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According to grassroots organization Critical Resistance, “PIC abolition is a political 
vision with the goal of eliminating imprisonment, policing, and surveillance and 
creating lasting alternatives to punishment and incarcerations.” In this essay, the 
author maintains that all educators should teach with abolitionist and anti-racist 
frameworks. This is especially true for educators teaching in prisons. Consulting 
noteworthy prison scholars and abolitionist thinkers such as Angela Davis, Bettina 
Love, Ruth Wilson Gilmore, and more, the author makes the case that education is 
harmful and oppressive without abolitionist pathways. Educators indeed provide 
instruction, lessons, and critical thinking to students, but educators should moreover 
provide community, care, and the ability to dream. Due to the hyper-oppressive space 
of the prison, providing these latter skills and rights to students is difficult, perhaps 
impossible. Thus, educators must practice and live abolition to see their students 
thrive. The dream is to create a world where higher education in prisons cannot exist 
because prisons do not exist. The dream is to meet, teach, and learn with our students 
outside of walls and barriers. This essay is a call to materialize that dream in radical 
community with our students who are incarcerated and oppressed with or without 
bars.
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 I dream that prisons will not exist in my lifetime. It is also my dream that 
while working towards manifesting this reality, educators who work in prisons 
will only do so with an abolitionist framework. I begin this essay with a hard truth: 
People who teach in prisons without actively developing abolitionist politics often 
cause more harm in this work than good. Depending on one’s race, gender, class, 
ability, and other positionalities, it is likely that well-meaning teachers in prisons 
perpetuate carceral violence. Specifically, teachers in prisons may subconsciously 
reproduce hierarchical relationships based on punishment, obedience, fear, and 
complicity – all of which animate the prison-industrial complex and the larger, 
white-heteropatriarchal, capitalist, settler-colonial United States. society. 
 I am writing this essay to encourage everyone towards a more equitable 
and healing path – a path towards a more free world. The prison-industrial 
complex (PIC), a term that derived from the “military-industrial complex” in the 
1950s, is defined by the grassroots organization Critical Resistance (2020) as “the 
overlapping interests of government and industry that use surveillance, policing, 
and imprisonment as solutions to economic, social and political problems” (para. 
1). Policing, surveillance, abuse, isolation, and “divide and conquer” tactics are 
not just systems of oppression that operate within the PIC; they are also systems 
of oppression that we, as individuals, (sometimes subconsciously, but always 
dangerously) subscribe to, rely upon, incorporate, and use in our daily lives.
 Many teachers, both inside and outside of prisons, rely on such carceral 
logic in their classrooms. bell hooks, Bettina Love, and Tema Okun are a few 
scholars and activists who discuss how classrooms are usually operated around 
carceral logics. For example, the grading system punishes students for not 
understanding material or for making mistakes. Detention and sometimes humiliation 
are used to manage student behavior. What’s more, these two examples become even 
more complicated when race is taken into account. Black and brown children are 
punished more severely in schools than white peers who display the same behavior 
(Lopez, 2018). In the 2015 book, Pushout: The Criminalization of Black Girls 
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in Schools, author Monique Morris shows how Black girls are uniquely targeted 
by criminalizing conditions in schools. Black girls have a “Unique pathway to 
confinement” as learning institutions weaponize zero tolerance policies against Black 
girls, often as young as four-years-old, which is why Morris dubs this anti-Black 
and misogynistic phenomenon “School-to-confinement pathways” (p. 11). Young 
Black girls are given detention, suspended, and expelled at rates far higher than their 
non-Black peers and thus are overrepresented in carceral situations such as house 
arrest, electronic monitoring, juvenile detention, and jails (Morris, 2015). Illegitimate 
authority, fear tactics, and punishment are not only standard, but celebrated in many 
classrooms throughout the United States as standardized tests, grading scales, zero 
tolerance policies, and increasing police presences in predominantly Black and 
brown schools all demonstrate. Such disciplinary, or policing, tactics are especially 
deployed against Black and Indigenous People of Color (BIPOC) creating the 
school-to-prison pipeline. Because this kind of teaching is the norm, students learn 
passivity and obedience instead of empowerment, agency, or community. Educator, 
feminist, author, and activist bell hooks (1994) speaks to this in her book, Teaching 
to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom, writing, “The primary lesson 
[in schools] was … to learn obedience to authority” (p. 4). hooks goes on to say that 
most teachers “often used the classroom to enact rituals of control that were about 
domination and the unjust exercise of power” (p. 5). While hooks is reflecting on 
United States public education and  higher education, these methods of control also 
animate prison spaces. This is because the same white supremacy that dictates United 
States culture is invested in deploying the prison system and the education system in 
interconnected ways albeit with different political valances.
 If educators hope to create the “freeing” education of which hooks dreams, 
they must be intentional and radical with their movements; they must be serious 
about dismantling the institutions, policies, ideologies, and behaviors that continually 
harm marginalized people. I have experienced such academic violence as a queer 
woman of color and daughter of immigrants from Korea and China who grew 
up in the predominately white suburbs of the United States. I have also enacted 
such academic violence as a light-skinned East Asian American person with class 
privilege. When we teach, our identities and positionalities are always present and 
animating the power dynamics of a given space. This means that to build the trust, 
and reciprocal, mutual relationships that teaching relies upon, according to hooks, 
educators and students must reckon with their privilege and the power such privilege 
affords them (hooks, 1994). Educators already come into schools as authority 
figures, so unpacking the privilege and power of race, gender, sexuality, class, ability, 
citizenship status, and more is essential to teaching and learning in liberatory ways. 
For example, as I write this piece, I am indebted to the work of Black and Indigenous 
organizers, scholar-activists, ancestors, and community members. None of this 
work is new or mine. Instead, the call for abolition is rooted in the work of Black 
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and brown people, specifically Black women, queer womxn, families, neighbors, 
revolutionaries, community organizers, teachers, and anyone who has been creating 
spaces for liberatory learning and relations. 
 Finally, while binaries are typically untrue and unhelpful, the following 
declaration by historian Lerone Bennett Jr. is critical for teachers inside and outside 
prisons: “An educator in a system of oppression is either a revolutionary or an 
oppressor” (Kawi, 2020, para. 3). To be a revolutionary in education, teachers inside 
and outside prisons must do the life-long, difficult, and exhausting work of antiracist, 
anti-oppressive, and abolitionist politics. Educators provide instruction, lessons, and 
opportunities for critical thinking to students; but, educators should also provide 
community, care, and the space to dream for students. Systems designed to kill, or as 
Dr. Bettina Love (2019) defines “spirit-murder,” Black and brown students inherently 
steal their community, wellbeing, and dreams (p. 38). Thus, it is imperative and 
necessary that people who do higher education in prison commit themselves to the 
prison abolition movement – a praxis dedicated to dismantling the systems around 
us and within us that kill or spirit-murder Black, Indigenous, and people of color. 
Because, perhaps more than anything, teachers should fight for their students to be 
safe and at home. For incarcerated students, this means teachers need to fight for our 
students to return home. 

