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Content/Tr igger  Warn ing :  
Th is  p resenta t ion  conta ins  images  of  incarcera t ion ,  s lavery ,  a r res ts ,  p ro tes ts ,

mi l i ta r i zed  po l ice ,  and  wh i te  supremacy .  These  photographs  capture  the
grav i t y  o f  U .S .  h is to ry ,  and  a id  our  unders tand ing  in  the  fo rmat ion  of  the  

Pr ison  Indust r ia l  Complex .  

Th is  p resenta t ion  in tent iona l l y  uses  the  te rm “ens laved  person  and  peop les”  to
emphas ize  peop le  a re  not  p roper ty ,  and  the  cond i t ions  of  ens lavement  a re

imposed ,  d is t inc t  f rom ident i t y .  
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WHAT IS THE 

PRISON 

INDUSTRIAL 

COMPLEX?

The Prison Industrial Complex (PIC) is

a system that postures imprisonment

as a solution to political, social, and

economic problems while generating

profit, persistence of racism, and

disenfranchisement of marginalized

populations. 

The function of the system is to replace the loss of production

from the end of chattel slavery and behaves by exploiting primarily

Black labor for capital and control. Proponents of the PIC (namely

its beneficiaries) will claim the function of the system is to reduce

the rate of crime in the United States and that it behaves through

our legislative and judicial processes. 

It is critical to explore the system’s components in detail to

recognize all the elements at play in order to understand, redesign,

and improve the ways in which we can effectively reduce harm and

achieve foundational community safety.
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“L ike  any  ente rpr ise  that  was  born  o f  a  manufactured
demand ,  p r isons  perpetuate  themse lves ,  and  that  requ i res

the  main tenance  of  cond i t ions  that  fos te r  c r ime. ”  

-Mar iame Kaba
We Do This  'T i l  We Free  Us



SYSTEM ELEMENTS

SYSTEM BOUNDARY
The PIC is  an  enterpr ise  borne of  the  over lapping
stakes of  government ,  po l i t ic ians ,  pr ivate  pr ison
industr ies ,  corporat ions that  extor t  pr ison labor ,
surve i l lance industr ies ,  construct ion companies ,  and
law enforcement  -  these ent i t ies  produce many of  the
system’s  inputs  and mainta in  the  system boundar ies .
 
Factors  that  t ranscend the  system boundar ies  inc lude
xenophobia ,  rac ia l  hegemony ,  and the  h istor ica l
oppression of  minor i ty  groups.  They  act  as  both
internal  and external  factors  that  inf luence other  inputs
with in  th is  system.  

INPUTS &  OUTPUTS
For  the  system to  funct ion and susta in ,  i t  needs a
consistent  source of  inputs .  What  Mar iame Kaba ,
act iv is t ,  grassroots  organizer ,  and educator ,  descr ibes
is  a  maintenance of  that  product ion.¹  Many of  the
outputs  of  the  PIC generate  components  that  become
the inputs  for  cr iminal izat ion ,  restar t ing  the  cyc le .  

Dr .  Angela  Davis ,  po l i t ica l  act iv is t ,  professor ,  and
author ,  analyzes ,  “ the  h idden danger  of  re ly ing on
incarcerat ion as  the  major  so lut ion  to  behaviors  that
are  of ten the  byproducts  of  poverty ,  is  that  the  solut ion
reproduces the  very  problem i t  purports  to  so lve” . ²  

D isenfranchisement ,  i .e .  loss  of  vot ing r ights ,  employment
opportuni t ies ,  access to  publ ic  socia l  benef i ts  and housing ,
parenta l  benef i ts ,  r ight  to  bear  arms,  jury  serv ice ,  and the  abi l i ty
to  t rave l  abroad
Exacerbated physica l  and menta l  heal th  issues f rom susta in ing
v io lence ,  tor ture ,  conf inement ,  PTSD,  su ic ide ,  premature  death
Disrupt ion of  communit ies  and fami ly  regulat ion ,  i .e .  custody ,
parenthood presence ,  immigrat ion status
Inf lux  of  pr isoners  resul t ing  in  erect ion of  new inst i tut ions
The goods  manufactured ,  serv ices  performed,  and prof i ts
generated through extor t ing  pr ison labor  are  the only
components  that  ex i t  the  system 

Outputs:

       [see  Appendix ,  pg .  40  for  summary  of  corporat ions  that  exp lo i t  pr ison labor ]

Tough-on-cr ime pol i t ic ians that  adopt  b i l ls  which promote
mass incarcerat ion
The Amer ican Legis lat ive  Exchange Counci l  (ALEC)  [see
Appendix ,  pg .  39]  who ghostwr i tes  pro-business b i l ls
Human beings ,  not  l imi ted to :  people  of  co lor ,  immigrants ,
poor  people ,  drug users ,  sex  workers ,  LGBTQ+,  act iv is ts ,  and
young people
Pol ice  and prosecutors  that  cr iminal ize  targeted populat ions

Socia l  factors  such as  poverty ,  systemic  rac ism,  lack  of
resources ,  and pol i t ica l  d issent
Pr ison and detent ion inst i tut ions that  deta in  the  cr iminal ized

Inputs:  

       (BJS found in  2016 ,  B lack  men consisted of  6 .5% of  the  U.S.  populat ion ,  yet
       d isproport ionate ly  make up 40.2% of  the  pr ison populat ion.³ )
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SYSTEM ELEMENTS

COMPONENT RELATIONS
Nixon ’s  invent ion of  the  pol i t ica l  tool ,  the  War  of  Drugs
(1971) ,  a  major  input ,  k icked off  a  three  decade pol i t ica l
compet i t ion  for  who could  be  the  most  “ tough on cr ime” .  

