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Introduction

It was not “the South,” not all “the South,” or most of “the South” which 
championed Jim Crow but actually the planter class and its political 
apparatus, and more importantly the capitalist sectors in London, New York, 
Boston, Philadelphia, and Chicago which provided the necessary support for 
the planter class aristocracy. Villainizing “the South” thusly ruptures the 
historical relationships between white racism and mercantile, agrarian, 
industrial, financial, and presently global capital.

—Cedric Robinson, Forgeries of Memory and Meaning

To accept the Southern white man’s report that all the lynched are 
disreputable or supposed disreputable characters, is to believe the race 
so criminal, ignorant and bestial it must be hunted with dogs and killed 
like wild beasts.

—Ida B. Wells, “Bishop Tanner’s Ray of Light”

If the choice were between prisons as they now are and no prisons at all, 
we would promptly choose the latter.

—Louisiana Coalition on Jails and Prisons, Quarterly Report, 1978

For most of the twentieth century, Louisiana’s penal system encompassed 
the single Louisiana State Penitentiary (commonly known as Angola), which 
before 1901 had served as a site of convict leasing and a slave plantation.1 
During the 1970s, Angola entered an era of crisis. Four Black prisoners filed 
an extensive conditions of confinement federal lawsuit against Angola in 
1971, sparking a massive crisis of legitimacy. State officials sought a resolu-
tion through an unprecedented multidecade and multiscalar project of pe-
nal expansion tied to the swings of the state’s petro economy. Whereas other 
states under similar federal court orders in the 1970s were limited in their 
ability to expand penal systems because of the global hike in oil prices and 
the accompanied national recession, as an oil state Louisiana had surplus 
state revenues available for carceral expansion, in addition to federal 
grants through the Law Enforcement Administration Act (LEAA). Louisiana’s 
prisons, jails, and law enforcement grew in scope and scale until the state 
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came to have the highest per capita rate of incarceration in the nation, and 
thus the world, for every year but one between 1998 and 2020.2

The 1970s marked a pivot point for the carceral state of Louisiana. A con-
fluence of crises within and beyond the state—the ups and downs of global 
energy markets, the rise of national law-and-order politics, and the critiques 
and demands of people incarcerated in a solitary cellblock—ruptured 
the state’s austerity approach to incarceration. This matrix of political, 
economic, and social forces would recur again and again: crises in the 
legitimacy of the carceral state; the global, national, and local economic 
contractions that mark neoliberalism; racist and patriarchal moral panics 
over “crime”; liberal federal court and policy interventions; and the collec-
tive activism of incarcerated and criminalized people. At times, these ele
ments emerge in profound struggle; at other times they reach a kind of 
strategic alignment. Yet, at all times, the interplay between these material 
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of Kentucky Pauer Center for Cartography and GIS. Sources: US Department of 
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4 Introduction

and ideological forces has been central to the consolidation and contesta-
tion of the Louisiana carceral state.

The Louisiana carceral state is born out of crisis from above and below: 
crises produced by the cyclical ups and downs of racial capitalism that 
deepen inequality and insecurity and crises spurred on by the protests and 
organizing of incarcerated and criminalized people and their loved ones. 
Sometimes state actors sought to contain these crises through liberal ex-
pansions of punitive power. On other occasions they attempted to manage 
such crises through law and order. And along the way oppositional move-
ments pushed back against both kinds of maneuvers, leveraging the cracks 
that crisis creates to unmake the racial state violence of mass criminaliza-
tion. This book charts out the overlapping levers and spaces of carceral 
state-making alongside the multifaceted strategies of oppositional activism 
to highlight the conditions of possibility for dismantling carceral power in 
all its forms.

Focusing on the interlinked sites and spaces that constitute the Louisi-
ana punishment regime and are struggled over reminds us that the infra-
structures of punitive power go beyond physical carceral constructions, 
even as the building of carceral structures is an essential component. When 
I use the concept of carceral infrastructure, I am referring both to the actual 
building of new state prisons and expansion of parish jails alongside the pas-
sage of draconian sentencing laws and the bulking up of local prosecuto-
rial and police power. Investments in the material infrastructures of carceral 
state-making—jail expansions, new prisons, surveillance cameras, cop cars, 
and more—are made possible by racist and patriarchal approaches to ques-
tions of violence and safety that deem displacement and confinement as 
fixes to the harmful and nonharmful activities categorized as “crime.”

One of the primary infrastructures enabling mass incarceration in Loui-
siana is the intensification of multiagency and multiscalar cooperation 
among local, state, and federal punitive state actors—what I term carceral 
cooperation. Fully conceptualizing the drive to mass incarceration requires 
us to deepen our understanding of how key players in the criminal legal 
system across political scales and jurisdictions—Department of Corrections 
officials, district attorneys, federal judges, sheriffs, police departments, and 
Homeland Security—have coordinated their efforts to enhance the state’s 
carceral capacity. Attending to the dynamics of carceral cooperation brings 
into relief that “the state” is not a singular actor or monolith. A state can be 
defined as a territorially bound sovereign authority, centrally administered 
to rule a given population through a mixture of coercion and consent—



Introduction 5

including through a monopoly on legitimate violence—but our definition 
cannot end there.3

The state is never static. Louisiana is no different from any other state in 
that it is made up of a host of sectors and agencies both across (from the 
local to the national) and within scales (the Department of Corrections 
stands side by side with the Department of Health and Human Services). 
Such different institutions can be in conflict or alignment. What a state does 
and how it does it dialectically shifts in response to internal and external, 
material and ideological contradictions and struggles. Some state capaci-
ties grow, others shrink, certain capacities are suspended, and new ones are 
created.4 Carceral cooperation offers a conceptual means of highlighting 
how different state sectors are in coercive alignment yet are also riddled 
with fissures that activists can leverage.

Among the various new caging methods developed through carceral co-
operation, one of the most significant is Louisiana’s devolution of the state 
prison system to the parish jail system. The rise of jailing in Louisiana’s car-
ceral landscape is a key throughline in this book. Following the federal 
courts’ 1975 implementation of population limits on Angola, state prisoners 
were temporarily redirected to serve their sentences in parish jails through-
out the state. Rural, urban, and suburban sheriffs protested this arrangement 
on the ground that jails—designed for pretrial and short-term incarceration—
were not fit for long-term imprisonment and sheriffs did not have the re-
sources to shoulder this expense. State legislators first attempted to appease 
the powerful Louisiana Sheriffs’ Association in 1976 by creating a per diem 
payment system in which the Department of Corrections paid sheriffs a 
nominal fee for each state prisoner incarcerated in their jails and by speed-
ing up the opening of new state prisons.

As Louisiana’s criminalizing regime continued to ensnare more people 
for longer sentences, the incarceration of state prisoners in parish jails 
transitioned from a provisional to a permanent arrangement. When jailed 
people increasingly protested and sued the state over deplorable conditions, 
every jail in the state was placed under the federal courts and issued new 
population limits—which sheriffs then leveraged to secure higher per diem 
rates. In the 1980s, sheriffs began to see the incarceration of state prisoners 
as a benefit to their departments and accompanying political machines. 
They began organizing to advocate that the state create new financing 
mechanisms for jail expansions to hold state prisoners and INS detainees, 
much to the displeasure of the federal courts. In turn, jailing state prison-
ers proved to be a viable solution to governors and state legislators who were 
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politically committed to tough-on-crime politics but unable to afford the 
costs of ground-up prison construction. New Orleans sheriff Charles Foti lev-
eraged these state arrangements to have the city replicate these funding 
structures on a municipal scale while colluding with law enforcement to 
increase the number of pretrial prisoners at the New Orleans city jail, the 
Orleans Parish Prison (OPP). By the time Louisiana gained the title of hav-
ing the highest per capita rate of incarceration in 1998, most state prisoners 
were incarcerated in jails.

Even though Louisiana’s ramping up of jailing alongside increased po-
licing and imprisonment sought to manage or stabilize underlying crises, 
this approach instead exacerbated the systemic crises of the racial capital
ist state in concert with the crises endemic to the penal system. Following 
the thinking of Ruth Wilson Gilmore, crisis—whether political, economic, 
or social in origin—is produced through the accumulation of contradictions 
in the social formation so that it can no longer reproduce itself. This insta-
bility is neither inherently positive nor negative but can only be resolved 
through the struggle of systemic change.5 As Stuart Hall and his colleagues 
write in Policing the Crisis, the capitalist state’s tendency during crises of 
hegemony is to turn to coercive power not as “a suspension of the ‘normal’ 
exercise of state power” but through “the increased reliance on coercive 
mechanisms and apparatuses already available within the normal reper-
toire of state power.” 6 Since the 1970s, Louisiana officials have enlarged 
carceral power in response to a series of crises of legitimacy ranging from 
incarcerated people’s opposition to the cruelty of prison life, to the global 
ascent of neoliberal austerity, and to the breaking of the levees and the 
drowning of New Orleans. Often, officials ramp up certain sectors of the 
carceral state in direct response to activist wins in other sectors—such as 
an increasing municipal reliance on state troopers when local law enforce-
ment in placed under a consent decree. By expanding the state’s capacity 
to punish, repress, contain, and displace, state actors sought to discipline 
those made vulnerable to heightened exploitation, dispossession, and pre-
mature death in the name of ensuring public safety and social order.

In the pages that follow, I show that the cyclical crises marking Louisi-
ana’s punishment regime are tethered to the cyclical crises of the Louisi-
ana political economy. Consistently in competition with Mississippi for 
being at the very bottom of practically all US socioeconomic rankings, 
Louisiana residents’ high levels of impoverishment and immiseration have 
become all too normalized in the local and national imaginary.7 Since the 
1970s, the state’s development of and subsequent dependence on the extrac-
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tive economies of oil and tourism have produced a series of booms and 
busts interwoven with the shifting demands of global racial capitalism. This 
seesawing at times led to windfalls of state and city revenues, while at other 
times it created fiscal crises. Yet in both scenarios, little to no state in-
vestments were made in the lives of Black Louisianans, who instead were 
repeatedly rendered as disposable to neoliberalism’s stagnation of wages 
alongside rising unemployment, skyrocketing housing costs and neighbor-
hood displacements, and disinvestments in life-saving infrastructures from 
flood protection to public hospitals.

Instead, during both prosperity and precarity, state officials repeatedly 
gave prisons, jails, and policing first call on public dollars and cents to con-
tain the structural volatility of petro capitalism and to ready the ground 
for new accumulation schemes through criminalizing populations along 
lines of race, class, gender, sexuality, and age. Even though the early years 
of Louisiana’s prison growth were marked by a carceral welfare state—state 
investments in prisons alongside investments in education, public works, 
and welfare—at the heart of the rise of the Louisiana carceral state is what 
I term law-and-order austerity, a bipartisan ideological and policy program 
whereby cuts in the social wage are coupled with carceral state endow-
ments. Built on the dialectic between deepening economic inequality and 
tough-on-crime politics, criminalization has emerged as a predominant 
racial regime of neoliberalism.8 In turn, punitive ideologies have justified 
and normalized state disinvestments in public forms of collective responsi-
bility and care, exacerbating the “group-differentiated vulnerability to pre-
mature death” that characterizes racism, under the banner of neoliberal 
modernization.9 Or, to put it more simply, mass incarceration is built on the 
marriage between racial state violence and organized abandonment.10

To say that the making of Louisiana into a carceral state is tied to its 
petrochemical economy is not to reduce penal expansion to a “resource 
curse.”11 Political power blocs and struggles, not natural resources, shape 
governmental decisions. However, understanding how petro capitalism ar-
ticulates with the growth of carceral infrastructures is pivotal to this book. 
Over the course of the twentieth century, Louisiana developed its political 
economy on oil extraction and refinement. During the black gold rush of 
the 1920s, Huey Long rose to power on a populist platform that promised the 
people of Louisiana state investments in public works, education, and 
healthcare paid for by increasing taxes on oil companies.12 Long’s petro 
populism was modest insofar as he never called for the public ownership 
of the state’s natural resources and the taxes that he championed were 
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relatively limited. Yet, this petro populism still ushered in the beginning of 
Louisiana’s fiscal dependency on oil revenues. Louisiana’s petrochemical 
industrial complex grew in lockstep with the transition of the United States 
to a petroleum-based society in the wake of World War II and postwar sub-
urbanization.13 In this context, Louisiana’s political economy developed as 
a form of oil welfare state, putting mineral revenues to use in broad-based 
yet racially differentiated state-building projects.14 The high rates of profit 
possible through oil meant that, although the mineral leases and taxes lev-
ied against oil corporations were relatively low, they still translated into 
significant state revenue. Hence, Louisiana incentivized new rounds of oil 
exploration and extraction that built up the petrochemical sector, which fur-
ther enriched oil capitalists at the expense of the development of a diversi-
fied political economy and the erosion of coastal wetlands.15 Under the 
“extractive imperative” of the petro political economy, the capital relation 
was left intact and served as a barrier to transformations of power.16

By the 1970s, Louisiana had become economically dependent on the 
volatile commodity of oil. When oil prices skyrocketed in the early 1970s, 
the state doubled down on petrochemicals while cutting taxes on the rich 
and on corporations—believing oil to be a never-ending resource. These 
mineral revenues allowed Louisiana to take on liberal prison expansion 
years earlier than most other states, who were cash-strapped following 
the rise in oil prices. However, when oil prices dropped following the global 
oil glut in the 1980s, Louisiana was without a cushion to soften the blow. 
New Right governor David Treen leveraged the fiscal crisis to realign the 
state to neoliberal ends—directing dwindling state revenues and new debt 
schemes to punitive power while slashing social safety nets. Although 
politicians portrayed these choices as a pragmatic response to the unpre-
dictability of global oil, they were political decisions that put the interests of 
capital over struggling Louisianians. These state policies alongside Rea-
gan’s federal austerity programs produced a massive state recession that 
rendered large swaths of Black Louisiana redundant to the labor market. 
The attendant escalation of tough-on-crime lawmaking served as a strategy 
of crisis containment that deepened precarity while ballooning the prison 
population.

