TRANSFORMING
\RCERAL LOGICS:

10 Reasons to Dismantle the Prison
indusirial Complex Through Queer/Trans
Analysis and Action

S. Lamble

It’s hard for us 10 believe what we're hearing these days. Thousands
are losing their homes, and gays want a day named after Harvey Mifk.
Tthe US military is continuing its path of destruction, and gays want
to be allowed to fight. Cops are sill killing unarmed black men and
bashing queers, and gays want more policing. More and more Ameri-
cans are suflering and dying because they can't get decent health cate,
and gays want weddings. What happened to us?
—Queer Kids of Queer Parents Against Gay Marriage'

This article arose from an ongoing need to make stronger connections

between struggles for gender and sexual justice, and the growing crisis of
mass incarceration, over-policing, and cultures of control. Too often, these
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{ssites are considered in isolatien from each other. On the one hand, pris-
oner justice activists have not always paid sufficient attention to the gender
and sexual dimensions of prisons,” especially for queer, trans, and gender-
non-conforming people. On the other hand, queer and trans organizers
have often excluded prisoners from our communities and not prioritized
prisoner justice issues within broader movement struggles. Wichin ansi-
violence movement politics, some feminist, queer, and trans activists have
also been too quick to equate justice with imprisonment—by embracing
hate crimes laws, advocating for longer prison sentences for those who
commit sexual violence, and calling for increased “community” policing.*
But struggles against abuse, assault, poverty, racism, and social con-
trol require clearer connections berween the violence of gender/sexual
oppression and the violence of the prison system. Indeed, many of us

wha are involved in antiviolence work through rape crisis centers, home- -

less shelters, and queer/trans safe spaces are also committed to struggles

against imprisonment. For some, our anti-prison potitics grew out of that

antiviolence work. After years of repeatedly responding to the same forms

of violence, and after dealing with the ongoing failures and injustices of
¢he criminal system, it has become clear that prisons not only fail to pro-
tect our communities from violence, but actually enable, perpetuate, and
foster more violence. :

Engaging in struggles against imprisonment is particularly urgent
now, as the so-catled “war on terror’” intensifes, as attacks on migrants
and people of color increase, as violence against women, queers, and trans
people show few signs of abating, and as the global prison population
expands dramatically. These trends are closely related to changes in the
global political economy; as governments continue to slash welfare, edu-
cation, housing, and health budgets on the one hand, they increase spend-
ing on prisons, police, military, and border controls on the other.

Never before has the prison industrial complex® been so powerful,
particularly in the Global Noreh. While the United States takes the global
fead in locking up its people (with 1 in every 100 adults currently behind
bars and more than 7.3 million people in prison, on probation, or on
parole®), other countries, such as Bricain, Canada, and Australia are rap-
idly following suit. England and Wales, for example, bas nearly doubled
its prison population since 1992 and is currently embarking on a £3.2-
47 billion ($5-7 billion USD) prison-building spree to create space for
more than 10,500 new prisoners by 20147 Canada has recently passed
tougher sentencing laws, and prison expansion proposals are looming.”
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considered the geﬂder;’sexua]iry dimensions of the prison industrial com-
plex; it is for folks who recognize that prisons are harmful but are skeptical
'« for communities who are broadly committed
d racial justice. Most of all, it is written as a tool
neribution to ongoing debates about what kind
n. For a growing number of people, that world

of abolitionist ideas; it
o social, economic, an
for discussion. It is a co
of world we want to live i
must be one withour prisons.

Before setting out the arguments for a queer/trans politics of prisen
abolition, I want to offer three important caveats:

First, the following arguments arc not new,
novel phenomenon. Because prisons, police, im-

sychiatric institutions have long punished people

nd gender norms, queet and trans people have

a long tradision of resistance 0 astirutions of punishment.” Building on

previous organizing histories as well as contemporary strupgles, this ar-
ticle argues for a renewed queer/trans anti-prison politics.

Second, in writing on prison issucs, particularly those of us who
bave not directly spent time behind bars, it is important not to fe-
sishize or sensationalize the experiences of prisoners. Much of the gen-
eral public’s ideas about prison come from corporate media, which not
only provides distorted and misteading informartion, but usually ereats
prisoners as objects of fascination, fuel for fear-mongering, or targets of
pity:'® To counter the medias sensationalist pull, it is important to criti-

cally reflect on how and why we approach prison issues. For some, we may
s or people we love are imprisoned. For

by fantasies about saving oppressed “oth-
clonging within “radical” political com-
son reform. However well-intentioned
tically challenge our motivations and
petuare rather than undo partterns

nor is queer and

trans prison activism a
migration officials, and p
for transgressing sexual a

have been imprisoned ourselve
others, we may be tacidy driven
ers” desires to claim a place of b
munities, or a commitment to pri
we might be, it is important to cri
assumptrions, particular?y those that per

