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“Mass Incarceration” Reform as Police Endorsement

“Mass inearceration,” “police brutality,” “school-to-prisen pipeline,” and other erms of crisis have
peemenicd the political theater of post-racialism and its apparent white nationalist afiermath. Such
keywaords of the carly-2rst century liberal-to-progressive critique of racist state violence form an
increasingly shared vernacular for academic scholarship, policy reform, nonprofit campaigns, loundation

grants, and ongoing dialoguc and debate across varions comeunities and publics.

But there is something troublesome in the onguing, indusirialized circulation of these
keywords— a territorialization and correption {ar times, aswrecray) of erisis-terms—that undermings the
colleetive genius of periodic radical rearticulation (¢.g. Black radical and anti-colonialist practitioners
scizing control of these torms and mansforming them into active lieranres of liberation combat, to
pataphrase Fanen). As the particular phrase “mass incarceration” spreads across venues and publics, a

telatively cohercnt sgform parable atains increasing political-ideological traction.

We cnn concisely outline the progression of this increasingly hegemoric, liberal-progressive

mays inenreerntion relovm narrative as such:

[irst, there is an uneven (though growing) national acknowledgement that over the course of the
lust lew deeades, there has been asystemic expansion of the instimtional and cultural capacity {and wili)
10 prolile, eriminalize, incarceraie, and denigrate rargered bodies, places, and populations. We might
consider his ns a spreading hough sometimes hesitans and certainly overdue acknowledgement of the

raw, long-irrefitable fcts of gendered racist staze terror.

Nextin this parable. quickly and slowly, alarmed responses spill across journalistic, testimonial,
activist, nod soeinl seientific revelations of the damage done to communities, families, and
atheewise goodd peaple. This is conlirination of the suspicion that the contemporary carceral domestic war
may have misidentificd or exceeded its operational objectives. {We should be clear that this part of the
reform irrwive is the counter-abolitionist, counter-Black radical rejoinder: [trgeted Black,
Brown| "incarcerntion™ is not the problem in-and-olHrsell; racher, itis the excess of “mass”
incarcertion—the white supremacist embarrassment it creates for respectable liberal/pose-racial white

mautkonhool—that requires reforn)




The mass incarceration parable then opens intw spreading, dense aceounts of the degradation and t
suffering that traverse stories of individualized tragedy to collectively-communally voiced, insurgent !
outrage, These accounts are mobilized and repurposed by various narrators (jouroalists, reform )
advocares, progressive pundits, elected officials, academics) as the ethnographic, deeply personalized, ‘
and urgent reasons for relorming “mass incarceration”—here, they proclaim, is the accumulated primary

evidence of the state’s alleged criminological dysfunction. (Of course, what complicates this partof the

narrative is thar many of these accounts not only preceded the recent, increasingly generalized i
acknowledgement of the so-called mass incarceration crisis, but also seem to suggest that what has

happened during the time in question is not the resultof a dysfimerional state, but rather ofan entirely

functional one.)

Ard now, a protracted skirmish ensucs, as organized political blocs, cultural institutions, and
emergent grassroots-to-social media collectives siruggle te make sense—that is, to defindtively narrate—

this turmoil,

Entering the skirmish (at the sane time they are formed by it) are muitiple coalescences of
organic and professional intellectuals—of the racial state, nonprofit/ foundation regimes, and liberal
cultural industry, including thinktank and foundatten comemissioned acadermics, writers, and artists.,
These are the well-placed ones whe coliectively sirive to restore a paradigmatic liberal faith in the virtues
and possibilities of righteous national reform against the state sanctioned climate of'atrocity, From here
#rows a definitive, outraged rhetoric of liberal anmanist alacm that strives for a sense of shared moral
grievance: in 2012, awriter for e New Yorker asserts that “The scale and the brueality of our prisons
are the moral scandead of American ff,” [il while in 2014, the Sovos Foundation announces a $50 million
grant to the ACLU. to which is appended the proclamation that “America’s bloated prisons are ar

appalling and expensive failure... overwhelning common sense and fuman decency.”[ii]

Morality, Common Sense, Decency: these are rhetorical signals of 2 violently hopefid thinking,
one that requires a full. radieal, abolitionist rebutral all the rime, and everywhere. The thinking ehar must
be so resoluely refited goes something like this: that if there is such a massive problem as mass
incarceration, it can be lixed, if “we” bring rational heart to mind in anether adventure of humanist
reform, if we follow the stories inzo the tragedy and insist over-and-over-again that such harrowing derails .
are nos the primary or intended outcome of this state, its policy, its martialing of cultural and domestic

force, then solutiens can be found in vigorous reforny, the threads of post-American apartheid racial ’

modernity ean again be pulled tant around the jagged, always-disarticulating edges of the civil underside,

where stuteeralt unfolds on the intimate geography of the flesh.
(e, eees, 10 fie conrinued.)

In (aer, the reform of mass incarceration, as it has been absorbed by the culunal ensemble of the
stune und ins distensions, endorses an expansion of policing logics (including carceral policing logics)
beyond the discrete instinetional sites of prisons, jails, detention centers, and juvenile facilities. Ina
longer version of this piece, [ consider how the Holder-Obama-Clintor ensernbie’s reformist auto-
critiyue of mass incarceration proliferates an invigorated and refurbished techaology ol policing, which
5 to say that the “mass incarceration” narrative is in most ways entirely symbiotic with an cxpansion of
police force and of its various capacities to occupy the lifeworlds and ecologies of eviminalized people
nnd communities, In this sense, any shared radical abolitionist praxds in this morment mest pay
close analytical and practical avtention 1o the moments in which those whe allegedly emtbrace the
nhjective of “ending” or “reducing” mass incarceration may also advocate the absolute necessity of
pelice, criminal jurisprudence, and incarceration as permanens condicions of sociality, collective safey,

and even “democracy.”

Let us end with a question about the implications of “mass incarceration™ as a vernacular of
militant state reform: it seems to be an almost canonized liberal common sense assumption within this
marrative that the well-neted asymmetries of misery, sullering, displecement and terror catalyzed by mass
incarceration are an “unintended consequence” of state policy and the contemporary racial-cultural

formation of the United States. We must ask: whar if this assumption is false?
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