What is required from our organizations or movements in refationship with
these sectors internationally needs to be a determining force in how we shift power.
Building a sense of how we defend our own abilities to live healthy, meaningful,
powerful lives in relationship to people in similar conditions around the globe is a
way of thinking about self-defense that | am interested in exploring further. That
includes how we fight US imperialism, or how we fight for food security, or how we
fight against large-scale gentrification and the march of capitalism. Toward that end, [
think this idea of not being sucked into defending ourselves on the enemy’s terms is
important. Building these networks ['ve been describing is one way of determining
our own course. It allows us to be proactive instead of only defensive. It allows us to
say: “this is what we want to build” In a lot of ways an abolitionist vision is an
example of this kind of proactive vision. It's not just: “I want to eliminate
imprisonment” or “I want te eliminate the cops.” It really is an affirmative ideology
and practice. Affirmatively, this is the world I want to live in, therefore [ need to take

these steps to create the conditions that make that world possible.
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Black Liberation and the Abolition of
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Rachel Herzing lives and works in Qakland, CA, where she fights the violence of policing and
imprisonment. She is a co-founder of Critical Resistance, o national grassroots erganization
dedicated to abolishing the prison industrial complex and the Co-Director of the StoryTelling &
Organizing Project, a community resource sharing stories of interventions to interpersonal
herm that do not rely on policing, imprisonment, or traditional social services. The following
interview was conducted by the True Leap Publishing Collective.

True Leap Press (TLP): Hi Rachel, thank you so much for taking the time to do this
interview, We are excited to have you as a contributor in this inaugural edition of
Propter Nos. Our publishing collective thinks the specific timing of this issue is
important te highlight, as it is set to be released in the closing days of Black August.
Could you possibly explain what Black August is for our readers, and why it is so
important for people to recognize today?

Rachel: Black August is a call for reflection, study, and action to promote Black
liberation. Its roots go back to California prisons in the 1970s, during a period of
sustained struggle and resistance against racialized violence against Black imprisoned
people, especially those calling for Black liberation and challenging state power.
Ignited by the deaths of Jonathan and George Jackson in August 1970 and August 197,
and honoring others who gave their lives incuding Khatari Gualden, William
Christmas and james McClain, a group of imprisoned people came together to
develop a means of honaring that sacrifice and promoting Black liberation. While
August is significant because of the deaths of the Jackson brothers, it is also a month
with many other significant moments in Black history in the United States including
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‘What comes to mind after hearing this quote?

Rachel: I think it's an interesting point. In the movement against the prison
industrial complex we have struggled a lot with ... umm . . . liberals [laughter]—
some of the most stalwart reformers where reform is their end game. [ also think
there is some interesting wiggle room there, What is necessary to fulfill their
commitment, to justice, and equality, and human rights? 1 mean, if thexe is 2 kernel of
that there, then part of our work as organizers is to amplify our shared interests, to
corapel them in that direction, and also to make that compelling. That doesn’t mean
we always succeed or that their class interests, racial benefits, gender benefits or
other sources of power they want to protect might not ultimately play them one way
or the other. But thinking about where can we expleit that kernel of shared interast is
interesting to me here, rather than just giving up and writing them off entirely, Of
course we need to be cautious of what they are recommending and what they think is
“practical” or “pragmatic.” But it's our job now to push on that and to make other
suggestions.

TLP: Here is the second quote:

“Constructive criticism and self-criticism are extremely important for any revolutfonary

organization. Without them, people tend to drown in their mistakes, and not learn from

them.”

.

Rachel: Yes. I couldn’t agree more {laughter]. So yes, what Assata said [more
laughter}, T worry a little bit, in this period, about a lack of intellectual rigor and lack
of discipline, as well as accusations of working “too slowly” or “not understanding” the
sense of urgency. You know, we saw this similarly around the rise of the anti-
globalization movement which [ also think is a direct antecedent of what we are
seeing in terms of Black protest today. Similarly, 1 would say that about Occupy. [
would call that a direct anteredent. | don't think we would be seeing what we are
seeing now without those previous movements.