of oppression. Mote importantly, there remains an ongoing need to pri-

oritize the voices, perspectives, and experiences of prisoners, ex-prisoners,

and those most directly affected by criminalization and imprisonment.
Third, although 1 draw from academic research to support my
arguments, § want to emphasize that these studies generally confirm
what many prisoners already inow from their own experieaces of the
prison system. The danger of using academic research is that ir perpetu-
ates the asswmption that prisoners’ knowledge is less valid or legitimate
than institutional knowledge. As such, T wane to emphasize that much
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and in some cases killing particular groups of peop_lejw_—eépecmll); 0{1;1;356
who potentially disrupt the social, cconomic, and pf)hncal ;tau.is q gizgn
While the state might stop harassing, as.szfulting, and z,nmma ,arcgi—
some people within queer and trans commumt;e§ (nagnlilsy) t zgzeclii[i:j ue
ly mobile, racially privileged,. and propfarr?r—own1ng 0 ,ities crimind
system will continue to tasget those w:ti.n_n our commtfn tho &t
deemed economically unproductive, politically threatemng,.or ! e})
undesirable. As people who have historically been (ani:i contm:;oifn >
targeted by this unjust system, ?ueer, goa?tss, t:;nii igfﬁ;—s;;r;iomdusm aﬁ
it e away from e :
EZ?HEL?EiZii lf(t};l?-vfriendf;” and instead fight.the undetlying logic of

the system itself.
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Bay Area, for example, rep hat ne el
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nina imari sstemic op-
the criminal system for many reasons but primarily due to sy stemic op
. i ence
pression. Because trans, queet, and gender-variant people experi
4 . iminatic i reater
widespread discrimination, harassment, and violence, we are at gh o
e . ) o
risk of social and economic marginalization. This translates into hig 1
. ample
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e i rasse
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i =nce—fac-
on the street, estranged from family, and rargeted by sexual vio en frc
’ - - - - - . m
tors thar greatly increase the risks of criminalization and imprison
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especially for queer and trans people of color. Trans people in particular,
and those who are visibly gender-non-conforming, are routinely harassed
by law enforcement and security officials for undertaking basic daily ac-
tivities like using the toiler, accessing public services, or walking down
the streec.?

Groups like FIERCE! have shown how the “school-to-prison-pipe-
line” disproportionately affects queer and trans youth.?' Whether drop-
ping out of school because of severe harassment and discriminaion, feel-
ing alienated from education curriculum, experiencing suicidal thoughts,
or turning to criminalized coping mechanisms like drug and alcobol use,
queer and trans youth often have less chances for success in school.?

“Zero tolecanee”policics,_heightened surveillance, and increased police
presence in schools further contsibute to criminalizaton an 1ropoﬁt
»il:éf_gmg&ctalarﬁy for queer and trans youth of calor, "Quality of life” or-
dinances, such as “anti-social behavior orders” and “safe streets acts,” are
@%ﬂéﬁ@@ove queer and trans youth from public spaces
and criminalize their social activities.”” Coupled with problems at home,
Em&mmﬁwﬁgﬁlemsdves homeless and unemployed.?
Once on the street, queer and trans youth have trouble accessing services
and supports to get their basic needs mer. Many homeless shelters and
social services, for example, are not safe places for trans people {some-
times banning trans people outright), and problems with gender catego-
ries on identity documents can reserict welfare access.?> Wichout incotne,
housing, family, or community support, survival often means werking in
criminalized economies like drug and sex trade.

Queer, trans, and ggnmfgrmillg_m}ztj}_« who are bullied,

harassed, and assauited-—particularly those who dont At tge}{grgggjgof

the ' passive, innocent, white victim—are blamed and punished when_they

R e R A P S s

N

defend themselves, The recent case of the New Jersey 7, in which seven
youig Affican American lesbians were criminalized for defending them-
selves against sexist and homophobic harassment, provides a case in point.*
Given that criminalization and imprisonmene both arise from, and further
oxacerbate, experiences of social marginalization and oppression, efforts
to address queer and trans homelessness, unemployment, suicide, school
dropout rates, harassment, and abuse cannot stop short of prison issues.

3. Prisons reinforce oppressive gender and sexual norms,
Prisons reinf gender and sexual norms in three key ways: First, sex-

.

segregated prisons restrict people’s right to determine and express their
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own gender identity and sexuality. Because most prisons divide people ac-

e e

mrig‘fﬁ“fﬁ’é?r’ﬁgfﬁ—ﬁ%ﬁ genitals rather than cheir self-expressed gender
identity, prisoners who dor’t idensify as “male” or “female” or who are
gender-non-copforming are often sent 1o segregation or forced to share a
cell with prisoners of a different gender, ofren with ligtle regard for their
safety. In Brizain, even trans peeple who have obtained a Gender Rec-
ognition Certificate (a state Jocument chat legally recognizes a person’s
seif-defined gender) have been held in prisons with people of a different
gender.”” By segrega%w_‘mﬁg,ﬁx/ge_.n,_d.,sfgmlé_nﬁzﬂﬂgiﬁngm()_fk
to make iW{)%&nd stigmatize those bodics and gender identity

e -

expressio hat defy imposed gender binaries,”

s 1
e

Seeond, eender segregation in prisons plays a key role in “correction-

A efforts to modify prisoner behavior in accosdance with gender norms.
T — . T PYERTIN i,
Historically, woien’s prisons were designed o cransform “fallen” women

into better wives, mothers, homemalers, and domestic servants, whereas
men’s prisons were designed to transtorm males into disciplined individu-
als, productive workers, and masculine cirizens.?” These gendered goals
persist today, particularly in the division of prison labor. For example,
when a new mixed-gender prison was buile in Peterborough, England in
2005, all parts of the instirution were duplicated to provide separate male
and female areas, except for the single kirchen, where women were £x-
pected to do all the cooking.*® The current trend toward so-called “gender
responsive” prisons is likewise framed as a measure to address the specific
needs of female prisoners, but usually works to discipline, enforce, and

regulate gender norms.”t Moreaver, ggndmmggggijgggj_sgp reforms are

~MY used to lﬁfﬂwéﬂéﬂl&gﬂ pj}fgigwgwithout closing existing
ones), thereby “Ffurthering prison expansign.”

