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Abolishing
the Prison Industrial Complex

Rachel Herzing
in conversation with Trevor Paglen

When prison abolitionists say what they mean by abolition, it strikes
me that there are two sides of the idea. On one hand, it means ending
our reliance on prisons entirely. On the other hand, ités also meant a
way to approach social activism. What does fiprison industrial com-
plex abolitiond mean to you?

I think that we have to be yghting against more than prisons and im-
prisonment. We have to think about all the different cages that exist.
There are physical, real cages where people suffer greatly, and where
some people spend lots and lots of time. And there are all sorts of
other things that prevent people from having access to necessities.
Things like poverty and racism. These might seem more abstract than
prisons, but they ensure that some people have power over others.
They keep some people heavily policed while others are not. When
I10m talking about Prison Industrial Complex (PIC) abolition, 16m
talking about trying to dismantle an entire system T the underlying
powers that create prisons and lock people up.

On a practical level, one of the things that Critical Resistance has
done is to attack the Prison Industrial Complex from all angles. Some
days I think thats a great strategy and on other days 16m overwhelmed
by it. One of the ideals that we have is fistarving the system to deatho
- - of starving it of its resources, its human resources, its money, its
access fear-mongering, and its so-called utility.

The way that we like to do that is to simultaneously to try to drain
resources form it T whether thatés trying to keep them from building
another prison, diverting ynancial resources from the prisons, getting

people out of cages, keeping as many people out as possible, trying
to help people have employment and safe places to live so theyore
off the streets and safe from police harassment, or trying to ygure
out a way for undocumented people to live safely and securely in
this country. There are all of these different pieces.

When wedre organizing, the question that webll always ask of a par-
ticular campaign or issue is: fiis this thing ultimately going to do help
the system live, does it do anything to extend the systemds life, ex-
tend its scope?0 Thatbs the goal or measure that we use; the way that
we evaluate whether the dlittle stepso we take towards this ultimate
goal are helpful to our strategy.

There®s always been a tension between reformists and abolitionists.
In the 1970s, prison reformers accomplished a great deal, but in the
early 1980s, we start to see a massive prison boom. It seems ironic
that the efforts to reform the system in the 70s may have set the stage
for the system to expand. Abolition seems like a very uncompromis-
ing position to take.

Sometime during last year, | started talking about PIC abolition in a
slightly different way, because ités been working better to highlight
the differences between reform and abolition. The idea behind re-
form is that the systemds broken and that it should be yxed to work
in a more just and humane fashion. I dongt think that the system
is broken. | think that the system works perfectly. | think that the
system is an extremely good, strong, accurate tool for doing what
it means to do, which I see as killing, disappearing, and alienating
certain speciyc groups of people. And it does that very well, which
doesndt mean that other people dondt get caught up in its sweep. But,
itos really effective at making sure that poor people, and poor people
of color in particular, remain removed from access to power, remain
removed from access to genuine safety and security. And it does all
that very well.

For me, anything that we do to improve the system makes it a better
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killing and disappearing machine, and doesnit make things better for
the people caught up in it. In some ways, this is an absolutist vision.
The vision is really about eliminating entire institutions and power
relationships, but as a practical strategy it has to be more puid. We
canft really take on the whole system at once. It there were some
magic thing that could shift things substantially 1 think that would
be great. But frankly, I dondt think thatés where webre at. And | dongt
think webre in a good position to take people home well, even if the
poodgates opened wide and everyone was allowed to come home.
We donit have employment or stable housing or
health care of access to mental health care. We
dondt have access to the resources to allow people
to live healthy lives. For me the practical tools to-
wards getting towards that vision have to be pex-
ible.

In the early 1990s, California passed a fi3-strikes-
and-youdre-outo law. Since then, there have been
some efforts to change fi3-strikes.0 How does this
sort of thing yt into the abolitionist strategy and
ideal?

There was a recent proposition in California to re-
form 3-strikes, but it didndt pass because Arnold
Schwarzenegger went on a last-minute campaign
blitz against it. There were a lot of very complicated politics around
that proposition. On one hand, it was supposed to reduce 3-strikes
sentences, but on the other hand, that only applied to énon-violentd
people. Furthermore, for certain kinds of crimes sentences would
have actually increased.

For me, the distinctions that get made between dviolentd and énon-
violentd are a very, very slippery slope. The proposal to reform 3-
strikes would have made life better for a large number of people. It
might have allowed a lot of people to go home, particularly if they
were grandfathered into the law. It might keep people from going in,

Arnold Schwarzenegger Campaigning
Against Reforming fiThree Strikeso

so it starves the system in that way. But, at the same time, it would
also solidify the utility of 3-strikes for a whole class of people.

