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There is nothing new under the sun, but there are new suns.

—Octavia Butler







INTRODUCTION

Now, what I have said about Harlem is true of Chicago, Detroit, Washington, Boston, Philadelphia, Los Angeles and San Francisco—is true of every Northern city with a large Negro population. And the police are simply the hired enemies of this population. They are present to keep the Negro in his place and to protect white business interests, and they have no other function. They are, moreover—even in a country which makes the very grave error of equating ignorance with simplicity—quite stunningly ignorant; and, since they know that they are hated, they are always afraid. One cannot possibly arrive at a more surefire formula for cruelty.…

I am writing a report, which is also a plea for the recognition of our common humanity. Without this recognition, our common humanity will be proved in unutterable ways. My report is also based on what I myself know, for I was born in Harlem and raised there. Neither I, nor my family, can be said ever really to have left; we are—perhaps—no longer as totally at the mercy of the cops and the landlords as once we were. In any case, our roots, our friends, our deepest associations are there, and “there” is only about fifteen blocks away.

—James Baldwin, “A Report from Occupied Territory”1

IN 1966, JAMES BALDWIN PUBLISHED “A REPORT FROM OCCUPIED TERRITORY” in the Nation magazine. In the report, he described the realities of police violence within the context of poverty and systemic racism in Black communities. Importantly, Baldwin charged: “These things happen, in all our Harlems, every single day. If we ignore this fact, and our common responsibility to change this fact, we are sealing our doom.”

These words have never rung more true. Decades later, we are still trapped in cycles of violence from the state and within communities. This book presents my notes from occupied territory, from a society that polices crisis to preserve power. I share these thoughts not only to describe the conditions of Black communities and beyond as they relate to police but to chart a way out, for us to dream about what could be in a fresh, new society.

My questions around policing stem from my own experiences and those of people I’ve been close to, since I was young. My first memory of the police is from outside my Bronx home. That day is still cloudy—but I must have been around five or six years old. The red-blue lights were flashing. They pierced right through the window and curtains. I remember my dad standing by the door, defensive of himself and us. He told them not to come in. There was yelling and shouting. Whatever was going on, I knew then that there was no reason for people who had the ability to take his life—and ours—to be that close to us. The feeling of those lights—and their power—cycles through my body till today. Looking back, I see that there could have been so many other responses. The day left a lasting, traumatic impression on me not because it was inevitable but because there were no other options available to manage concerns that the police couldn’t address.

Throughout life, I’ve had to navigate conflict and violence. In those moments, I’ve never called the police. If I did call anyone, they were people I knew and trusted. I focused instead on building relationships with others and developing my own capacity to protect myself and people I cared for.

I’ve been trying to avoid the police for as long as I remember. As a kid, I knew they were trouble. I heard stories about the police being violent, saw them harass and arrest people, and saw how they enforced unjust laws. And at around thirteen, I started to experience it myself. It happened in a town in New Jersey, not far from where I lived. School had let out early that day, and my friends and I were just hanging out. It was a rare, carefree afternoon for us. No tests to take, no classes to attend, no gym to sweat in—just us laughing, talking about whatever young teenagers talk about—our latest crush, a teacher that frustrated us, a pair of sneakers we wanted, but couldn’t quite afford.

But our sense of freedom quickly evaporated when the police showed up. They thought we were skipping school. We weren’t skipping, just trying to have some fun and enjoy the day. But that didn’t matter to them.

The officer zeroed in on me. I remember how he spoke to me. His tone and questions implying that I was doing something wrong as he searched for deference. Implying that I was some kind of danger to him, not seeing that I was a boy with his friends, draping his jacket over his body for warmth. There was no weapon, no threat—I was just a kid. But that wasn’t enough for him.

Frustrated by how I was being treated, I wasn’t deferential in my responses, because I knew I hadn’t done anything wrong. Then, suddenly, he grabbed me. For a brief moment, I thought about resisting, about trying to stop him. But I realized quickly that any resistance on my part might escalate things and cost me my life.

In a single moment, memories of my father and that basement apartment, the flashing lights outside our window. The fear in his eyes and now the fear in my own. So I didn’t resist. I let my body go limp as he violently threw me to the ground. He held me there for a while, then put me into the back of his police car. I sat in a daze, feeling powerless. He walked back and forth outside the car, threatening to send me to Jamesburg, a juvenile detention facility. I had no idea why. I was just sitting there, confused and afraid.

Eventually, he let me go. The incident wasn’t just a personal trauma; it made concrete what I already felt: the police were there to harm, not protect me. To him, it was just another day of work. For me, it left a lasting scar. And it wouldn’t be the last.