= Third, sexual violence plays a key rolein maintaigj';}g‘agggi_gﬁggl_ con-
trol within prisons, a tactic that relies on opggg;ﬁiggg%g@l{g gender
ngx%ﬁgexaﬁm%l&encamﬁ-ﬁ;smcﬂm, inclu&i};é harassment, rape, and as-
ault, is shockingly widespread and often institutionaily condoned. Ac-
cording to Stop Prisoner Rape, 1 in 5 males and 1 in 4 females face sexual
assault in US prisons. To call attention to the enforcement of gender/
sexual norms in prison is not to suggest that prison culture is uniform
across of within institutions, or that prisoners are more sexist, homo-
phobic, or eransphobic than non-prisoners. Rather, prisons as institutions
wend to reinforce, perpetuate, and entrench gender/sex hierarchies and

create environments in which sexual violence flourishes.
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4. Prisons are harmful, violent, and damaging places, especially fi
. queer, trfms, and gender-non-conforming folks. PP Y
fwmﬂm&gﬂw&is People in prison and detention experi-
ence brural human righes abuses, including physical assault, psycholo : 1

abuse, rape, harassment, and medical neglect. Aside from ti}esz violatggca
the act of putting people in cages is a form of violence in itsclf. sz({:}}s;

Xﬁm_gwmm rates of self-harm and suicide, both in
Egsﬁggaﬂdfaﬂmyj_ug_t_giggm3,3ﬁiégéwp}éﬁérﬁ;gg&ﬁhef?xc‘:‘ I;O Im
occasional; \‘Lig}_f):‘gce is endemig to prisons. PR
Fr0m§:h1§ ;:;E?éi?:;f. bear iI"i m%r_ad that prison violence stems largely
rom d : structure of incarceration rather than from some-
thing supposedly inherent to prisoners themselves. Against the populat
myFb -t']’lat prisons are filled with violent and dangerous people Ehé) st
majority of people are held in prison for non-violeat crimes c,es e _"?;t
drug offenses and crimes of poverty.”® For the small numi)er) ofp eCIa IY
“.rho pose a genuine risk to themselves or others, prisons often makf dc:p .
risks worse. In other words, prisons are dangerous not because of wl s
iocl(c(% insideé, bur instead prisons both require and foster violence j ot
of their pusitive function. For this reason, reform efforts may redu : Ifft
cazlnf)c uleimately eliminace, prison violence. ’ o
. The high number of deaths in state custody speaks to the dev
ing consequences of imprisonment. Between 1995 and 2007. the Bri::a;-
p(r)lls.011wn1c{mir.oring group Inquest documented mare than 2,5{,]0 deaths En
SB:Z; ;u:lce i{lsz{l ;ustlociyf” Ho_mxcide and.suicide'rates in Canadian pris-
nearly eighr times the rate found in non-institutional settings.®
In the United States berween 2001 and 2006, there were 18,550 i'l
dt?:%ths in staté prisons,® and between 2003 and 2005, there v’v ) uc{:
dirional 2,002 arrest-related deaths.® It is exeremely ra;e for stateeref%n'a] "
to be held accountable for these deaths. For example, amon theod CIZS
that Inquest has documented in Britain, not one poli’ce or %iq efgt S
to date has been held eriminally responsible.?! e
Deaths in custody are symptomatic of the daily violence and harm

that pri
. prisoners endure, Queer, trans, and gender-non-conforming people
are subject to these harms in specific ways: *

Hzgh-rzsk af assault and abuse: Queer, trans, and gender-non-~con-
forming people are subject to widespread sexual assaule, abuse
and other gross human rights violations, not only from orher’
prisoners, but from prison staff as well <
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s Denial of bealtheare: Many prisoners must fight to even sec a doc-
tor, let alone get adeguate medical care. Trans people in particu-
jar are regularly denied basic medical needs, especially surgery
and hormones. Many prisons have no guidelines for che care of
teans and gender-variant persons, and even. where guidelines ex-
ist, they are insufficient or not followed.* Inadequate policy and
practice on HEV/AIDS and Hep C prevention is another major
health problem in prison, where transmission rates are excep-.
tionatly high.* These risks increase dramartically for trans people,
who already experience high rates of HIV/AIDS.® This com-
bination of high transmission risks, poor healthcare provision,
inadequate sexual health policies, and long-term health effects
of imprisonment (including sharter life expectancies), mean that
prison is a serious health harard for queer and trans people.