Louisiana did not abandon its ties to petrochemicals even as the indus-
try’s rate of profit never returned to its previous highs. Instead, the state 
increasingly turned to tourism as an economic development strategy, given 
the persistence of state and municipal fiscal instabilities. While visitors have 
long been in a fixture in New Orleans, the rise of tourism followed the neo-



Introduction 9

liberal push for US cities to become more entrepreneurial and service-
oriented in the face of deindustrialization, shrinking tax bases, and federal 
cuts to municipal revenue-sharing programs.17 City leaders increasingly 
marketed the city to tourists through the commodification of Black New 
Orleans cultural traditions—jazz, gumbo, second line parades, and more—
funneling profits and revenues back to tourism while the very cultural 
workers the city built its image on were rendered as precarious labor.18 Bet-
ting New Orleans’s future on tourism was made possible by shifting the 
dominant racist geographic imaginary of New Orleans from a place of ex-
cessive danger and deviance to the kind of place that is safe, but still allur-
ing, for family vacations, bachelorette parties, and academic conferences. 
Doubling down on racialized, gendered, and classed policing in tourism 
zones and those areas marked for tourism gentrification has displaced pop-
ulations deemed a threat to the sanitized image that tourism capitalists seek 
to promote, thereby visibly demonstrating to outsiders the city’s commit-
ment to “public safety.” Built on low-wage labor and particularly sensitive 
to downswings, tourism has proven that it does not fix the Crescent City’s 
problems but exacerbates the very inequities and insecurities that push 
people to engage in criminalized survival strategies.

While the neoliberal racial state turns to punitive power as a tool of cri-
sis management, the Louisiana carceral state is simultaneously battered by 
intertwined crises all its own. The crises that plague the penal system have 
been numerous: overcrowded and deplorable prison and jail conditions; 
scandals of police corruption, brutality, and sexualized violence; collective 
opposition to prison and jail siting; the exorbitant costs of mass imprison-
ment; and the concentration of preventable disease and death in jails and 
prisons.

Although these crises have little to do with the question of “crime,” main-
stream responses to such carceral crises have been animated by the racial-
ized, classed, and gendered figure of “the criminal.” For policy makers on 
the tough-on-crime end of the spectrum, these crises can be resolved by 
ratcheting up retributive power through passing harsher criminal penalties, 
increasing police and prosecutorial discretion, massively increasing the 
number of prison and jail beds, and implementing new surveillance tech-
nologies—in the name of deterrence. For those on the liberal reform end 
of the spectrum, these crises can be resolved through rehabilitation and 
modernization: professionalizing police, renovating and expanding car-
ceral facilities, implementing parenting and anger management programs 
in prisons, and creating truancy and drug courts—in the name of correction. 
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Whereas tough-on-crime advocates offer no pretense of being concerned by 
punitive violence, liberal technocrats contend that by directing the crimi-
nal legal system to reform the “right people”—those regarded as danger-
ous, pathological, deviant, or all three—they not only fix individuals but 
also resolve the crises afflicting the penal system. In other words, reform is 
a strategy of carceral crisis management.19 In reality, neither approach halts 
the cyclical crises of the carceral state but in fact prolongs and intensifies 
them because they fail to tackle the root violence of state racism and racial 
capitalism.

Carceral logics are sutured to state racism; in other words, the carceral 
state is a modality of the racial state.20 As David Theo Goldberg elucidates, 
“Modern states have predicated themselves on racial differentiation, and 
on state-promoted and prompted racist exclusion and exploitation.”21 Anti-
Black racism animates the production and extension of US punitive power; 
at the same time, the racial state project of criminalization is agile in its 
entrapment of populations not initially targeted as threats or as disposable 
under racial capital.22

As Cedric Robinson articulated, racialism is a structuring force of capi-
talism in that its tendency is “not to homogenize but to differentiate—to 
exaggerate regional, subcultural, and dialectical differences into ‘racial’ 
ones.”23 Under racial capitalism, racial ideologies and practices authorize 
the exploitation and dispossession of certain populations and places.24 Car-
ceral violence as a racial state practice justifies long-standing material in-
equalities while also facilitating capital accumulation. It takes various forms 
depending on the historic-geographic conjuncture: intensifying exploitation 
through forced productive and reproductive labor, displacing people to se-
cure the property relation and attendant speculation schemes, regulating 
the labor supply through border controls, excluding criminalized people 
from the formal labor market, disciplining people to assent to austerity 
and economic precarity, and repressing labor and social movements strug-
gling for collective liberation.25

The racial state’s formations of carceral power are fashioned through 
gendered categorization and social control.26 From the mass imprisonment 
of working-class and poor Black men whose masculinities are deemed a dan-
gerous excess, to the sexual policing of trans and nonbinary people (par-
ticularly of color) for living outside the bounds of normative gender, and 
to the articulation of Black single mothers as breeders of criminals, crimi-
nalization as a material and ideological system reifies racialized gendered 
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difference. At the same time, carceral power is animated through white 
supremacist notions of “protection”—whether of white men from Black 
men within prison walls or of white women from Black men in the urban 
sphere. Gendered power relations do not stop at the scale of the body. 
Patriarchal ideologies underpin conservative and liberal registers of car-
ceral state-making: the retributive approach of “getting tough” on law-
breakers is premised on “masculinist visions of ‘tough’ state power,” and 
the rehabilitative ideal is predicated on paternalistic politics.27 Punitive 
power mobilizes racial and gender hierarchies and normalizes such 
relations.

Yet, the aggrandizement of carceral power in the face of ruptures is 
not inevitable. Although these periods of crises produced intensified car-
ceral geographies, they have also formed spaces of possibility for opposi-
tional politics, social movement formations, and coalition-building. To chart 
the rise of imprisonment and policing in Louisiana without attending to the 
myriad ways in which people organized to scale back the state’s capacity 
to cage would be a profound mistake. Whereas elite and technocratic re-
formers sought to manage carceral crises through slight adjustments to 
the penal system, grassroots organizations anchored in the Black radical 
tradition fought to undo the everyday and extraordinary violence of the 
carceral state.28 These strategies included incarcerated people filing con-
ditions of confinement lawsuits, Angola activists challenging draconian 
sentencing laws across prison walls, community organizers building coali
tions to shrink the New Orleans jail in the wake of Katrina, and queer and 
trans youth of color strategizing to curtail police power. Louisiana—and par-
ticularly New Orleans—has been a critical node of anticarceral movement 
building in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.

At the core of this antiracist activism is organizing—the building of 
people power for transformative change by bringing together disparate 
people to identify how seemingly individualized problems are a product of 
structural forces, developing people’s leadership capacities, building and 
deepening relationships that can withstand internal and external pressures, 
crafting systemic solutions to the problems that people are facing, and tar-
geting the people and institutions that have power to make lasting change.29 
Organizing is rarely flashy or headline catching but is what Ella Baker de-
scribed as “spadework,” the daily commitment to showing up and tending 
to what needs to be done—copying fliers, knocking on doors, researching 
laws, facilitating meetings, taking notes—in pursuit of making a different 
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kind of world.30 In my analysis of grassroots organizing against carceral 
power, I attend to the public campaigns and protests in concert with the 
crucial work of organization building that is at the heart of any social 
movement. Although not all the organizing efforts outlined in this book 
achieved the outcomes they hoped for, their activism generates vital in-
sights into the mechanisms and logics that produce mass incarceration. 
These efforts rework conceptions and possibilities of safety, justice, and 
freedom, thereby paving the way for future liberation struggles. With each 
new win or loss, activists refine their approach to dismantling punitive 
power, state racism, and racial capitalism—clarifying past misconceptions, 
identifying new contradictions, sharpening strategies, and heightening de-
mands that stretch us toward new geographies of freedom.

By underscoring the significance of Louisiana antiprison and antipolic-
ing activism, I explain how the development of the Louisiana carceral state 
has not only been dialectically produced through contestation but also 
limited through the actions of people whose stories have often gone unno-
ticed or been erased from the official record. The fact that the crises con-
fronting Louisiana have been generated from above as well as from below 
teaches us that they can be spurred on by the everyday activism of people 
pushing to delegitimize and dismantle punitive governance.31 Periods of 
acute political, economic, and social crises create conditions of possibility 
for carceral state enhancements, as well as for scaling back the state’s puni-
tive capacities. But neither is a given.32

Giving close attention to the stories of Louisiana anticarceral activism 
provides us with a deeper understanding of how antiracist organizing 
against mass criminalization has grown and shifted in the face of a capa-
cious carceral state. One of the primary contradictions of mass incarcera-
tion is that ensnaring more and more people into the criminal legal system’s 
web has meant that more and more people have a stake in seeing punitive 
power undone—expanding the potential base of people for mobilization and 
organization. Through organizers’ successes in illuminating that criminal-
ization is a political, not an individual issue, growing numbers of people 
have been drawn to antiprison and antipolicing activism as a frontline of 
racial, economic, and gender justice. Yet, when antiprison and antipolicing 
activists have made strides in shrinking the punitive arm of the state, state 
actors responded by updating their carceral techniques and strategies to 
subvert their wins such as curtailing incarcerated people’s ability to file law-
suits and organize. Moreover, antiprison and antipolicing activists often 
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have been challenged by the conundrum that the reforms they fought for, 
which were once seen as the liberatory edge of possibility, have at times 
been co-opted by the state to further extend carceral power. For example, 
campaigns to improve conditions of confinement are routinely leveraged by 
sheriffs, governors, and federal judges for jail and prison expansion.

Learning from reactionary backlash and from the political limitations of 
certain reforms, many organizers have come to see the politics of prison and 
police abolition as the only true solution to eradicate the violence of incar-
ceration. Although it would be an overreach to state that everyone or even 
most people fighting mass incarceration in Louisiana are abolitionists, it is 
true that abolition has grown into a significant activist current. Tracking 
the stories of people’s on-the-ground organizing reveals the rise of aboli-
tion in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries as not only a vi-
sionary horizon but also as a pragmatic orientation for those committed to 
ending the crises of policing and imprisonment. Abolitionists’ actions and 
analysis have shifted over time in response to local conditions. After the 
state’s turn to racial criminalization and organized abandonment of jailed 
people in the wake of Hurricane Katrina, activists clarified that codifying 
better evacuation procedures was not enough but that the jail needed to be 
downsized so that less people would be subjected to its catastrophic and 
quotidian violence. These grassroots lessons have also been informed by 
national activist currents while New Orleans antiprison and antipolicing 
struggles have reverberated outward to reshape analysis and campaigns 
elsewhere.

New Orleans abolitionists, in particular, have explicitly situated their ac-
tivism in the southern lineage of transformative organizing against racial 
slavery and in the lineage of W. E. B. Du Bois’s conceptualization of Black 
Reconstruction as an experiment in abolition democracy, in which aboli-
tion meant not only the abolition of slavery but also the creation of a soci-
ety divorced from racial capitalism.33 Hence, prison abolition includes the 
work of building up life-affirming economies, institutions, and cultural 
norms and dismantling criminalizing regimes and ending state violence.34 
This ethos of abolition democracy can be seen in the duality of demands 
that grassroots activists repeatedly put forth: repeal draconian sentencing 
laws and deal with the structural unemployment of Black Louisianans; 
shrink jails and invest in public mental health care; close youth prisons and 
improve schools; stop police sexual violence and ensure affordable housing 
for queer and trans Black and Latinx youth.
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Reconsidering Southern Carceral Geography

To arrive at these understandings, I had to follow my research and dis-
suade myself of presumptions that widely circulate about imprisonment 
in Louisiana and, by extension, the broader US South. Too often Louisi-
ana’s standing as a leader in mass criminalization is used as evidence of the 
state’s intrinsic backwardness—that its geography produces a temporal 
stagnation that places it in a forever and always premodern state. This 
rendering is shaped by two seemingly disparate but interlinked logics. 
One, anti-Black racism and colonial environmental determinism desig-
nate anywhere that Black people constitute a significant population as 
primitive and barbaric—keeping places like Louisiana “behind” national 
progress.35 Two, the equation of “the South” with the elites who govern 
through white supremacist, patriarchal, and capitalist disenfranchisement, 
dispossession, and exploitation papers over the multitudes of peoples, poli-
tics, and dreams that make up the region. As Cedric Robinson notes in this 
chapter’s epigraph, this formulation fails to recognize that the development 
of southern racism and capitalism is imbricated in national and global 
political and economic aims.36

This imagination of Louisiana as an exceptionally backward and pro-
vincial place outside national norms has influenced narratives that its 
criminal legal system is unlike any other. Building on long-standing ideas 
of the southern penal system as uniquely shaped by an incomparable cul-
ture of vengeful violence, there is a tendency to assume the state’s car-
ceral horrors are rooted in a repetition of plantation slavery and Jim 
Crow.37 Although the narrative that mass incarceration is due to the rise 
of private prisons or corporate profiteering off imprisoned labor has been a 
widely debunked red herring, the Louisiana carceral state is still framed 
first and foremost through images of Black prisoners laboring in the fields 
of Angola under the watch of guards on horseback.38 Alongside the hyper-
attention given to the Angola prison rodeo, this focus on extraordinary 
spectacles of racial state violence is inadvertently at the expense of an 
analysis not only of the everyday dehumanizing violence of Angola but 
also how the penitentiary—and the broader Louisiana penal system—has 
changed over time.39

This misreading is partially due to gaps in scholarship on the develop-
ment of mass incarceration in the US South. Most work on southern pun-
ishment regimes is focused on convict leasing and chain gangs. Although 
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this research has been vital in explaining the relationship of carceral power 
to Jim Crow capitalism and modernization, the reinstitution of white su-
premacy through gendered racial terror, and the resistance strategies of im-
prisoned people, this past has been often erroneously treated as explanatory 
for contemporary events.40 Scholarship of the contemporary carceral state 
in the South continues to be outmatched by critical carceral studies schol-
arship on the North, the West, and the nation-writ large.41 This gap limits 
our grasp of how southern ideologies, policies, and practices contributed to 
local, regional, and also national punitive state expansion and sidelines 
our understanding of southern anticarceral social movements.42 Attending 
to the carceral geography of Louisiana is critical not because the state is an 
exception or an origin story but because it fleshes out our understanding of 
the contested process of making the United States into a carceral state and 
what it will take to abolish it.43

Outline of the Book

The chapters that follow chart out the contested carceral geography of 
Louisiana through a story of people in struggle: some trying to build out 
carceral state capacities in the name of safety, some trying to build out pu-
nitive infrastructure in the service of capital, and others trying to tear 
down penal structures in pursuit of a liberatory world.44 Although at times 
the chapters engage in statewide analysis, at other times they zero in on a 
particular parish or neighborhood while keeping in mind how these places 
are situated within nested scales of political economic power.45 New Or-
leans receives a significant share of attention because historically it has 
been the parish with the highest incarceration rate and many of the key 
actors in forming and contesting the Louisiana carceral state come from 
Orleans Parish.