TLP: Like a tactical antecedent? Or something more ideological?

Rachel: [ think both. But 1 don't mean a one-to-one overlap, or like: this led directly
to this. But more in terms of some of the orientations towards erganizing and the
ideological parallels. So definitely not a one-to-one, but I think influenced by quite
certainly,

I think in these moments where there is a heightened investment in direct
action as the primary way to move, the pacing and the urgency and all that is required

looking at a national prison population that was 250,000, They thought surely thisisa
tipping point, we need to take action now. And so, as we know, the imprisoned
population in the 3§ is now nearly 2.3 million, So this struggle dates back, then, to
the seventies and eighties, and became somewhat quieter in certain periods, but
never completely went away.

1998 is another important year: the founding Critical Resistance (CR)
conference was held in Berkeley that year, That conference did some work to
reinvigorate the concept of abolition, and not just as a thing to organize around
intellectuaily, but to organize campaigns and projects around, as well. It also
introduced the concept of the prison industrial complex (PIC) into a more popular
consciousness, While that cenference didn't form some kind of modern abolitionist
movement, it did reignite an energy that may have been: less prominent or less active
just prior to it. That conference was still very focused on imprisonment and it wasn’t
until 200t when Critical Resistance East happened that there was a really strong
attention toward thinking about the abolition of the prison industrial complex as a
whole. That was kind of at the forefront of what that canference was all about.

[ think today, and since becoming an organization in 2001, CR plays a
particular role in advocating for the abolition of the entire system—of the entire
prison industrial complex-—rather than just being a prison abolition organization. CR
was really at the forefront in the early 20008 as an organization advocating for the
abolition of policing, too. Nowadays you hear a lot more people talking about policing
itself as something o fight, as opposed to resisting its function within the PIC or even
just its relation to imprisonunent. It is more common these days for people to think
about ways to live without some idea that law enforcement is a kind of natural feature
of our world.

So [ think there is a through line there from early Quaker opposition to
imptisonment to the contemporary movement for PIC abolition. And like all
movements, there are some ebbs and flows to it, but those are some of the key
markers that [ would use to talk about its development.

TLP; What exactly brought you into the abolitionist movement? Do you identify as an
abolitiomist, or is this one aspect of a larger, overarching framework which informs
your praxis?

Rachel: I think it is both. 1 definitely identify as a prison industrial complex
abolitionist. 1 do that work because { believe in the liberation of Black people and 1
think that it is one of the foremost ways to see that broader goal fulfilled, Without the
abolitionist movement and without a commitment to ending mass criminalization,
containment, and death of Black people, T don't think Black liberation is possible in
the United States--or elsewhere, frankly. $o 1 come to this work as a survivor of
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of combat in places like Afghanistan or Iraq), I do think that it is an appropriate term
to use regarding the genocidal practices at home—going back to the first attempts to
exterminate Indigenous people fram this Jand, to the ongoing structural and actual
physical violence used to eliminate peoples’ access and opportunity to have
meaningfil, healthy lives. There are some concrete overlaps. There are overlapping
technologies, for instance. The weapoenized drone that was recently used to kill Micah
Johnson in Dallas has been used in Irag; surveillance technologies once tested out in
such theaters of war are used regularly by domestic law enforcement; data collection
methods used there are also used here; etc,

I think it is oversimplified to just say: “Oh, well did you know the military is
giving extra equipment (o law enforcement?” That's true and that's a scandal. But that
is merely a sliver of where the overlap of interests and warfare practices is happening.
The people who are designing war to take place in spaces outside of the United States
are influencing the tactics of law enforcement here in the United States, 1 think you
can look at the borders as one of those places where that stuff coalesces strongly.
However this is alse happening in cities, in counties, and rural areas across the
country. There's also a way that the logic of law enforcement in the United States is
. taking on an increasingly explicit war-making tenor. There are very clear examples of
this such as the declared War on Drugs or Waz on Gangs. The enforcement of these
wars uses a lot of the same tactics and technologies, but also is premised on a sense
that there is an enemy.that needs to be targeted and eliminated here at home.

