abolition and feminism—and all of
our work reminds us, daily, of the vibrancy of this landscape, the
stakes of this work, and the imperative to learn from each other.
Now.



Appendices

Intimate Partner Violence and State Violence Power
and Control Wheel by Monica Cosby



Intimate Partner Violence State Violence
Emotional Abuse: Makes them
feel bad about themselves, calls
names; makes them thing they
are crazy, humiliates

Emotional Abuse: Makes them
feel bad about themselves,
infantilizes them, calls names;
makes them think they are
crazy, humiliates

Intimidation and Stalking:
makes them feel afraid;
damages their property;
displays weapons

Intimidation and Stalking:
shakes down their cells, strips
searches, displays weapons,
mandatory supervised
release/parole and electronic
monitoring

Coercion and Threats: carries
out threats to harm; threatens to
report them to other agencies

Coercion and Threats:
threatens to call the tactical
team, threatens to lose visits or
programming, threatens with
segregation

Economic Abuse: prevents
them from working; makes them
ask for money; takes their
money

Economic Abuse: exploitative
prison labor; extortion of
commissary prices; controls
how they can spend and who
can give money

Uses Privileges: treats them
like a servant; makes all big
decisions; uses stereotypes
against them

Uses Privileges: enforces
arbitrary rules; forced to follow
any and all officer rules,
constant surveillance of self and
property

Minimizing, Denying, and
Blaming: makes light of abuse;
shifts blame for abuse saying
they caused it

Minimizing, Denying, and
Blaming: retailiation for making
grievances; says they are in
prison for “their own good”

Isolation: controls where they
go, what they do, what they
read; limits work and activities

Isolation: controls who they
can visit, who they can talk to



by phone, reads their mail, uses
solitary confinement

Uses Children: Makes them
feel guilty about children; uses
visitation to harass; threatens to
take children away

Uses Children: threatens to
take visits away; holds DCFS
programming against them;
separation from children; threat
of permanent separation from
children



INCITE!-Critical Resistance Statement on Gender
Violence and the Prison Industrial Complex (2001)
We call on social justice movements to develop strategies and
analysis that address both state AND interpersonal violence,
particularly violence against women. Currently, activists/movements
that address state violence (such as anti-prison, anti-police brutality
groups) often work in isolation from activists/movements that
address domestic and sexual violence. The result is that women of
color, who suffer disproportionately from both state and interpersonal
violence, have become marginalized within these movements. It is
critical that we develop responses to gender violence that do not
depend on a sexist, racist, classist, and homophobic criminal justice
system. It is also important that we develop strategies that challenge
the criminal justice system and that also provide safety for survivors
of sexual and domestic violence. To live violence free-lives, we must
develop holistic strategies for addressing violence that speak to the
intersection of all forms of oppression.

The anti-violence movement has been critically important in breaking
the silence around violence against women and providing much-
needed services to survivors. However, the mainstream anti-violence
movement has increasingly relied on the criminal justice system as
the front-line approach toward ending violence against women of
color. It is important to assess the impact of this strategy.

1) Law enforcement approaches to violence against women MAY
deter some acts of violence in the short term. However, as an overall
strategy for ending violence, criminalization has not worked. In fact,
the overall impact of mandatory arrests laws for domestic violence
have led to decreases in the number of battered women who kill their



partners in self-defense, but they have not led to a decrease in the
number of batterers who kill their partners. Thus, the law protects
batterers more than it protects survivors.

2) The criminalization approach has also brought many women
into conflict with the law, particularly women of color, poor women,
lesbians, sex workers, immigrant women, women with disabilities,
and other marginalized women. For instance, under mandatory
arrest laws, there have been numerous incidents where police
officers called to domestic incidents have arrested the woman who is
being battered. Many undocumented women have reported cases of
sexual and domestic violence, only to find themselves deported. A
tough law and order agenda also leads to long punitive sentences for
women convicted of killing their batterers. Finally, when public
funding is channeled into policing and prisons, budget cuts for social
programs, including women’s shelters, welfare and public housing
are the inevitable side effect. These cutbacks leave women less able
to escape violent relationships.

3) Prisons don’t work. Despite an exponential increase in the
number of men in prisons, women are not any safer, and the rates of
sexual assault and domestic violence have not decreased. In calling
for greater police responses to and harsher sentences for
perpetrators of gender violence, the anti-violence movement has
fueled the proliferation of prisons which now lock up more people per
capita in the U.S. than any other country. During the past fifteen
years, the numbers of women, especially women of color in prison
has skyrocketed. Prisons also inflict violence on the growing
numbers of women behind bars. Slashing, suicide, the proliferation
of HIV, strip searches, medical neglect and rape of prisoners has
largely been ignored by anti-violence activists. The criminal justice
system, an institution of violence, domination, and control, has
increased the level of violence in society.

4) The reliance on state funding to support anti-violence programs
has increased the professionalization of the anti-violence movement
and alienated it from its community-organizing, social justice roots.
Such reliance has isolated the anti-violence movement from other
social justice movements that seek to eradicate state violence, such



that it acts in conflict rather than in collaboration with these
movements.

5) The reliance on the criminal justice system has taken power
away from women’s ability to organize collectively to stop violence
and has invested this power within the state. The result is that
women who seek redress in the criminal justice system feel
disempowered and alienated. It has also promoted an individualistic
approach toward ending violence such that the only way people think
they can intervene in stopping violence is to call the police. This
reliance has shifted our focus from developing ways communities
can collectively respond to violence.