In  a  1994 interv iew wi th  Dan Baum of  Harper 's  Magazine ,
John Ehr l ichman,  Nixon ’s  top adv isor ,  b lunt ly  s tates ,

The  sys tem concea ls  the  
inequa l i t i es  i t  p ropagates .

This  became the  behaviora l  f ramework  for  a l l  components
with in  the  system.  

The War  on Drugs produced an increase in  tough-on-cr ime
legis lat ion  proposed by  pres idents  that  ut i l ized the
bipart isan nature  of  th is  invent ion ,  d i rect ly  mi l i tar ized
pol ice ,  and created a  for -prof i t  industry  around the
nat ion ’s  carcera l  system that  occupies  a  pr iv i leged p lace
in  the  g lobal  economy.  

“The Nixon campaign in  1968 ,  and the  Nixon
White  House af ter  that ,  had two enemies:  the

ant i -war  lef t  and Black people .  You
understand what  I ’m say ing?  We knew we

couldn ’ t  make i t  i l legal  to  be  e i ther  against
the  war  or  B lack ,  but  by  get t ing  the  publ ic  to

associate  the  h ippies  wi th  mar i juana and
Blacks wi th  hero in ,  and then cr iminal iz ing

both  heav i ly ,  we could  d isrupt  those
communit ies .  We could  ar rest  the i r  leaders ,

ra id  the i r  homes,  break up the i r  meet ings ,
and v i l i fy  them night  af ter  n ight  on the

evening news.  D id  we know we were  ly ing
about  the  drugs?  Of  course we d id” . ⁶

In  examinat ion of  these inputs ,  Dr .  Dav is  emphasizes
“there  are  stakes other  than the  ant i -cr ime stakes that
keep the  pr ison industry  expanding.  I t ’s  acqui r ing  i ts  own
momentum.  I f  we don ’ t  at tempt  to  stop i t  now,  we wi l l
become an increasingly  incarcerated society” .

AP
 P

ho
to

Pr ivate  prov iders  for  heal th ,  food ,  communicat ion ,
and t ransportat ion  serv ices  s ign contracts  wi th
pr ison inst i tut ions.  Surve i l lance and moni tor ing
industr ies  become invested in  the  constant
supply  of  pr isoners  and paro lees.  Bui ld ing new
pr isons t ransforms into  one of  the  most
developed and prof i tab le  sectors  in  the
construct ion industry .  Add the  extent  in  which
pr ivate  corporat ions take advantage of  cheap
pr ison labor ,  and now the  PIC has become
ingra ined into  the  U.S.  economy.  
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"The h idden danger  of  re ly ing on incarcerat ion as  the
major  so lut ion  to  behaviors  that  are  of ten the
byproducts  of  poverty ,  is  that  the  solut ion
reproduces the  very  problem i t  purports  to  so lve” . ²  

 
-Dr .  Angela  Davis



SOLUT ION  1 :

OVERCOMING  THE

ARCHETYPE



Drug Users

Sex Workers

Activists

Nixon's 
War on Drugs

Criminalization

"Tough on Crime" Politics

The Prison Industrial Complex

Chattel Slavery

White Supremacy

Racial Capitalism

Mass Incarceration

Prison
for

Control

Prison
for

Profit

Community
Disruption

Family Regulation

School to 
Prison Pipeline

Premature
Death

PTSD

Exacerbated
Mental
Health
Issues

Immigrant
DetentionBasic

Needs

Rights

Xenophobia

Racial Hegemony

13th Amendment

Federal Prison 
System Est. 1896

People of Color

Immigrants

Low Income

Courts &
Prosecutors

Militarized
Law

Enforcement

Anti-Drug Abuse
Act of 1988

1994 Clinton Crime Bill

1994 CA's 3 Strikes Law

Mandated Sentencing Laws

Exploitation of
Prison Labor

Build More
Prisons More

Legislation

Privatization of
Prison Industry

ALEC

2010 AZ's SB 1070

Profit

Goods Services

12



SYSTEM ARCHETYPE

SHIFTING-THE-BURDEN
The Shi f t ing  the  Burden Archetype captures  the  behaviora l
pat tern  between the  development  of  symptomat ic  so lut ions
to  observable  problems (e.g . ,  c r ime,  drug-use ,  poverty ,
homelessness)  and fundamenta l  so lut ions that  address the
root  of  the  behaviora l  pat tern .  Without  proper ly  target ing
change in  the  under ly ing st ructures  that  produce the
symptomat ic  problems,  maintenance of  th is  cyc le  of
behaviors  wi l l  perpetuate .

Fundamenta l  so lut ions requi re  deep understanding and
learn ing about  the  under ly ing problem.  The extensive  t ime
and resources necessary  for  researching ,  formulat ing ,  and
implement ing such change becomes the  scapegoat  rat ionale
for  developing a  short - term symptomat ic  so lut ions (e.g . ,
tough-on-cr ime pol icy ,  mi l i tar ized pol ice ,  mass incarcerat ion ,
bu i ld ing more pr isons ,  increasing pol ice  funding ,  immigrant
detent ion) .  Symptomat ic  so lut ions are  at t ract ive  because
they  demand far  less  understanding ,  are  less  expensive  in
the  short - term,  produce instant  grat i f icat ion -  and most
s igni f icant ly ,  i t  det racts  f rom pay ing at tent ion to  the  rea l
systemic  problem.  

13

Shif t ing  the  burden causes a  s ide  ef fect :  the  maintenance and propagat ion of  oppressive  condi t ions.  Th is  creates  an
escalat ion  model  where  re inforc ing feedback loops create  and susta in  a  causal  cyc le  of  exponent ia l  growth over  t ime
[see  pg.  14] .  The posi t ive  feedback loop is  susta ined by  increasing cr iminal izat ion ,  increasing pol ic ing and funding ,
which then increases cr iminal izat ion ,  leading to  mi l i tar ized pol ic ing ,  and so on.