Chapter 1 describes the new era of carceral crisis that began in 1971 when 
four Black prisoners at Angola filed the most extensive conditions of con-
finement lawsuit in Louisiana history. I contend that this crisis could have 
been managed through either scaling back or scaling up the state’s carceral 
capacities. Although the incarcerated petitioners framed the problems 
through the structural violence of incarceration, the federal courts focused 
on overcrowding. Animated by racial liberalism and the rehabilitative ideal, 
state officials advocated for the decentralization of Angola: replacing it with 
smaller urban prisons across the state. However, when residents protested 
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against the prison sitings and emergent law-and-order politics made mass 
early release politically untenable, Louisiana expanded Angola and the 
broader penal system, funded by a windfall of state mineral revenues after 
the 1973 global increases in oil prices—demonstrating how liberal reform-
ism can facilitate carceral expansion.

Chapter 2 tracks the rise of law-and-order austerity amid the booms and 
busts of the oil economy in the 1980s and the attendant development of col-
lective prisoner activism against sentences of life without parole. Governor 
David Treen seized on this period of crisis to push a neoliberal agenda of 
slashing social services while pumping limited state revenues into new car-
ceral expansion projects above and beyond the federal court mandates—a 
project that became the new norm across the political spectrum. The re-
working of state capacities was legitimized through racist gendered narra-
tives, while penal expansion served to contain Black communities rendered 
as surplus labor. This crisis also galvanized incarcerated activists to form 
the Angola Special Civics Project that organized for loved ones on the out-
side to vote for prison reform candidates and to craft new mechanisms for 
early release to expand their chances at freedom.

The parish jail system soon shifted from being a temporary spatial fix 
for overcrowding crises to the long-term geographic solution for the Loui-
siana carceral state. In chapter 3, I argue that sheriffs organized to bring 
about this realignment of the penal system when the state’s ongoing fiscal 
crisis made it unfeasible to build new prisons: rural sheriffs lobbied to ex-
pand their jails by increasing the number of state, federal, and Immigra-
tion and Naturalization Service (INS) prisoners behind their bars, while 
urban sheriffs mobilized racist fear-mongering to persuade residents to 
vote for jail expansion. The now 7,000-bed OPP filled up when the New 
Orleans Police Department adopted broken windows and community polic-
ing in the name of police reform while facilitating neoliberal redevelop-
ment. But an emergent current of organizing informed by prison abolition 
arose to push back against this punitive system.

In chapter 4 I argue that the widespread criminalization and violence 
faced by primarily Black New Orleanians seeking to survive the state 
disaster of Hurricane Katrina were neither aberrations in state policy nor 
evidence of the state’s intrinsic limitations. Rather, the abandonment of 
prisoners in the flooded OPP, the extrajudicial police and vigilante killings 
of Black men, the criminalization of storm survivors rather than providing 
aid, and losing thousands of imprisoned people for months in the penal sys-
tem reveal how racist punitive power was at the core of the state’s disaster 
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policy. In response, grassroots organizers contended that the state’s turn to 
racial criminalization in the Katrina crisis was a magnification of long-
standing practices of the city’s punishment regime. Early activist interven-
tions explicitly framed movement demands through the legacy of Black 
Reconstruction and developed new organizing infrastructures for taking on 
punitive power.

Chapter 5 details how racial justice organizers leveraged the Katrina cri-
sis to scale back punitive power, illuminating how acute state crises can be 
turned into political opportunities for undoing the carceral state. The first 
phase of organizing, from 2005 to 2008, was primarily led by Safe Streets/
Strong Communities. Through grassroots campaigns, they overhauled the 
public defender system, helped create the Office of the Independent Police 
Monitor for greater police accountability, and began to tackle the ongoing 
violence of the jail. From 2008–2013 a second phase was led by the Orleans 
Parish Prison Reform Coalition, which waged a citywide campaign to shrink 
the jail from 7,500 to 1,468 beds, end the jail’s municipal per diem budgetary 
system, and terminate the sheriff’s cooperation endeavor agreement with 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).

Chapter 6 examines how the policing of racialized gender and sexual-
ity has become central to urban capital accumulation schemes and how 
struggles over everyday criminalization serve as a pivot point for the future 
of New Orleans. I trace the strategizing of the French Quarter Management 
District’s (FQMD) Security Task Force, a leader in developing policing 
initiatives that regulate public space along lines of race, class, sexuality, 
and gender to revalorize the post-Katrina tourism economy, in juxtaposi-
tion with the activism of the organization BreakOUT! to challenge the 
criminalization of LGBTQ youth of color. Through a materialist Black 
trans feminist politics, BreakOUT! leveraged the US Department of Jus-
tice’s investigations of the NOPD to curb law enforcement’s everyday ra-
cialized and sexualized violence; advocated for trans and queer of color 
social reproduction through investments in housing, healthcare, educa-
tion, and jobs; and built coalitions with Latinx workers to claim their 
right to life in the new New Orleans.

This book concludes with a meditation on what the development of the 
Louisiana carceral state teaches us about contemporary anticarceral or-
ganizing. Although many gains have been won, the ongoing dominance of 
neoliberalism continues to limit our ability to undo mass criminalization. 
I offer “abolitionist infrastructures” as a framework for organizing to disman-
tle carceral infrastructures.
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Methods

The questions animating this book first emerged in the everyday, enliven-
ing, and often overwhelming world of post-Katina New Orleans activism. In 
the spring of 2006, my mentors pushed me to spend my summer supporting 
antiracist organizing for a just reconstruction. I was linked up with Critical 
Resistance’s (CR) campaign for amnesty for jailed and criminalized Katrina 
survivors. Although my work on the amnesty campaign was minimal at 
best, it was a crash course in policing and incarceration in New Orleans and 
what people had endured inside the flooded cells of OPP. When I returned to 
New Orleans in the summer of 2007 to live, a friend connected me to Safe 
Streets/Strong Communities, where I volunteered for the next two years 
doing research, media work, and other tasks as needed. Later, although not a 
member of the Orleans Parish Prison Reform Coalition (OPPRC), I supported 
their campaign for a smaller jail by signing onto public demands and attend-
ing public meetings and city council votes. Many of my ideas about carceral 
state development, racial capitalist crisis, and transformative organizing 
were initially cultivated through these spaces and relationships.

During this time, I became curious about how New Orleans had become 
an epicenter of mass incarceration. While the sentence “Louisiana is the most 
incarcerated place in the world” was often repeated, I wanted to know when 
and why had that become the case? What were the factors, conditions, and 
players that sent so many Louisianians—and particularly New Orleanians—
to live behind bars? And what kinds of strategies had people found effective 
(or not) for organizing against policing and prisons? But when I went search-
ing for answers, I kept coming up short. Books were few and far between, 
and most journalistic accounts parroted racist discourse that treated crimi-
nalized people as responsible for the state violence enacted against them.46 
Much of the best information came from the knowledge produced by activist 
organizations through grassroots research, campaign power mapping, and 
collective reflections on wins and losses. But still, I wanted to understand 
more—not as a detached researcher but as someone hopeful that such re-
search could bolster my and others’ activist efforts.

To investigate the interchange between carceral state-making, political 
economic conditions, and collective opposition, I conducted interdisciplin-
ary research that included archival research, oral history interviews, and 
ethnographic fieldwork. Answering these questions required that I analyze 
official state and elite documents and perspectives in conversation with ar-
chives of oppositional movements, as well as oral history interviews and 
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participant observation of recent antiprison and antipolicing grassroots 
organizing. To identify the state-level and municipal conditions under which 
state officials decided to expand the Louisiana punishment regime, I con-
sulted political, economic, and legal archives that included gubernatorial 
and mayoral papers, the Louisiana Department of Corrections archives, 
state and municipal budgets, legislative documents, and federal legal rul-
ings and reports. This archival research was fleshed out by public records 
requests of the Louisiana Correctional Facilities Corporation, the Louisiana 
Department of Corrections, and the New Orleans Police Department. In ad-
dition, I conducted six months of participant observation of public meet-
ings concerning policing initiatives in the French Quarter to deepen my 
grasp of the everyday mechanisms, discourses, and decision-making that 
bulked up tourism policing.

Working in these archives and spaces necessitated a practice of reading 
against the grain of racial state violence packaged as commonsense through 
the narrow frameworks of constitutionality, positivism, and capitalist spec-
ulation. I read these state and elite archives and events against counter 
archives and extended qualitative research of multiple activist formations. 
I drew on newsletters, pamphlets, meeting notes, correspondence, and other 
ephemera to trace how people organized against the growth of the Louisi-
ana carceral state at different historical junctures and to glean insights into 
the operations of carceral state-making, as committed organizers and ad-
vocates shrewdly ascertained new directions in punitive statecraft and 
emergent contradictions.

Invaluable to my research were the archives of Angola’s prisoner news-
magazine the Angolite, which circulated as an uncensored prison publica-
tion between 1975 and 1994. This unusual arrangement came about as part 
of the liberal reforms instituted at Angola following the Hayes Williams law-
suit. As discussed by former Angolite editor Wilbert Rideau in his memoir, 
In the Place of Justice, Warden C. Paul Phelps (later the secretary of correc-
tions) allowed the Angolite to operate as a “free press” to investigate and 
publish on topics ranging from clemency and parole, sexual violence within 
Angola, prison economics, and the activities of various prison reform and 
advocacy organizations. These unparalleled access and resources enabled 
it to do cutting-edge reporting that helped incarcerated people understand 
the development of mass incarceration, that informed state politicians, 
and was recognized through several national journalism awards.47 The pub-
lication foregrounded a critical analysis of the state’s criminal legal sys-
tem during the 1970s. During the 1980s it began actively pushing against 



20 Introduction

law-and-order politics, collaborating with groups such as the Angola Special 
Civics Project. Hence the Angolite serves as both a key source of historical 
information and a critical site to consider incarcerated writers’ analysis and 
critiques of Louisiana’s prison boom.48

To situate much of this archival and qualitative research, I consulted a 
wide range of local, regional, and national news media. In addition to help-
ing me construct timelines of events, evaluating news media allowed me to 
analyze key events within public discourses about crime, policing, and pris-
ons and to trace developments in public perception of both carceral state 
projects and antiprison activist endeavors. Importantly, I assessed news me-
dia not as an objective source of the “truth” but, following Stuart Hall, as 
another site where dominant ideologies concerning crime and safety are 
constructed and reproduced.49 Hence, I often took a critical stance on the 
role of major media in advancing the fetishization of crime statistics, further-
ing racist fear-mongering, and applauding the expansion of punitive power.

In addition, I conducted oral history interviews with thirty-two people 
who were active in at least one, and often more, of the following social move-
ment organizations: the Angola Special Civics Project, Critical Resistance 
New Orleans, Safe Streets/Strong Communities, OPPRC, and BreakOUT! I 
also conducted approximately eighteen months of participant observation 
with BreakOUT! during which I did volunteer work at the office, gave mem-
bers rides, facilitated workshops, and attended protests, panels, and other 
events. This research was supplemented by organizational reports, pam-
phlets, videos, posters, and social media.50

Although this might sound strange, in the earliest stages of my research 
I did not intend to include the post-Katrina organizing I had participated in 
as part of this project. It seemed too emotionally close. But it quickly be-
came clear that to leave that story out would result in an incomplete pic-
ture. Hence, in the process of researching this era, I found the lines between 
personal experience and research blurred, with neither fitting squarely into 
the container of oral history nor of ethnographic research. It was a com-
mon feature of these interviews to be asked what I remembered to help 
others jog their memories of timelines and names. Similarly, I dug through 
my own personal papers and emails to piece together aspects of this story 
in which I played a marginal part.

Louisiana did not hold the title of the most incarcerated place in the world 
for twenty years because it was stuck in the past but because it was innova-
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tive in incorporating a range of new punitive technologies into its carceral 
infrastructure. Mass incarceration is a political project of modernizing pun-
ishment on an unprecedented scale. To be cutting-edge under the rubrics 
of racial capitalism is not to advance justice but to advance new forms of 
differentiated death-dealing, quick and slow. But as Louisiana activists 
have fought back against these innovations, they too have produced new 
knowledges, charting new possibilities for collective freedom.



