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INTRODUCTION: A
QUESTION THAT
CHALLENGES THE
FOUNDATION OF
JUSTICE

F e w  b o o k s  h a v e
shaken the foundations
of  cr iminal  just ice
reform  as  profoundly
as  Angela  Dav is 's
landmark  work,  Are
Prisons  Obsolete.
Published in 2003, this
concise  yet  powerful
text  dares  to  ask  a
question  that  most
people never consider:
What if prisons, as we
know them, are not a

necessary  par t  o f
society  but  rather  an
outdated  institution
t h a t  s h o u l d  b e
abolished? For anyone
cur ious  about  Are
Prisons  Obsolete
Angela  Davis ,  the
answer is not a simple
yes  or  no.  Instead,
D a v i s  b u i l d s  a
m e t i c u l o u s l y
researched  argument
that challenges readers
to  reimagine  justice,
safety, and community
accountability from the
ground  up.  In  th is
article, we will explore
the  key  themes  of
Dav is ' s  work ,  the
concept of  the prison-
industrial complex, the
historical  context  of
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incarceration,  and  the
alternative frameworks
she  proposes  for  a
more  just  future.

WHO IS ANGELA
DAVIS AND WHY
DOES HER VOICE
MATTER?

Before  diving  into  the
arguments  o f  Are
Prisons  Obsolete
Angela  Davis,  it  is
essential to understand
the  author  herself.
Angela Yvonne Davis is
a distinguished political
activist,  scholar,  and
author  who  has  been
at  the  forefront  of
s o c i a l  j u s t i c e
movements  for  over
five  decades.  A  former
p r o f e s s o r  a t  t h e
University of California,
Santa  Cruz,  Davis  is
known for her work on
feminism,  cr i t ica l
t h e o r y ,  a n d  t h e
intersections  of  race,
c lass ,  and  gender
within  the  criminal

lega l  system.  Her
personal  history  with
incarceration—she was
famously  tried  and
acqu i t ted  fo r  he r
alleged involvement in
a  1970  court room
incident—gives  her  a
unique  and  deeply
personal  perspective
on the  prison  system.
This background lends
immense  credibility
and  urgency  to  the
question  posed in  her
book. When Davis asks
whether  prisons  are
obsolete,  she  is  not
theorizing  from  an
ivory  tower;  she  is
speaking  from  lived
e x p e r i e n c e  a n d
decades  of  frontline
activism.

THE CENTRAL
THESIS: ARE
PRISONS
OBSOLETE?

The title of the book is
d e l i b e r a t e l y
provocative.  Davis
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does  not  claim  that
prisons  will  disappear
overn ight  o r  tha t
abolition  is  a  simple
process.  Instead,  she
argues that the prison
system,  as  a  primary
means  of  addressing
social harm, has failed
on  every  measurable
front.  Are  Prisons
Obsolete  Angela
Davis presents a case
that  imprisonment
does not reduce crime,
does  not  rehabilitate
offenders,  and  does
not  address  the  root
c a u s e s  o f  s o c i a l
conflict,  such  as
poverty,  racism,  and
inequality.  Instead,
prisons  function  as
w a r e h o u s e s  f o r
s o c i e t y ' s  m o s t
vulnerable populations,
particularly  people  of
color  and  the  poor.
Davis invites readers to
imagine a world where
we  no  longer  rely  on
cages as a solution to

c o m p l e x  h u m a n
problems.  She  draws
parallels  to  earlier
abolition  movements,
such as the fight to end
slavery,  to  illustrate
that what once seemed
u n t h i n k a b l e  c a n
eventually  become  a
moral  imperative.

Understa
nding the
Prison-
Industrial
Complex
A  central  concept  in
Are Prisons Obsolete
Angela  Davis  is  the
p r i s o n - i n d u s t r i a l
complex  (PIC).  Davis
defines  this  as  the
overlapping  interests
o f  g o v e r n m e n t ,
corporat ions,  and
institutions  that  profit
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from  incarceration.
P r i v a t e  p r i s o n
c o m p a n i e s ,
construction  firms,
food service providers,
a n d  e v e n  p h o n e
companies  all  benefit
from a growing inmate
population.  The  PIC
creates  a  perverse
incentive:  the  more
people  are  locked  up,
the  more  money  is
made.  This  system,
Davis argues, has little
to do with justice and
everything  to  do  with
economic  exploitation.
B y  f r a m i n g
incarceration  as  an
industry, she makes it
clear that reform is not
enough. The system is
designed to perpetuate
i t s e l f ,  a n d  a n y
meaningful  change
must  address  the
economic and political
structures that sustain
it.