ESCALATION
The Side Effects  of  
Shif t ing-the-Burden

Framework Source: William Braun
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OVERCOMING THE ARCHETYPE
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Focus on the  fundamenta l  so lut ion.  

E l ic i t  mul t ip le  v iewpoints  to  d i f ferent iate  between
fundamenta l  and symptomat ic  so lut ions and to  ga in
consensus around an act ion p lan.

Use the  archetype to  explore  potent ia l  s ide-effects  of  any
proposed solut ion.

Wi l l iam Braun 's  The System Archetypes (2002)  offers  a
prescr ipt ive  set  of  act ions for  overcoming the  Shi f t ing  the
Burden Archetype:

As th is  model  demonstrates ,  creat ing symptomat ic  so lut ions
fur ther  exacerbates  the  or ig ina l  problem.When observ ing the
Histor ica l  Events  d iagram featured in  th is  presentat ion [see
Appendix ,  pg .  38] ,  one can t race the  appearance of  symptomat ic
solut ions throughout  the  system’s  h istory .  

The system is  inf luenced by  speci f ic  agents  who make decis ions
that  do not  ca lcu late  for  feedback loops.  This  descr ibes the
pattern  of  pol ic ies  that  cont inual ly  sh i f t  the  burden and
misaddress the  systemic  issue.  

In  rea l i ty ,  the  repeated implementat ion of  one symptomat ic
solut ion  to  address another  problem symptom (produced by  the
prev ious symptomat ic  so lut ion)  generates  s ide  ef fects  that  have a
negat ive  feedback loop on the  fundamenta l  so lut ion  -  again ,
tak ing at tent ion away f rom the under ly ing problem and sh i f ts
development  towards perce ived solut ions.

Graph: William Braun

"There  were  so many d i f ferent  points  of  ent ry  for  var ious people
to  f ight  against  the  abandonment  that  had resul ted in ,  among
other  th ings ,  mass incarcerat ion ,  but  a lso  auster i ty ,  outsourc ing ,
underemployment ,  env i ronmenta l  degradat ion ,  and the  capture  of
the  state  government  by  those who are  only  ever  enhancing the
abi l i ty  of  the  wel l - to -do to  get  r icher . "

-Ruth  Wi lson Gi lmore



OVERCOMING THE ARCHETYPE
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1.  Ident i fy  the  or ig inal  problem symptom:
Desperat ion to  secure  access to  basic  needs through acts  deemed
cr iminal .  The under ly ing problem is  a  byproduct  of  poverty .

2.  Map a l l  “quick  f ixes”  that  appear  to  be keeping the problem under
control :
Tough-on-Cr ime pol i t ics ,  mi l i tar ized pol ice ,  surve i l lance ,  bu i ld ing
more pr isons

3.  Ident i fy  the  impact  of  the  symptomat ic  solut ions on other  parts  of
the system:   
Mass incarcerat ion ,  immigrant  detent ion ,  explo i tat ion  of  pr ison labor ,
premature  death ,  perpetuat ion of  condi t ions of  oppression

4.  Ident i fy  fundamental  solut ions.  Develop mult ip le  perspect ives:   
Col lect iv ized care  of  marginal ized groups through community  based
organizat ions and programs.  I f  deep understanding is  requi red for  a
fundamenta l  so lut ion ,  fu l l  comprehension of  the  h istory  of  a
community  is  the  cr i t ica l  perspect ive  that  should  lead effor ts  for
solut ions.

Divest  f rom pol ice  funding and rea l locate  budget  towards l i fe -
susta in ing resources such as  heal th  care ,  educat ion ,  food and
housing secur i ty ,  soc ia l  work ,  menta l  heal th  t reatment ,  ch i ld  care ,
etc .  These are  the  foundat ional  factors  that  can enr ich  a  community
and break the  causal  cyc le  of  symptomat ic  problems long- term.

SHIFTING THE BURDEN:SEVEN ACTION STEPS

5.  Map s ide-effects  of  quick  f ixes  that  may be undermining the
usabi l i ty  of  the  fundamental  solut ion:
The s ide  ef fects  of  cr iminal izat ion  fur ther  d isrupt  community
res i l ience ,  separate  fami l ies  f rom one another ,  and cause
sensat ional ized publ ic  fear .  These factors  become tools  for
conf i rmat ion b ias  that  the  marginal ized group f i ts  a  “cr iminal ”
stereotype.

6.  F ind interconnect ions to  fundamental  loops.  F ind l inks  between
the interact ion effects  and the fundamental  solut ion that  may be
causing gr id lock:     
A  gr id lock  is  re inforced by  the  ideology  that  impr isonment  is  the
“solut ion”  to  pol i t ica l ,  soc ia l ,  and economic problems and the
generat ion of  prof i t  f rom th is  approach.  Because there  is  an
enterpr ise  bui l t  around the  over lapping interests  of  stakeholders
(e .g . ,  government ,  po l i t ic ians ,  pr ivate  pr ison industr ies ,  corporat ions
that  extor t  pr ison labor ,  surve i l lance industr ies ,  construct ion
companies ,  and law enforcement) ,  incent ive  to  move away f rom th is
behaviora l  system is  gr id - locked.  This  takes away va luable  resources
from developing fundamenta l  so lut ions ,  and worse ,  d iscredi ts  i ts
va l id i ty .

7.  Ident i fy  h igh- leverage act ions f rom both perspect ives:
Create  feedback pol ic ies  for  feedback loops.  The short -s ighted and
react ionary  pat tern  of  pol icy  making as  a  response to  cr ime does not
lead to  long- term solut ions.