The Prison-Industrial Complex: A Brief History
 French philosopher Michel Foucault (1975) addresses the relationship 
between power and knowledge in prisons and schools, and how this relationship is 
used for social control. Foucault grounds his discussion of power and authority in the 
history of Western institutions. Foucault’s concept of “disciplines” or technological 
powers animate these institutions. These powers control bodies or as Foucault (1975) 
writes, “discipline increases the forces of the body (in economic terms of utility) 
and diminishes these same forces (in political terms of obedience) … in short, it 
dissociates power from the body,” arguing that “disciplinary coercion” and economic 
exploitation operate in similar ways (p. 138). For example, capitalism exploits a 
person’s body as they perform labor, as the products and profits of their labor go to 
another. Foucault argues that complying with these systems of exploitation requires 
an active process of “discipline” (as a verb). People must be “disciplined” to obey 
structures that otherwise oppress them. While Foucault traces the rise of the prison as 
the dominant form of punishment in the West, he also explains how punishment and 
discipline tactics are deployed in other institutions. In other words, the carceral state 
expands beyond prisons by animating schools, as well. In both prisons and schools, 
disciplinary forces are used to create “docile bodies” which ultimately ensure the 
state maintains what Foucault (1975) calls an “automatic functioning of power” 
(p. 201). This is also how the prison and the school systems are inherently political 
spaces, according to Foucault. However, notably absent from Foucault’s work is a 
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critical race analysis. How the PIC reinforces racist policies, policing strategies, and 
social discriminatory attitudes against communities of color are ignored in this work. 
Briefly, Foucault (1975) questions the consequences of incarceration, proposing 
that prison creates “an unnatural, useless and dangerous existence” for people who 
are incarcerated (p. 266). But this concern remains peripheral to Foucault’s overall 
theoretical assertions regarding the mechanics of power and disciplines of control.
 On the one hand, Foucault’s omission of how Black and brown 
communities are affected disproportionately by the concepts of biopower and 
surveillance is a sign of Foucault’s white Eurocentrism. On the other hand, even 
Foucault’s Eurocentric account of the carceral state, which remains exclusive to the 
experiences of white subjects, relates to arguments made by critical race scholars. 
This includes his declaration that the carceral state expands beyond prisons by 
animating schools, hospitals, churches, and militaries with punitive methods of 
control. Angela Davis, Assata Shakur, bell hooks, Frederick Douglass, and countless 
other critical race scholar-activists and Black revolutionaries have made this clear not 
just in theory but also in practice and through lived experiences. If Foucault cannot 
ignore the violence and dominance of punitive systems, spreading to areas outside 
the literal prison, such as schools, then the questions of who suffers from this dual 
carceral and educational violence, or together racialized violence, and how to end 
that violence must be raised. 
 Angela Davis, the activist, scholar, and writer addresses these concerns 
of ending racialized violence, especially against targeted communities. She fills 
a crucial gap that Foucault left open. In her 2003 book Are Prisons Obsolete? 
Davis speaks to similar histories and concepts as Foucault does. She discusses the 
panopticon, the rise of the penitentiary in Western Europe and the United States, and 
even cites Foucault throughout the book. Like Foucault, Davis traces the rise of the 
penitentiary as a so-called “humane” practice of punishment. She also notes that the 
prison system grew in the 18th and 19th centuries, especially in England and Western 
Europe. However, as opposed to only tracing the rise of the prison system as a form 
of punishment, Davis also traces the rise of prison abolition as part of a larger history 
of abolition movements. Her genealogical reading of the prison system is informed 
by her larger concerns with the history of abolition movements. Therefore, Davis’ 
analysis of the PIC immediately and necessarily foregrounds race, colonialism, 
and gender. Foucault’s, Morris’, and Rothman’s shared assertion that European 
forms of punitive justice started to spread worldwide are, according to Davis, better 
understood as a result of colonialism. In the 18th and 19th centuries, European prison 
systems were imported to and implemented in Asia and Africa “as an important 
component of colonial rule” (Davis, 2003, p. 42).
 The role of punishment in Western society is systemically and historically 
connected to the exploitation and oppression of Black and brown bodies as a defining 
feature of the colonial system. As Davis (2003) explains, “jails [were] established in 
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the second half of the 18th century” in colonized regions such as India and Nigeria 
(p. 42). European colonists and trading companies constructed prisons to hold 
kidnapped Africans before the Middle Passage. Africans who resisted European 
invasion, and subsequent dominion over resources, local businesses, and trade, 
were detained in these new facilities. In India, jails were established in Calcutta 
and Madras to detain dissenters to British rule; they often imprisoned Indigenous 
and Indian political leaders to warn the colonized population of the risks and 
consequences of anti-colonial activities. Western European countries helped spread 
the use of penal institutions globally as part of their colonial projects. Prisons were 
an essential tool for colonization as they detained the local (often Black and brown) 
people who fought back against colonial forces.
 Davis further introduces the relationship among race, gender, and 
colonialism into her analysis of the history and structures of the prison system. On 
the PIC, she writes the following:

