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nicelyaskinganabusertovolunteertoengageinanaccountabilityprocessisac-
cusedofbeingone-in-the-samewithStateviolence?Isitreallysorevolutionaryto
throwupourhandsandsaythatthere’s“nothingmorewecando”aboutaserial
rapistinourcommunitybecausetheydeclinedourinvitationtoberadicallytrans-
formed?Whatwehavehereisnotradicalabolitionism,butareconceptualization
ofliberal“non-violence,”whichalwaysmeansexpectingnon-violenceonthepart
ofthevictimized,complicityandwillfulignoranceonthepartofbystanders(who
gettoletgoofanyuncomfortablemoralmandatetoactsolongastheyareleastpre-
formaskingfor“accountability”),andunfetteredviolenceofthosewhocanamass
enoughpowertogetawaywithit.

Accountabilityandtransformativechangeisabsolutelyourpreference,anda
doorwewouldliketoalwaysleaveopen,butitcannotbeouronlyoption.Itcan-
notbeseenastheonlypossibilityabolitionhastoofferforthevictimized.Aboli-
tionismcananddoesincludeprocessesofaccountability,butitalsomustinclude
othertacticsthatcanworktoreducepeople’scapacitytoharmininstanceswhere
harmersrefusetoengageinthataccountability.Wemustembracetherealitythat
oursharedsocialworldiscomplex,andthatnotasingleoneofuscanfullyknow
thesolutiontoeveryproblemrippedawayfromitscontext.Thatharmers,victims,
andtheirsharedhistoriesareequallycomplex.Thatitisadisrespecttothatcom-
plexitytoclaimthatourholywordsandritualswillsolveallailmentsandthatall
othermethodsofcombatingharmareinherentlyhereticalandworthyofexcommu-
nication.Wemust,ultimately,doamuchmorerigorousexplorationoftheliberal
valuesandideaswehaveyettoexaminewithinourselvesandthatwehave(perhaps
sometimesunknowingly)smuggledintoourradicalabolitionistpolitics.
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Intheexplosionofinterestinthetopicofabolitionismduringandafterthe
explosivesummerof2020itsmeaningandpurposehasbecomedistortedinitstrek
throughthepopularimagination.ThetopicofTransformative/RestorativeJustice
alsoincreasedinpopularity,andasaresultmanypeopleevenconceptualizeTJ/RJ
asbeingoneinthesamewithabolitionismasapoliticalposition.Whilethisessay
isnotintendedasanoutrightdismissaloftheimportanceTJ/RJpractices,itisan
examinationofwhytheyhaverisentoprominenceandachallengetotheideathat
theyrepresentthetotalityofanabolitionistpolitic.

Abolitionism,asIwilluseithere,isapositionthatisdedicatedtodestroying
apparatusesofdomination(prisons,police,borders,theStateitself)aswellasa
commitmenttoaddressingharmwithouttheuseofthoseapparatuses.Thisposition
inactioncanindeedlooklikeencouragingrigorousaccountabilityprocessesinthe
faceofharm,butthatisnot,andcannoteffectivelybe,theonlyexpressionofit.A
commitmenttoabolitionismcanalsolooklikegettingagroupoffriendstogetherto
gobeatdownalocalrapistratherthancallingthecops.Itcanlooklikedistributing
informationtoallcommunitymembersaboutanunrepentantabuserandshutting
themoutfromsocialspaceswherevulnerablepeopleare,orevenrunningthemout
oftowncompletely.Itcanlooklikeorganizingtoattackandbreakdownnetworks
offascistssothateverymemberofthatnetworkexperiencesconstantrejection,
shame,andisolationeverywheretheygo.Abolitionismisapoliticalposition,and
allofthesedifferentwaysofenactingitrepresentdifferenttacticstoaddressharm:
allfittotheiruniquecontext,thecapacityandresourcesavailabletothosewho
wanttoaddressharm,thetypeofharm,theneedsofthevictims,andthewillingness
(orunwillingness)oftheharmertobeaccountableandchange.

Thetruthaboutharmisthattherewillneverbeaone-size-fits-allsolutionto
challengingit.Infact,itistheveryideathattherecanbesuchasolution(prison)
iswhatabolitionismispositionedagainst.Yes,accountabilityandchangeshould
alwaysbeanoption,shouldalwaysbeanopendoorthroughwhichpeoplewhodo
harmcanwalk,butifwehavenootheroptionsbesidesthatwewillveryquicklyfind
thatmanypeopledonotfittheneatmoldthatwewishtoshovethemintoandwe
willdiscoverthatwearerepeatedlycomingtoadeadendofourownmaking.Some
peoplewillbechallengedforharmtheyhavedoneandrefusetoseeitaswrong
orunjustifiable.Somepeoplehavebuilttheirentiresenseofselfonanidentity
conditionedbydomination,afeelingofsuperiority,andafrankdisregardforothers
whoseconcernstheyhavecategoricallydeemed“lesser.”Arewethenmeantto
remainhelplesstointerveneontheharmtheyperpetuatebecausetheyarenot
interestedinourinvitationstobeaccountable?