Framework Source: William Braun



“You can imagine why a  dynamic ,  se l f -ad just ing feedback system
cannot  be  governed by  a  stat ic ,  unbending pol icy .  I t ’s  eas ier ,  more
effect ive ,  and usual ly  much cheaper  to  design pol ic ies  that  change
depending on the  state  of  the  system.  

Especia l ly  where  there  are  great  uncerta int ies ,  the  best  pol ic ies  not
only  conta in  feedback loops ,  but  meta- feedback loops—loops that
a l ter ,  correct ,  and expand loops.  These are  pol ic ies  that  des ign
learn ing into  the  process. ”  

-  Donel la  H.  Meadows
Think ing  in  Systems
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Past Present Future

Around
the

System

System

Within
the

System

Collectivized care means securing basic needs for everyone in a

community. As mentioned in overcoming the Shifting the Burden

Archetype, this includes stability in housing, food security, clean water,

education, health care, mental health resources. Further access to

resources that improve social welfare such as social work, child care,

mutual aid, and good jobs can enrich communities, restore autonomy, and

build resiliency. The notion “survival of the fittest'' has pervaded the ways

we operate our society, making our dynamics competitive rather than

optimizing. Competition takes too much energy and does not promote

mutualistic relationships - a crucial element to how organisms survive. 

Feedback loops provide critical information for organisms in a system to

be locally attuned and responsive. Decision makers within this system

would benefit immensely from adopting frameworks of mutual support 

 that have evolved the planet for the last 3.8 billion years. Many animal

communities are location-based. The place connects the members of an

ecosystem - this does not exclude humans. The interactions within these

community systems are what define the wellbeing of all inhabitants. The

following natural strategies can provide a guide reimagining the future of

collectivized care, alleviate the harmful impacts of the PIC, and disrupt

the cycle of causality.

Chatte l
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Colonizat ion
 

Internat ional
S lave Trade

 
Exportat ion  of

Goods

Plantat ion Owners
 

Whi te
Supremacists

 
Goods Produce by
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Industr ia l
Complex

Maintenance of  Condi t ions
That  Foster  Harm

 
Xenophobia

 
Corporate  Interest  in

Pr ivate  Pr ison Industry
 

Surve i l lance
 

Armed Pol ice

Col lect iv ized 
Care

Decouple  Pol ice  From
Socia l  Inf rast ructure

 
Disarm Law

Enforcement
 

Reduce Contact
Between People  and the
Cr iminal  Legal  System

Investment  in  
Educat ion ,  Housing ,  

Food Secur i ty ,  
C lean Water ,  
Heal th  Care ,  

Menta l  Heal th  Treatment ,  
Socia l  Work ,  Chi ld  Care ,  

Mutual  A id ,  
Good Jobs

Pr ison Labor  Explo i tat ion
 

Menta l  Heal th  Exacerbat ion ,
Dehumanizat ion ,  Torture ,

PTSD,  Chronic  Heal th
Issues ,  Premature  Death

 
Fa lse  Incr iminat ion

Hyper -Cr iminal izat ion 
Extended Sentencing
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Forests (and other ecosystems) can return to their stasis even after large disturbances

by “remembering” what their composition was like prior to the disaster. The

information is stored in the structure of biological legacies, mobile links, and support

areas.

Biological legacies include the organisms that inhabit the forest, patterns, or

structures that exist through the disturbance. Large living trees or dead tree hosts

provide seeds, rhizomes, roots, and nutrients to regenerate damaged areas and

species. Some of these legacies might be survived by well-adapted and resilient

organisms that outlast the disturbance. 

Mobile link organisms move between habitats during a disturbance. Upon returning to

the ecosystem when the disturbance is over, they can help restore a lot of the key

operations that will lead to regeneration. By completing tasks such as pollination, seed

dispersal, nutrient translocation, they reconnect the severed areas of the forest. 

Support areas are the spaces that help sustain the mobile link organisms while the

disturbance is happening.

Together, these three interacting components create a resilient network of supporting

pillars (i.e. ecological memory) and make reorganization possible. Memory is a key

component of rebuilding and adapting after large disturbances. The participating

members of this habitat adapt over time to the “characteristic disturbance regime” -

implying that disturbances are inevitable, but the back-up plan and support of the

rebuild is what resiliency is made of.

BIOMIMICRY IN THE SYSTEM

Image: Federico Bottos

ECOSYSTEMS RECOVER FROM DISTURBANCE
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Decentralized communication and leadership

Performing functions by designated roles

Efficient information exchange

Attuned and locally responsive

System set up to have defaults when disturbances or irregularities occur

Effective communication conserves energy, passes knowledge,

increasing fitness

Allows for complex collaboration and interdependence, group consensus

and problem solving

Passage of information to the closest node allows response to be

expedited

Passing on knowledge allows for higher efficiency

Uses information, leverages feedback loops and responsiveness to

context

Leverages interdependent relationships

Creates opportunities, community-based relationships, fosters emergent

relationships

Co-evolves with other parts of system

Optimizes information and carries out multiple functions

SYSTEM RELATIONS & BIOMIMICRY

If something is important, it should be

decentralized and distributed throughout the

system so one hit doesn’t take it out.These are

the principles of how to organize. 

Grassroots organizing employs the same

principles, however communication, execution,

and distribution can always be increased - thus

building more resiliency. 

How do we optimize reach in the demographics

we want to support, influence, and reinforce?

TAKEAWAYS
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Collectivized care can be designed to resemble the forest’s system for

reassembling after disturbances. Forests can return to status even after

large disasters because of the robust structure in which information and

resources are stored (legacies, mobile links, support areas). Providing

access to basic needs through a system of back-ups plans, alternative

resources, and feedback loops will foster community resiliency. 

