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Introduction

A NOTE ON STRUCTURE

This book tells the story of carceral systems in Britain. To 
tell that story, we have structured the book into 16 theses. 
Each thesis is a self-contained argument that can be read 
on its own. This means they can be easily used for reading 
groups, activist meetings, skill shares, workshops, etc. 
That said, we hope you’ll like them enough to read the 
whole book! The book ends with a conversation; where 
Aviah and Shanice take a step back to hear from other 
abolitionist organisers.





THESIS 1
A national abolitionist movement has 

erupted in Britain. Abolition is a tool to 
re-imagine revolutionary politics.

There wasn’t a single moment when we became police and 
prison abolitionists. There wasn’t one event, or a single 
officer or an individual incident that turned us entirely 
away from the status quo. Things that come in ones or 
twos often have sensible explanations, reasons why they’re 
an aberration and not the norm. And we, like everyone, 
were convinced of these explanations for at least some of 
our lives. But we are Black, working class, queer women – 
the realisation was perhaps inevitable. Over time, the one 
or two bad experiences with police became threes, fours, 
tens. The incidents we experienced weren’t just our own, 
but were the incidents of our moms, cousins, neighbours 
and friends. We both have younger brothers; working 
class boys born into a system where they are perceived as 
criminals-in-waiting. Thug. Chav. Drug dealer. Mugger. 
ASBO. Knife crime. Hoodie. All words aimed at commu-
nicating the line between evil and everyone else. Working 
class boys, especially when they’re racialised, experience a 
viciousness with police that we were forced to learn about 
by watching it play out like a horror film in their lives. 
And we know how horror films go: the Black guy always 
dies first.
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Over time individual incidents where police failed to 
keep us safe, or actively caused us harm, became a pattern 
and the pattern revealed itself to be a system. This system 
– of state violence, coercion and criminalisation – brought 
us back to our working class, city roots; even though both 
of us, at different points, had illusions of escaping our 
humble beginnings. It’s this journey that not only made 
us abolitionists but brought us together as friends. And 
it’s this friendship – grown over years of struggle, changed 
ideas, mundane and exciting organising, and moments of 
real political rupture – that underpins this book.

Abolitionism – the call to abolish institutions of state 
coercion such as police, prisons, detention centres, 
borders, arms and the military – didn’t start with people 
like us, the new kids on the block who call ourselves ‘abo-
litionists’. Abolition originated as the movement to end 
slavery. Resistance to policing and state violence is a 
common theme throughout working class history, and a 
defining struggle of Britain’s Black and Asian communi-
ties. In many ways, abolition gives a name to a project that 
many have been working on from before we were born! 
We stand on the shoulders of giants, many giants – some 
of whom are still with us today, some of whom we’ve met 
and worked with. It’s their work, their struggle, their per-
severance that has given us the tools through which we 
analyse the world today, through an abolitionist lens. 
Our abolitionism is a homage to those who have strug-
gled before us and our attempt to make real the vision 
they had for our futures. As we cast a revolutionary eye to 
the social relations inherent in capitalism that underpin 
the violent institutions we seek to abolish, we hope to 
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provide a glimpse of the world we want to live in and are 
working towards.