Ourgoalisnotforeverysinglepersontofeelcomfortableandvalidated,our
goalistoendcyclesofharm.Fundamentalchangeinthepeoplewhoenactharm
isbyfarourpreference,butlackingthatweunderstandthatourresponsibilityis
thentoreduceordestroytheircapacitytocontinuetoenactharmonothers.We
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don’t just sit on our hands and hope we can eventually convince them to change
at the same time that their enacting of that harm continues to work in their own
interest because they’re surrounded by people who think consequences for harm is
the same as throwing someone in prison.

I do not believe that abolitionism being seen as equivalent to Transforma-
tive/Restorative Justice practices is at all an accident of miscommunication, but
rather an expression of stubbornly liberal values distorting the political project of
abolition to be less threatening, centered only on “non-violence,” unconditional
forgiveness (but please don’t ask us who tends to be excluded from this forgiveness
anyway), and total, slate-cleaning stories of personal redemption. If we can’t
put people in prison where we don’t have to really see or reckon with what is
done to them, we certainly don’t want to have to be responsible for challenging
them ourselves! Rather, we want to believe that everything can be solved in
the marketplace of ideas. Anyone who is racist, abusive, a fascist, a rapist, etc.
must not really “know” what they’re doing, and so once we give them the “right”
education they will fall in line and we will all be one happy community where
there is no conflict and no one has to have (or hear about) any bad feelings.

This is also, I believe, in part because of the way that the prison system as been
largely and incorrectly defined as a system of punishment, rather than a system of
control. I have explored and explained the distinction in more depth in my essay
“Is Punishment ‘Carceral Logic’?” but it will do us well to at least touch on the
subject here. Abolitionism is not a political framework against the very idea of
punishment: it’s a political framework against prisons, police, and the State. These
are material structures of control that limit people’s autonomy and ability to take
real responsibility for their actions. To reduce them only to punishment accepts the
State’s message about the purpose of prisons: that they are punishment for harm.
They are not. Prisons exist as a tool of control (which absolutely includes the use of
horrible punishment) to attack anyone the State deems a threat to its sovereignty, or
anyone who it would be beneficial to the State’s image (and thus a crucial aspect of
the maintenance of its sovereignty) to bring the might of the criminalization system
down upon.

We are not against prisons simply because we have an altruistic sympathy for
all who get caught within it, or even because we have a distaste for any kind of
punishment, but because prisons do not work to address harm. Many have come to
abolitionism through less threatening means than having to reckon with violence:
often through talk of how many people are imprisoned for drug crimes rather than
violent crimes, or for political suppression, or were wrongly convicted, etc. They
come to abolitionism through a sense of sympathy with people who they think
should not be imprisoned or have not even done anything wrong at all. This is not
a bad thing, but it does not make for principled abolitionism that can stand up to
situations less neat and comfortable for us to contemplate. If you are an abolitionist
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because of sympathy, what do you do when you (inevitably) come across a person
who has done such heinous harm that you cannot even attempt to find that sym-
pathy for? When you are shown someone who has done a violence so horrendous
that any form of punishment will seem to mild in the face of that violence, how
well will your abolitionism hold up when the State wants to throw them in a cell to
rot for the rest of their life?

Feelings of sympathy and empathy for the incarcerated are good and impor-
tant to have, but they will not hold up your abolitionism on its own. Abolitionism
does not simply articulate that innocent people are in prison, or only that the pun-
ishment in prison is too harsh and traumatizing (even though we can and should
point to both of these things as well). We are abolitionists because we know that
there are no “right” people to put in prison. Not because we are pacifists who be-
lieve that our moral responsibility to turn the other cheek to harm, but because
prisons do not do what we are told they are meant to do. They do not stop harm,
they compound it. That is our foundation, and it is that foundation that allows us
to continue to be abolitionists regardless of what villians the State might hold up as
being representatives of people justifiably incarcerated. It’s why we can see fascists
be sent to prison and not cheer on the process, because we know that they are not
being sent anywhere where they “can’t hurt anyone else,” but that they are being
locked in spaces with incredibly vulnerable people who will be the new victims of
their violence. We know that people sent to prison are ritualistically abused by the
State while also being robbed of agency to change. We know that prisons are en-
closed, inescapable cultures of extreme violence where utilizing harm is the only
way many can survive the experience, and that when they emerge again into their
communities their capacity to do differently or build trusting relationships is often
deeply damaged. We know that prisons are not built to address harm, but to ad-
vance and protect the systems of capitalism, patriarchy, white supremacy, ableism,
settler-colonialism, and more under the guise of addressing harm. We know that
victims are ignored, retraumatized, and discarded by the criminalization system
that pretends to act on their behalf. We know that our communities are not, nor
ever have been, safer for the existence of police and prisons. We know that if we
destroyed these apparatuses of control we would at the same time expand our own
capacities to respond to harm in meaningful ways that fit to the context of that
harm.

This essay is not to dismiss the importance of building up communal processes
of accountability that allow us to address harm in ways that allow for genuine trans-
formation of those who have done that harm. Far from it. Rather, my point is to
draw attention to the underlying reasons why one tactic of addressing harm has
been uplifted as not simply the prefered tactic but in fact the only tactic we are eth-
ically permitted to deploy in the face of harm. Is it not telling that the conversation
of abolition has been co-opted so strongly by liberal values that anything beyond