Historical
Roots of
the
Modern
Prison
Davis traces the origins
of the American prison
system  back  to  the
post-Civil  War  era,
when  the  Thirteenth
Amendment  abolished
slavery but included a
loophole:  involuntary
servitude  remained
legal as punishment for
a crime. This loophole
was  exploited  through
Black Codes and later
Jim Crow laws, leading
t o  t h e  m a s s
incarceration of African
A m e r i c a n s .  A r e
Prisons  Obsolete
Angela  Davis  argues
that the prison system
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is not a departure from
s l a v e r y  b u t  a
continuation of  it  in  a
different  form.  This
historical perspective is
c r u c i a l  f o r
understanding  why
prison  abolition  is  not
just  about  c los ing
facilities  but  about
d i s m a n t l i n g  a
racialized  system  of
c o n t r o l  t h a t  h a s
existed for centuries.

KEY ARGUMENTS
IN FAVOR OF
PRISON ABOLITION

Davis presents several
compelling  arguments
for  why  prisons  are
obsolete. Let us break
d o w n  t h e  m o s t
significant  ones.

Prisons
Do Not

Address
Root
Causes of
Crime
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
powerful points in Are
Prisons  Obsolete
Angela  Davis  is  that
prisons  do  nothing  to
prevent  crime  from
happening  in  the  first
place. Crime is often a
symptom  of  deeper
s o c i e t a l  i s s u e s :
p o v e r t y ,  l a c k  o f
education,  inadequate
mental  health  care,
subs tance  abuse
d i s o r d e r s ,  a n d
systemic  racism.  By
f o c u s i n g  o n
punishment  rather
than  prevention,  the
prison  system  ignores
these  root  causes.
Davis  argues  that  a
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t ru ly  safe  soc iety
w o u l d  i n v e s t  i n
housing,  healthcare,
e d u c a t i o n ,  a n d
c o m m u n i t y - b a s e d
conflict  resolution
rather  than  spending
b i l l i o n s  o n
incarceration.

The
Failure of
Rehabilit
ation
Despite the rhetoric of
rehabilitation,  prisons
are inherently punitive
environments.  Davis
points  out  that  the
conditions  inside most
prisons  are  brutal,
dehumanizing,  and
counterproductive  to
persona l  g rowth .
Solitary  confinement,
violence,  and  lack  of
m e a n i n g f u l

programming  create
trauma  rather  than
healing.  Are  Prisons
Obsolete  Angela
Davis  argues  that  if
rehabilitation were the
true  goal,  we  would
d e s i g n  e n t i r e l y
different  institutions
focused on restoration
a n d  h e a l i n g ,  n o t
p u n i s h m e n t  a n d
isolation.

Racial
and
Economic
Disparitie
s
The  United  States
incarcerates  more
people per capita than
any other nation in the
w o r l d ,  a n d  t h e
disparities  are  stark.
B l a c k  a n d  B r o w n
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c o m m u n i t i e s  a r e
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y
targeted  by  policing
and  sentencing.  Davis
highlights how the War
on  Drugs,  mandatory
minimum  sentences,
and  three-strikes  laws
h a v e  d e v a s t a t e d
communities  of  color.
Are Prisons Obsolete
Angela  Davis  makes
the  case  tha t  the
prison  system  is  not
b r o k e n — i t  i s
functioning  exactly  as
it  was  designed  to
f u n c t i o n ,  a s  a
mechanism  for  racial
and  social  control.

ALTERNATIVES TO
INCARCERATION
THAT DAVIS
PROPOSES

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
common  criticisms  of
prison abolition is that
i t  l e a v e s  s o c i e t y
without  any means  of
addressing  serious
harm. Davis anticipates

this  object ion  and
offers  a  range  of
alternatives. She is not
arguing  for  a  world
with no accountability;
she  i s  argu ing  for
accountability  that  is
rooted  in  community,
restoration, and justice
r a t h e r  t h a n
punishment.

Restorati
ve Justice
Restorative justice is a
key  alternative  that
Davis explores. Instead
o f  f o c u s i n g  o n
punishing the offender,
restorative  justice
b r i n g s  t o g e t h e r
victims,  offenders,  and
community  members
to  address  the  harm
that  has  been  done
and find ways to repair
i t .  Th i s  approach
prioritizes  healing  and
accountability  over
r e t r i b u t i o n .  Are
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Prisons  Obsolete
A n g e l a  D a v i s
highlights  numerous
e x a m p l e s  o f
restorative  justice
programs  that  have
successfully  reduced
r e c i d i v i s m  a n d
provided  closure  for
victims  in  ways  that
the court system often
cannot.

Decrimin
alization
and Harm
Reductio
n
Davis advocates for the
decriminalization  of
many  offenses,
part icular ly  drug-
related  crimes.  She
argues  that  substance
a b u s e  s h o u l d  b e
treated  as  a  public

health  issue,  not  a
criminal  one.  Harm
reduction  strategies,
such  as  safe  injection
sites  and  addiction
treatment,  are  far
more  effective  than
i n c a r c e r a t i o n  a t
reducing  drug-related
harm.  Are  Prisons
Obsolete  Angela
Davis makes the case
that by decriminalizing
certain  behaviors,  we
can dramatically shrink
the  prison  population
without  compromising
public  safety.