One way this has played out dramatically is with the creation and growth of
the Department of Homeland Security since September nth and the fear-tongering
around terrorism that’s used to clamp down on the domestic setting. One small
example of this that we have been fighting in Oakland is a program called Urban
Shield. It is 48 hours of war games simulations and trainings for SWAT and other
special law enforcement forces, The scenarios are incredibly racist, really
sensationalized, and millions upon millions of dollars of my county’s meney go into
these war game competitions. Simultaneously, they hold a trade expo, go you can go
and get the latest night-vision goggles, the newest guns, the latest tracking softwares
or stingray technology, or robots and drones. In terms of its cultural impact, in this
period of increased public attention on the policing of protest you'll alse see things
like t-ghirts with things like images of protesters in cross-hairs for sale at these
tradeshows,

TLP: While we are on this topic of repression, counterinsurgency warfare, and police
spying, could you speak a little bit on the polities of movement security? I don't mean
this as a reiteration of criminological notions of security and securitization. 1 simply
mean, are there certain principles, organizing strategies, or ways of collectivizing
political labor that you suggest be embraced, at beth organizational and larger

lives in its current phase? | know it's a messy question, because there are folks at the
forefront who are situated both ideologically and physically ar the intersections
between each. Maybe a better way to phrase it is: do you see any tensions or
contradictions between the abolilonist work that has unfolded over the past two
decades and the emetgent Black-led political forms taking shape today?

Rachel: First off, | want to be very clear: I camnot speak for Black Lives Matter. I'm
not a member of Black Lives Matter, I'm not involved in that organization, and do not
have the ability to speak on their strategy or form. But I know there is a distinction
between them and the Movement for Black Lives, which is a network of nearly sixty
Black-led organizations acrogs the US that came together to meet first in Cleveland,
and then out of that, have continued to work together. And Black Lives Matter is one
of those organizations. The Movement for Black Lives recently released this policy
platform, titled A Vision for Black Lives, with more than thirty policy pieces in it,

[ guess { would say a few things to this question: First, I think that what we are
seeing emerge today-——what I would loosely call a Black protest movement, which
inchudes a lot of these organizations and formations just mentioned—would have
actually been impossible to come out in the way that is has {to have the foundation to
stand on and to have people move in the way that they have} if there hadn't been
growing movements against imprisorunent and policing in the United States over the
previous two decades. I don't kmow if there is a single set of politics within Black Lives
Matter (and | know it's not true within the Movement for Black Lives) that compels
an abolitionist orientation towards their work. I think there are some people who lean
that way and I think there are some people wha lean other ways and 1 think there are
a variety of political perspectives and orientations that I've seen emerge from this
broader network. I guess, at various points, ['ve been surprised that so little attention
has been paid to the decades of work (well actually centuries of work, but recent
decades in particular) done by Black people and Black organizations to fight the
violence of policing in the United States; especially when the protest movement
jumped off. 1 understand that people participating in that protest were fueled in no
small part by outrage and in just complete disbelief at the scale and scope of the
violence, and that people are being activated and drawm out for the first time. There
are some who felt compelled to action right away and weren’t necessarily connected
to those other organizations or movements.

[ think as the past two years have unfolded I've seen, particularly in the
Movement for Black Lives, some of that leadership and some of those organizations
doing good study, thinking about other Black liberationist platforms, thinking about
the histories of Black struggle around a variety of other issues and really broadening
their understanding of the violence facing Black people, That is, not only issues
surtounding the prison industrial complex, bur also the economic, social, and
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