Whatever the police did, they weren’t there to protect me. It felt like they were there to stop me, harass me, assault me, and maybe kill me. But definitely not to protect me or people who looked like me. So I tried to build a world where I would have to see, interact, and be around them as little as possible. I still do. Unfortunately, in a society that has one of the largest police forces in the world, that isn’t easy.
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Across the United States, police are everywhere. In a way, America has made it impossible to avoid policing. Police have flooded Black and marginalized communities. Police violence has continued to spark national outrage. And people throughout the world know about the violence of policing in the United States. While it can seem as if the injustice of policing is new, it is anything but. Policing was built on controlling race-class-oppressed communities. And while the specific functions and administration have changed vastly since early forms of policing sprang up in the New World in the early 1700s, policing has continued to control dispossessed communities and reinforce societal inequality.

I don’t remember the first time I heard of police abolition, but I know I was drawn toward the concept from the start. The idea that society can exist with no police took me some time to wrap my head around. It required me to put myself into a world that doesn’t exist yet; to imagine the different ways we would respond to crises and to harm and ultimately respond to the needs that people have. It was hard for me at times to think about all the terrible things people are capable of and ask myself: If there are no police but there’s a shooting or home invasion or domestic violence, how do folks get help? What other resources are available for people to rely upon in dangerous situations? How can we prevent these moments from happening altogether? How do we create a fundamentally less violent society? As we explore these questions together, you will learn that I am certain that policing is not the answer to societal problems. In the first part of the book, I will address the reasons why. In the final chapters, I will share a vision of a world without police and take us on a journey where we will learn about how people around the world are helping prove that a world without policing is possible.

Throughout this book, I will also be exploring the theory and practice of abolition. Those who identify as police abolitionists want an end to policing, a world where policing does not exist. When people hear this, it often sparks questions and fear. If there are no police, then whom will we call when we’re in danger? Who will stop people from hurting others? Won’t society fall apart? The questions make sense. From a young age, we’re told that police are here to keep us safe. We also live in a world that can be hurtful and violent. So without police, who will protect those in need of protection?

But the notion that police are here to protect and serve us is contradicted by the fact that countless numbers of people continue to experience violent and unjust interactions with police. These include the murders of Michael Brown, Breonna Taylor, Aiyana Stanley-Jones, George Floyd, and countless others. Even more, what we’re told police do and what police actually do are two very different things, even outside of tragic cases of police violence. The truth is that police do very little to actually generate safety. And there’s a reason why: policing was not created to cultivate safety for all. Rather, policing was created to control oppressed people and preserve power for those who have it while offering a semblance of protection to those deemed worthy of it. These functions often coincide, as those with power rely on police for protection from those considered dangerous, which is often shaped by race, class, and gender.

Police abolition is centered on creating societies that have safety and accountability without the coercive violence of policing. Many abolitionists have experienced harm themselves, which makes safety and accountability an utmost priority for them. It is the desire for safety that brought me to police abolition and continues to be the driving force behind my work.

Many people still believe that policing can be reformed into a system that will bring about safety for everyone and in which police violence isn’t a recurring issue. And some, especially those who live in more financially well-off locations,2 may feel that there aren’t any pressing problems around policing that need to be addressed. But the recurring cycle of police violence, protest in response, and the promise and illusion of reform have us stuck in a pattern where we re-create history over and over again. And it will take radical change to end this cycle. It turns out that the same solution to ending police violence also will address the reason that many people do not feel safe every day, even as the United States maintains one of the largest police forces in the world.

This book answers questions about what we would do if there were no police. It may sound jarring, unrealistic, and impossible. It may bring up fears, experiences, and questions. But through taking this journey, I’m positive that you’ll understand why a growing number of people see police abolition as a clear answer to a persistent problem. And for those who may already believe in the promises of abolition, Beyond Policing will offer visions and bridges forward.

Policing is centered on monitoring, surveillance, and control. Thus, policing can be—and is—carried out by a range of actors and entities, including social service agencies; vigilantes; corrections, parole, and probation officers; and the military. Police power in particular is drawn from the use or threat of violence to coerce and control. While I focus on police directly, I also discuss the broader ecosystem of policing that reaches beyond cops, particularly toward Black, Latinx, Indigenous, poor, and other oppressed communities.

My vision of a police-free world does not mean one in which there is an absence of safety and help. During my early years in the Bronx and Newark, New Jersey, I learned that the police did not address my concerns of safety; they added to them. The police were present when it felt unnecessary and nowhere when they seemed to be needed, and my communities needed interventions to feel safe. The fact that I experienced situations that felt hostile and unsafe growing up is a large reason why I became so deeply invested in police abolition. To this day, I exert much of my energy trying to manage concerns around safety for myself and others. And it’s the search for safety entirely outside of (and from) policing that continues to animate my work.

In order to imagine worlds without police, we first have to address the reasons they exist. If people have their basic needs met and have the resources to thrive, the situations in which police seem to offer a semblance of a solution would be dramatically reduced. We’ve long known that poverty and precarity are among the largest predictors of actions that lead to conflict and harm. In addition, we must invest in community-based approaches to safety and accountability, approaches that address the underlying causes of harm, violence, and conflict.