The term ‘prison industrial complex’ was introduced by activists and 
scholars to contest prevailing beliefs that increased levels of crime were 
the root cause of mounting prison populations. Instead, they argued, prison 
construction and the attendant drive to fill these new structures with human 
bodies have been driven by ideologies of racism and the pursuit of profit. 
(Davis, 2003, p. 84)

Here, Davis goes where Foucault does not: She asserts that the rise of the prison 
was a direct result of racism and capitalism. This claim also leads Davis to the 
necessity of prison abolitionism. Suggesting that anti-racism and anti-prison work 
are necessarily interconnected, Davis (2003) posits the following:

If we are already persuaded that racism should not be allowed to define 
the planet’s future and if we can successfully argue that prisons are racist 
institutions, this may lead us to take seriously the prospect of declaring 
prisons obsolete. (p. 25)

Davis supports her claim that prisons are racist institutions by comparing prison 
regulations to the Slave Codes. Davis (2003) cites historian Adam Jay Hirsch who 
explains how both the penitentiary system and chattel slavery “subordinated their 
subjects to the will of others” (p. 27). In other words, both people who were enslaved 
in the South and people who were incarcerated followed the command of their 
superiors. As a result they were reduced to a state of hyper-dependency, relying on 
others for the “supply of basic human services such as food and shelter” (Davis, 
2003, p. 27). Practices of isolation, confinement, coercion, and labor exploitation 
defined both the penitentiary and the plantation. Even Thomas Jefferson noted the 
similarities between these two institutions when he explained that free people could 
be punished for crimes through prison sentences and hard labor, but enslaved people 
could not because these were conditions they already experienced daily (Davis, 
2003). In this way, Davis contends that the similarities between the institutions of the 
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slave plantation and the prison system involve the punishment of Black bodies and 
profit, especially for white Americans.  
 The central analytical principle of Davis’ (2003) work in Are Prisons 
Obsolete? is that the very concept of race has “always played a central role in 
constructing presumptions of criminality” (p. 28). For example, Davis (2003) 
describes the 13th Amendment, which declares the abolition of slavery “except as 
a punishment for crime, whereof the party shall have been duly convicted” (p. 28). 
This exception, which does not abolish slavery as much as it amends slavery, led 
to a series of new Black Codes – a successor to the Slave Codes. The Black Codes 
identified specific actions “including vagrancy, absence from work, breach of job 
contracts, the possession of guns, and insulting gestures or acts” as criminal for 
Black people only (Davis, 2003). Through these racist laws, Southern states were 
able to continue profiting off the labor of Black bodies, lending to the creation of 
the convict lease system. Mary Ellen Curtin’s study of Alabama prisoners provides 
a telling example of this practice. While Alabama still practiced slavery, 99% of 
prisoners in Alabama’s penitentiaries were white (Davis, 2003). After the Black 
Codes were written and 400,000 Black people were freed, the overwhelming 
majority of Alabama’s prison population  quickly shifted to Black (Davis, 2003). 
Southern states were quick to develop a criminal justice system that restricted and 
removed possibilities of freedom for newly released slaves; they even made this 
process legal and profitable for themselves.
 States relied on such penal servitude to build the modern urban centers in 
the United States today, including the White House, the United States Capitol, Wall 
Street, the Smithsonian Institute, and various universities and used incarcerated 
people as unpaid labor in mining for resources and construction businesses. Davis’s 
study thus illuminates how the development of the prison in the United States and 
the country’s development as a modern nation is directly tied to plantation slavery. 
Moreover, Davis highlights how the fight to end the prison system is also directly 
tied to ending slavery. Anti-prison activists protested the systemic and historical 
racism of both the penitentiary and convict lease system as they were implemented 
(Davis, 2003). Most of these activists were formerly enslaved abolitionists, such 
as Frederick Douglass and Sojourner Truth. Davis clarifies that the fight to end 
slavery is connected to the fight to abolish prisons and that both must be part of the 
movement to end racism.