o Subject to solizary confinement and strip-searching: Trans and
gender-non-conforming prisonets are regularly placed in solitary
confinement as a “solution” to the problem of sex-segregared
prisons. Even when used for safety purposes, “prortective custody”
constitutes a form of punishment, as it usually means reduced
access to recreational and educarional programs, and increased
psychological seress as 2 result of isolation. Trans and gender-
non-conforming people are also frequently subject o humiliat-
ing, degrading, abusive, and overtly transphobic scrip»-scarches.‘G

o High risk of self-harm and suicide: (Queer and trans people, espe-
cially youth, have higher rates of suicide attempts and selé-harm.
Such risks increase in prison and are heightened in segregation,
particularly when prisoners are isolated from queer and trans
supports.” These tisks are not limited to incarceration but con-
tinue after release. A study in Bricain for example, found that
men who leave prison were cight times mote likely to commit
suicide than the general population, and women relcased from

prison were thirty-six times more likely to commir suicide.®®

The prison system is literally killing, damaging, and harming people
from our cominumnites-Wetdies we Consider physical death caused by
[F-harm, medical neglect, and state viclence; social dearh caused by sub-

se
sequent unemployment, homelessness, and stigmatization; or civil death
experienced through political disenfranchisermnent and exclusion from cid-

zenship rights, the violence of imprisonment is undeniable.
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5. Ending violence against queer, trans, and gender-non-conforming

people requires a focus on the prison industrial complex.
The pervasiveness of state violence against queer and transgender people is
reason enough to fight the prison industrial complex. But it is important
to include anti-prison work as part of antiviolence seruggles more broédly.
Too oﬁ'ei? mainstream antiviolence work around hate crimes, sexual vio-
lence, child, and partner abuse excludes or remains disconnected from
struggles against state violence.

‘.Inéorporating anti-prison work within broader antiviolence strug-
gles is vital because prisons perpetuate-—rather than break—cycles of vio-
lence. People are less likely to cause harm to others when they feel pare
of a community, because social inclusion brings both supports and re-
sponsibilities. Yer prisons have the opposite effect: Prisons remove people
from their communities, isolate them from social support, and disconnect
tht_am from frameworks of accounsability. During their sentences, many
prisoners become estranged from their families and separated from part-
ness. Many lose their personal possessions and most lose their jobs. Im-
prisonment also exacerbates menral health issues.” As a result, peopie of-
ten come out of prison in a much worse position than when they went in
putting them ar increased risk of the situarions thar landed them in prison’
in the first place. These effects can be devastating not only for prisoners
but a]s‘() for friends and family members. The British Social Exclusion
Unit, for example, found that 65 percent of boys with a convicted parent
are subsequently convicted themselves.” These cycles of social exclusion
poverty, and imprisonment pave the way for more harm and violence. ,

The criminal system also reduces communiry capacity o hold people
to account for their actions. Though prison is often framed as a means
of serving “justice” and “accountability,” this is rarely the case. At most
prisons demand aeconntability to the state rather than to the p§pkgml

N e T e
wereactually affeced by the original harm, Locking people away does not

;eqmre that people respond to those they harmed or take tesponsibilicy
or their actions. By removing from the community people who have

commirted harm, the state actually prevents communities from holding
that person accountable. More importantly, imprisonment does not as-
sist with collective healing processes nor does it work to prevent harms
from recurring in furure, Effective antiviolence work means developing
alternative, community-based processes that prioritize the needs of those
who were harmed, address underlying issues that lead to harm, and work
to prevent future violence.
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6. Prisons reinforce dominant relations of power, especially racism,
classism, ableism, and colonial oppression.

The modern.prison. grew. QUL of, and continues to be decply embedded

yﬁ@;hghmp;amwlgm‘%@ﬁg&é@ ggglﬁgggymgf slavery.” This his-

tory, which includes medical experimentation, forced psychiatric treas-
ment, sterilization, and cugenics, continues o shape the contemporary
prison system today. Whether we consider who is most targeted by prisons
or the socio-economic power relations that sustain imprisonment, the pris-
on industrial complex remains a fundamentally racist, classist, and ableisc
stitution. The stadistics on who is in prison make these realities pain-
fully clear. In Britain, for example, aithough people of color made up less
than 9 percent of the general population, they comprised 27 percent of
prisoners in' 2008. Blacks in particular are seven times more likely than

£ whites 10 he stopped and searched by police, and are far more likely to

" receive a custodial sentence if conviced of a crime.™ In 2002, there were

o
_§; more African Caribbean entrants to prison {over 1 1,500) than there were
g ow U.K. universities (around 8,000).”° In Canada, Aboriginal women make
% up less than 2 percent of the general population but comprise 32 percent

~- of women held in federal prison and are more likely to be classified as dan-

% gerous offenders than non-Aboriginals.” In the United States, 1 in every 9

% Alfrican American men between the ages of 20 and 34 is now behind bars.”

;j The vast majority of prisoners come from poor economic backgrounds,

i and people with mental health issues and learning disabilities are locked
up at disproportionate rates.”

