· prevent economic crimes by fighting for economic justice; 

· decriminalize drug abuse by implementing harm reduction models and increasing opportunities for drug treatment; 

· decriminalize people suffering from unidentified or untreated mental health issues; 

· and prevent violence against women and sexual violence by dismantling systems of patriarchy. 

Prison abolition is the frame within which we identify and challenge systems of power, privilege and oppression, and reveal that many harms are perpetrated against oppressed people for which people in power are not held accountable. Finally, prison abolition is the frame within which we are working at the local level to reduce our community’s reliance on jails and prisons.

Isn’t this all kind of idealistic?

No. As mentioned above, prisons have not always existed and do not exist in some parts of the world. Every single country in the world incarcerates less of its population than the United States. Many communities and neighborhoods across the country, and in other parts of the world, are taking steps to reduce their reliance on incarceration. Numerous examples exist of how we might respond to many situations without using incarceration.

We know that prison abolition and social change will not happen overnight or next week, and perhaps not in our lifetimes. When too much knowledge of people’s inhumanity toward one another can be hard to bear, we are guided by our belief that a better world -- a world without prisons -- is possible. 

Bar None

PO Box 1 ■ Arcata ■ California ■ 95518

www.barnone.mahost.org ■ barnone@mutualaid.org
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A World without Prisons:

Thoughts on Abolition
Last Updated: October 2007
Bar None volunteers are frequently asked about our position on Prison Abolition. Many people have a difficult time imagining that a world without prisons is possible. This pamphlet is an attempt to address some of the issues that arise in discussions about prison abolition.
What do we mean by “Prison Abolition”?

Prison abolition refers to an end to all prisons and an end to all imprisonment. Prison abolitionism is the movement to take stock of how our system of incarceration causes more harm to individuals and to society than it prevents. The word “abolition” is used strategically to acknowledge that our current prison system has its roots in American slavery. Prison abolitionists desire to live in a society where all people have the benefit of true safety and security, a world free of hunger, poverty, and socio-economic oppressions.
Does Bar None actively work to abolish prisons?

Yes. Prison abolition is the “frame” for the work that Bar None volunteers do to directly support prisoners and to share information about prisoners and prison conditions with our community. We go into the work of supporting prisoners with the knowledge that we can never “fix” or “reform” the prison system, because the system is working exactly the way it is intended to. For example, we cannot root out racism in the prison system, because the system partially grew out of efforts to exploit the labor of southern Black people who had recently been released from slavery. We believe our support to prisoners can improve their current living conditions and boost their legal efforts to achieve parole or free innocents.  But, for example, we adamantly oppose efforts to “improve” the prison system by building new, more humane, prisons.
We also frame our outreach to the community with the knowledge that: our society has not always used incarceration the way it is being used now; that other societies exist that have never used incarceration as a way to deal with interpersonal violence or other “harms”; and that contemporary examples of “alternatives to incarceration” are in place in our society that address social oppressions, save communities money, and are infinitely more humane than incarceration.
What about rapists and murderers and other violent criminals?

Despite the wide-spread perception that incarceration is reserved for people who commit the “worst of the worst” crimes, the majority of people who enter jail or prison each year are actually non-violent offenders. According to the Bureau of Justice, in 2002, 76% of inmates sentenced to a state prison were convicted of a non-violent (drug or property) offense. Many prison abolitionists believe that one of the most immediate steps our society can take toward abolition is to release non-violent offenders, and respond to social problems like addiction and poverty in other ways.
That being said, we as prison abolitionists are deeply concerned about the epidemic of violence in our society, particularly sexual violence. We believe we have common goals with movements to end violence, including the movement to end violence against women and children. We too want a world where people are healthy, safe, and free from violence. Many of us have personally felt the temporary relief of knowing that someone who has hurt us or a loved one is locked up. As prison abolitionists, however, we understand this kind of safety to be temporary. 
Both formal research and anecdotal evidence has shown that incarcerating people does not reform criminals or reduce crime. Organizations like The Sentencing Project have explored the complex relationship between incarceration and crime, and reveal that many factors beyond incarceration rates, including the economy, affect crime rates. In some cases, incarcerating people can exacerbate existing or cause new psychological and physical trauma, producing scarred human beings and damaged communities. It is time for our society to let go of the antiquated notion that locking people up is an effective or even acceptable response to violence.
Do you want to just unlock the prisons and just let everyone out right now?
No. We recognize that prison abolition can only come about in the context of broad social change. Prison abolition is the frame within which we do work to: 