Academic Violence + Carceral Violence = White Supremacist Culture
 The struggle to make education more liberating is directly connected 
to abolishing slavery and prisons. Given the United States’ history of murderous 
assimilation practices (e.g., Native “residential” schools), segregation policies, 
English-only initiatives, and the school-to-prison pipeline, to only name a few, it 
should come as no surprise that formal education is also weaponized as a form of 
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subjugation – primarily against BIPOC communities. Schools are a fundamental tool 
for creating and continuing white supremacy culture, or the idea that “White people 
and the ideas, thoughts, beliefs, and actions of white people are superior to People of 
Color and their ideas, thoughts, beliefs, and actions” (Dismantling Racism, n.d., para. 
3). Moreover, it is at school that many BIPOC children have their first experiences 
with police and policing practices. For example, Black children, especially young 
Black girls, are punished in more severe ways (e.g., detention, suspension, expulsion, 
and calling the cops) than their white peers who show the same behavior.1 
 In this way, schools are intricately intertwined with the criminal injustice 
system, which is why abolitionist and organizer, Mariame Kaba (2017), states 
that “white supremacy is maintained and reproduced through the criminal 
punishment apparatus” (Kaba & Duda, 2017, para. 2). The violence that Black 
and brown children, adolescents, teenagers, and adults face in sites of education 
is state-sponsored, white supremacist violence organized by carceral logic. Then, 
BIPOC trauma is compounded as the act of threatening the lives and spirits of 
Black and brown children becomes increasingly normalized as part of discipline, 
professionalism, or lessons in education. Therefore, educators – whether they 
recognize it or not – are employed as agents of the state. Through dehumanizing 
or whitewashed curriculum, the ability to externalize implicit bias and prejudice 
through positions of power, white savior notions, and abuse of authority, educators 
in the United States serve in positions that promote white supremacy. The duty as 
educators, then, is to refuse and dismantle the ways white supremacy lives in the 
institutions and themselves. Educators must be weakening the institutions they 
work within to create pathways toward liberation and imagine new ways of learning 
together in community. 
 Power dynamics are unavoidable in prison classrooms where teachers’ 
freedom of movement and recognition of agency are in stark contrast to the 
restrictive, repressive, and (re)traumatizing purpose of the prison itself. The violence 
enacted on students at prisons, as people who are being caged and abused by the 
state, is inseparable from the prison classroom. Yet, typically, I encounter educators 
in prison who either refuse to contend with this violent power dynamic or, if they do, 
they externalize paternalist and white savior ideologies. Students at the prison I teach 
at remarked how many times their teachers told them education would “save” them. 
During a faculty meeting with other teachers, a white woman literally said, “I want 
to save them all” when asked why they do this work. Two of my primary supervisors 
referred to the people incarcerated at this “men’s” prison as “broken” and “helpless.” 
In White Supremacy Culture, Tema Okun (2001) describes paternalism as “those 
with power [thinking] they are capable of making decisions for and in the interests of 
those without power” (para. 1). I have lost count of the number of times a co-worker 
at the prisons where I teach have said they “want to save everyone” there or that 

1 See Pushout: The Criminalization of Black Girls in Schools by Monique W. Morris
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the people imprisoned are “broken and need my help to fix them.” White savior and 
paternalist notions, as these statements and the like are, dangerously promote white 
supremacy and Black and brown dehumanization and death. 
 These statements demonstrate how white people and people on the outside 
control BIPOC and incarcerated peoples’ oppression and suffering, and also control 
their freedom and resistance. According to Dena Simmons (2020), this is how the 
“mentality of slavery” operates in schools and the mindsets of teachers to this day 
(Haymarket Books, 18:55). White saviorism and paternalism disempower BIPOC by 
centering whiteness and white power. These notions erase histories and communities 
of BIPOC survival, resistance, revolution, joy, love, and liberation movements. 
BIPOC, and people who are imprisoned, have been resisting their oppression for 
centuries. The results of white saviorism are deadly.
 Refusing to subscribe to paternalistic white savior notions is just one of the 
demands of abolitionist teachers who seek to dismantle the white supremacist culture 
that organizes education, relationships, imaginations, and societies. Teachers must 
also take risks, using and sacrificing privilege and positions of power, to shepherd 
and steal resources for marginalized communities. There must be attention given 
to dismantling and disrupting systems of power. These are the tenets of antiracist, 
anti-oppressive, and abolitionist teaching: That educators are articulating their social 
justice pedagogy in radical actions outside of the classroom. However, antiracist 
and anti-oppressive teaching in prisons is complicated by the fact that prison 
classrooms are often more hyper-surveilled, censored, and regulated by prison staff 
than classrooms on the outside. Thus, teachers in prisons are faced with a paradox in 
which teaching in antiracist ways and about antiracist material is essential, but also 
politically fraught for both teachers and students.
 Teachers in prison cannot ignore the reality of racism and white supremacy 
that flourishes in the prison system. Jean Genet (1994), a French novelist and 
political activist, deemed the prison a space of amplified racism. He writes the 
following in the preface to George Jackson’s (1970) published letters, Soledad 
Brother:

If, by some oversight, racism were to disappear from the surface of the U.S., 
we could then seek it out, intact and more dense, in one of these cells … one 
might say that racism is here in its pure state, gathering its forces, pulsing 
with power, ready to spring. (p. 335)