1	 Decentralizing Angola
Liberal Interventions, Overcrowding Crises,  
and the Making of a New Era

Due to a dramatic reduction in the issuance of parole and commutation 
of sentences, which translates into less people leaving prison, and to an 
increase in the amount of prisoners being sent to Angola, the prison is 
now packed to the seams with inmates. Angola now has 20 percent 
more prisoners than last year. Men are sleeping on floors and cells 
originally built for one are now being shared by two. Over 300 more 
men are warehoused in the Admissions Unit awaiting transfer to the 
main prison population. There are no beds for them . . . ​and they 
continue to stream in every day, with no let up in sight.

—Wilbert Rideau, “Angola—Louisiana’s Sore That Won’t Heal,” 1975

The question is not whether the conditions exist but when and  
in what manner are these conditions to be eliminated.

—US magistrate Frank Polozola, 1975

In 1971, four Black Angola prisoners—Arthur Mitchell, Hayes Williams, 
Lee Stevenson, and Lazarus Joseph—filed the most extensive conditions 
of confinement lawsuit in Louisiana history; it would come to be known 
as the Hayes Williams lawsuit. Although the incarcerated petitioners framed 
the problems of Angola through the structural violence of solitary confine-
ment, racial segregation, toxic living conditions, and the trusty system, lib-
eral federal judges reframed the root problem as prison overcrowding and 
mandated a slew of prison reforms. With prison overpopulation front and 
center, prison administrators, politicians, district attorneys, and activists—
both behind bars and free—put forth a variety of solutions to the crisis. 
The dominant proposal was a reformist plan offered by the Louisiana 
Department of Corrections (DOC) to “decentralize” Angola by shrinking 
its capacity or shuttering it altogether and replacing it with smaller urban 
“satellite prisons.” However, by decade’s end the proposal to scale back 
Angola was abandoned in favor of planned carceral growth at Angola and 
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beyond. Louisiana’s prison population more than doubled from 4,196  in 
1970 to 8,661 in 1980.1

When the Louisiana penal system entered a new era of crisis in the 1970s, 
the state chose a new path: unprecedented penal expansion. This chapter 
tells the story of how Louisiana turned to carceral expansion as the answer 
to dehumanizing prison conditions and escalating overcrowding by draw-
ing on the twinned logics of racial liberalism and the rehabilitative ideal. 
With reformist penology gaining traction across the nation, Louisiana’s DOC 
officials and the federal judges overseeing the Hayes Williams lawsuit were 
increasingly critical of prison conditions but not necessarily of the condition 
of incarceration itself—believing in the paternalistic power of rehabilitation 
to correct unruly Black Louisianans into proper citizens through physical 
incapacitation. These reformist expansions were facilitated by the welfare-
state expansion politics of populist Governor Edwin Edwards and the wind-
fall of state petro revenues following the 1973 OPEC (Organization of 
Petroleum Exporting Countries) oil price hike that allowed Louisiana to 
funnel unprecedented dollars into prison reform initiatives following the 
federal court mandates.

This process was not without obstacles. When residents protested the sit-
ing of new satellite prisons in their communities, law-and-order district 
attorneys—buttressed by the federal funds of the Law Enforcement Adminis-
tration Act’s (LEAA) grant program—made mass early release politically un-
tenable. This required the state to institute new carceral strategies. To meet 
the federal court’s mandates, officials added thousands of prison beds to An-
gola, opened three new rural prisons, and began to incarcerate state prison-
ers in parish jails in what was believed to be a temporary stopgap response to 
overcrowding, alongside new proposals for “controlled carceral growth.” 
Liberal reformism served the purpose of legitimizing and planning Louisi-
ana’s carceral futures, paving the way for deeper and more brutal crises.

Formation of the Louisiana Penal System

To see how the crisis of 1971 marked a turning point in the Louisiana pun-
ishment regime requires us first to understand what came before the era of 
mass incarceration. A brief history of the Louisiana carceral state in the 
nineteenth and early to mid-twentieth centuries allows us to chart the ways 
in which the formation of the Louisiana penal system was intertwined with 
racial capitalist imperatives and contradictions while delineating the shifts 
in the state’s 1970s turn toward mass incarceration.
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In 1835, Louisiana opened the cells of the first 440-bed Louisiana State 
Penitentiary in Baton Rouge. The prison was built in response to Alexis de 
Tocqueville’s publicizing the brutal conditions of the French colonial New 
Orleans jail built in the 1700s. Two-thirds of the prison population were 
US-born white men, and the remaining third were white and not-yet-white 
immigrant men who broke the capitalist state’s social contract.2 This racial 
and gendered composition of the penal system was constructed on the un-
derstanding that because only white men held the status of rights-bearing 
individuals, only white men’s liberty could be taken away by the state. 
Fathers and husbands had the responsibility to discipline white women who 
stepped outside normative femininity, whereas private masters held the 
power to punish enslaved people across gender lines.3 According to Gwen-
dolyn Midlo Hall, planters “were reluctant to abandon their slaves to pub-
lic justice because of the costs of incarceration and punishment, which were 
charged to the masters, to say nothing of the loss of the service of incarcer-
ated slaves.” 4

At first, prisoners spent their time producing goods that were sold to 
cover the costs of the prison’s upkeep.5 However, business owners, incensed 
by the competition created by prison labor, petitioned the state to abolish 
this practice. In 1844, the Louisiana legislature prohibited the sale of 
prisoner-made commodities. Following this move and concerns about the 
cost of incarceration, the legislature adopted the practice of convict leas-
ing.6 The first lessors, James A. McHatton and William Pratt, turned to le-
vee construction along the Mississippi River and other tributaries to protect 
planters’ agricultural operations and bolster the growth of capitalist urban-
ization.7 Because of the high mortality rates of levee work, Louisiana plant-
ers prohibited their slaves from doing such labor.8 Prisoners provided a 
needed and cheap labor supply for this critical infrastructure.

This carceral configuration remained relatively steady until the Civil 
War. Convict lessors returned the prisoners back to the jurisdiction of the 
state, which moved all prisoners to the New Orleans city jail.9 In May 1862, 
Union troops overtook Baton Rouge and significantly damaged the state 
prison.10 It was not until 1867 that officials moved prisoners back into the 
penitentiary. By this time, the racist backlash against Emancipation was al-
ready in motion. Under Andrew Johnson’s tepid regime of Presidential Re-
construction, former Confederate rebels reassumed political office and 
enacted Black Codes to criminalize the now-free Black population, which, 
in the words of Angela Davis, “simultaneously acknowledged and nullified 
black people’s new juridical status as US citizens.”11 At this time, the New 



Decentralizing Angola 25

Orleans Police Department began targeting Black New Orleanians for ar-
rest.12 In 1868 Louisiana imprisoned 85 white men, 203 Black men, 9 Black 
women, and no white women.13

Although Radical Reconstruction tempered this white supremacist revan-
chism, the penal system was still in financial crisis. When the state legisla-
ture first moved to readopt convict leasing in 1869, moderate Republican 
governor Henry Clay Warmouth vetoed the bill, stating that “where the les-
sees have absolute power over the prisoners the tendency is to work them 
too much and feed them too little and give no attention to their comfort and 
instruction.”14 But a few months later the governor agreed to a compromise 
bill under which convict leasing could continue, with the addendum that 
the Board of Control would have oversight over the prisoners’ health and 
religious well-being and $500,000 in state bonds would be authorized for 
prison rebuilding.15

Louisiana’s second adoption of convict leasing was shaped by the regional 
realignment of the racial capitalist state. After the Bargain of 1876, the plan-
tation bloc in alliance with northern capitalists and New South industrial-
ists dismantled Reconstruction to restore political and economic power to 
white elites. Clyde Woods documents that in Mississippi, which served as a 
regional model, Redeemers slashed state budgets, and “most of the funds 
dedicated to education, health and the disabled were eliminated. Five key 
state institutions were then constructed: disenfranchisement, Black Codes, 
the one-party state, the malapportionment of legislative districts (gerry-
mandering), and labor peonage.”16 Although these austerity measures un-
dercut the gains of Reconstruction for Black and white workers alike, it was 
Black power that was explicitly targeted.17 The plantation bloc overwhelmed 
formal Black political power, destroyed collective and cooperative systems 
of organization and ownership, and disorganized Black labor through racist 
terror.18 It is in the context of the racist class war, which we have come to 
know as Jim Crow, that convict leasing became the primary penal structure 
across the South, including Louisiana.19

Former Confederate major Samuel James leased the growing Louisiana 
penal population from 1870 until his death in 1899.20 James worked most 
prisoners in levee and railroad construction to meet the burgeoning de-
mands of New South modernization.21 Whereas the Republican state legis-
lature attempted to curb James’s power, Bourbon Democrats loosened 
convict leasing regulations when they ascended to state power.22 The 
number of people on the lease grew due to the Bourbons’ intertwined proj
ects of widespread economic insecurity and impoverishment and the mass 
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criminalization of the Black populace. The reenactment of the Black Codes 
targeted Black people to labor on the lease and gave birth to the ideology 
that Blackness and criminality were inherently intertwined, justifying 
their policing and imprisonment.23 The Louisiana prison population grew 
more than threefold from 297 prisoners in 1868 to 989 prisoners, 85 percent 
of them Black, in 1900. This marked the first boom of the Louisiana car-
ceral state.24

To capitalize on the free labor provided by the growing penal popula-
tion, James purchased the plantation Angola in 1880.25 Before long, his 
profits from working imprisoned people on levees, railways, and cotton 
farming were almost a hundred times more than the rental fees he paid to 
the state.26 However, unlike in plantation slavery where enslaved people 
served as a source of both labor and capital to the plantocracy, under the 
Jim Crow political economy prisoners served only as labor—and so little 
care was given to their welfare.27 Prisoners worked under brutal conditions 
marked by malignant neglect and corporeal violence. Their disposability 
was epitomized by the level of premature death that characterized James’s 
thirty-year reign during which about three thousand people perished—
approximately one person every three and half days.28

The Louisiana legislature abolished convict leasing at the turn of the 
twentieth century. Although Black and Irish workers had protested the lease 
as an affront to free labor and the Prison Reform Association of Louisiana 
pushed to end the practice because of its brutality, state officials ended leas-
ing because they saw a revenue opportunity in prison labor that would 
support their antitax politics.29 The state’s abolition of the lease was cou-
pled with its purchase of Angola to serve as its own plantation penitentiary 
in 1901.30 The Board of Control, the precursor to the Department of Correc-
tions, had as its primary goal to “first to make the convicts self-sustaining 
and if possible profitable to the state instead of a burden” by working pris-
oners on levees and farming cotton, cane, and corn.31 It purchased adjacent 
plantations to expand Angola up to 18,000 acres, while the Baton Rouge 
prison was turned into an intake center and a prison for primarily white 
prisoners deemed too old or sick to work.32

Angola’s management relied on racial and gendered divisions of living 
and labor. Racially segregated housing and dining areas were created to sep-
arate the minority of white prisoners.33 And even though both Black and 
white prisoners were forced to work in the fields, Black men were over-
whelmingly assigned to the more arduous labor conditions of the levee 
camps and sugar cane plantations. Imprisoned Black women were required 
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to do a combination of work in the fields and domestic labor, while the few 
incarcerated white women oversaw sewing and mending work, mirroring 
a mixture of plantation and Jim Crow divisions of productive and repro-
ductive labor.34

Although the transition to a publicly run system was lauded, contradic-
tions quickly emerged. The state’s lowering of the rate of premature death 
produced a steadily growing penal population (1,500 prisoners by 1905 
and 1,900 prisoners by 1910) that exceeded the projected prison system 
expenses. Furthermore, Angola never accrued the revenue politicians 
hoped for. It could only generate limited revenue because private inter-
ests had successfully lobbied the state to adopt the “state-use” system 
whereby crops raised there could only be used within Angola or be sold to 
other state agencies, and not in competition with the private market.35 
Despite prison boosters’ claims, financial pressures led to nominal sur-
pluses at best that often were negated by the penal system’s debts.36 More-
over, the New Deal’s Agricultural Administration Act, which directed the 
prison to take dozens of acres out of production, combined with mechani-
zation decreased the number of incarcerated people needed to work on 
the plantation.37 When a 1957 legislative committee pushed for an increase 
in penal labor as a disciplinary tool in response to prisoner unrest, the 
recommendation could not be implemented because of “federal agricul-
tural regulations and quotas” and “increased use of farm machinery.”38 
And when Angola administrators tried to increase industrial production, 
only a dozen jobs were added here and there. By 1961, only one-third of 
Angola’s 3,240 prisoners were working in anything one could call produc-
tive labor.39 Most importantly, prisoners were not the submissive subjects 
that state officials wished them to be. Time and again prisoners escaped 
and protested the inhumane conditions at Angola.40

The state responses to these carceral contradictions produced cycles 
of crisis and reform that would characterize the Louisiana penal system 
until the 1970s. Officials loathed funding the prison system, especially 
but not only during economic downturns. They sought to cut prison ex-
penses by employing prisoners as “trusty guards,” 41 cutting corners on 
sanitary housing and decent food, overworking prisoners in the fields, 
and relying on floggings to increase productivity.42 Not only were such 
strategies unable to cover costs but also the ongoing systematic violence 
of Angola led to numerous prisoner revolts. Most notoriously, in 1951, 
thirty-seven prisoners slashed their Achilles heels in protest of brutal 
working conditions.43
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Prisoner protests had the effect of increasing public attention to inhu-
mane conditions, leading to state investigations and a half-dozen official 
studies by 1960. But little was done in response to the findings and propos-
als made to the state legislature.44 Adopted reforms tended to be minimal 
in scope, such as tinkering with prisoner classification systems, or they fo-
cused on the most egregious components of the penitentiary, such as replac-
ing trusties with paid guards.45 On occasion the legislature would allot 
additional funds for operations and renovations that included new carceral 
facilities for women prisoners and segregated facilities for prisoners labeled 
as “sex perverts.” 46 But once publicity died down, state officials would again 
cut costs—beginning the cycle anew. At no point was the underlying vio
lence of incarceration called into question until four prisoners sat down to 
sue the state for the horrors of Angola in 1971.