While corporate media attempt 1o justify these differential rates with
claims that some people are more criminal, the reality is that some people
are mote criminalized. For example, though blacks use drugs at similar (if
not lower) rates than whites, they are up to ten times more likely to be ad-
mitted to prison for drug offenses than whites.” Governments, politicians,
and corporate media continually reinvent images of prisoners as violent,
pathotogical, and mozally depraved people, but the vast majoriry are im-
prisoned for crimes related to poverty, social exclusion, and systemic op-
pression. Indeed, communities that are most criminalized tend also o be
most victimized.® For example, in 2003, the Canadian Human Rights
Commission found that 80 perceat of il federally sentenced women were
survivors of physical and/or sexual violence —and for Aberiginal women
the rate increased to 90 percent.’! Drawing attention t these underlying
factors is not to deny the harms that people in prison may have commit-
red. but rather to put those acts in their social, economic, political, and
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.Queer and transgender communities are not immune from the op-
pressive logic of imprisonment. Not only do many of us internalize the
racist, classist, ableist, and punitive norms of the prison system, bur we
also create our own kinds of oppressive cages when we uphold social bar-

riers that exclude, marginalize, and stigmarize people in our communities.

For this reason, it is i ioriti

- ; son, it is imporeant to prioritize, support, and take action
in struggles against institutions such as prison, where such oppression is

. 13 . :

mOSt rampant. Just as seruggles against gender and sexualicy-based op-
pression are distorted and incomplete withour race, class, and disability
analysis, struggles for social justice are incomplete without awtention to
the violence of cages.

7. Prisons and policing take vital resources away from much-needed
| commu.nity programs, services, and self-empowerment projects.
'.lhc economic costs of imprisonment are staggering. In 2008, for example
it cost an average of £45,000 per year {more than £120 per day) to keep a)
person in prison in England and Wales.® In Canada, the average cost per
year to keep a person in a maximum security federal prison is $110,223
(CAD) for men and $150,867 for women, Medium and minimum se-
curity costs average $70,000 per year.* In the United States, the average
operational costs per prisoner in 2005 was $23,876 {(USD), and capital

costs were estimated at $65,600 per bed.®

Contrary to mainseream media claims of lavish prisons, the high
costs of prison do not reflece the living conditions that prisoners endut;e
fn B_ritain} for example, public-sector prisons spend less than £2 per da .
on food for each prisoner, and official inspectorate reports reveal thai
prison conditions regufarly breach minimum standards of hygienc and
safety.* Moreover, many prison costs are also absorbed by the prisoners
themselves who provide unpaid or cheap labor (£4 per week in England
and Wales) to maintain prison operations.”’

Global expansion in e prison industrial complex, dlongside growth
i%z private industries that make profits from imprisonment, means that po-
lice and prison spending continue to rise. Qver the past ten years, for ex:

ample, US federal and state governments hamak&gﬁﬂtmem

e —

EL_@ggE by 77 gfircéz‘l;“fﬁ In 2007, total corrections spending 1#i the Uriited”
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T ) .
States EOppCdiMQ up from $12 billion in 1978.% Prison eXBEk:lél-
ture in Britain has increased from £2.84 billion in 1995 to £4.33 billion
in 2006. The UK. now spends more per capita on prisons than the US.”
Increases in law enforcement budgets are directly related to cuts in
welfare, housing, medical care, and community programming. Ma-ss.ive
amounts of public money are being channeled into military, policing,
and imprisonment regimes, while queer and trans-specific services, SL}ch
as HIV prevention, drop-in centers, education suppores, peer mentofing
programs, employment training, and violence-prevention programs are

..chronically uncierﬁmded.‘ﬁw , there_is.an inverse relation-

#ship berween the amotint of money a COUMtry invests I Socia welfare

P e apurosd A SR
Y and the amouni of Ciime it experiences. States with better welfafe systems

e i A ST i g e T s

and more equal distibution of wealth tend to htaﬁi‘fémfé'ﬁ:iioncarceratiog
rates  When we consider what might ¢ accomplished if even a fraction
of prison and policing budgets were redirected into com.rriunity—base.d
violence prevention projects, the fiscal injustice of the prison system is

even more striking,

8. Prison growth is reaching a global crisis, and LGBTQ people are
becoming increasingly complicit in its expansion. N
Using prisons, policing, and militarization as a response to social, [.mhnc.ai,
and economic problems is a phenomenon that has grown dramaﬂcafily in
the past thirty years. Though the modern prison is 2 relatively new inven-
tion that only dares back to the 1800s, its most dramatic expansion in the

United States, Canada, and Brirain has occurred in the past thirty years.

Consider the following:

. Between 1994 and 2004, the number of children sentenced to
penal custody in England and Wales increased by 90 percent,
despite declining rates of recorded crime by children.”