Prison is indeed a space where racism is “pure” and pulsing with heightened power. 
 The only way to truly prevent BIPOC in prisons from suffering from the 
racist violence of peers, staff, and administrators is to abolish the prison system and 
its attending features of the police, surveillance technology, borders, and more. The 
only way to truly protect BIPOC students is to fight for the day where they can be 
students and teachers in the open, free world – a world without cages and with a 
transformed, antiracist and anti-oppressive education system. In other words, the 
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only way is abolition. One way for in-prison teachers to reach toward abolition is to 
work towards getting people home: support students’ commutations, get involved 
with freedom campaigns, provide resources for local jail support collectives, and, 
of course, provide students with resources and tools that do not solely support their 
academic experience, but also support their survival, livelihoods, and resistance 
movements.
 Educators who teach in prisons must commit themselves to prison 
abolition study and work because the ultimate dream of education cannot thrive in 
a hyper-oppressive space, such as prisons (and militarized schools, as well). The 
ability to dream and hope are taken from marginalized people – or people of the 
Global Majority – through the practices of policing and imprisonment. The prison-
industrial complex does this in a profitable way. It criminalizes dark-skinned people 
and then exploits their bodies for labor (e.g., the convict leasing system). Both the 
capitalization and racialization of BIPOC uphold the prison-industrial complex. As 
Davis (2020) declares, “Racial capitalism is capitalism,” which is painfully evident 
in the very structures of prisons and jails nationwide (Democracy Now, 2020, 
39:28). Incarceration itself disempowers Black, Indigenous, people of color, and 
LGBTQ+ communities, especially as prisons profit off the caging of their bodies 
and exploitation of their labor. It removes the possibility for organized action and 
communal determination by isolating members of these communities by the masses 
– and traumatizing them and their loved ones. The binary that teachers reckon with, 
to be complicit agents of the white supremacist state or to be active dissenters from 
the white supremacist state, is a choice that teachers make through their actions. Will 
teachers contribute to the oppression and traumatization of their students, or will they 
support their liberation and healing? The answer to these questions cannot be spoken 
as mere semantics; the answers must be evident in practices and actions. Fortunately, 
abolitionist politics provides the lens for teachers to start and sustain this work 
responsibly. 

Defining Abolition & Abolitionist Teaching
 According to Critical Resistance (2020), “PIC abolition is a political vision 
with the goal of eliminating imprisonment, policing, and surveillance and creating 
lasting alternatives to punishment and incarcerations” (para. 3). The notion of 
abolition is both a tool and a goal as it will require broad and imaginative strategies 
that must remain flexible to different communities and their needs. While prison 
abolitionism employs various strategies of organizing, knowledge-making, and 
resourcing toward a goal of dismantling, it also must offer new ways of imagining 
and creating an anti-carceral or post-carceral world toward a goal of building. As 
Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2019), prison and geography scholar, asserts, “Abolition 
means not just the closing of prisons but the presence, instead, of vital systems 
of support that many communities lack” (as cited in Kushner, 2019, para.15). 
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This reconstructive or transformative goal of prison abolitionism is incredibly 
complicated, considering prison abolition would require various communities’ 
self-determination as opposed to reliance on state governance. The self-determined 
agendas by which communities decide on their needs and priorities will vary 
between different communities. Each local community operates within particular 
historical contexts and according to specific cultural values. In this context, the 
connections between prison abolitionism, transnational feminism, and postcolonial 
criticism are particularly relevant. Prison abolitionism must avoid essentialism 
regarding identity, nationality, community, and history. Therefore, prison 
abolitionism must be a versatile and multidimensional network of movements and 
theories as opposed to a singular, generic formula.
 The role of educators in such a dynamic movement of prison abolition is 
not simply to teach about prison abolitionism but to live prison abolition. Just as 
antiracist teaching is not simply teaching a “diverse” curriculum or reading a book 
about racial struggle, abolitionist teaching is not simply using the word “abolition” 
or reading Angela Davis (though reading Angela Davis is very important). Both 
antiracist and abolitionist teaching, which are inextricable from one another, are a 
way of life. When you live anti-racism and abolition work, you are exhausted. You 
do not have a checklist or a due date. It is your life; it is your lens; it is how you view 
yourself and the world around you; it is how you relate; it is how you act; it is how 
you imagine; it is how you organize. Love (2020) writes the following:

Antiracist teaching is not just about acknowledging that racism exists but 
about consciously committing to the struggle of fighting for racial justice, 
and it is fundamental to abolitionist teaching. Antiracist educators seek to 
understand the everyday experiences of dark people living, enduring, and 
resisting White supremacy and White rage. (p. 54)