ABOLITION IS THE PRE-DRINKS,  
REVOLUTION IS THE SESH

There is a new and burgeoning debate in the UK over 
what abolition as a radical political project is and could 
– or should – become. And while the siloed musings of 
left-leaning twittersphere can be exhausting, these debates 
reflect a broader contestation at a national level around 
just how far the state is allowed to reach into our lives. A 
crisis of legitimacy is playing out around policing, border-
ing and criminalisation in the UK today, as the myth that 
the police and state protect us continues to unravel at the 
seams. In very direct ways, this crisis was hurried along 
not just by the conflicts and contradictions inherent in the 
global capitalist system, but by years of social movement 
activity. Alongside abolitionists, family campaigners 
demanding justice for those killed by police, youth upris-
ings, student organising, Black Lives Matter (BLM), and 
environmental and feminist organisations have all been 
key protagonists in the story of the growing UK aboli-
tionist movement. Many of the people who are part of this 
story wouldn’t call themselves abolitionists, but they have 
all contributed to a deepening crisis around police and 
state violence. They have made visible the violence some 
try so hard to hide, mapped out routes to resistance in 
the heat of state repression and taken radical ideas out to 
people who have never heard them. And you best believe 
the last few years have been momentous.
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The movement that erupted on to the global stage in 
the summer of 2020, following the grotesque murder of 
George Floyd in Minneapolis in the US, gave us the biggest 
anti-racism protests ‘since the slave abolition movement’,1 
even though they took place during the worst throes of a 
global pandemic. The world woke up, and rose up, to the 
fact that the system put down the whips and shackles, only 
to replace them with cuffs and cages. We lived through the 
statue of Bristolian slave-holder Edward Colston getting 
dashed into Bristol Harbour by anti-racist activists, and 
celebrated the court victory of the campaigners who put 
him there. Following the murder of Sarah Everard by a 
serving London Metropolitan Police officer, we partici-
pated in the sudden emergence of a national Kill the Bill 
movement against government plans to expand police 
powers. We’ve witnessed the confidence ordinary women 
have in the police in freefall, whilst organised feminists 
have taken a prominent role in the anti-police violence 
movement. Out of this web of resistance, an organised, 
national police and prison abolitionist movement has 
burst into the messy fray of British politics – a movement 
now reckoning with its history, searching for its identity, 
sharing its ideas and trialling its strategies. So what does 
all this talk of abolishing stuff mean?

In 2020, Patrisse Cullors, an abolitionist leader within 
the Black Lives Matter Global Network, wrote a letter to 
Joe Biden and Kamala Harris after their election victory 
against then US president Donald Trump. The aim was to 
secure a meeting with the new White House leaders, influ-
ence the highest levers of democratic power and convince 
them – fresh off the electoral support they received from 
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anti-racist activists across the US – to implement the BLM 
policy agenda for law enforcement reform.2 They made 
this appeal in the context of the transformational language 
around race and policing being used by US politicians in 
the months after George Floyd was murdered. There was 
some hope for change, despite the rigorous and unapol-
ogetic history both Biden and Harris had in defending 
the police and harming Black communities: Harris being 
the self-proclaimed ‘Top Cop’ and Biden ushering in the 
1994 Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act 
that accelerated the mass incarceration of Black Ameri-
cans. But by November 2021, Biden had signed three new 
policing bills. And to really stick it to the BLM movement 
and signal his disdain for the abolitionist call to defund 
the police, Biden promised more funding for law enforce-
ment: ‘When you look at what our communities need, 
what our law enforcement is being asked to do, it’s going 
to require more resources, not fewer resources.’3

This is the impossible and hostile landscape within 
which projects seeking policy change from governments 
have to operate – navigating a dynamic where systems 
of oppression need to flex their rhetoric just enough to 
absorb and quell popular anger, whilst leaving the foun-
dations of violence and coercion either untouched, or 
displacing them elsewhere. For example, while many 
of the largest cities in the US now have policies against 
the types of pressure positions that killed George Floyd, 
in 2022 police budgets are once again on the rise.4 Just 
a few weeks after he took the knee against anti-Black 
racism, Keir Starmer – leader of the British Labour Party 
– described the call to defund the police as ‘nonsense’. He 
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was unequivocal, claiming he would have ‘no truck’ with 
calls to reduce police funding, while he boasted about 
sending ‘thousands of people to court’ throughout his 
career.5 In 2022, ahead of local elections, Labour pivoted 
to a tough on crime, law and order strategy, with Starmer 
demanding a nationwide injunction to ban climate pro-
testers from demonstrating and taking direct action.6 The 
role of ‘top cop’ is, evidently, transnational.