IMPLEMENTATION

Created by Emily Harrington, http://www.ehillustration.com

Legacies (agents, patterns, or structures that uphold the system behavior,

survives the vital information for next generations): People throughout the

system, infrastructure, organizations, institutions of education and

healthcare, written works of organizers, mutual aid, good jobs, housing, food

security, clean water, education, health care, mental health care, social work

programs, child care.

Mobile Links (agents connect severed areas of system and restore

operations for regeneration): Activists, community organizers, educators,

leaders of nonprofits, grass-root organizations, social workers, health care

workers, therapists, emergency response personnel, local politicians, voting

residents, child care providers, food workers, builders.

Support Areas (spaces that help sustain the mobile link agents): Shelters,

soup kitchens, local farms, community centers, free clinics, hospitals,

nonprofits, donation stores/organizations, tiny homes.
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“L ibera t ion  under  oppress ion  is  unth inkab le  by  des ign . ”

-Er ica  Meiners



SOLUT ION  3 :

REGENERAT IVE

DES IGN



Meiners’ aphorism astutely captures how the PIC was manufactured

to produce these results. As many activists, organizers, and critics

have examined, the perpetuation of prisoners is the product that

sustains the demand , and the strategy is maintaining the conditions

that foster crime. 

If the purpose of a system is what it does, then the PIC damages

more than it claims to reduce. Although it might appear to be built

with one set of intentions, the effects on relations rippling

throughout its sub-systems, parallel systems, and super-systems

define the actual function: to quiet political dissent, maintain the

control for those in power, and exchange punishment for profit at

the cost of human lives.

The governing rule of Life’s Principles is “life creates conditions

conducive to life”. What is sustainable, and what is capable of

evolution, demands these conditions. The PIC’s design leverages

manipulation of such conditions to produce its artificial

sustainability, and strips our societal consciousness of any

creativity to imagine something alternative.
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If there is no such thing as a sustainable product, perhaps only a sustainable product

system, the emphasis falls on the operations that ensure its sustainability - true

sustainability. From scholars Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, we must seek “abolition

as the founding of a new society”. Design is the problem, but it can also be the solution.

THE SYSTEM ISN'T BROKEN. 

IT WAS BUILT THIS WAY.



Col lect iv ized 
Care

Future

Around
the

System

Decouple  Pol ice  From
Socia l  Inf rast ructure

 
Disarm Law

Enforcement
 

Reduce Contact
Between People  and the
Cr iminal  Legal  System
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REGENERATIVE DESIGN PRINCIPLES

We must start by understanding the system and its elements to the location, precisely the purpose of all the

system maps featured in this presentation. There are connections that ripple out into supersystems and

subsystems; without a proper understanding of the patterns of behavior and history, changes often fail to

have regenerative effects, or worse, have adverse ones. The impacts of adverse side-effects are observable

in the hast to generate symptomatic solutions. 

WORKING FROM POTENTIAL

By perceiving the carceral system as “broken”, we reaffirm reform and close our imagination to any other paths towards Regenerative Design. Ideological

formations are massive drivers in decision making and define what is acceptable discourse. Working from potential challenges us to question dominant

ideological formations about “justice”.

Mapped (in the previous slide) are emerging relationships between the conditions that make people vulnerable to interpersonal violence and the

abandonment of vulnerable communities through geographical divestment. If what is essential is to reduce harm - rather than “crime” - we must focus

efforts on reducing the factors that increase the likelihood of using harm as a means to solve problems.

Michael Zinzun, late member Black Panther Party for Self-Defense and founder of the Coalition Against Police Abuse (CAPA), inadvertently became an

environmental justice activist because he was an anti-police violence activist purely by virtue of his dedication to reducing premature death. Zinzun

mapped the emerging relationship between children growing up in projects dying of asthma and the dismal maintenance of public housing (vermin

infestation, mold, and pesticides increase incidence of asthma). As activist Ruth Wilson Gilmore reflects, “he was against the police because police were

shortening lives. He became an environmental justice activist because the environment within the living spaces for these young people was literally killing

them. And so he became, as it were, a model" for what regenerative design can look like when we take note of feedback loops. 



Col lect iv ized 
Care
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REGENERATIVE DESIGN PRINCIPLES

The performance of regenerative goals are measured in terms of the intended

contribution of the socio-ecological environment and the members within it (a

living context). Goals should be place sourced and place specific (i.e. , one

design will not fit all contexts) and implement aspects that will improve the

system long-term. 

Designing for evolution means designs are not fixed, but dynamic. As Meadows

points out in Thinking in Systems, “the best policies not only contain feedback

loops, but meta-feedback loops that alter, correct, and expand loops”. The key

here is learning from the process, which evolves the system as it progresses.

This principle calls for the implementation of roles rather than services. 

What do we want the roles in our communities to look like? 

DESIGN FOR EVOLUTION

Ruth Wilson Gilmore argues, “police and other systems of organized violence do not arise out of any concern for public safety. Instead, these institutions became

fixtures in our society so that the powerful could guarantee their right to exploit labor and enforce social hierarchy as modern society became more complex”.

Who else can provide the role for enriching public safety? These roles are highly interpersonal and touch intimately on the development of physical and mental

safety for those in a community, especially for the youth. Societal criminalization of children starts in classrooms and funding police presence in educational

institutions creates a positive feedback loop (indicated in red). To enhance the visibility of the system as it spreads up to the next level, we must eliminate the

presence of police in education institutions, reframe education curriculums, and increase funding in youth enrichment programs (indicated in brown).



