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Asconversationsaboutthepossibilitiesofabolitioncontinuetoproliferate—
andastheyareatthesametimeco-optedanddistortedbyliberalpolitics—it
mayhelpustotakeamomenttobeclearaboutthedistinctionsbetweenliberatory
accountabilityandwhatmanyrefertoas“carcerallogic.”

Alreadymanyofushavebornewitnesstothewaythataccusationsofengaging
in“carcerallogic”areweaponizedagainsttheverypeoplethatabolitionismismeant
tocenter.Survivorsaskingforaccountabilityfromtheirabuserhavebeenmetwith
adistortedabolitionismasaresponse.“No,youcannotaskforanyconsequences
fortheharmdonetoyou,becausethat’scarcerallogicandweareabolitionists.”
Ihavespokentomanyasurvivorwhohaswalkedawayfromsuchanencounter
eitherfeelinghopelessaboutthepossibilityforaccountabilityorwithafeelingof
guiltthateventheactofaskingforitmakesthemnodifferentfromthecarceral
system.This,itshouldbeneedlesstosay,isnotwhattrueabolitionismlookslike.

Aprimaryissueseemstobethatabolitionismhasbeendistortedtosuchade-
greethatmanypeoplebelievethat,tobeanabolitionist,onemustrejectanything
thatcouldbeconstruedaspunishment.Theprisonsystemisasystemofpunish-
ment,sothelogicgoes,andsoabolitionshouldmeantheabsenceofpunishment.

Oneproblemwiththisformulationisthatitshowsadeepmisunderstandingof
boththebreadth,depth,andpurposeofthecarceralsystem.Prisonsarenotsystems
ofpunishment.Punishmentcertainlyplaysastarrole,anditremainsbeneficial
toexaminethewaysmanyoftenconflatejusticewithpunishment,butultimately
thecarceralsystemisaboutcontrol.Thecarceralsystemdoesnotsimplydoleout
punishment:ittakesawaytheagencyofthepeopleittargets.Itripsthemfrom
theircontextandtotallyclosesoffanypossibilityfortheexpressionofpersonal
agencyandaccountability.Itisasystemoftotalsurveillance,ofexcessandconstant
brutality,andthepopulationsmosttargetedbyitarealso(notatallcoincidentally)
disproportionatelythepeopletheStatemostwantstoexertcontrolover.Toreduce
ittosimplyamechanismofpunishmentistoconcedetotheStatethatthereason
theylockpeopleupisastheysayitis:onlyforasapunishmentofcrime,rather
thanasamechanismofsocialcontrolandthecontinuationofwhitesupremacy.
Additionally,tobesocrudelyreductive,todrawequivalenciesbetweensurvivors
askingforaccountabilitytoharmdonetothemandatorturouscarceralsystem,is
todoagreatdisservicetosurvivorsandtheincarceratedpeoplewhohavesuffered
orarestillsufferingtheconsequencesoftruecarcerallogic.

Anotherissuewecomeacrosswithmakingcarcerallogicsynonymouswith
punishmentisthatpeoplehavewildlydifferentconceptualizationsofwhatconsti-
tutesaspunishment.Issociallycuttingsomeoneoutofagrouppunishment?Is
stoppingbeingsomeone’sfriendpunishment?Arereparationspunishment?“If
youpunchaNaziisn’tthatpunishmentwhichiscarcerallogicwhichmakesyou
justlikepolice⁉”Thisideaofwhatconstitutescarcerallogicisultimatelyvulnera-
bletothequestionofwhatconstitutespunishment,becauseaveryeasyargument
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can be made that any consequences for harm are punishment. Definitionally, many
of them are! Punishment is a response to an offense that decreases (or at least seeks
to) the likelihood of someone repeating that offense. Both throwing someone in a
cell and withholding access to a space from someone until they’ve been accountable
to harm they’ve done qualify, but they’re clearly not the same.

In truth, the difference between carceral logic and liberatory accountability is
not the presence/lack of punishment. Rather, the difference lies in howmuch power
the person who has done harm has. Carceral logic aims to strip them of their per-
sonal power, while liberatory accountability processes require that they take owner-
ship of that power. That is, ultimately, what accountability is: taking responsibility
for your power as well as for the consequences of your use of it. Recognizing your
own agency in having made a choice that resulted in harm, facing the people you
hurt, giving them answers and apologies, and claiming your ability to do differ-
ently. This is what the carceral system does not allow. It strips people entirely of
their agency, requires of them no meaningful repair process, and locks them in a
cell where they are ritualistically abused by the State. This is a process that heals
no one, nor was it ever even intended for healing or repair. It is a system only of
control.

Liberatory accountability processes, on the other hand, demand something in-
credibly difficult for people who do harm: acknowledgement of their own power,
their own responsibility to the harm they do with that power and their obligation
to use that same power to make amends. Taking that responsibility also means ac-
knowledging and respecting the consequences for the harm they do. If I truly take
a harm I’ve done seriously, if I genuinely see it as harm, then I also will respect that
the person I harmed may need to put more boundaries up between us to feel safe
again. If the harm is more extreme, I will see the steps the surrounding community
takes (closing my access to certain spaces, demanding my participation in ongoing
accountability processes, etc.) as important responses to re-establish safety where
my actions ruptured it, even if those responses are painful or uncomfortable to me.
Absent of these consequences, the people most adept at doing harmwhile maintain-
ing community support have free reign to continue perpetuating cycles of harm that
will reverberate through years (often generations) to come, and survivors flee into
solitude because there are no communal norms in place to provide them any real
or trustworthy sense of safety. This is, in fact, the status quo of the world we live
in now.

The real distinction between carceral logic and liberatory accountability is that
one process violently strips someone of their humanity and agency, while the other
demands that people who do harm take full command of their humanity and agency
to atone for that harm and become better members of the community in the process.
The carceral system says: “You are a criminal and you deserve to be subject to
constant harm and control because of it.” Liberatory accountability says: “You are
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a person who chose to do harm, we believe in your capacity to choose to face the
consequences of that harm and do what you can to repair it.”


