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SHOULD PRISONS 
BE ABOLISHED? 

P . d mage people and have always been used risons a . l. d 
by the powerful to control the most margzna zze . 
But when some criminals undoubtedly pose gr~at 
danger to others, can society really do away with 
incarceration altogether? Kelsey Mohamed and 
Andrew Neilson go head to head. 

Illustrations: Denise Nesto r 

KELSEY: Prison abolition is the rad ical 
goal that envisions a world without cages , 
using the principles of transforma
tive justice to work towards a society 
built on care, mutual aid and commu
nity accountabil ity. Since prisons were 
firs t introduced, they have been used to 
control and cage those marginalized by 
their class , race , gender and d isabilities, 
and have protected the most powerful 
from being held accountable while silenc
ing the rest of us . 

Many who support abolition have 
come to the movement through experi
encing violence - both within their com
munities and at the hands of the state. 
This violence can be physical and inter
personal, but can also be state-sanctioned 
neglect. 

If we seek to reduce 
harm, we need to abolish 

support for som eone who has been 
harmed. We want to be accountable as 
individuals and a community and work 
together to transform the conditions that 
allow harm to be produced in the first 
place. 

ANDREW: I agree tha t incarceration 
is a toxic force , which damages people, 
entrenches disadvantage and creates 
more crime and societal harm in the long 
run. Solutions do not lie within prisons or 
the criminal justice sys tem, but in tack
ling the underly ing causes of crime in the 
community. 

Our society won't progress through 
imprisoning people, and in a nat ion like 

the Uni ted States where 
m ass incarceration is the 

our current system . A 
system of incarceration, 
no m atter how much 
we try to re fo rm it , does 
not.hi ng Lo red uce t.he 
violenrc that margi nal
ized peo ple expe ri ence 
every day. An in st itution 
bu ilt on abusive power 
d yna ,nics, f"u el lf'd by 
isolat ion and contro l, is 
in dfcctive in creating 
ind ivid u;tl or societa l 
change, and dof's not hing 

'MOST PEOPLE 
WHO HAYE CAUSED 

SERIOUS HARM 
AREN'T CURRENTLY 

IN PRISON AND 
NEYER WILL BE' 

norm , huge intergen
erational p roblems have 
been created by the jailing 
of millions of North 
Am ericans. Reducing 
harm is not achieved by 
writ ing people off. It can 
be ach ieved by nurtu ring 
everyone's potencial and 

creati ng opportun ities 
fo r people to contribute 
to their commun ities. 

- KELSEY 
to provide t li e nf'ccssa ry 

Prison abolitionism 
speaks to all of this and is 
therefore a valuable con
tribution to how we think 
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·selves out of current criminal justice 
oUI 
practices . But we must be pragmatic 

about what can be achieved . 
There are undeniably people who 

do comm it serious and violent crimes, 

who cannot be safely managed in the 
ornrnunity. We may be able to radica lly 

C . 
reduce our prison population , but there 
are sadly some individual s who will still 
be incarcerated for what they have done 
and what they may do t.o others. 

KELSEY: Most people who have caused 
serious harm aren 't currently in prison 
and never will be. The Grenfell Tower fire 
tragically took m any working-class lives 
_ the majority black and brown lives - yet 

nobody has been held accountable . lfwe 
look at incidences of sexual violence, we 
know it 's powerful people - CEOs , work
place managers. artists . sports coaches 
and religious leaders - who are over
whelmingly protec ted and continue to 
cause harm. A person is labelled 'violent' 
because of who they are , not what they 
have done. 

h is impossible to safely address 
serious harm in a violent institution. 
Someone who has perpetrated violence 
won·r be incentivized to do better by 
being locked up and exposed to further 
violence. in places where prison officers 
sexually and physically assault people in 
their care. This dynamic will continue as 
long as the state is empowered to deny 
anyone their human rights . How can we 
be so concerned about people being hurt 
yet make an exception for those who 
receive a sala ry for it? 

Many communities, unable to rely on 
the state. have worked to keep each other 
safe through community support and 
accountability for gen-

the ri ch as well as th 
b ·d e poor to sleep und er 

n ges to be · h 
b d 

, ' g m t e st reets , and to steal 
rea . 

The re are • . 
1 

certam serious violent 
_1arms_ by some individu als however -
mcludmg murder and sex ual violence 
- where the · . · . . mcapacitatmg funct ion of 
m ca_rce ration will trump other consid 
erat1~ns . This is not to ignore the failure 
of prisons to safely address se rious harm 
but to see in · ' . . ca rcerauon as a necessary 
evtl 111 som e circumstances. Effort s 
should then _be directed to reducing the 
use of imprisonment , which should be 
viewed as a ' last resort '. 

At the sam e time, I recogn ize that 
abolitionism offers a powerful critique 

of the danger of some reform initiatives . 
Expanding community sentencing and 
'alternatives to custody ', for example, 
brought more people into the crimina l 
justice system, rather than reduce the 
prison population as they were intended 
to do. 

The context both reformers and 
abolitionists work in , however, is one 
of punitive populism. There is strong 
support among many voters for ever
longer prison sentences and a popular 
view that prisons are 'holiday camps', 
despite the fact that prisons in England 
and Wales face record levels of violence 
and self-injury behind bars. 

KELSEY: The media and the government 
have fuelled a fear in the population 
that certainly must be reckoned with ; 
unlearning carceral logic is a crucial part 
of building strong, supportive commu
nities . However, to paraphrase Mariame 
Kaba of US non-profit Survived and 
Punished: we don't need a whole system 

designed around excep 
tional individuals . Most 

erations . Mutual aid and 
care have always existed 
outside of the ca rceral 
state . 

ANDREW: I ag ree th at 
ha rms whi ch a re termed 
'crimes' by the state arc in 
pan th e resu lt of a politi 
ca l choi ce. Th e system is 
geared toward s puni shing 
poverty and di sadvan 
tage. As the French author 
Anatole France once 
remarked: 'The law, in its 
majestic equality, forbids 

'THERE ARE PEOPLE 
WHO COMMIT 
SERIOUS AND 

VIOLENT CRIMES 
WHO CANNOT BE 

SAFELY MANAGED 

people in prison are not 
serial killers, yet those 
are the cases exploited 
to entrench punitive 
des ires in the public, all 
the while ignoring the 
true agenda and impact 
o r 1his system on 1he 
oppressed . 

T he rf' a lit y is that 
most people experienc
ing domest ic or sex ual 
violence do 11 0 1 report i1 10 
the pol ice and, if they do, 
are unsupported or retrau-
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IN THE COMMUNITY' 
-ANDREW 

matizcd . Many black and~ 

Abo ll s hin rJ prisons 

NO 

ANDREW NEILSON 
Andrew Neilson is the Director of 

Campaigns for the Howard League for 

Penal Reform, a charity which works 

for less crime, safer communities and 

fewer people in prison. 
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