Image: Critical Resistance Oakland

Agents coming across a piece of resource (i.e. ,

knowledge, tools, funding) can be assigned roles that

match their resource to another point in the system.

In sharing the things that we find, the collection of

knowledge can evolve and build, eventually becoming

organizations that serve larger populations within the

community, hubs that provide support and build

resilience. 

Variation is necessary in our approaches to

addressing human needs. Each community will differ

in their parameters and needs - it is up to those who

are a part of that ecosystem to find the right

combination that leads to a common goal through

decentralized strategy. 

VALUE-ADDING ROLES
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REGENERATIVE DESIGN PRINCIPLES

The regenerative project can assign new roles for both people and

places, creating partnerships between elements within the

location. This is done through operational capacity goals

(systemic functional effectiveness), organizational capacity goals

(the character and culture of a system and its location), and

aspirational goals (creating meaningful opportunities to

contribute). The culmination will amount to hopefully a new way

of thinking, decision making, and resonance - a paradigm shift.

PARTNERING WITH PLACE

Regenerative designs are tasked to develop progressively

mutualistic relationships between the humans in the system and

their environment. It is a process of aligning communities with

larger patterns and it is a dynamic process. The pulse of the

system ecosystem must be taken as influencing factors change

inevitably through time. This principle values biodiversity, develops

relational connections, and redefines what constitutes wealth.

CO-EVOLVING MUTUALISM



“Abo l i t ion  has  to  be  “g reen . ”  I t  has  to  take  ser ious ly  the  p rob lem of  env i ronmenta l
harm,  env i ronmenta l  rac ism,  and  env i ronmenta l  degradat ion .  

To  be  “g reen”  i t  has  to  be  “ red . ”  I t  has  to  f igure  out  ways  to  genera l i ze  the
resources  needed  fo r  we l l -be ing  fo r  the  most  vu lnerab le  peop le  in  our  communi ty ,
wh ich  then  w i l l  ex tend  to  a l l  peop le .  

And  to  do  that ,  to  be  “g reen”  and  “ red , ”  i t  has  to  be  in te rnat iona l .  I t  has  to  s t re tch
across  borders  so  that  we  can  conso l ida te  our  s t rength ,  our  exper ience ,  and  our
v is ion  fo r  a  be t te r  wor ld . ”

-Ruth  Wi lson Gi lmore
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REFLECTION

Sustainability within the Prison Industrial Complex is

already happening. The cycle was designed to sustain

itself and has been at the cost of vulnerable communities.

We must be critical of who and what ideologies determine

the definition of sustainability within this system. The

current ideology sets goals to only perpetuate cycles of

harm, guised as symptomatic solutions.

The collection of these system-frameworks prompts

imagination for how agents can become activated in their

environment to change a problematic pattern of behavior.

PIC abolition does not look like a centralized one-size-fits-

all framework; that is the problem with policing,

incarceration, and surveillance. Rather, it is through the

process of building localized programs that we find what

best serves each community. We must engage in what

Mariame Kaba coins: a million experiments. 

REGENERATIVE DESIGN IS GREEN, 
THEREFORE ABOLITION IS GREEN. 

Context is the foundation for why these struggles are happening

and how we can actually address them with human needs at the

forefront. As Kaba posits, “people want to treat ‘we’ll figure it

out by working to get there’ as some sort of rhetorical evasion

instead of being a fundamental expression of trust in the power

of conscious collective effort” - yet our societies are

conditioned to see discomfort in uncertainty. 

The capitalist mindset is not centered around process, it

commands a substitution for one product in the place of

another. While certain industries such as high-tech or banking

revere and normalize failure, it is only with missions for social

transformation where suddenly failure is not supported or be

spoken about - or it discredits ideas as if they do not have merit.

Kaba tries to steer away from the notion that models for social

transformation exist, as if there is some “correct” way to bring

about change. She urges organizers, activists, and community

members to think about what their ecosystems need. What

might be “effective” for one group of people may not translate

into another - which is why we need creative and generative

processes that reiterate from learned experiences. 





"Every th ing  wor thwhi le  i s  done  w i th  o thers . "
-Mar iame Kaba



APPENDIX
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I t  is  a  wel l -des igned & st rategic  system that
encompasses many moving parts ,  res i l ient  in  i ts

support  by  var ious leve ls  of  power .  The
disproport ionate  cr iminal izat ion  of  B lack  and

Lat inx  populat ions is  un just .  To decouple ,  i f  not
to  redesign a l together ,  to  d imin ish  the  harm and

in just ice  towards marginal ized human beings.

An understanding of  the  h istory  of  Chatte l
S lavery  in  the  U.S. ,  po l i t ica l  movements  and

thei r  goals ,  factors  that  re inforced misguided
publ ic  fear ,  who is  funding system components .

Why explore  th is  system?

Broader  System

System of  Focus

Narrower  System

What  is  necessary  to  fu l ly  exp lore  the  system?

How to  Reduce Harm 
Without  Pol ice  Interact ion

 
Foundat ional  Community  Safety

 
Prov id ing Resources for  

the  People  Affected

Pr ison Industr ia l  Complex
 

Carcera l  System
 

Cr iminal izat ion

Legacy of  Systemic  Racism
 

Government
 

Racia l  Capi ta l ism

System Exploration

‘DEFINE’  PACK Adapted f rom Darre l l  Mann
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SYSTEM ELEMENTS

EXTERNAL FACTORS
The PIC ex ists  wi th in  encompassing systems of  white
supremacy  and rac ia l  capi ta l ism,  complexes developed through
sett ler -co lonia l ism.  Racia l  capi ta l ism,  the  ext ract ion of  socia l
and economic va lue  f rom a person of  a  d i f ferent  rac ia l  ident i ty
by  a  dominant  group ,  is  the  foundat ion for  chatte l  s lavery .  