A New Era, A New Crisis

For much of the twentieth century, prisoner escapes from Angola were com-
mon, even constant.47 Only the main prison was enclosed by fences and 
walls while the physical landscape of the Mississippi River and the Tunica 
woods served as carceral barriers for the prison’s outer camps and vast 
fields. For the prisoners who worked the fields, corn and cane could serve 
as cover when they first ran, and the scale of the penitentiary combined with 
the small number of guards allowed some prisoners to get away if they were 
quick enough. More often than not, however, the prison chase team recap-
tured escapees within the penitentiary grounds or in the waters of the 
Mississippi.48

Having witnessed the limitations of this runaway strategy, Arthur Mitch-
ell and Hayes Williams tried a different route to freedom in 1970: they at-
tempted to slip out of the prison gates during a banquet while dressed as 
guests. Their plan was thwarted when, despite coordination with the guards, 
the nightly count was off by one. Prison officials sent Mitchell and Hayes to 
Angola’s notorious Red Hat solitary confinement cellblock.49

In the Red Hat, they were locked up in pitch-black cells measuring four 
by six feet. Trusty guards punctuated their isolation with intermittent beat-
ings. When they were transferred to Close Cell Restriction (CCR), they 
were held captive in lockdown 23 hours and 55 minutes a day. Yet within 
CCR, they were able to communicate with one another and began commu-
nicating with two other prisoners, a devout Muslim Lazarus Joseph and a 
former trusty Lee Stevenson. Instead of breaking their desire for freedom, 
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the experience in solitary fortified their resolve. The four focused on how 
to transform prison conditions. As later summed up in the Angolite, “They 
reached two realities: One, if the people of Louisiana knew what was actu-
ally going on in Angola they would be shocked, and two, the way they could 
prove what was happening was to prove it to a federal court.”50 Following 
precedents set by incarcerated Nation of Islam activists, they decided to file 
a federal civil action lawsuit against the DOC through the Reconstruction-
era 1871 Civil Rights Act that authorized people to sue states for civil rights 
violations.51

Arthur Mitchell spearheaded the lawsuit. According to former jailhouse 
lawyer Biggy Johnston, Mitchell was a “radical from the streets,” shaped 
by the struggles of the 1960s.52 Instead of focusing on a singular issue, this 
lawsuit would challenge the totality of the inhumane conditions that char-
acterized incarcerated life at Angola. The four prisoners put together a case 
against the overlapping issues that they understood to constitute cruel and 
unusual punishment and civil rights violations. Their lawsuit charged that 
Angola was guilty of racially segregating Black and white prisoners in dorms 
and dining, only allowing white prisoners to be eligible for the best prison 
jobs, discriminating against Muslim prisoners, censoring legal mail, and re-
lying on CCR solitary as a disciplinary tool. The medical care available 
was woefully inadequate, and the living and dining quarters were unsani-
tary. In addition, prison officials created an environment and perpetu-
ated the trusty system that encouraged violence among prisoners. These 
conditions constituted Angola as a systematically racist, violent, and toxic 
environment that required radical change. With Hayes Williams as the 
lead plaintiff, the lawsuit was filed with the US Middle District of Louisi-
ana Court in March 1971.53

Even as state officials balked at the lawsuit, they began to institute 
changes to preempt a federal ruling. On being elected governor in 1972, Ed-
win Edwards appointed Elayn Hunt as the new director of the DOC: she 
was a known liberal prison reformer and the first woman appointed to the 
position.54 Hunt’s appointment signaled the state’s investment in prison re-
form born out of desires and anxieties shaped by the rise of rehabilitation-
oriented penology55 and the haunting specter of the 1971 Attica uprising.56 
Hunt pushed for a larger DOC budget to improve prison conditions and hire 
additional security guards to replace the trusties.57 Hunt’s efforts were 
backed by a handful of prison reformers in the state legislature—most 
notably, Representative Dorothy Mae Taylor. Over the next few years, Hunt 
integrated Angola’s work and housing assignments; expanded its work-release 
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programs; combined the adult, juvenile, and parole systems into one uni-
fied penal system; and closed the Red Hat.58

Although Hunt’s reforms were aimed at Angola, her underlying goal was 
to decentralize the plantation penitentiary. This plan was based on the idea 
that Angola was a fundamentally dehumanizing space because of its mam-
moth size (3,000-plus beds spread over 18,000 acres) and isolated location. 
To create a rehabilitative environment, the plan proposed that the state open 
smaller “regional prisons” focused on work-release and rehabilitative pro-
grams. Moreover, siting prisons closer to cities would make it easier to hire 
and retain qualified staff and provide prisoners with greater access to loved 
ones. Under this plan, Angola would be closed altogether.59 Hunt, backed 
by Governor Edwards, traveled around the state making speeches on the 
benefits of decentralization. The decentralization proposal gained enough 
traction that in 1974 the state allocated $400,000 to the DOC to conduct a 
study of what it would take to implement such a plan.60 Even the president 
of the American Correctional Association formally endorsed the decentral-
ization of Angola.61

Hunt’s ability to implement immediate reforms was made possible by 
Louisiana’s surplus mineral revenue following the 1973 global increase in 
oil prices. Previously, because of its racist disregard for incarcerated life, 
the state’s approach to its penal system was characterized by systematic dis-
investment. Yet, Hunt pushed to increase the DOC budget to support her 
reforms from $15.1 million in fiscal year 1972 to $25 million for fiscal year 
1975, a jump of almost 66 percent in just three years.62 The leap in spend-
ing was tethered to the global crises of capital of the late 1960s and 1970s. 
Pressures from above and below had exacerbated the contradictions of 
Keynesianism. The Bretton Woods monetary system fell into disarray, lead-
ing to a delinking of the US dollar from the gold standard and the aban-
donment of fixed exchange rates; inflation and unemployment were on the 
rise, productivity was in decline, and radical antiracist and anticolonial 
movements across the globe were challenging the legitimacy of racial capi-
talism.63 At this critical conjuncture, OPEC, emboldened by the Third World 
Project, raised the tax rate on oil production by 70 percent to recuperate 
revenues that had been in decline despite soaring profits for European and 
US oil companies. The very next day, on October 17, 1973, Arab oil states 
reduced the supply of oil, followed up by an embargo on the United States, 
in response to Nixon’s support of Israel in the Yom Kippur War and in soli-
darity with Palestine.64 In a panic, US oil prices shot up fourfold, creating 
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strains on the US economy that, coupled with the devaluation of the dollar, 
produced the 1973–1975 US recession.65

However, Louisiana was a haven for the petrochemical industry, and 
the OPEC oil crisis produced not a budgetary shortage but an unexpected 
windfall of revenue. Rich oil deposits were first discovered in Evangeline, 
Louisiana, in 1901 leading to intensive oil exploration and development 
throughout the state.66 Over the following decades, Louisiana became a 
key site for oil extraction and oil industrialization. The geographic proxim-
ity of Louisiana’s oil wells to the Mississippi River, along with favorable 
state policies, bolstered the development of the oil economy.67 Geographer 
Craig Colten documented that between the 1940 and 1970 “a major infu-
sion of federal funding during World War II enlarged processing capacity 
along the lower Mississippi. . . . ​War Production Board investment en-
abled construction of new artificial rubber and aviation fuel facilities, and 
existing refiners expanded to meet wartime demands.” 68 These federal 
wartime investments facilitated off-shore drilling in the Louisiana Gulf in 
the 1940s that, along with onshore production, made Louisiana the third 
largest producer of crude oil in the United States.69 Louisiana’s high rate of 
oil extraction and processing directly contributed to the United States be-
ing the world’s leading oil producer up to the 1970s.70

Although the Louisiana legislature first implemented severance taxes 
on oil in 1910, it was not until the 1970s that the legislature developed its 
taxation structure on the premise that oil should be Louisiana’s primary 
source of revenue generation.71 Beginning with Governor Huey Long in 
the 1920s, the state legislature passed new taxes on oil to finance state-
building projects from new roads to expanding education.72 By the 1950s, 
oil revenues significantly buoyed the state treasury.73 Yet, in 1973, Louisi-
ana began to increase oil taxes along with the general sales tax in tandem 
with reductions on income and property taxes.74 These legislative actions 
intensified the state’s dependence on oil revenues and attempted “to shift 
some of the burden of state taxation away from Louisianans to residents 
of other states.”75 Higher oil prices translated into larger severance taxes 
that greatly surpassed the rise in commodity prices. In 1973 the legislature 
took further advantage of oil price increases by changing how oil sever-
ance taxes were calculated from a tax based on volume to one based on 
value.76 And because of the Middle East oil embargo, Louisiana was newly 
incentivized to intensify petrochemical extractions.77 Oil revenues allowed 
Louisiana not only to cover its budgetary needs but also to have a surplus 
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of revenue throughout the 1970s, buffering the state against the national 
recession (table 1.1).78

The growth of the DOC budget was a piece of the larger project of state-
building that marked Governor Edwards’s first two terms. Governing Loui-
siana in the tradition of Huey Long, Edwards increased expenditures for 
education, healthcare, AFDC payments, road building, and other public 
works.79 Although expanding such state capacities was an aim of Edwards 
before the OPEC price hike, the oil revenue boost strengthened his plans.80 
Given the pending prisoner lawsuit, it is not surprising that the DOC would 
also gain increased funding amidst Louisiana’s economic surpluses and pro-
state expansion politics.

Even as liberal prison reform gained traction, law-and-order policing 
and prosecutorial power were on the rise. For instance, the New Orleans 
City Council approved a new policing tactic known as “stop and frisk” in 
spring 1967. The local press heralded this initiative as an important addi-
tion to “the war on crime.”81 The national pillar of the War on Crime was 
the creation of the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration (LEAA). 
Established through the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 
1968, the LEAA grant-funding program served as a mechanism for the 
federal government to bulk up law enforcement power at the municipal 
and state level. Enacted under President Johnson but notoriously champi-
oned by President Nixon, the Safe Streets Act and LEAA grants were con-
ceived within the frame of racial liberalism that believed better police 
training and modernization of equipment would reduce the discretion 
and prejudices of law enforcement. Colorblind policing would in turn pro-
mote public safety for all.82 However, after the rise of Black power and the 
1960s urban uprisings, a coalition of Republicans and southern Dixiecrats 
enhanced the punitive elements of the bill as it moved through Congress. 

TABLE 1 .1 Louisiana budgetary growth, 1970–1975

Year
Louisiana 

general revenues
Combined mineral 
taxes (oil and gas)

DOC 
budget

FY 1970–1971 1,776,352,965 778,900,000 12,708,844
FY 1971–1972 1,850,928,755 914,300,000 15,138,289
FY 1972–1973 1,954,895,958 1,010,000,000 17,385,930
FY 1973–1974 2,118,910,060 1,073,000,000 20,517,742
FY 1974–1975 2,442,918,604 1,207,000,000 24,951,804

Source: Louisiana Executive Budgets
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Most notoriously, new provisions were added that allowed funds to be 
provided for riot control.83

The LEAA moved federal dollars to local criminal legal jurisdictions on 
a previously unthinkable scale. Much attention has been given to how the 
LEAA boosted the militarization of police departments.84 This is largely an 
accurate assessment. Indeed, the NOPD used LEAA funds to buy a tank 
that it deployed against the New Orleans chapter of the Black Panthers in 
the fall of 1970.85 Nevertheless, this singular focus obscures how the ma-
jority of LEAA funds went into seemingly mundane projects that built up 
state and municipal carceral infrastructure. In the case of New Orleans, 
which received 30 percent of the LEAA funds allotted to Louisiana, LEAA 
monies expanded everyday policing capacities by funding trainings, com-
puter systems, and new crime labs alongside community policing programs 
that built consent for police power.86

District attorney Harry Connick leveraged LEAA funds to advance his 
law-and-order agenda. Elected in 1973, Harry Connick would serve as New 
Orleans’s district attorney for the next thirty years.87 Connick ran on a 
tough-on-crime platform and promised to create a new carceral coopera-
tion anticrime body that would coordinate the efforts of the DA’s office 
with the NOPD, the Louisiana state troopers, sheriffs’ offices, and federal 
law enforcement agencies (figure 1.1).88 Connick proved true to his word. 
A little more than a year after entering office, Connick boasted that his office 
“put more people on death penalties in the last 10 months than has been 
done in the preceding four years”89 and created a “Career Criminal Bureau” 
focused on targeting “repeat offenders.”90 Connick believed the uptick in 
crime rates to be primarily due to the activities of so-called career criminals 
who were able to evade conviction because of the DA office’s high caseload 
and the supposed abuses of defense attorneys.