Teaching from an abolitionist agenda inside prisons means recognizing the historical 
and contemporary violence of whiteness and how that violence takes shape in the 
PIC. 
 At the same time, however, abolition is more than the interpersonal. 
Abolition indeed must happen at home, in our relationships, and within ourselves, 
but it also must be directed at systemic and institutional violence. This is why Love 
(2019) asserts that “understanding the everyday experiences of dark people” is 
not enough (p. 54). One must commit themselves, as Love says, to the “struggle 
of fighting for racial justice” (p. 54). As much as academics may resist the idea, 
studying and learning alone are insufficient gestures toward justice. They are 
important, but they often do not change the material world of those oppressed and 
marginalized. Students who are imprisoned, for example, may find reprieve or 
hope from higher education within prison. However, the fact remains that they still 
live behind bars. Despite reading Assata Shakur, our students are still traumatized 
from isolation practices. Despite discussing mental health, our students are still 
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dangerously denied adequate healthcare, counseling, and therapy. Despite college 
credit and even degrees, our students are still sexually, physically, psychologically, 
and emotionally abused. Higher education is neither freedom nor justice and to claim 
it is either is a form of deception.
 In an interview with the “Groundings” podcast, scholar-activist and 
professor Joy James (2021) argues that abolition is plural. There are multiple 
kinds of abolition; it is “abolitionisms.” However, while the plurality of abolition 
makes it powerfully expansive, it also makes it “vulnerable to neoradical handling” 
(James, 2021, 3:40). One way that abolition is co-opted through this handling is 
in the emergence of “academic abolition.” According to James (2021), academia’s 
appropriation of the language of abolition, without the politics and practices of 
abolition, allows the mainstream elite to “control abolition without meeting the needs 
of the captive” (2:00). James gives an example of this kind of academic abolition, 
explaining how a university might ask formerly imprisoned people to speak as 
part of a panel on higher education in prison. They may even frame this panel as 
“abolitionist” or “antiracist.” However, key components might make that panel 
inequitable, such as whether the university is paying panelists or if the panelists are 
all white or non-Black. If it is not an equitable space, it is not an abolitionist space.
 Moreover, James (2021) suggests that universities that sponsor panels of 
formerly incarcerated people often punish or discipline panelists who speak out 
against the university, higher education in prison, or liberal hegemonic politics 
more generally. James (2021) summarizes academic abolition as the promotion of 
currently or formerly incarcerated people who admit they did wrong, laud education 
for helping them, and now are ready for “civic life” (9:08). Notably, higher education 
in prison promotes similar sanitized thinking (e.g. incarcerated students pressured to 
laud higher education as life-changing even when it does not change their material 
reality - or worse, puts them in debt). I have heard teachers tell students in prison that 
their education will “save them” by getting them jobs or reducing the recidivism rate, 
completely ignoring and minimizing the heightened struggles formerly imprisoned 
people face in a capitalist, elitist society and not to mention, if they are also BIPOC, 
facing a white supremacist society with a record. I have heard students say that 
they would not have received an education unless they were in prison. Often the 
tone students say this with is a mix of resentment, disappointment, gratitude, and 
dismay. People on the outside who hear this statement and do not have abolitionist 
frameworks will sometimes use this as justification or praise for prison and prison 
reform. On the contrary, I hope that this statement points to how violent, inequitable, 
and anti-Black the prison and education systems are in the United States. No one 
should have to be removed from their community and caged in a cell to finally 
receive a formal education. That this is the reality for some of our students in prison 
highlights how inaccessible education is in the United States and how manipulative 
the prison system is. 
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 Reduced recidivism rates, higher education programs in prison, and/or 
finding a community in prison do not make the prison system just or equitable. They 
may make prison more survivable, but they should not be used to justify or expand 
the prison-industrial complex. Teachers must understand that higher education in 
prison is not an act of liberation. Framing higher education in prison as liberatory 
without attending to the violence of prison and white supremacist culture puts 
students, especially BIPOC students, in more positions of trauma. Furthermore, in 
this example of academic violence, students in prisons are also taught to be grateful 
for this deception and the exploitation of their bodies. Often, teachers in prison 
will write about or conduct research on students. Sometimes, this looks like white 
teachers turning the experiences of Black and brown people in prison into data. Other 
times, this looks like teachers furthering their career by starting podcasts, blogs, or 
other platforms in which they discuss their students’ traumas and stories. It is rare, 
unfortunately, for these teachers to include abolitionist demands with these materials. 
As a result, students in prison are typically asked to come to classrooms where 
their bodily experiences of being caged are ultimately used to further the careers 
of teachers who can move freely in and out of the prison. In this way, teachers also 
“profit” off their students’ labor in the classroom.  
 Without abolitionist work, such as protesting the prison system, letter 
writing campaigns, and fighting to bring people home, and more, teachers - perhaps 
unknowingly - participate in a pattern of exploitation where their gain is at the cost 
of their students’ health and freedom. When teachers in prisons claim to “save” 
or “help” their students in their publications, workshops, and more, but fail to do 
abolitionist work, they muddy the very idea of liberation. Liberation does not look 
like education in an institution that is inherently violent, abusive, and dehumanizing. 
Liberation, instead, looks like people laughing in a total sense of safety and 
belonging at home, as one example. Prison steals that from people. Abolition is 
plural, but it cannot be abstracted. Abolition is about bringing people home, refusing 
and preventing white supremacist violence, and creating a place for them in a society 
that thrives outside carceral logics.