There are a lot of things that get called fiviolent offenceso that donft
make sense - like being an accessory. You can be sitting in a car and
get charged with being an accessory, and thatés a violent offence. The
other thing is that, people who commit murder, people who commit
things that have substantial harm to people and to society, have a
context in which those acts were committed. They have a personal,
immediate time-context, they have a societal
context. There are all kinds of different cir-
cumstances that mandatory minimums like
3-strikes candt account for.

The distinction between violent and non-vio-
lent is usually a trap to play different catego-
ries of prisoners against each other.

I think that a lot of people really dondt un-
derstand the ins and outs of sentencing until
they are the one whoos on the line. Then they
always think that theyore circumstances are
exceptional: fiwell, my kid is really a good
kido or imy husbandds a good guy whots in a
bad situation.o This is not to say that people
who commit sexual offenses against other people shouldnét be held
accountable for them, because | think they should. I also think that
they should get help and psychiatric support, which they certainly
won(t if theyore locked up for an indeynite period of time. Incarcera-
tion doesndt solve the problem of people committing sexual violence
against each other. Instead, it Kills, locks-up, and disappears seg-
ments of the population without ever having any kind of resolution
to conpicts between people and other people and their property.

Ités kind of ironic that a lot of people who were some of the strongest
anti-prison advocates in the 1970s really wanted determinate sen-
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tences because they thought it would be more fair. Before the 1970s,
if you were convicted of something, youdd get an indeterminate sen-
tence T something like fieight years to life.0 The idea was that if you
fireformedo yourself while in prison, youdd get out sooner, but if you
didnét you wouldndt. The problem was that if you were white, youdd
probably get out sooner. If you were brown, youdd get out later, if at
all. By moving to yxed (determinate) sentences, reformists thought
that everyone would be treated more equitably. Determinate sen-
tences didndt end up doing what reformists wanted. It made it much
harder for people to argue about context or the merits of cases. De-
terminate sentencing took a lot of power out of judgesot hands and put
a lot of power in DAs hands. It deynitely skewed power away from
defendants. This story is an example of a reform that was good-in-
tentioned, that could have had very good potential side-effects, but
ultimately just made everything more durable around sentencing. My
point is that when you try to reform the system, you often end up
just making it more efycient. 1 don6t think that ités very possible to
make fundamental changes to the system if youbére operating on the
systemds terms.

Webve been talking about abolition as a political strategy. What about
abolition as an ideal? What are we talking about when webre talking
about a society without prisons?

At this point, a society without prisons seems unimaginable, even
though there were times when there werenit prisons. It wasngt in my
lifetime or my parents lifetime or even my grandparents. Prisons have
been around for a long time. Not so long that its inconceivable, but
hundreds of years, so no one can remember what that was like be-
fore them. But wedre certainly not trying to replicate the U.S.A. two
hundred years ago. Prison abolition is not as simple as remembering
what things looked like before there were prisons.

Our culture of punishment has certain kinds of political, economic,
and social inequalities that have to be maintained for punishment to
work the way that it does. When | imagine a world without the PIC,

it is a world in which people have access to basic kinds of resources.
I mean unfettered access T obviously people have degrees of access
to these right now, but people would have much more immediate
access to things like housing, a way to take care of their bodies and
minds and ways to stay healthy, a way to participate in the economy;,
depending on what the economy is, and ways to manage and resolve
conpict without physically hurting each other or causing irrepara-
ble damage to the immediate surroundings. We would need ways
of sustaining people without relying on certain kinds of coercion,
without relying on getting someone to do what you need them to
do by threatening them with death or punishment. Society could be
more of a collaborative or collective process. A lot of this sounds
impractical because of our economy and society relies on this carrot
and stick mentality. I dondt think that thereds a panacea for this kind
of thing. All of these structural inequalities throughout our society
have their roots in things that are very deep and very entrenched, so
I donét think that its as easy as just getting rid of the prison system.

Obviously, if we don6t have a place to lock people in cages, then we
have to ygure something else out. So I think the two work hand-in-
hand. The prison institutions have to fall for us to imagine some-
thing different, but at the same time we have to be able to imagine
something else so that the institutions can fall. Ités a symbiotic rela-
tionship between theory and practice.

Some people say that this world without prisons would have to be
small, that the industrial complex would have to function at a smaller
scale somehow. That ités easier for you to resolve conpicts between
you and the guy next door than, say between the U.S. and Canada. |
dondt know. That doesndt seem right to me for some reason and 16m
not sure why. It seems to me that you can apply different theories
and practices to different scales T that ités just a matter of working
out the technical details on some level. But I think that taking away a
lot of the things that make people act on need, whether thatés materi-
al needs or access or things like having your voice heard, or whether
thatés a need to be recognized as a full human being or whatever
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