«  As of April 2010, there were 12,918 people serving indefinice
sentences in Britain, compared to fewer than 3,000 in 1992.7

o The racial demographics of the US prison population under-
went a complete reversal in a mege four decades, shifting from

ﬁ a population that was 70 percent white at mid-century to 70.
’ percent black and Latino by the 1990s-—even though racial pat-
terns of “criminal activity” did not change significansly during

that period.”
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o Berween 1970 and 2001, the incarceration rate of women in t.h\;r?
United States rose by a staggering 2,800 percent (5,600 women )
prisoners in 1970 and 161,200 in 2001).7 -

*  The number of people in the United States serving life sentences
without parcle increased by 22 percent between 2003 and 2008

. (from 33,633 to 41,095).7

Contrary to popular assumptions, prison populations are growing
not because more people are committing crime, more people are being
caught, or more people are being found guilty. Rather, sentences are get-
ting longer, custodial sentences are given out with increasing frequency,
and governments are widening the criminalization nesr by creating new
criminal offenses.” Between 2000 to 2007, for example, the US Congress
added 454 new offenses to the federal criminal code, which coincided
with a 32 percent increase in the number of federal prisoners.” While in
power from 1997 to 2010, the British Labour government created more
than 3,600 new criminal offenses——almost one for every day it was in
office.”

Although many people assume that prison expansion is a response to
increased crime, the main causes of prison expansion have less to do with
so-called crime waves and more to do with political and economic policy:
the “war on drugs,” the criminalization of homelessness and poverty, the
lack of community support for people with mental heajth issues, the in-
creased detention of undocumented workers, the expanding use of secret
prisons, and the so-called war on terror,

Unfortunarely, many LGBT organizations in Canada, Britain, and
the United States—particularly white-dominated and class-privileged
ones—are increasingly complicic in the forces of prison expansion: call-
ing for increased penalties under hate crimes laws; participating in police,
militaty, and prison officer recruizment campaigns; endorsing “law and or-
der” politicians, contriburing to genurification of poor, working-class and
immigrant neighborhoods; and supporting “qualiey of life” ordinances that
drive queer and trans street youth from public spaces, To give a particularly
chilling example, LGBT groups lobbying for the Local Law Enforcement
Hate Csime Prevention Act in the United States (also known as the Mat-
thew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act), recently
found themselves in the unsavory position of supporting legislation that,
thanks to a Republican amendment, included the death penalty among
its available sanctions.” While several LGBT groups released statements
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opposing the death penalty amendment, few acknowledged that hare
crimes laws (which function primarily by applying harsher Sentences to
crimes deemed as hate-mortivated) grow out of, and feed, the same punitive

logics that sustain the death penalty. hw,,L.L‘E%EiOE the arguments used

by LGBT groups to opposc the death penalty (for’example, its racist ap-

plicarion, lack of deterrent effect, and perpetuation of violence) also apply

- to the criminal justice system more broadly.®’ Although the death penalty

i S d
amencﬂn&nt was subsequently remove

"SRk i i g T

rom the final legislation, by ad-

vocating for punishment-based hate crimes laws, LGBT groups non?sh&
less helped to legitimize imprisonment and channel further resources into
Jocking people up—despite a lack of evidence that such measures reduce
hate-motivated violence.® It is also no coincidence thar the act was passed

e g

Rill,” 5’55“&1‘5';’2’05 reforms that

"""" i 150

83

as part the National Defem
‘provides $680 billion to the US milis

billion !(E_“ISD) for ongoing,

g i

Given the devastating effects of the priso |

broader connections with militarism and empire, queer and trans people
. . . . 84

must end their complicity with such projects.

1

9. Prisons and police do not make queer, trans, and gender-non-con-
forming communities safer. _
The biggest myth of prison industrial complex is that prisons and cops
keep us safe. Yer when we examine state track records,' prisons h?fve
failed to protect communities from violence. Just as crl-mmal justice
remedies for domestic violence have not kept women safe from harm,
s0 100 have prisons failed to protect queer, trans, and gender-non-con-
forming people.® ‘ .
Although queer, trans, and gender-variant peaple are fhspfpp()ttmn—
ately subject to harassment, bullying, sexual assault, and violence, many
do not fecl safe going to the police for help. A recent UK. studylfound
that 1 in 5 lesbian and gay people had been a victim of homophebic he‘ate
crime in the last three years, yet 75 percent did not report it to the police.
The incidents ranged from insults on the street to physical andhsexuﬁ as-
saults, OF those incidents reported, half resulted in no action being taken,
and two thirds of those who reported were offered no advice or support
services.® Trans people are particularly vulnerable when reporting inci-
dents to police, not only because of ID issues, but also beca.use_ ..ESfjff
routinely assume thar trans people are suspects. father than witnesses §

T T
vicrims of crime.
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Some argue that the answer to this problem is to encourage people to
report violence to police and to advocate for criminal punishment against
those who commit such acrs of violence. But the introduction of hate

- crimes laws has not reduced violence against queer, trans, and gender-

non-conforming people. In fact, when we examine the overall impact of

the criminal system, imprisonment has never worked effectively to protect
communities from harm. Here’s why:

Re-offending: Prisons have a terrible wack record when it comes to
re-offending. In Britain, approximately 635 percent of prisoners are re-
convicted within two years of being refeased. For young men aged 18
to 20, reconvicrion rates tend to hover around 75 percent.™ Though
recidivism rates vary among particular groups and offenses {most
people convicred of murder, for example, do not re-offend}, Canada
and the United States have similarly high re-offense rates overall ® A

growing body of evidence also suggests that prison expansion tends ro
increase re-offense rares,”