Applying the Politics of Abolitionist Teaching 
 Abolitionist teaching can provide a model of community and healthy 
boundaries for people who are otherwise indoctrinated into a hyper-violent space. 
Setting boundaries, such as consent, content warnings, time and energy spent on 
certain topics, expectations, agency, to name a few, are healthy and important for all 
people. Establishing healthy boundaries for and between teachers and students in 
prisons is crucial when people who are incarcerated are stripped of agency, choice, 
privacy, bodily autonomy, and replaced with isolation, abusive practices, harassment, 
and humiliation. Additionally, abolitionist teaching can provide a sense of solidarity 
for those witnessing and experiencing the intensified forces of racism from other 
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imprisoned people, the prison staff, and other government agents. No matter what, 
educators who teach in prisons have a position of privilege and power that can cause 
harm. Abolitionist and antiracist politics would encourage, even require, educators to 
analyze their positionality and move with intention and self-accountability. 
 Dismantling white supremacy will take time. Transforming how people, and 
the world, relates will take time. Thus, abolitionist teaching is a lifelong praxis. There 
is no checklist or best practices guide because abolitionist teaching should be a lens 
that is applied to all actions, intentions, and mentalities every day. This is not work 
that should be done alone, but instead, in community. Community offers grounding, 
allows for rest, and holds people accountable, which is needed, because this work 
can be messy. And, of course, it is crucial that abolitionist teaching is a political 
framework and not simply a few examples, words, or lessons you do one day. 
Abolitionist teaching is a way of living and shapes every move we make as teachers 
and people. Abolitionist educators must teach that which the white supremacist 
state fears. This can include Black and brown history and revolutionaries, Black and 
Indigenous joy and love, multi-racial coalitions, anti-capitalist principles, and critical 
pedagogy that moves us all towards social justice. What we teach should weaken 
the institution we are a part of whether that is the prison, the academy, or the larger 
settler-colonial, capitalist state. For example, in my classes I teach the work of Black 
revolutionaries such as Assata Shakur, Frantz Fanon, and Malcolm X. I have students 
model the works of the Combahee River Collective and Alcatraz Occupation by 
compiling their needs, desires and dreams and then writing about them creatively 
and politically. Students create a mix of memoirs, poetry, and essays and then couple 
those works with a list of their demands.
 Celebrating and cherishing BIPOC love, joy, and rest can also weaken the 
system. Amplifying and affirming BIPOC critiques of white supremacist violence 
can weaken the system. Advocating for getting cops off campus or for students’ 
commutations can weaken the system. Working within your own community to 
find people you can call instead of the police can weaken the system. Pushing back 
against grading practices or the policies of mandatory reporting in higher education 
can weaken the system. Labor strikes can weaken the system. Teaching white people 
how to reckon with what it means to be white and how they benefit from white 
supremacy can weaken the system. Modeling self-accountability and boundaries with 
students can weaken the system, such as the following: Dismantling any desires to be 
proximate to whiteness as non-Black people of color. Refusing to traumatize students 
and refusing to use the traumas of BIPOC for the sake of white students. Taking 
away white supremacists’ platforms whether in your classroom or outside of your 
classroom. Promoting social justice education by having students critically analyze 
and organize in their local environments. Teaching skills-sharing such as community 
gardening practices, political zine making, water purity testing, quantitative and 
qualitative analytical skills, and more. All of us stepping in and out of teacher and 
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student roles by co-creating our education together. Moving from thought to action, 
and empowering students to move from thought to action in their own roles and 
contexts. Recognizing that there can be no “restorative justice” without first restoring 
history and reclaiming BIPOC power. Being adamant about the violence of the 
prison system and how it does not keep any of us safe. Acknowledging that there is 
no abolition unless caged people are prioritized, centered, and freed. Committing 
yourself to the fight for your students’ liberation will weaken the system. Being 
led by your students’ knowledge and expertise in their own liberation. Preventing 
violence from entering your students’ communities so they can freely dream. 