Alongside this reformist work and often at a less visible 
and more grassroots level of organising, abolitionists are 
developing a vision and practice for alternative ways of 
living in community with each other – rehearsals for the 
world we want to usher in. In these spaces, communities 
practice non-punitive ways of dealing with intra-commu-
nity harm. In recognising state institutions as principal 
drivers of societal harm and cycles of violence, abolition-
ists reject police and prisons as a solution to community 
safety and are invested in developing alternative frame-
works. These alternative community practices draw on 
radical thought past and present. They look back to soci-
eties – often indigenous – who organised their resources, 
decision making and relationships in communal ways and 
so were able to develop responses to harm that centred the 
needs of people, not the needs of power. They also look 
back to movements and activists who were never explic-
itly abolitionist – such as Claudia Jones and rebels in the 
British colonies – who nevertheless have important things 
to offer those of us looking to build a future without police 
and prisons. And finally they draw on the organisers 
amongst us today, doing time-consuming and emotion-
ally difficult work to create, test and re-create models of 
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community safety outside of calling 999. This is the abo-
litionist work that centres creation, not ruin: it visualises 
the world we want to live in, not just the one we want to 
leave behind.

But none of these ways of conceptualising abolition 
or building towards an abolitionist future can, on their 
own, give us a world without violence. They can cer-
tainly help make the present more liveable, but who wants 
to live just to survive? Abolition demands we change not 
just ourselves but everything. It demands a fundamental 
transformation and reorganisation of society – and that 
can only ever be a revolutionary project. Practicing alter-
native models of community safety, living abolition in the 
now, is vital but will always be limited by the capitalist, 
imperialist social relations that permeate every aspect of 
our lives – from the ideas we hold, to the resources we 
have. And while imagining, and even rehearsing for, an 
abolitionist future is an important part of re-conceptualis-
ing human relationships, rehearsal alone is not enough to 
usher in a new, global reality. In some spaces, the work of 
practising non-punitive approaches to harm and violence 
has fallen into the neoliberal trap of focusing entirely on 
the individual and interpersonal, forgetting that we are 
made in the world we inhabit: in order to truly change the 
individual, we have to change the world.

And what of abolitionists intervening in establishment 
politics? Appealing to system-architects as a singular or 
central strategy has often left radical movements demo-
bilised and demoralised. Those in power have developed 
a deftness for absorbing radical movements into their 
systems of control and power, giving the illusion of change 
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in the direction of equality, while in fact containing and 
neutralising the possibility for radical change. And as we 
learnt from the Corbyn parliamentary project, what the 
establishment cannot contain, it smashes. In the aftermath 
of the Civil Rights movement in the US, as part of the 
strategy to pacify the wave of unrest across society, those 
in power capitulated to anti-racist sentiment by putting 
Black faces in high places. They created room for a Black 
political and economic elite to emerge and take on some 
of the grunt work for the system, whilst leaving the struc-
ture of white supremacist capitalism firmly in place. And 
while they gave Black people a seat at the table as mayors, 
governors and money-makers, the FBI was out murder-
ing Black revolutionaries like Fred Hampton, caging Black 
radicals like Mumia Abu-Jamal, and using subterfuge to 
destroy revolutionary organisations that sought to funda-
mentally re-order US society. This strategy, waged against 
our elder comrades, was ultimately successful and it’s one 
we see playing out in different guises wherever there have 
been powerful social movements that fight not just against 
the reality of oppression, but the systems that give rise to 
that oppression.