The Career Criminal Bureau worked with the NOPD to screen arrests 
and prioritize the prosecution of individuals with prior records.91 Key to 
the Career Criminal Bureau’s strategy was the “constant use of the Louisi-
ana multiple offense statutes” to enhance penalties.92 By 1975, the LEAA 
allotted nearly $500 million to Connick’s Career Criminal Bureau, increas-
ing its budget to twenty times that of the DOC in 1975.93 Within less than 
three years, the Career Criminal Bureau was responsible for the “disposal of 
1,836 habitual offenders with an overall conviction rate of 95%,” a stark 
contrast to the seven people who had been sentenced under the law in 
1973.94 It was so “successful” that the New Orleans Indigent Defense Of-
fice applied for LEAA funds to explicitly counteract its work.95 Moreover, 



FIGURE 1 .1 ​Harry Connick’s district attorney campaign ad, Times-Picayune, 
September 12, 1973.
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two Angola jailhouse lawyers, Biggy Johnston and John McCormick, 
filed a racial discrimination suit against Connick for primarily prosecuting 
Black New Orleanians as habitual offenders.96

Beyond providing dollars and cents, LEAA grants produced alignments 
and coordination between local carceral state-makers. To receive LEAA 
funds, states were required to create bodies to administer its block grants. 
Louisiana’s agency was the Louisiana Commission on Law Enforcement and 
the Administration of Criminal Justice (LCLE), which dispersed funds to 
seven geographically designated planning districts.97 The Orleans Parish 
planning district was governed by the Criminal Justice Coordinating Coun-
cil (CJCC).98 Following federal guidelines, the New Orleans CJCC com-
prised a combination of elected officials, criminal justice professionals, and a 
handful of private individuals. Notably a number of the NOPD’s top brass 
along with the criminal sheriff and district attorney sat on the CJCC.99 In 
other words, the very people applying to the LEAA to enhance the carceral 
capacities of the state were part of the decision-making body invested 
with the power to decide what direction the local criminal justice system 
should take.100 The CJCC’s makeup reinforced the idea that the primary 
experts of the criminal justice system were those officials actively working 
to increase carceral power. Furthermore, the LEAA’s federal guidelines for 
bodies like the CJCC shored up relationships and produced consensus be-
tween law enforcement and noncarceral officials.

Between 1971 when Mitchell, Williams, Joseph, and Stevenson filed their 
lawsuit and the federal court’s ruling in 1975, the Louisiana criminal jus-
tice system underwent significant changes. The competing ideologies of lib-
eral reformism and law and order were on full display within the penal 
system while the state was infused by new monies in response to the emerg-
ing crises of global capitalism and the beginning of the national war on 
crime. These contradictions and contestations would come to a head in the 
federal court’s ruling.

The Ruling

On Monday April 28, 1975, US magistrate Frank Polozola issued the first re-
port in the Hayes Williams v. McKeithan lawsuit. This report set the tone 
for the federal court’s approach to Angola over the next several decades, 
especially because Polozola would replace judge Elmer West as the presid-
ing judge in 1980. The scathing fifty-five-page report condemned the con-
ditions in Angola in no uncertain terms. By and large, Polozola upheld 
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the prisoners’ complaints, recounting the failure of the prison to provide 
medical care by trained professionals, the unabashed censoring of prison-
ers’ legal mail, the fact that the “psychiatric unit” consisted of nothing 
more than an overcrowded cellblock of prisoners who were let out of their 
cells only to shower, and the accumulation of raw sewage under the dining 
hall, which was then pumped into the Mississippi River. Conversely, he 
lauded Hunt for abolishing racial segregation and the trusty system.101

A principal issue of concern for Polozola, which had not been raised by 
the initial lawsuit, was overcrowding. The prison population had grown 
from just over three thousand prisoners when the suit was first filed to ap-
proximately four thousand prisoners, double the capacity Angola was de-
signed for, with Black prisoners constituting 71  percent of the prison 
population.102 The increase of close to one thousand prisoners in four years 
was a source of alarm not because more people were imprisoned but because 
it had produced overcrowded conditions. Polozola equated overcrowding 
with the recent spike in prison violence. He asserted that rampant violence 
among prisoners, which included 270 stabbings and 20 deaths in less than 
three years, was produced by a scarcity of prison guards and overpopulated 
facilities. Arguing that overcrowding created the situation where “the 
prison does not have enough cells to house those inmates who present dan-
ger to other inmates,” he singled out queer prisoners as particularly dan-
gerous in his claim that much violence stemmed from “fights involving 
homosexuals.”103 Even though Polozola recognized how overcrowded con-
ditions could prove harmful, he located the root of such violence in indi-
viduals, rather than in the state’s disregard for incarcerated life or its power 
to target a growing number of people for imprisonment.

The court’s narrow conception of what constituted prison violence was 
further revealed by its position on solitary confinement. Solitary confine-
ment, the precipitating issue for Mitchell, Hayes, Stevenson, and Joseph, 
was the only area in which Polozola did not find for the plaintiffs. It was 
not even part of the official investigation because of a recent case that ruled 
that Angola’s use of solitary confinement met the minimum constitutional 
standards. Hence, Polozola ruled that “this issue [of solitary confinement] 
has been rendered moot.”104 In leaving solitary off the table, Polozola reaf-
firmed not only prison officials’ discretion in its use but also the legitimacy 
of the practice itself. To the plaintiffs this was a slap in the face. They pub-
licly challenged this argument, asking how could Polozola say nothing about 
Williams and Mitchell “being placed in solitary confinement for eight days 
in a cell with no running water, lights, faucets, toilets, shower, or bathing 
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facilities and mattresses only at night.”105 In ignoring this issue, they high-
lighted that, even though Polozola’s report denounced conditions at Angola, 
the state’s concern for prisoners’ health and safety had a clear limit when it 
came to those the prison deemed uncontrollable and thus unworthy of any 
semblance of care.

The crux of the report was its recommendations. While acknowledging 
the work of Hunt in reforming Angola, Polozola charged that more expan-
sive prison reform was required: “No one disputes the fact that there are 
many conditions at Angola that must be eliminated to protect the lives and 
safety of the inmates incarcerated there and the civilian personnel who 
work at Angola. The question is not whether the conditions exist but when 
and in what manner are these conditions to be eliminated.”106 The question 
of how to alleviate such conditions was not as simple as it might at first ap-
pear. For the court, certain issues had fairly straightforward solutions. Polo-
zola unequivocally enjoined officials from all forms of racial and religious 
discrimination and from censoring legal mail. In addition, he required that 
Angola undergo massive repairs to bring it into compliance with fire and 
safety standards. On the question of violence, Polozola recommended 
strengthening the security and surveillance of prisoners through hiring ad-
ditional guards, increasing the regularity of shakedowns, purchasing new 
surveillance technologies, prohibiting gambling, and separating “all known 
homosexuals from the prison population.”107

Yet Polozola offered the least definitive solution to the pivotal issue of 
overcrowding. Although he recommended the construction of temporary 
housing at Angola to reduce overcrowded conditions, he also stated that the 
problem of overcrowding required a strategic plan that considered the long-
term needs of the penal system. Such a plan for Angola should begin by 
examining the possibility of constructing additional cells and dormitories 
and updating the Angola classification system.108 However, Polozola’s vision 
went beyond Angola and pushed for the state to study how it could imple-
ment decentralization by moving prisoners to other carceral facilities, grant-
ing more prisoners probation and parole, or even potentially building new 
prisons.109

Less than six weeks later, Judge West of the Middle District of Louisiana 
Court upheld Polozola’s report and declared Angola to be in an “extreme 
public emergency.” Finding Angola to “flagrantly violate basic constitutional 
standards” and numerous federal and state laws, West ordered a series of 
reforms. Generally, Judge West followed Polozola’s recommendations.110 He 
also added that officials were to follow all laws protecting public property 
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and to punish prisoners who caused damage to the prison. Again, the is-
sue of solitary confinement was elided as West ruled that the prison should 
continue to follow its existing procedures for punitive and administrative 
confinement.111 West followed the liberal logic of Polozola in linking vio
lence among prisoners to a lack of security and overcrowding. He mandated 
the expansion of Angola’s security and surveillance capacities. Danger-
ous prisoners were ordered to be segregated from the general popula-
tion, which included the immediate segregation of all “overt” homosexual 
prisoners.112 When any form of assault, including sexualized violence—
which for the prison constituted any form of queer sex, consensual or 
not—occurred between prisoners, Angola’s staff were to report it to the 
local DA.

Finally, West ordered that the state create a comprehensive plan for the 
decentralization of the Louisiana penal system. However, if “complete de-
centralization is not absolutely assured within two years,” then the state had 
to provide a specific timetable for building out Angola and to report on the 
feasibility of reducing its population either by early release or incarcerat-
ing certain classes of prisoners elsewhere.113 Thus, if decentralization was 
not realized according to the court’s timetable, it was likely that, rather than 
shuttering or shrinking, Angola would grow. Placing the possibility of car-
ceral expansion alongside the possibility of reducing the prison population 
through release provided an opening for Louisiana to solve its prison crises 
either through a prison buildup or decarceration.

The West ruling once again illustrated how liberalism limited a full reckon-
ing with prison violence. Like Polozola, West was incensed by the brutality 
and unlivable conditions at Angola and believed that the problems of the 
prison could be rectified through a modernization project. Renovating 
facilities to meet state standards, improving medical care, and increasing 
security measures would mitigate the harms created by decades of disin-
vestment. Yet, this push to invest in Angola was not designed to undo the 
institution’s punishment regime. Certain practices were explicitly prohib-
ited but only insofar as they were outside the bounds of constitutionality. 
Punitive practices were, in fact, enhanced in several ways—by the mandate 
to increase searches to the requirement that incarcerated people be subject 
to additional criminal charges. Underlying such actions was the dominant 
idea that protecting prisoners from violence meant protecting them from 
one another, not from the violence of the state to confine and punish.114 It 
was for this reason that solitary confinement was upheld and the DOC was 
to institute a more regimented classification system to separate out “dan-
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gerous” prisoners deemed incapable of rehabilitation from deserving “non-
violent” prisoners capable of change.

This logic also helps explain how both West and Polozola could couple 
an unflinching reproach of racial segregation with the order to segregate 
prisoners who crossed the line of normative heterosexuality. The official 
antiracism of post–World War II racial liberalism was anchored in an un-
derstanding of racism in terms of individualized prejudice. The 1954 Brown 
v. Board of Education ruling, which based its critique on the psychological 
impacts of racial segregation, fortified this understanding at the direct 
expense of a materialist conception of white supremacy. This simplified 
rendering of Jim Crow and, by association, racism erased the Black free-
dom movement’s assertion that racial hierarchies went hand in hand with 
the widespread exploitation, dispossession, and punitive power that consti-
tuted the systematic violence of the racial capitalist state.115 By 1975 the 
dominance of racial liberalism made racial segregation in any facet of so-
ciety, even prisons, not only illegal but also irredeemable.

Still, the courts did not find segregation as a general practice to be a prob
lem. The prison’s capacity to separate out prisoners deemed dangerous was 
critical to its disciplinary rule. The ease with which the court deemed “overt 
homosexuals” a primary cause of prison violence implicitly collapsed queer-
ness with sexual violence. As historian Regina Kunzel has shown, during 
the 1960s and 1970s an outcry emerged surrounding male-on-male prison 
rape. The concern over this form of prison violence drew on decades of ho-
mophobic and heterosexist thinking that posited queer people as deviant 
and dangerous and who needed to be policed and controlled in tandem with 
the feminist politicization of sexualized violence.116 However, while femi-
nists asserted that interpersonal acts of rape and sexual assault were 
rooted in patriarchal power relations, the court’s decision to segregate per-
ceived homosexuals skirted this systematic analysis. The courts replaced it 
with one that rendered prisoner rape—a real problem at Angola—not as a 
product of patriarchy but as a queer phenomenon from which straight pris-
oners had to be protected while erasing how the prison was itself a source 
of sexual violence through strip and cavity searches. The ruling reinforced 
the long-standing practice of punishing those who refused to abide by the 
compulsory heterosexuality of the prison, reified queerness as an unruly 
danger, and again located the source of prison violence within incarcerated 
individuals rather than in structural conditions.

Because officials explained prison rape through the racist and gendered 
narrative of the hypermasculine and oversexualized “Black male rapist” 
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preying on innocent white prisoners, the alarm around prison sexual vio
lence was itself racialized.117 There is evidence that such thinking shaped 
Polozola’s findings. In an overlapping case about racial segregation at the 
Baton Rouge jail, attorneys with the ACLU wrote to the US Department of 
Justice that “Polozola recommended against a strict racially integrated ra-
tio per cell. He said that his experience was that in a cell where you had ten 
(10) prisoners, if eight (8) prisoners were black and two (2) prisoners were 
white (as would be the case at parish prison for seventy to eighty percent of 
the prison population is black), that the black prisoners would dominate the 
white prisoners and in many cases force homosexual acts upon them.”118 Inte-
grationist mandates were undergirded by the intertwining of racist and ho-
mophobic logics. The racial liberalism embedded within the Hayes ruling 
did not necessitate a commitment to ending racism or state-sanctioned vio
lence; rather it solely required that the forms racialized punishment took 
fit within the bounds of liberal constitutionality. The magistrate report and 
the subsequent federal court ruling paved the way for new prison reforms. 
Yet exactly how the state would meet these mandates was undetermined. 
The question of how to resolve the overcrowding crisis took center stage 
for the DOC, DAs, prisoners, and communities throughout the state.