Deterrence: Prisons and punishment are poor mechanisms for deter-
ring crime. Considerable evidence indicates, for example, that harsher
sentences do not reduce crime, parcicularly with respect to youth. In
some cases, harsher punishments may acrually increase re-offense
rates.” Indeed, US states with the lowest incarceration rates also have
the lowest crime rares.” The logic that punishment will derer harm
wrongly assumes that viclence is the result of individual, rational deci-
sions made in contexts of “free choice.” While some violent acts are
indeed premeditared (especiaily white-collar crime), most harms arise
from & more complex set of social, political, and economic factors.
Because prisons do not address but rather exacerbate these facioss,
the deterrent effects of imprisonment are limited. As former Scnior
Home Office researcher Carol Heddermar notes, “Prison will never
be an effective crime-control rool because the evidence clearly demon-

strates that it actively creates or compounds the factors that contribute
to offending.”**

Rehabilitation: Rehabilitation programs have limited success and in
some cases can actually cause more harm than good.® This is parcly
because most rehabilitation programs assume that the main problem

lies in the individual rather than in broader social, economic, and po-
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firical circumstances. Moreover, prison-based rehabilitation programs

operate within coercive and disciplinary contexts and rarely coincide .
with adequate economic and social supporis following release. By

contrast, voluntary harm-reduction programs that talke place within

supportive community settings are generally more successful-—and

much less expensive.”

The systematic failure of imprisonment is not only noted by anti-
prison activists, but also widely recognized among criminologists, iegfﬂ
professionals, and even government officials. As the Daubney Commis-
sion (appointed by a Conservative Government) in Canada reported,

1t is now generally recognized that imprisonment has not been eof-
fective in rehabilitating or reforming offenders, has not be shown to
be strong deterrent, and has achieved only temporary public protec-
tion and uneven rewibution.... The use of imprisonment as a mazin
response to a wide variety of offences against the law is not a tenable

appreach in practical terms.®

Addressing violence within and against our communities is a far too
serious, urgent, and widespread an issue to be left to a system that has
praven to be an utter failure when it comes to community safety.

10. Alternatives to prisons will better prevent violence, strengthen
queer and trans communities, and foster social, economic, and
racial justice, .

Prison abolition is not a call to suddenly fling open the prison doors with-

out enacting alternatives. Nor is it an appeal t a utopian ideal. Abolition

is a broad-based, praciical vision for building models today {11;1{ pracrice

Row we want to live in the future, Practicing alternatives requires ditferent

$rting points, questions, and assumptions than those underlying thelcur—

renc system. The existing criminal justice model poses two main questions
in the face of social harm: Who did it? How can we punish them? (And
increasingly, how can we make money from i?). Creating safe and healthy
communities requires a different set of questions: Who was harmed? How
can we facilitate healing? How can we prevent such harm in the furure?”

Developing alternatives with these larter goals in mind prioririzes El‘ff:

needs of people who have been harmed and emphasizes more ‘holismc,

prevention-oriented responses to violence. Such frameworks not only re-
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duce the need for prisons, but also work to strengthen communities by
reducing oppression and building community capacity more broadly.

Abolitionist strategies differ from reformist ractics by working to
reduce, rather than strengthen, the power of the prison industrial com-
plex.” Prison reforms, however well-intentioned, have tended to exrend
the life and scope of prisons. So-called “gender-responsive” prisons are a
prime example; reforms intended to address the needs of women have
led to increased punishment and imprisonment of women, not less. By
contrast, abolitionist strategies embrace tactics that undermine the prison
system rather than feed ir.

There are many different approaches to abolition, some of which
are outlined in the classic “Instead of Prisons Handbook.™ To highlight
a few:

¢ Starve the system. Abolition means starving the prison industrial
complex 10 death—depriving it of financial resources, human
Fesources, access to fear-mongering, and other sustaining rhero-
ric.'” Enacting a morarotium on prison expansion is one key
strategy; this means preventing governments and privare compa-
nies from building any new prisons, ails, or immigration deren-
tion spaces; prohibiting increases in police and prison budgets;
and boycorting companies that make a profit from imprison-
ment. Starving the prison system means fighting new laws that
increase prison time or create new criminal offenses {for example,
hate crimes faws and mandatory minimum sentences), and redi-
recting money and resources into communiry-based alternarives.

* Swop using cages. Prisons ate just one of the many cages that harm
our communities. Racism, colonialism, capiralism, and ableism
are other kinds of cages, which both sustain the prison system
and give it force. Dismansling the prison induscrial complex
means working to eliminate all cages that foster violence and
oppression, Taking this broad approach is especially impartant
when developing alternatives, since some strategics (like elec-
tronic tagging or surveillance cameras) simply replace old cages
with new ones. Getting people out of cages and preventing peo-
ple from being put in those cages—even one pesson at a rime—is
a key abolitionist strategy.