These factors  heav i ly  in f luence the  out l ined inputs .  By
understanding the  h istory  of  chatte l  s lavery  in  th is  country ,  we
can star t  to  t race the  system's  s ignals  and t r iggers .

E l i  Whi tney ’s  invent ion of  the  cot ton g in  in  1793:  This
revolut ion ized the  ef f ic iency  of  p ick ing cot ton ,
so l id i fy ing race-based s lavery  in  the  U.S.  By  1840 ,  the
U.S.  suppl ied  75% of  the  wor ld 's  cot ton.  By  1860
enslaved people  were  va lued at  ~$3.5  b i l l ion ,  equiva lent
to  ~$75 b i l l ion  today. ⁷

Banning of  imported enslaved persons in  1808:  The end
of  the  internat ional  s lave  t rade t r iggered a  response to
develop a  robust  domest ic  s lave  t rade network ,
meaning ,  so  as  to  avoid  be ing euphemist ic ,  the  sexual
abuse and impregnat ion of  ens laved women to  produce
future  generat ions of  ens laved peoples.

Fugi t ive  S lave  Act  of  1850:  In  addi t ion  to  ex ist ing
fugi t ive  s lave  organizat ions ( i .e .  modern  pol ice  grew
direct ly  out  of  v ig i lante  s lave-catchers) ,  th is  act
requi red a l l  federa l  judges ,  inc luding those in  f ree
states ,  to  ab ide in  the  return  of  escaped enslaved
peoples  to  the i r  legal  "owners" .  However ,  the  fa lse ly
accused could  not  test i fy  on the i r  own behal f ,  nor  could
they  ask  for  a  jury  t r ia l ,  leading to  the  enslavement  of
many f ree  people  -  set t ing  precedent  for  phenomena
observed in  contemporary  law enforcement  such as
impl ic i t  b ias  and rac ia l  prof i l ing.

Major  events  that  paved the  f ramework  
for  modern  concepts  ut i l ized in  the  PIC:

 

      *or ig ina l  names of  organizat ions are  used for  the  purpose of  c lar i tyH. Tees
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Fi rst  Afr ican 
capt ives  

brought  to  
Jamestown

1619

Chatte l  s lavery  is
legal ized into  the

establ ishment
of  the  U.S.

1776

El i  Whi tney
invents  the
cotton g in
1793

1863
Lincoln 's  

Emancipat ion
Proclamat ion

13th
Amendment

1865

Ruff in  vs
Common
Weal th
1871

1896
Federa l  
pr ison system
establ ished

Chatte l  S lavery

1870-1896
Jim Crow

Civ i l  
R ights  

Movement
1954–1968

1971
Nixon
declares  
War  on 
Drugs

Graham 
vs Connor
1989

1994
Cl inton

Cr ime
Bi l l

Cal i forn ia
Three

Str ikes
Law

Reagan Era
1981-1989

2001-2009
G.W.Bush Era

Ar izona SB
1070 Law
2010

2013
BLM Movement
star ts  in
response to
the k i l l ing  of
Trayvon Mart in  

COVID-19 Global
Pandemic star ts
2020 

Expedi ted re lease
of  ~ 208 ,500
inmates
Mar-Jun 

1983
Correct ions

Corporat ion of
Amer ica  (CCA)  is

formed,  pr ison
economy pr ivat ized

 

Vietnam War
begins ,  Ant i -War
Movement  star ts

1964

Chattel slavery's 400 year history informs many of the influencing factors that feed
the PIC today. The end of the international slave trade triggered a response to

develop a robust domestic slave trade network. The origins of policing was
developed through the Fugitive Slave Act, and emulates phenomena observed in

contemporary law enforcement like implicit bias and racial profiling.

Emancipation only extended to states that had seceded from the Union. As
a means to replace the loss of production and protection of property from
abolition, the post-Civil-War hegemony continued the exploitation of Black

labor through racial capitalism, racial caste system, and penal labor.

13th Amendment i.e. Legalized Penal Labor: Institution of slavery ends,
"except as punishment of crime". This created a loophole to extort forced

labor under criminalization. Ruffin vs Commonwealth establishes an
incarcerated person as a "slave of the state".

Whitney's invention revolutionized the efficiency of
picking cotton, defining the solidification of race-based

slavery in the U.S. By 1860 enslaved people were valued
at ~$3.5 billion, equivalent to ~$75 billion today. 

1988
Ant i -Drug Abuse
Act :  hyper -
cr iminal izat ion
of  crack cocaine

The 1994 Crime Bill federally extended death penalty to 60 new crimes, increased
sentences, offered financial incentives for building new prisons, enforced

mandatory sentencing and truth-in-sentencing laws, eliminated higher education
for inmates, and militarized law enforcement - all leading to the acceleration of

mass incarceration. CA builds 24 new prisons in a 23 yr span. 

Public Enemy Number One: Nixon Era marked a moment in history where a
group of people define by race & class was marked as the 'enemy'. Hyper-
criminalization of crack cocaine vs powder cocaine with disproportionate

sentences on crack cocaine users; mandated minimum sentencing enacted.

Graham vs Connor Supreme Court ruling allows for
police killing in claim of defense if they fear for their life.

In merely four decades, the total prison population increases
6.6 times from the start of the Nixon Era (357,292 ppl) to the

end of the Bush era (3,362,500 ppl). 

That  Led to  the Creat ion of  the  PIC Enterpr ise
HISTORICAL EVENTS

1861-1865
Civ i l  War

The strategy of mass incarceration is utilized against immigrant
populations and institutions of family regulation. AZ passes a law
that allows for police to stop anyone that looks like an immigrant.