“Freedom-dreaming” Abolition through Activism & Mutual Aid
 The movement to end prisons is a historical and dynamic web of actions, 
stories, strategies, teachings, and theories. It has gained momentum by adapting 
to encompass an ever-evolving network of carceral violence in the United States, 
and around the world, such as the proliferation of policing and detention practices 
in schools and academic spaces. Grappling with and ultimately dismantling the 
complicated strategies and structures of the PIC in the United States requires 
interdisciplinary methodologies rooted in the practices and theories of Black, 
Indigenous, people of color, and womxn of color feminisms, particularly that of 
Black women who lie at the intersections of multiple oppressions. This can mean 
anything from citing Black women and reading Black women’s works to serving 
Black women’s justice movements to simply hearing and believing Black women. 
For educators in prison, we must practice acts of liberation with each other and 
our students in the classroom as we fight for their liberation from carceral spaces 
and structures. It means we must dream of possibilities for health, happiness, and 
freedom in our work at the same time we demand them on the ground.
 Abolition is happening all around us. Ancestors, community organizers, 
youth groups, teachers, scholars, activists, and people who are incarcerated have 
been doing this dual dismantling and transforming work for centuries. Abolitionists 
refuse and dismantle as much as they imagine and create. Robin D.G. Kelley (2002) 
is adamant about the power of radical dream-work in social movements in his book, 
Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination, insisting that coconspirators 
“must tap the well of our own collective imaginations, that we do what earlier 
generations have done: dream,” (p. xii). Community organizers, specifically those 
creating mutual aid projects, community accountability processes, and transformative 
justice spaces are showing us how this dream-work is essential to abolitionist 
politics. Mariame Kaba (2021) also describes the imaginative work of abolition 
on the ground, and, similar to Kelley, insists, “We must imagine and experiment 
with new collective structures that enable us to take more principled action, such as 
embracing collective responsibility to resolve conflicts” (p. 4). There is no creation 
without first imagination. Moreover, there is no liberation without first dreaming of 
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freedom. And there is no materializing those dreams without controlling the violence 
that kills and spirit-murders BIPOC.
 Many scholars and activists, including the INCITE! team, Kai Cheng Thom, 
Harsha Walia, Victoria Law, and more, discuss the gendered and racialized violence 
of the prison-industrial complex before focusing on what it will take to end this 
kind of violence. They demonstrate dreams at work through advocacy. For example, 
Beth Richie, author of Arrested Justice: Black Women, Violence, and America’s 
Prison Nation, tells the stories of Black women organizing against the prison-
industrial complex and thriving despite such violence. Richie (2012) historicizes 
how in the mid-1980s, “as more formal structures [targeting Black women] were 
being created, Black women volunteered for, staffed, and provided leadership to the 
many women’s collectives, hotlines, shelters, and other support services for women 
experiencing male violence” (p. 149). In the 1990s, Black women created national 
organizations, such as the National Black Women’s Health Project and the African 
American Women in Defense of Ourselves network (Richie, 2012). This latter group 
gathered in response to the infamous Clarence Thomas and Anita Hill legal case. 
In a demonstration of the relationship between activism and scholarship, the group 
protested Thomas’ confirmation as a Supreme Court Justice and documented their 
activism in the 1992 book Race-ing Justice, En-gendeirng Power: Essays on Anita 
Hill, Clarence Thomas and the Construction of Social Reality. Additionally, Ruth 
Wilson Gilmore (2007) devotes a chapter to “Mothers Reclaiming Our Children” 
(Mothers ROC) in her book, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition 
in Globalizing California. Mothers ROC was a group founded by Black women in 
1992 Los Angeles. The community-led organization focused on supporting the rights 
of Black and Latino men incarcerated on false or exaggerated charges.
 Davis (2003) also devotes sections of her foundational book, Are Prisons 
Obsolete?, to chronicling community activism and calls such activism “abolitionist 
alternatives” (p. 105). These alternatives encompass actions that dismantle 
problematic systems as well as build new resources and relations for communities. 
Those invested in a healthier society must establish job and living wage programs, 
community recreational facilities, and drug treatment centers – all resources that 
exist for the wealthy, but not the working class. Simultaneously, we must dismantle 
the racist laws and attitudes that govern the PIC (Davis, 2003). Scholar-activists, 
prison abolitionists, educators, and others must build a system where health and 
social professionals and trained community members respond to domestic violence 
as opposed to the police. While the Black Panther Party (BPP) was not completely 
aligned with abolitionist politics, they created remarkable mutual aid programs in 
the late 20th century. Local BPP chapters distributed a community handbook with 
guidelines for training community members who could respond to disputes instead 
of cops. This became a radical and tangible way to resist the PIC; Black and brown 
could respond to each other’s needs without risking an altercation with police 
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forces. Abolitionists today work with their legacy to dream of even more liberatory 
possibilities.

Conclusion
 As educators, we should fight for the freedom of our students today and 
every day; that necessitates fighting for abolition. We should fight for abolition 
and thus liberation today and every day. We should fight for our students’ rights to 
dream, manifest a new world, and live responsibly within it. Why else do we teach? 
There is a more just and equitable world that we – students, teachers, activists, 
scholars, people – can create if we are conscious, collective, and active – if we are 
abolitionists. This is what makes abolition work so hard. It is difficult to imagine 
and create new ways of relating, being, and believing. It is difficult to be in radical 
community with one another based on intention, accountability, and care; but it is 
worth it, and it is necessary if we wish to materialize a truly free and just world. 
The state, institutions, and other communities retaliate when we collectively dream 
in such radical ways. They retaliate because these dreams attack the status quo. 
Specifically, white supremacists retaliate when they see Black empowerment and 
community-building both inside and outside of prison walls. 
 There are so many barriers we face as abolitionists. We are not given the 
resources or funding needed and yet are expected to provide “proof” that abolition 
is feasible. What we know is that we have had centuries of punitive methods seeped 
in anti-Black racism. We know that these methods do not make anyone safer. Safety 
created and threatened by violence is not safety at all. What we know is that Black 
politics and Black feminism have created methods for mutual aid, survival, and 
revolution. We know that BIPOC, LGBTQ+, undocumented, migrant, disabled, and 
other marginalized communities have created and imagined new forms of justice. 
What we know is that abolition is necessary. 
 If prison abolition means transforming policing tactics in the United States, 
then it also means that educators do not act like police to each other or students. 
If prison abolition means building public health programs, then it also means we 
support each other’s mental health. If prison abolition means dismantling systemic 
racism, then it also means we dismantle our own biases and learned prejudice. And if 
prison abolition means being in community with one another, then it also means we 
transform the ways we teach and learn together. Following the argument of Eve Tuck 
and K. Wayne Yang’s (2012) article, Decolonization is not a Metaphor, I conclude 
with a similar sentiment. Abolition brings about a world without prisons and police. 
Abolition is not a metaphor. It is not a metaphor for other forms of policing or other 
forms of detention. It is not repurposing punitive methods under a different name. It 
is about the creation of new systems and structures that do not rely on punishment, 
police, or prisons. It is about the politics of mutual aid, community care, and dream-
work. It is a practice, a strategy, an ideology, a theory, a community, a movement, a 
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history, and a future. Abolition is a lens through which we understand the world. It is 
a politics and a value system. It is what makes educators in prisons hope and fight for 
the day when our jobs do not exist, because prisons do not exist. 
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