Let us cross the Atlantic back to Britain, where this book 
will be largely focused. The core architects of authoritarian 
Tory Britain also double up as poster children for inclusive 
Tory Britain. But the melanin didn’t just pop its way to the 
top: the diversity and inclusion industry champions repre-
sentation, and is leaned on by power brokers, in order to 
avoid the question of radical social transformation. Diver-
sity and inclusion is used to sanitise systems that harm us, 
by making the person delivering the message a symbol of 
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progress. Think about senior management in your own 
workplace: we bet they want more Black people in senior 
roles, but won’t be paying their lower-paid Black staff more 
because *insert reason why systemic change isn’t possible 
here* – and in general, most bosses don’t feel the need to 
offer a reason. The Windrush Scandal, the ‘Go home or 
face arrest’ van,7 the hostile environment, the Nationality 
and Borders Act 2022, the Police, Crime, Sentencing and 
Courts (PCSC) Act 2022 – these were all orchestrated by 
Home Secretaries who were women and, in Priti Patel’s 
case, from a migrant-descended family. Black faces have 
been used to release reports claiming structural racism is 
a figment of our imagination, to run mayoral campaigns 
claiming knife crime comes from broken Black families, 
and to attack critical race theory in Parliament. The estab-
lishment is well practised in absorbing anti-racist demands 
– such as those for greater representation in politics – and 
using them against those of us in the anti-racist and aboli-
tionist movements looking for more systemic change.

And this isn’t new. The 1965 Race Relations Act was one 
of the first pieces of legislation that criminalised racism in 
Britain, but it was rarely enforced and when it was, it often 
ended up being used to criminalise radical Black political 
activity. Michael X, for example, was swiftly prosecuted 
under the Race Relations Act for speaking out against 
white supremacy.8 Yet, when fascist leader Kingsley 
Read celebrated the racist 1976 murder of Gurdip Singh 
Chaggar by proclaiming ‘One down, one million to go’, a 
judge, citing free speech, claimed that this wasn’t incite-
ment to racial hatred. In the words of Sivanandan, a 
prominent activist and intellectual of the time, the 1968 
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Community Relations Commission (CRC) ‘took up the 
Black cause and killed it’: expanding the status quo just 
enough to allow some Black integration, whilst diluting 
and subduing Black radicals and revolutionaries. He went 
further, arguing the CRC created a layer of Black leaders 
ready to ‘teach white power structures to accept the Blacks 
and the Blacks to accept the white power structure’.9

In response to the uprisings in Black communities 
like Tottenham, Toxteth, Brixton and Handsworth in the 
1980s, the government responded to the ‘canker [of Black 
radicalism and counter-hegemony] in the body politic’10 
by expanding its dilution and containment strategies: gov-
ernment reports that led to nowhere, equalities legislation 
that changed little, police and community liaison groups 
that created the illusion of accountability but had no 
material impact on racist policing, funding schemes that 
created new ethnic categories, where ethnic groups had 
to compete to fund community projects, but where that 
funding bound them to the politics of the system. All this 
alongside the usual tools of violent suppression and mass 
criminalisation after the uprisings succeeded in demo-
bilising anti-racism in Britain for a generation – often 
obscured by the celebratory media around multicultural-
ism and diversity. How do we appeal to an establishment 
hell-bent on protecting its own power? How do we 
demand they strip themselves of the very power they 
need to survive? The short answer is we can’t. The longer 
answer is revolutionary, abolitionist praxis.

Okay let us stop you there – because this doesn’t mean 
never engaging in establishment politics or demand-
ing reforms! In its short life, the Kill The Bill movement 
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has had some minor wins, including forcing delays to the 
policing bill in Parliament and winning crucial defeats 
for the government in the House of Lords. This same 
movement expanded the scope for reform in Britain by 
setting the context within which a group of feminists – 
Reclaim These Streets – took the Metropolitan Police 
to court for contravening their right to protest violence 
against women. And they won. Both these wins occurred 
when taking the state on at its own game, forcing change 
from within. Abolitionists also have a concept of non-re-
formist reforms: pushing for system change that, in the 
words of Sarah Lamble, ‘challenges the assumptions that 
underpin and sustain the system’,11 thus bringing us closer 
to abolition.