People are detained for indefinite periods of time without trial. This
converts immigration into criminalization with an undertone of

counterterrorism tactics, a strategy influenced by the War on Terror.

1850
Fugi t ive

Slave Act

1808
End of

Internat ional
S lave Trade
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SYSTEM ELEMENTS

INPUTS &  OUTPUTS
WHAT IS  ALEC?

The Amer ican Legis lat ive  Exchange Counci l  (ALEC)  is  a
lobby ing f i rm that  acts  as  a  pr ivate  c lub of  pol i t ic ians
and corporate  execut ives.  The purpose of  th is  f i rm is  to
draf t  model  b i l ls  that  are  pro-capi ta l  for  leg is lators  to
enact  through Congress.  ALEC has p layed a  prominent
ro le  in  he lp ing pass leg is lat ion  that  repeal
env i ronmenta l  regulat ions ,  deregulate  benef ic iar ies '
industr ies ,  pr ivat ize  educat ion ,  and shape vot ing  r ights
in  the  U.S. ⁴  The b i l ls  are  c leansed of  any  reference to
ALEC before  int roduced publ ic ly ,  a l though there  have
been mul t ip le  instances where  lawmakers  have
submit ted the  model  b i l l  verbat im for  rev iew,  forget t ing
to  erase the  ALEC watermark.

In  2011 ,  the  Center  for  Media  and Democracy  (CMD)
exposed 850 model  b i l ls  ghostwr i t ten  by  ALEC s ince
the 1970s.  L isa  Graves of  CMD asserts ,  “ the  fact  is ,  is
that  these b i l ls  have ,  in  essence ,  been pre -approved by
some of  the  b iggest  g lobal  corporat ions in  the  wor ld ,
and then ,  in  essence ,  they  are  rat i f ied  by  the  pol i t ic ians
who lead ALEC,  and then they  are  put  out  throughout
the  country” .

For  more  informat ion on ALEC,  p lease v is i t  a lecexposed.org ,  a
comprehensive  wik i  compi led  by  the  Center  for  Media  and Democracy.

Correct ions Corporat ion of  Amer ica  ( rebranded to
CoreCiv ic  in  2016)  and other  pr ivate  pr ison companies  are
a part  of  ALEC’s  agenda.  In  2021 ,  CoreCiv ic ’s  tota l  assets
are  worth  $3.8  b i l l ion .

The economic model  of  the  PIC depends on the  inputs  of
cr iminals .

ALEC is  responsib le  for  the  set  of  hyper -cr iminal izat ion
legis lat ion  that  un leashed the  growth of  mass
incarcerat ion :  Cal i forn ia ’s  Three St r ikes  Law (1994) ,  the
Federa l  Cr ime Bi l l  of  1994 ( i .e .  B iden & Cl inton Cr ime Bi l l ) ,
mandated sentencing b i l ls ,  and t ruth - in -sentencing b i l ls .

Tact ics  f rom the War  on Drugs are  a lso weaponized
against  other  populat ions l ike  immigrants ,  enacted by
Ar izona ’s  SB 1070 b i l l  (2010) ,  which ALEC a lso draf ted.

ALEC WITHIN THE SYSTEM

Prof i t  fo r  pun ishment .

Corporat ions f rom the industr ies  of  heal thcare  inc luding
pharmaceut ica ls ,  banking ,  insurance ,  mul t i - industry
consumer  goods ,  tech g iants ,  foss i l  fue ls ,  defense
contractors ,  conservat ive  news out lets ,  and pr ivate  pr ison
industr ies  are  current  or  former  members  of  ALEC. ⁵
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Many corporat ions ex i ted ALEC in
2012 af ter  i ts  exposure  by  CMD

and the  k i l l ing  of  Trayvon Mart in
which led  to  publ ic  reve lat ion  that
ALEC was behind F lor ida ’s  Stand

Your  Ground law (2005) .  
 

Th is  law exonerated George
Zimmerman f rom murder ing

Mart in ,  17  years  o ld  and unarmed,
in  c la im of  se l f  defense ,  even

though Z immerman in i t ia ted the
armed pursui t .

13th /Ava DuVernay

Center for Media and Democracy Cindy Shi



WHITE  SUPREMACY
Sub-Systems:

Xenophobia

Racial Caste Hierarchy

Maintenance of Oppression

Racial Capitalism

PRISON INDUSTRIAL  COMPLEX
Sub-Systems:

Domestic Repression of Dissent

Coupling Carceral System & War on Drugs

Militarized Police

WAR ON TERROR
Sub-Systems: 

Indefinite Detention

Subsuming Immigration with

Counterterrorism

Expansion of Surveillance Opportunities
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ASCENDANCY THROUGH COLONIALISM
Super-System

System of Focus Parallel SystemParallel System

System Exploration

Template  developed by  Curt  McNamara wi th  the  B iomimicry  Inst i tute
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WAR ON DRUGS
Sub-Systems:

Tough-on-Crime Politicians

Domestic Repression of Dissent

Hyper-Criminalization of Crack Cocaine

Sensationalism and Disproportionate Black Arrests

CRIMINALIZATION
Sub-Systems:

Disenfranchisement & marginalization of POC,

immigrants, political dissenters, poor people,

LGBTQ. Protects interests of politicians,

private prison industries, law enforcement.

 

MILITARIZED POLICE
Sub-Systems: 

Responding to potentially non-violent situations

with violent force: homelessness, drug addiction,

domestic dispute, political dissent, mental illness

crisis, fear, noise complaints, traffic regulation.
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THE PRISON INDUSTRIAL  COMPLEX
Super-System

System of Focus Parallel SystemParallel System

System Exploration

Template  developed by  Curt  McNamara wi th  the  B iomimicry  Inst i tute
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