* Develop effecrive alternatives. Dismantling the prison industrial
complex is impossible withour developing alternarive community
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protocols for addressing vielence and harm. Creating abolitionist

alternatives means encouraging non-plnitive responses to harm,
enacting community-based mechanisms of social accountability,
and prioritizing prevention. Such alternatives include restorarive/
tansformative justice initiatives, communicy-based restisution

projecss, social and economic support networks, affordable hous-
ing, community education projects, youth~led_rccreational pro-
grams, free accessible healtheare services, empowerment-based
mental health, addiction and harm reduction programs, quality
employment opportunities, anti-poverty measures, and support
for self-determination struggles.'™

o Practice everyday abolition. Prison abolition is not simply an end

goal bur also an everyday practice. Reing abolitionist is about

changing the ways we interact with others on an opgoing basis

and changing harmful patterns in our daily lives. Abofitionist
practice mean questioning punitive impulses in our intdmate re-
lationships, rethinking the ways that we deal with personal con-
flicts, and reducing hasms that occur in our homes, workplaces,
neighborhoods, and schools. In this way, “living abolizion” is
part of the daily practice of creating a world without cages.

Conclusion
Among the many strengths of queer and trans communmnities is an acute
ability to challenge social norms that discipline dissident bodies. As an
{nstitution whose violent effects cause massive damage to bodies both in-
side and beyond its walls, the prison shouid bea key target for queer/trans
analysis and action. At the same time, abolishing the prison industrial
complex is not only about gerting rid of prisons; it is about integrating
abolitionist analysis and practice into broader social, economic, and racial
justice struggles. Whether fighting for trans access to housing and welfare,
demanding the decriminalization of sex work, engaging in antiviolence
work, or campaigning for free accessible healthcare, all our politics must
be infused with an abolitionist analysis. Likewise, prison activism that
does not consider the gender/sexuality dimensions of imprisonment will
be unable to tundo the roots of our cage-obsessed cultures. The task then is
to engage in social change using strategies that bring a queer/trans analy-
sis to the prison industrial complex and bring a prison abolition analysis
ta queer/trans struggles. Without integrating both, we'll neglect the very
cages that prevent us from working toward broader social justice goals.
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haep:f/ qucerkidssaynomarriage.wordpress.mm, aceessed Orer. 10, 2009,
When referring to prisons, [ include all forms of forced or coerced state custody,
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tess, “secure” hospital beds and psychiatric facilities, prisoner of war camps, and
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beyend, lesbian, gay, bisexual, ransgender, transsexual, intersex, Two-spirit, and
queer people). By zrans, T refer to people whe identify or express gender differ-
ently than whar is traditionally associated with the sex they were assigned at
birth (e.g. transgender, rranssexual, two-spirit, male-to-female, female—rimale}.
By gender-non-conforming, | refer to people whose gender presentation or iden-
tity does not conformm o gender norms o expectations {e.g. women who present
in a masculine way bur nonetheless identify as women, as well as androgynous
gender-fluid, and gender ambiguous people). ,
Critical Resistance and INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence, “Gender
Violence and the Prison Industrial Complex,” in Color of Violence: The INCITE!
Anthology, ed. INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence (Camb;édgc, Mass.:

- South End Press, 2006},

The prison industrial complex is the nerwork of governmental and privare in-
terests {h_at use prison as a sesponse to social, polirical, and economic prob-

lems. The prisen industrial complex (PIC) includes all institutions, government
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See Pew Center on the States, “One in 100: Behind Bars in America 2008,
2008. bhup:/ /stage.?ewcélazcronth estates.org/uploadedFiles/Onepercent20inper
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The Long Reach of American Cosrecrions,” 2009, heep://www.pewcenteron-
thestates.org/uploadedFiles/PSPP_1in3 ].MICle‘(__FINALi\WEBMS—26~09.pdf,
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year-report-finds, accessed Sept. 9, 2010,
Jessi Gan, “'Still at the Back of the Bus: Sylvia Riverds Suuggle,” Cengro Jour-
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pdf, accessed Feb. 8, 2009; Regina Kunzel, “Lessons in Being Gay: Queer En-
counters in Gay and Lesbian Prison Activism,” Radical History Review, No. 100,
2008,
See, for example, Paul Mason,. “Lies, Distortion and What Doesn't Work: Moni-
toring Prison Stories in the Brivish Media,” Crime, Media, Culture 2, No. 3,
20006, -
In particulas, T want to thank Peter Collins, whose everyday activism from in-
side the prison walls continues to inspire, provoke, and shape my work in pro-
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See for cxample, Gary Kinsman, The Regulation of Desire: Homo and Herero
Sexnalities, 2nd ed, (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1996); Regina Kunzel, Crimi-
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cago and Lendon: Univessity of Chicago Press, 7008} Leslie J. Moran, The
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While Canada, the United States, and Britain have decriminalized private, con-
sensual, same-sex acts among adults, the cofonial legacy of British anti-sodarmy
laws persists elsewhere. See Human Rights Watch, “This Alien Legacy: The Ori-
gins of ‘Soderny’ Laws in Beitish Colonialism,” 2008, it/ fwww. hrw.org/sices/
default/files/reports/ight1208web.pdf, accessed Jan. 30, 2009.
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Such killings include both direcr and indirect forms of state violence, such as the
death penalty; killings by faw enforcement agenrs; deaths in custody that arise
from abuse and medical neglecr; significantly lower life-expeciancy rates among
prisoners and ex-prisoners; and state indifference to violence against particilar
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