Harm-reduction approaches to substance use are a bril-
liant example. Evidence suggests consumption rooms, 
where people can safely inject drugs in the presence of 
trained professionals who have access to overdose inhib-
itors like Naloxone, can reduce overdose deaths, reduce 
the spread of blood-borne viruses, reduce anti-social 
behaviour and increase engagement with support 
services.12 Despite this evidence, Peter Krykant, a former 
user who set up a life-saving mobile consumption room 
in Glasgow, was sacked from his job and criminalised 
by police.13 Contrast this to a criminal-justice approach, 
where research from King’s College London showed UK 
prisoners are 7.5 times more likely to die from heroin over-
doses in the first two weeks of their release from prison.14 
This is likely due to a myriad of factors, including forced 
abstinence due to time in prison and therefore reduced 
tolerance when they come out, lack of access to healthcare 
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whilst in prison, and absence of support on release. But 
also, more fundamentally, prisons are inherently harmful: 
they reproduce cycles of destitution and hopelessness. 
When we win non-reformist reforms – that is, reforms 
that reduce police and carceral power, so taking us closer 
to abolition – we also win the case against criminalisation, 
making police and criminal-justice approaches obsolete.

Choosing strategic places of weakness to leverage 
power during moments of rupture – like the Kill The Bill 
movement did in the House of Lords, or possibilities for 
non-reformist reform campaigns – can produce the mean-
ingful victories needed to sustain and build an abolitionist 
movement. But police, prisons and detention centres are 
the ever far-reaching tendrils of the capitalist state, insti-
tutions designed to maintain power in the hands of a few, 
control the working class and protect capitalism. The final 
victory for abolitionists, or anyone who wishes to see a 
world without state violence, can never come from appeal-
ing to the conscience of our jail masters. There is a reason 
why they lock us in cages, and this reason emanates from 
the very soul of a society structured by class and race. 
Simply asking to be let out, or asking to be put in a slightly 
nicer cage, won’t cut it.

One of our aims in writing this book is to contribute 
to a growing body of work carving out a space for UK 
voices, ideas and strategies in what can otherwise be a 
US-centric movement. Some of the boldest rehearsals 
in revolutionary anti-racism began in the States: from 
the Black Panther Party, to the League of Revolutionary 
Black Workers, the Memphis sanitation strikes and the 
Attica Prison uprising. As slavery ended and capitalist 
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wage labour emerged, criminalisation and law enforce-
ment stepped up to re-structure race and class relations 
in the US, so it is no surprise those conditions birthed a 
movement to end policing and prisons. But right here in 
the UK we have our own rebellions, our own revolution-
aries, our own uprisings that come out of the legacies of 
policing in the colonies, and bordering on the mainland. 
For UK abolitionist politics to continue to mature, we 
have to grapple with the lessons of our specific histories 
and contexts. It’s this desire that places both empire and 
neoliberalism at the core of our analysis: two systems that 
have fundamentally defined the boundaries of police and 
state violence across the British Isles today.

But this book isn’t just an exercise in contextualisation. 
We want to contribute to a growing understanding of abo-
lition that grounds abolitionist politics in a revolutionary 
vision – a vision that requires us to change nothing short of 
everything. We are not content with posturing on the side-
lines of history; we don’t mean a vague, undefined, almost 
romantic notion of ‘revolution’ where you don’t know if 
the revolution is being made on the barricades or in the 
boardroom. We mean a steadfastly proletarian project 
where those on whose back this world was built are the 
ones who make the future. We are done with academics 
and influencers who use the language of abolition to give 
themselves a marketable edginess, lining their pockets 
with corporate deals, whilst refusing to call themselves 
anti-capitalists; talking about abolition, whilst walking 
the system. Our abolitionism is to be judged by the extent 
to which it weakens the state’s monopoly on violence and 
coercion against the global working and under classes. We 