In recent years, the mainstream anti-prison movement has called
important attention to the negative impact of criminalization and the
build-up of the prison industrial complex. Because activists who seek
to reverse the tide of mass incarceration and criminalization of poor
communities and communities of color have not always centered
gender and sexuality in their analysis or organizing, we have not
always responded adequately to the needs of survivors of domestic
and sexual violence.

1) Prison and police accountability activists have generally
organized around and conceptualized men of color as the primary
victims of state violence. Women prisoners and victims of police
brutality have been made invisible by a focus on the war on our
brothers and sons. It has failed to consider how women are affected
as severely by state violence as men. The plight of women who are
raped by INS officers or prison guards, for instance, has not received
sufficient attention. In addition, women carry the burden of caring for
extended family when family and community members are
criminalized and wherehoused. Several organizations have been
established to advocate for women prisoners; however, these groups
have been frequently marginalized within the mainstream anti-prison
movement.

2) The anti-prison movement has not addressed strategies for
addressing the rampant forms of violence women face in their



everyday lives, including street harassment, sexual harassment at
work, rape, and intimate partner abuse. Until these strategies are
developed, many women will feel shortchanged by the movement. In
addition, by not seeking alliances with the anti-violence movement,
the anti-prison movement has sent the message that it is possible to
liberate communities without seeking the well-being and safety of
women.

3) The anti-prison movement has failed to sufficiently organize
around the forms of state violence faced by LGBTI communities.
LGBTI street youth and trans people in general are particularly
vulnerable to police brutality and criminalization. LGBTI prisoners are
denied basic human rights such as family visits from same sex
partners, and same sex consensual relationships in prison are
policed and punished.

4) While prison abolitionists have correctly pointed out that rapists
and serial murderers comprise a small number of the prison
population, we have not answered the question of how these cases
should be addressed. The inability to answer the question is
interpreted by many anti-violence activists as a lack of concern for
the safety of women.

5) The various alternatives to incarceration that have been
developed by anti-prison activists have generally failed to provide a
sufficient mechanism for safety and accountability for survivors of
sexual and domestic violence. These alternatives often rely on a
romanticized notion of communities, which have yet to demonstrate
their commitment and ability to keep women and children safe or
seriously address the sexism and homophobia that is deeply
embedded within them.

We call on social justice movements concerned with ending violence
in all its forms to:

1) Develop community-based responses to violence that do not
rely on the criminal justice system AND which have mechanisms that
ensure safety and accountability for survivors of sexual and domestic
violence. Transformative practices emerging from local communities



should be documented and disseminated to promote collective
responses to violence.

2) Critically assess the impact of state funding on social justice
organizations and develop alternative fundraising strategies to
support these organizations. Develop collective fundraising and
organizing strategies for anti-prison and anti-violence organizations.
Develop strategies and analysis that specifically target state forms of
sexual violence.

3) Make connections between interpersonal violence, the violence
inflicted by domestic state institutions (such as prisons, detention
centers, mental hospitals, and child protective services), and
international violence (such as war, military base prostitution, and
nuclear testing).

4) Develop an analysis and strategies to end violence that do not
isolate individual acts of violence (either committed by the state or
individuals) from their larger contexts. These strategies must
address how entire communities of all genders are affected in
multiple ways by both state violence and interpersonal gender
violence. Battered women prisoners represent an intersection of
state and interpersonal violence and as such provide and opportunity
for both movements to build coalitions and joint struggles.

5) Put poor/working class women of color in the center of their
analysis, organizing practices, and leadership development.
Recognize the role of economic oppression, welfare “reform,” and
attacks on women workers’ rights in increasing women’s vulnerability
to all forms of violence and locate anti-violence and anti-prison
activism alongside efforts to transform the capitalist economic
system.

6) Center stories of state violence committed against women of
color in our organizing efforts.

7) Oppose legislative change that promotes prison expansion,
criminalization of poor communities and communities of color, and
thus state violence against women of color, even if these changes
also incorporate measure to support victims of interpersonal gender
violence.

8) Promote holistic political education at the everyday level within
our communities, specifically how sexual violence helps reproduce



the colonial, racist, capitalist, heterosexist, and patriarchal society we
live in as well as how state violence produces interpersonal violence
within communities.

9) Develop strategies for mobilizing against sexism and
homophobia WITHIN our communities in order to keep women safe.

10) Challenge men of color and all men in social justice
movements to take particular responsibility to address and organize
around gender violence in their communities as a primary strategy
for addressing violence and colonialism. We challenge men to
address how their own histories of victimization have hindered their
ability to establish gender justice in their communities.

11) Link struggles for personal transformation and healing with
struggles for social justice.

We seek to build movements that not only end violence, but that
create a society based on radical freedom, mutual accountability,
and passionate reciprocity. In this society, safety and security will not
be premised on violence or the threat of violence; it will be based on
a collective commitment to guaranteeing the survival and care of all
peoples.
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Reformist Reforms vs. Abolitionist Steps to End
Imprisonment
This poster is a tool to assess and understand differences between
reforms that strengthen imprisonment and abolitionist steps that
reduce its overall impact and grow other possibilities for wellbeing.
As we work to dismantle incarceration in all its forms, we must resist
common reforms that create or expand cages anywhere, including
under the guise of “addressing needs” or as “updated” replacements.
Jails and prisons deprive communities of resources like medical and
mental health care, transportation, food, and housing. In our fights, it
is critical to uplift and strategically contribute to movements led by
imprisoned people, both to address pressing conditions and for
abolition. In all decarceration strategies, we must utilize tactics that
will improve life for those most affected and make space to build the
worlds we need.
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