The Prison Scramble

Competing responses to Judge West’s ruling arose immediately. In the 
days following the court order, Governor Edwards promised to appeal 
the measure while also committing to reforming Angola.119 Elayn Hunt 
voiced concern with the short timeline for decentralization and cautioned 
that investing more funds into Angola would move the state away rather 
than closer to shuttering the plantation penitentiary.120 At the same time, 
overcrowding had reached an all-time high, with prisoners “sleeping on the 
floors, in the hallways, or in cots pushed within ten inches of each other. 
The prison has run out of beds long after it ran out of space.”121 DOC offi-
cials raised the concern that if the legislature did not soon respond to the 
courts, riots could ensue.122 Incarcerated journalist Wilbert Rideau shared 
this sentiment, reporting that overcrowding increased prisoners’ “material 
deprivation” that in turn led to desperation and an increase in violence.123 
For Rideau and many others locked up in Angola, the only answer to this 
crisis was to bulldoze Angola to the ground and to create the penal system 
anew through decentralization.124
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This was not to be. Instead, the legislature prioritized passing Con-
nick’s new law-and-order package.125 The most contentious piece of the 
package was a good time reduction bill, designed to prohibit people who 
had been convicted of armed robbery or were “habitual offenders” from 
accruing good time—the automatic procedure of reducing prisoners’ sen-
tences for good behavior.126 Despite the DOC’s strong opposition to the 
bill on the grounds that it was exactly this sort of law-and-order measure 
that was contributing to the overcrowding crisis, it was passed in a modi-
fied version whereby judges would have the power to determine whether a 
“habitual offender” was eligible for good time or not.127

Only the insistence of Governor Edwards compelled the legislature to re-
spond to the federal courts. Although the state was still waiting on its ap-
peal, Edwards recognized that it would likely fail, given the trajectory of 
similar federal court orders in Mississippi and Alabama.128 The governor 
took action on two fronts: he pushed for the legislature to allot funding for 
repairs at Angola and began negotiations for the acquisition of a Caddo 
Parish jail to convert into a first offender prison as the first step in decen-
tralization.129 When the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals upheld West’s order, 
Edwards persuaded the legislature to appropriate $15 million for prison 
renovation and construction: $5 million for new construction at Angola, 
$5 million for a first offender prison near Shreveport, and $5 million for a 
first offender prison in New Orleans.130 Tacking these projects on was 
easy because the state budget was still flush with oil revenue to the point 
that, for the third year in a row, the state was able to cover its entire con-
struction budget with cash on hand without having to resort to debt financ-
ing through issuing bonds.131

However, the federal courts responded that the state was still moving too 
slowly.132 West argued that state officials should do whatever it could and 
quickly, whether that meant applying to the LEAA for funding, holding a 
special legislative session, or shifting bonds from other projects to prison 
construction. Importantly, West stated that it was now clear that the prior-
ity was not only to decentralize the prison system but also to construct ad-
ditional housing at Angola in the interim.133 In response, Hunt flew to 
Washington, D.C., to urge the Louisiana congressional delegation to obtain 
LEAA funds for decentralization.134 Simultaneously, Governor Edwards 
persuaded the legislature to give him “authority to act independently by 
placing the Department of Corrections among the agencies for which he can 
declare an emergency and spend without specific appropriations.”135 On 
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declaring Angola to be in a state of emergency, Edwards unilaterally di-
verted funds from other sectors of the budget to the DOC’s budget.

Opposing Satellites: NIMBYism in Practice

Even though the DOC now had a blank check with which to implement the 
decentralization plan, local opposition to prison siting remained a persis
tent obstacle. Because the state favored converting surplus state property 
into prisons rather than building from the ground up, the DOC was com-
pelled to negotiate with local jurisdictions. Just as fast as DOC officials 
scrambled to find facilities to turn into prisons, local residents and officials 
scrambled to find ways of blocking such moves.136 Hence, one of the very 
cruxes of the decentralization plan—that prisons should be located closer to 
urban centers to facilitate improved staffing, rehabilitation, and visitation—
proved to be one of its downfalls as “not in my backyard” (NIMBY) politics 
made such siting unfeasible (figure 1.2). The central questions underlying 
the prison scramble became who had authority over surplus state lands and 
what were the ideologies that structured the terms of the debate.

The DOC first set its sights on Caddo Parish—home to Shreveport—for a 
satellite prison. Yet, only days after the legislature approved bonds to pur-
chase or lease a Caddo jail, the local governing body, the parish police jury, 
rejected the prison conversion plan.137 Realizing that a parish vote would not 
be in the DOC’s favor, Hunt set her sights on a vacant, formerly Black school 
that closed when the school district finally desegregated in 1972. Yet, when it 
became evident that the Caddo Parish School Board held final authority on 
whether the school should be leased or sold to the DOC, hundreds of residents 
attended its meetings in protest.138 When the school board voted 13–2 against 
accepting the state’s offer of $600,000 for the site, the DOC abandoned, for 
the time being, the option of opening a prison in the Shreveport area.139

The DOC’s efforts to open a prison in New Orleans were likewise halted. 
After learning that the DOC had purchased a nursing home in New Orleans 
East for $2.5 million to renovate it as a small geriatric prison, residents and 
politicians contested the plan.140 Although Orleans Parish state representa-
tives had approved $5 million bonds for prison construction in the city, they 
maintained they would not have done so if they had known about this par
ticular site.141 State representatives backed the city council in a suit against 
the prison that claimed the plan violated the city’s zoning laws and that the 
state should have first attained approval from the city council. Animating 
the suit was the question of which state bodies had the power “to create a 



FIGURE 1 .2 ​“We Can’t Adequately Handle Any More Prisoners” political cartoon, 
Times-Picayune, July 23, 1975, Capital City Press/Georges Media Group, and 
Baton Rouge, Louisiana.
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[carceral] institution.”142 The city council then voted 5–0 to amend the New 
Orleans Comprehensive Zoning Ordinance to explicitly state that nursing 
homes could not be converted into carceral facilities.143 Before the courts 
ruled, the state bowed down, and Edwards suspended the plan.144

Opposition to sick and elderly prisoners was not confined to Orleans Par-
ish. The DOC’s first attempt to transfer prisoners out of Angola was to 
move 170 prisoners in need of ongoing medical and psychiatric care to the 
vacant Greenwell Springs Hospital in Baton Rouge.145 Yet, just days be-
fore the transfer, more than 400 Baton Rouge residents attended an op-
positional mass meeting, arguing that a hospital located in a residential 
area should not be used to imprison “those convicted of serious criminal 
offenses, regardless of their physical condition.”146 The East Baton Rouge 
District Attorney’s office filed an injunction against the state which as-
serted that the land had originally been donated to the state for a tubercu-
losis sanatorium and any other use was out of bounds.147 Governor Edwards 
and parish leaders negotiated that Greenwell Springs Hospital would tem-
porarily house no more than seventy ill prisoners.148

The DOC also looked to use decommissioned military property for satel-
lite prisons. Members of the Calcasieu Parish police jury in southwest Louisi-
ana reached out to the state to propose using a former air force base as a first 
offender minimum security prison.149 The DOC took up the proposal and in-
cluded the base in its decentralization plan.150 However, mounting resistance 
to siting a prison in the parish grew, abetted by the fact that the base was not 
under the jurisdiction of the pro-prison Calcasieu police jury but the more 
antagonistic Lake Charles City Council. The plan was squashed when the 
council unanimously voted against prison conversion.151 Less than two weeks 
later, Hunt offered up another option that avoided the local opposition prob
lem: converting a World War II navy ship into a floating prison. She asserted 
that the prison ship would be an ideal site for “non-violent” prisoners to learn 
maritime vocational skills.152 But the LEAA refused to fund the plan because 
it was both prohibitively expensive and security would not be strong enough 
to “prevent a mutiny followed by a ship takeover.”153

Although the idea of a prison ship was always a reach, Hunt’s proposal was 
made in the midst of massive local opposition to new prisons and the ticking 
clock of the court orders. Almost as soon as the DOC found a potential facility 
for a satellite prison, residents found a means of blocking the plan or at least 
making it so difficult to implement that the DOC dropped it. As one editorial 
aptly articulated, much of the resistance was fundamentally based in the 
conundrum that people “want the satellite prisons—but not here.”154
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Competing Ideologies of Decentralization

Although the strategies that locales used to stop prisons varied, the ideolo-
gies undergirding such opposition were remarkably consistent. Most prom-
inent was residents’ assertion that a prison would put their community at 
risk of dangerous criminals.155 Central to this position was the claim that 
people did not want “another Angola” in their communities.156 This rhetoric 
pointed to what Angola had come to represent, particularly for white Loui-
sianans: a place overflowing with dangerous Black men who frequently were 
able to escape. The imagined danger posed by current and future prisoners 
was typically racialized and urbanized. Political cartoons depicted Angola 
as an overcrowded site of “jungle justice,”157 and letters to the editor ar-
gued that prisons brought “city problems” to where they did not belong 
(figure 1.3). In one letter, a man wrote, “I moved here to raise my children 
away from the city atmosphere, the problems generated by people who don’t 
care, who can’t control themselves, much less their children.”158 Cities—
particularly New Orleans, which was routinely cited as “producing” more 
than 50 percent of Angola’s population—and urban residents were signified 
as uncontrollable and lawless places and people that prisons transported 

FIGURE 1 .3 ​“Jungle Justice” 
political cartoon, States-Item, 
August 22, 1974, Capital City 
Press/Georges Media Group, 
and Baton Rouge, Louisiana.
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into rural parishes, disrupting law-abiding residents’ tranquility and 
safety.159 This racially coded sociospatial logic was rooted in and extended 
the notion of Black people and places as sites of danger to be avoided, con-
tained, and controlled, along with erasing how the bulking up of the New 
Orleans criminal legal system produced such skewed statistics.160

The DOC’s argument that the satellite prisons would be minimum secu-
rity facilities and would imprison only first offenders did not assuage lo-
cals’ fears. At one public meeting in Shreveport, a resident refuted the idea 
that first offenders were somehow safer by stating, “The term ‘first offender’ 
keeps cropping up. They were all first offenders one time.”161 Moreover a 
Red River Journal columnist wrote that he refused to have the prison crisis 
“stampede me into accepting any additional non-violent, no-hardcore 
convicts into my neighborhood.”162 By disavowing the idea that “first of-
fenders” and “non-violent” constituted a special class of prisoner, these 
statements served to undercut the DOC’s claims and to reinforce the idea 
of incarcerated people as always an already dangerous segment of the pop-
ulation in need of confinement. In addition, residents called into question 
the DOC’s promises of only housing “non-violent, first offenders” by de-
claring that even if a prison was opened as minimum security, “We don’t 
know what kind of institution it might become.”163

Finally, people protested new prisons on the belief that they would 
harm their local economy. Overlapping the concern about protecting public 
safety was the concern of protecting racial capital investments. Home-
owners regularly protested the opening of nearby prisons on the grounds 
that they would lower their property values—implicitly seeking to main-
tain the principle of racial segregation that underpinned the property re-
lation.164 Local governing bodies voted against prisons on the grounds 
that carceral facilities would limit economic development in the city or 
parish. Officials reiterated concerns that a nearby prison would dissuade 
companies from opening new businesses and keep tourists from vising their 
communities.165 Furthermore, people raised concerns that appropriating 
millions to prisons reduced the state funds available for social services 
such as education.166

Amplifying the NIMBY response to satellite prisons, numerous people 
contended that the ideal site for new prison construction was Angola itself. 
Joining with residents looking to subvert plans for prisons near their homes, 
several politicians challenged the decentralization plan by arguing for ex-
panding Angola into a mega-prison of 10,000 beds.167 In one letter to the 
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editor, state senator Paul Forshee wrote that there was already “ample 
space” to “decentralize” on the grounds of Angola’s 18,000 acres and that 
expanding Angola could potentially enable more of the plantation lands to 
be cultivated.168

Governor Edwards, Elayn Hunt, and other state officials attempted to 
counter such oppositional rhetoric and actions by shifting the terms of 
public debate. State officials brought the specter of prison riots into the 
conversation by reminding the public that if the overcrowded conditions 
at Angola continued, the state would be primed to have an “Attica situa-
tion.”169 Furthermore Hunt appealed to people’s sense of civic duty in reit-
erating that urban satellite prisons were critical for prison reform. They 
believed that most opposition was based in fear and that as people learned 
the facts they would welcome prisons.170 In this spirit, Hunt even suggested 
making pins that read, “I want a prison in my backyard.”171 The last major 
pro-prison argument maintained that prisons would provide an economic 
boost by bringing in jobs and revenue.172 Through this triad of fear-
mongering, appeals to good citizenry, and economic incentives, state offi-
cials sought to win the consent of the public for decentralization.

Although the state’s decentralization arguments did not sway everyone, 
they did influence segments of the population. Their influence is most 
visible in the extent to which the major Louisiana newspapers were pro-
decentralization. The mainstream media largely reproduced the liberal 
arguments for decentralization by arguing for the need to disentangle 
the state from the problems long associated with Angola and insisting on the 
urgency of meeting the mandates of the court order.173 Pro-prison letters to 
the editor contended that bringing a prison to the area would “offer another 
source of employment, more revenue for the area, help build up the com-
munity, and bring in new blood to the area.”174 In some locales, these 
pro-prison sentiments gained enough traction that people campaigned 
for a prison. In Lafayette, people argued for supporting the building of a 
rehabilitative prison on reformist grounds, whereas in Bossier City parish 
officials offered land for a satellite prison to boost the local economy.175 
Although neither site worked out, these offers signaled fissures in what had 
first appeared as a united, NIMBY bloc.

And even though residents opposed to satellite prisons and pro-
decentralization officials and residents publicly clashed, their positions on 
the prison crisis aligned more than first appeared. Although the “where” 
and “how” were up for debate, both groups trafficked in the assumption that 



48 Chapter 1

the primary, if not the only, solution to the court orders was to build out 
the Louisiana penal system. Whether people were arguing for a larger An-
gola to keep prisoners out of their backyards or asserting the need to create 
a decentralized satellite prison system to separate out “classes” of prisoners 
in the service of rehabilitative programs, all agreed that the principal role 
of the penal system was to keep criminals from running “loose in the 
streets.”