We need to imagine a different kind of existence and different ways of relating to one another. Ones where we can eat and feed our families, where the work we do is meaningful and contributes to a more livable and sustainable world for everyone. Ones where we live in safe and accountable communities. Ones where, when something does happen, we have resources and people to call who can help without causing more harm. Ones where we can be in relation to one another in ways that affirm our humanity. Where we feel free.

We must have the courage to imagine new worlds and develop the power to create that which we imagine. Not because it is easy or guaranteed but simply because it is our only option. Ideas that may have seemed impossible at the outset have changed the world. There was a time when the abolition of slavery seemed impossible to many. So, too, did the advances made by decolonialization movements across the global South. Police abolition is no exception.

In Beyond Policing, I explore what it means to endure harm or the threat of it while remaining committed to advocating for abolition. My journey has been marked by encounters with violence and personal losses. Yet, in those challenging circumstances, I never turned to the police. My stance largely comes from being a part of a community that has been systematically targeted by various facets of policing.

This book confronts a harsh reality often faced by Black communities: our experiences as victims and survivors of violence are frequently overlooked, except when they serve to perpetuate damaging narratives such as the notion of “Black on Black crime.” This dismissal by the broader society and the criminal-legal system3 only reinforces the importance of understanding how we, as a community, navigate harm and violence. It emphasizes the need to find solutions outside of policing, solutions that don’t rely on a system that was designed to harm, not protect us.

Beyond Policing is a deeply personal and scholarly journey, tracing my evolving understanding of policing and community safety. This exploration is rooted in my experiences growing up young and Black in the Bronx and later in New Jersey and being heavily skeptical of the police. That skepticism led me to a number of questions that I began to explore in my academic studies at Boston College as an undergraduate and Yale as a PhD student in sociology and African American studies. Those studies helped me understand the histories and contemporary realities of policing in the present moment.

My experience in activist spaces from 2014 onward, through organizations such as BYP100 and protests in Ferguson, Baltimore, New York City, and elsewhere during the height of unrest against police violence, provided more insight into police power, as well as the movement to build community safety. It was in those spaces that envisioned new futures that I learned of police abolition and became committed to the need to build community safety approaches.

Throughout Beyond Policing, my personal journey—from being young and Black in the Bronx to the academic halls of Yale, to the front lines of protests—serves as a continuous narrative thread. This journey is not just a critique of the present but an exploration and advocacy for a world where safety and justice are redefined and upheld by the community itself. From early understandings of police in my youth to a more nuanced political understanding over time, my journey into these issues began as skepticism and evolved into a commitment to abolition. As I explored the history of policing, engaged in activism, and saw the range of popular reforms in academic and political spaces, I became increasingly committed to the idea of abolition as the way forward.

The book unfolds across three interconnected parts offering unique perspectives on the evolution, impact, and transformation of policing. In the first part, “Histories,” I delve into the first chapter, “The Origins of Policing,” exploring how policing systems were initially formed not to keep everyone safe but as a mechanism of social control. This foundational understanding of how policing evolved into its current form is crucial for grasping contemporary realities and potential futures. The subsequent chapter, “The Police Boom,” builds on this foundation, examining the significant growth of policing in America during the twentieth century and its profound impact on Black, Indigenous, Latinx, and other marginalized communities. It was a time when politicians on all sides became invested in expanding police capacity and involvement in all aspects of social life, most notably during the 1960s amid nationwide protests and rebellions.

In “Currents,” the second part of the book, I shift to examining contemporary policing. My initial understanding of police power came from several sources: direct personal experiences with policing over time, my activism against police violence starting in 2014, and extensive study into the history of policing to comprehend its evolution to the present day. In the chapter “The Tide,” I present a critical examination of contemporary policing, the recurring patterns of police reform, and the resistance movements against police violence. This is followed by a chapter titled “Solutions for a New World.” In this chapter, I explore various community-led safety initiatives. These initiatives are presented as models that can guide us toward a new paradigm in which police no longer monopolize our approach to ensuring safety.

The final part, “Futures,” culminates with my vision of a transformative future. “The Transformation of Justice” explores viable approaches to accountability and justice, such as restorative and transformative justice models. In “An Abolitionist Future,” I present an imaginative and hopeful perspective on a society free from policing, emphasizing community care and mutual support.

In the interludes of the book, I share personal accounts. From facing threats of gun violence in my community to encountering police abuse and violence, these experiences have been pivotal in shaping my perspective. These stories, integral to the narrative, illustrate the stark realities that led me to question the existing structures of policing and justice.

Through this journey, I’ve realized the need for a cultural change to truly move beyond policing and toward meaningful safety—a change from a culture of punishment shaped by greed, profiteering, and capitalism. The transformation of justice, as I’ve learned, means changing how we understand it and how we relate to one another altogether. Imagination is critical to abolition, and in Beyond Policing, I share what I dream of when I think of a new world shaped by commitments to community safety and accountability. This book is an invitation to imagine and create together a world beyond policing.
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