Communi
ty-Based
Safety
Initiatives
Another  alternative
Davis  proposes  i s
i n v e s t i n g  i n
c o m m u n i t y - b a s e d
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safety  in it iat ives.
Instead  of  calling  the
p o l i c e  f o r  e v e r y
conflict,  communities
can develop their own
m e c h a n i s m s  f o r
med ia t ion ,  c r i s i s
intervent ion,  and
support.  Programs like
mobile  crisis  response
teams and community
peacekeepers  offer  a
model  for  safety  that
does not rely on armed
law  enforcement.  Are
Prisons  Obsolete
Angela  Davis  argues
that true safety comes
from  strong,  healthy
communities, not from
more  prisons  or  more
police.

THE RELEVANCE
OF ARE PRISONS
OBSOLETE TODAY

Since the publication of
Are Prisons Obsolete
Angela  Davis ,  the
conversation  around
prison  abolition  has
m o v e d  f r o m  t h e

m a r g i n s  t o  t h e
mainstream. The Black
L i v e s  M a t t e r
movement, the rise of
decarceration  efforts
during  the  COVID-19
pandemic, and growing
awareness  o f  the
f a i l u r e s  o f  m a s s
incarceration  have  all
b r o u g h t  D a v i s ' s
arguments into sharper
f o c u s .  Y e t  t h e
challenges  remain
immense.  The  United
States  still  leads  the
world  in  incarceration
rates,  and  efforts  at
reform  have  often
resu l ted  in  a  net -
widening  effect  where
n e w  f o r m s  o f
su rve i l l ance  and
control  replace  old
ones.

Intersecti
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onality
and
Abolition

Feminism
Dav is ' s  work  a l so
i n t e r s e c t s  w i t h
abolition  feminism,
which argues that  the
prison  system  harms
women,  particularly
women  of  color,  in
unique and devastating
ways.  Incarcerated
w o m e n  a r e  o f t e n
survivors  of  domestic
violence  and  sexual
abuse, yet the system
retraumatizes  them
rather  than  providing
support.  Are  Prisons
Obsolete  Angela
Davis  ca l ls  for  an
approach  to  justice
that  recognizes  the
interconnected  nature
of  oppress ion  and

works to dismantle all
systems of domination,
not just prisons.

Global
Perspecti
ves on
Abolition
While  Davis  focuses
primarily on the United
States,  her  arguments
h a v e  g l o b a l
implications.  Mass
incarcerat ion  is  a
growing  problem  in
many  countries,  and
the  prison-industrial
complex is not unique
to America. By reading
Are Prisons Obsolete
A n g e l a  D a v i s ,
a c t i v i s t s  a n d
policymakers  around
the  world  can  find  a
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
challenging  their  own
carceral  systems  and
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imagining alternatives.

COMMON
CRITICISMS AND
DAVIS'S
RESPONSES

No  discussion  of  Are
Prisons  Obsolete
Angela  Davis  would
be  complete  without
a d d r e s s i n g  t h e
criticisms that abolition
often  faces.  Critics
argue that abolition is
naive,  dangerous,  or
impractical .  Davis
responds  by  pointing
out  that  the  current
system  is  a l ready
failing.  Prisons  do  not
make  us  safer,  and
they  cause  immense
suffering.  She  asks:  if
we  had  no  pr isons
today, would we invent
them?  Or  would  we
find  better  ways  to
handle  harm?  Davis
c h a l l e n g e s  t h e
a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t
incarceration  is  the
only  or  best  response

to  wrongdoing.  She
acknowledges  that
abolition is a long-term
g o a l  a n d  t h a t
transitional steps, such
as  decarceration  and
ending  cash  bail,  are
necessary  along  the
way.

CONCLUSION:
IMAGINING A
WORLD WITHOUT
PRISONS

Are Prisons Obsolete
Angela Davis is more
than a book; it is a call
t o  a c t i o n  a n d  a
blueprint  for  radical
imagination.  Davis
asks  us  to  consider
that prisons are not a
natural  or  inevitable
part  of  society  but  a
historically constructed
institution that can be
d i s m a n t l e d  a n d
r e p l a c e d  w i t h
something  better.  The
abolition  of  prisons  is
no t  about  l e t t i ng
people  get  away  with
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h a r m ;  i t  i s  a b o u t
creat ing  a  society
where  harm  is  less
l ikely  to  occur  and
where accountability is
m e a n i n g f u l  a n d
restorative. For anyone
interested  in  criminal
justice  reform,  social
justice, or the future of
democracy,  Davis's
work  i s  e ssen t i a l
reading.  The  question
she poses is not meant

to be answered quickly
or easily. Instead, it is
meant to open a door
to new possibilities. As
Davis  herself  writes,
we  must  develop  "an
abolitionist perspective
that  does  not  accept
t h e  g i v e n  a s
inevitable."  By  daring
to ask whether prisons
are  obso le te ,  she
invites  us  to  build  a
world  where  justice  is
truly just.