However, this frame, while dominant, was by no means totalizing. In the 
free world, a few individuals expressed explicit critiques of incarceration. 
The primary source of opposition was the Louisiana chapter of the South-
ern Coalition on Jails and Prison—a grassroots regional organization 
focused on reforming prison and jail conditions to ensure the rights of 
prisoners, halting new prison construction, abolishing capital punish-
ment, and developing alternatives to incarceration. A leader of the Louisi-
ana Coalition of Jails and Prisons (LCJP), John Vodicka argued in 
response to the decentralization debate that “prisons, old or new, small 
or large, simply don’t work. They do not ‘rehabilitate.’ Instead, prisons 
brutalize their occupants, deprive those incarcerated of their dignity and 
self-esteem while at the same time strengthening inmates’ criminality. . . . ​
I would rather see Angola quickly decentralized and the states [sic] large 
penal institutions and jails abolished altogether.”176 For the LCJP, decen-
tralization was a strategy that targeted the fundamental dehumanization 
of the current penal system.

Inside Angola, incarcerated men also challenged the underlying notion 
of the decentralization debates—that prisoners were objects to be debated 
over versus subjects with their own opinions and visions for their future. 
In their letters to the editor, imprisoned people objected to the fear-
mongering portrayals of themselves as nothing more than “mad dog kill-
ers, thieves, and rapists.”177 The Angola Lifers’ Association pointed out that 
even the decentralization plan was too narrow because it “says little for the 
future of the lifers and the men serving long sentences.” Its focus on first 
offenders was not “just one more correctional progress that would pass 
them by”; it was a strategy that reinforced the state’s hierarchal classifi-
cation of state prisoners that reified long-termers’ criminality and fore-
closed the possibility of their freedom.178 Instead, the state needed to 
approach the overcrowding crisis through a structural analysis that in-
terrogated the interrelationship of skyrocketing incarceration rates and 
unemployment.179
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The Struggle to Open Dixon Correctional Institute

Within the back-and-forth of the frenzied prison scramble, the DOC man-
aged to open one new prison in the first year of the court order. The 
conversion of the East Louisiana State Hospital into Dixon Correctional 
was an uphill battle that encapsulated the debates surrounding prison 
proposals.

When the state announced the plan to convert vacant sections of the East 
Louisiana State Hospital into a prison in July 1975, state officials estimated 
that the “facilities would be readied to accept 450 to 750 prisoners within 
10 days to three weeks.”180 However, the outcry from residents began almost 
immediately. East Feliciana Parish residents opposed the prison because 
they believed it would decrease public safety. Given their proximity to An-
gola, they feared the region would become seen as a “dumping ground” for 
prisoners that would depress local property values.181 When local opposi-
tion did not impede the DOC’s plans, the residents, the Louisiana Associa-
tion of Mental Health, and the AFL-CIO filed a lawsuit against the DOC. 
The suit argued that the transfer of prisoners to a hospital violated state law 
and would be a threat to the hospital’s mental health patients.182 Together 
with the lawsuit, local officials toyed with the idea of passing new land use 
regulations to thwart the prison.183 Yet, at the same time, more than one 
thousand residents came out in favor of a prison as an economic develop-
ment strategy.184 With a split constituency, the police jury chose not to take 
any steps for or against the prison.185

District Judge Bennett issued an injunction against transferring prison-
ers to vacant buildings at the state hospital and prohibited the governor 
from financing the conversion without legislative approval.186 The judge be-
lieved it was unconstitutional for the DOC to overspend its budget in times 
of emergency.187 He maintained there was no need for a new prison because 
there was plenty of space at Angola.188 Central to the ruling was the ques-
tion of political authority and legitimacy. Who could make decisions about 
property transfers, what were the rules governing state departments’ ap-
propriations, and fundamentally, how much power did the executive branch 
hold? Whether Bennett’s ruling stuck or was overruled was pivotal not only 
in this case but also to the overall court order. Along with the state’s appeal 
of the injunction, it requested that Judge West intervene in the hopes he 
could compel the injunction to be lifted.189 Although West did not press the 
state courts, he made it known that if the state Supreme Court did not lift 
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the injunction, he would mandate that Governor Edwards call an emergency 
legislative session on the prison crisis.190

Making front-page news, the state Supreme Court overturned the injunc-
tion and ruled that it was within the jurisdiction of the governor and the 
DOC to buy property and for the DOC to use its budget for correctional 
projects beyond Angola.191 With the court’s blessing, the DOC proceeded 
with the prison plans.192 On April 1, 1976, the 400-bed Dixon Correctional 
Institute opened up as Louisiana’s first-ever medium-security prison.193

Displacing the Overcrowding Crisis to Jails

Meanwhile, law-and-order legislation and prosecutions exacerbated the 
overcrowding crisis. When Governor Edwards announced that he had 
fast-tracked the parole hearings of two hundred prisoners to create bed 
space, Connick lambasted the plan, writing that the DOC was “more vi-
tally concerned about the problems of criminals in Angola than about the 
problems caused by criminals to the citizens of this community. This over-
concern for the convict is shown by utilizing every conceivable means 
available—often regardless of the consequences—to release inmates.”194 
To delegitimize early release as a potential response to overcrowding, 
Connick fought Orleans Parish early releases that he deemed a threat to 
the public.195 Moreover, new mandatory minimums funneled more Loui-
sianans into the already bloated criminal legal system. Second-degree 
murder now carried a minimum sentence of forty years, and anyone found 
guilty of illegally carrying a firearm would be subject to sentences of 
three to ten years.196 Sentences that seemed impossible a few years earlier, 
such as a twenty-three-year-old being sentenced to 150 years for armed 
robbery, were now commonplace. As one criminal court judge noted, cur-
tailed judicial discretion forced him “to give higher sentences than he 
thought were just.”197

The prolonged process of finding sites for new prisons along with law-
and-order politicking worsened the overcrowding pressures not only on 
Angola but also on jails throughout the state. When Governor Edwards 
declared Angola to be in a state of emergency, he froze any new admis-
sions to the prison. With sheriffs barred from sending sentenced individu-
als to Angola, jails across the state overflowed. In New Orleans the issue 
came to a head with the old Orleans Parish Prison holding more than 960 
prisoners in a space designed for 450 and the jail’s House of Detention 
having over 30 people sleeping on the floor. To rectify the problem, NOPD 
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superintendent Clarence Giarrusso pushed for city officials to release those 
imprisoned on misdemeanors.198 Instead, Lieutenant Governor Fitzmor-
ris amended the previous declaration to allow convicted individuals from 
Orleans Parish to be locked up at Angola.199 But this decision was super-
seded by Judge West, who reiterated that Angola’s population must shrink 
to 2,641.200 New Orleans Sheriff Foti expressed frustration with this or-
der, claiming that being forced to house state prisoners at the jail would 
cause multiple problems from increasing its own overcrowding to rising 
expenses.201 When OPP’s population soared above one thousand, the New 
Orleans City Council diverted $125,000 from the NOPD’s budget to cover the 
jail’s operating costs.202

The state could not ignore that jails from Caddo Parish to Lafayette were 
at or beyond capacity.203 With sheriffs’ agitation growing, the DOC and 
Judge West offered them the ability to “swap out” prisoners convicted of 
violent crimes from their jails in exchange for minimum-security prisoners 
from Angola.204 This action, although framed as meeting public safety 
concerns, was just a shell game between the DOC and the parish jail system. 
It did not resolve the crisis but, as one prison reformer noted, merely 
“decentralize[d] the problem.”205 As Angola’s population neared the man-
dated cap, the underlying crisis was displaced to parish jails.

With now more than one thousand state prisoners locked up in jails, 
parish officials pressed the state to provide them with additional financial 
resources. The Policy Jury Association of Louisiana passed a resolution 
asking the DOC to reduce its reliance on parish jails and for per diem re-
imbursements for the state prisoners they were required to hold.206 Turning 
around the argument made to localities to build satellite prisons, the as-
sociation argued to the new DOC secretary C. Paul Phelps207 that to do 
anything else could create “another Attica situation.” Phelps reiterated 
that the DOC’s next steps depended on the bills passed in the upcoming 
legislative session.208 Although the courts permitted the DOC to accept 
new prisoners at Angola after Dixon was opened, the root problem was 
still not fixed. Angola was projected to be over capacity again in just a 
few months.209

Thus began the overcrowding cycle that would characterize the Louisi-
ana penal system for the following decades: as prisons filled to capacity, 
state prisoners would be scattered to parish jails throughout Louisiana while 
state officials would scramble to find ways to renovate and build out car-
ceral facilities within the federal court’s guidelines. For a moment, over-
crowding would be contained until the everyday churning of the punitive 
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criminal legal system sent new swaths of the population to prison to begin 
the cycle anew.

The 1976 Legislative Sessions: Decentralized Growth

As the regular 1976 legislative session began, a bloc of state senators were 
setting their sights on passing legislation that would give local jurisdictions 
veto power over prison siting.210 This goal proved beyond their reach: all 
they could pass was a “resolution to ‘urge and request’ the DOC not to ex-
pand in any parish without prior support of local governing bodies.”211 Yet 
the legislature was able to pass a law that required the DOC to appropriate 
a per diem rate of $4.50 per state prisoner housed in a parish jail for longer 
than fifteen days.212 Although this was a lower rate than first proposed, per 
diems did ease some of the financial pressures on sheriffs for the presumed 
temporary arrangement.

This new per diem system was just one small piece of a broader bud
getary leap for the DOC, whose officials lobbied to increase their operat-
ing budget by 50 percent from $29 million to $45 million and to receive 
$80 million for new prison construction to meet the federal mandates.213 As 
in the past several years, the aggrandizement of the DOC budget was finan-
cially feasible and aligned with the government’s state-building commit-
ments. Despite growing economic pressures caused by rising inflation and 
declining oil productivity, the state was still benefiting from oil revenue 
surpluses that were being used not only for the DOC’s budget requests but 
also to expand education, healthcare, welfare, and other social services.214

Even more significant than the record growth of the DOC budget was how 
the capital outlay funds—the state budget dedicated to capital construction—
were to be distributed through a “modified decentralization plan.” Al-
though state representatives were unable to gain veto power over siting 
satellite prisons, this did not mean that local opposition was ignored. The 
state was forced to scale back the decentralization plan. While Edwards an-
nounced that the state would “not be able to accomplish one of the primary 
goals of the decentralization plan—getting prison facilities out of isolated 
rural areas,”215 Phelps reported to staff at the Angolite that given the high 
costs of building new prisons, Angola would not be closed as Hunt had 
championed.216 Instead, Governor Edwards presented to the legislature a 
“modified decentralization plan” in which the DOC would add 1,400 beds 
to Angola to bring its carceral capacity up to 4,000 people while also ex-
panding the Louisiana Correctional Institute for Women and work-release 



Decentralizing Angola 53

facilities. In addition, three new prisons would be built, one of which would 
be a diagnostic center to classify prisoners as they entered the penal sys-
tem, to be named the Elayn Hunt Correctional Center.217

The Louisiana Coalition on Jails and Prisons contended that the expan-
sion plan went above what West had mandated. They instead pushed for a 
moratorium on prison construction, arguing that building new prisons 
would be a self-defeating reform because they were likely to replicate de-
humanizing conditions.218 Yet such a viewpoint had little influence, and the 
legislature easily passed the decentralized prison expansion plan. Only a 
few months later when Judge West ordered the state to move faster, Gov-
ernor Edwards called an emergency legislative session to approve another 
800 beds for Angola.219 In just a few months, the state increased Louisiana’s 
carceral capacity by 3,876 beds, nearly doubling its prisoner population 
from 1970.220

The 1976 legislative season closed with Louisiana set on a different de-
centralization path than the one imagined earlier: it did not reduce the 
state’s reliance on incarceration but instead expanded the penal system 
through decentralization. However, this was not the end of the state’s lib-
eral carceral planning. To implement West’s order that Louisiana create a 
comprehensive long-range plan for the penal system, the 1976 legislature 
created two commissions charged with making reform recommendations 
for the state: the Governor’s Pardon, Parole, and Rehabilitation Commission 
and the Prison System Study Commission.

Planning Louisiana’s Carceral Future

The short-lived Governor’s Pardon, Parole, and Rehabilitation Commission 
(GPPRC) was tasked with analyzing the state’s approach to the penal sys-
tem to provide guidance on how it should be reformed for “effective and 
workable rehabilitation.”221 Noted prison reformer Reverend James Stovall 
of Baton Rouge chaired it and set the tenor of its work. For Rev. Stovall, the 
purpose of the commission was not only to offer recommendations but also 
to provide a framework for understanding the prison crisis that countered 
tough-on-crime politics. Mixing psychological and structural arguments, 
Stovall argued that crime was rooted in persistent racial injustice, violence 
learned from the Vietnam War, widespread unemployment and underem-
ployment, and disillusionment with the government after Watergate.222

The GPPRC pushed for expanding and standardizing probation, pa-
role, and clemency eligibility alongside investing in robust rehabilitation 
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programs. Of central concern was how recent tough-on-crime legislation 
had restricted probation and parole, thereby limiting prisoners’ access to 
rehabilitative programming.223 As of July 1977, the state’s work-release fa-
cilities were largely vacant because of the more stringent requirements.224 
Commission members argued that locking up more people who had fewer 
opportunities for release subjected an inordinate amount of people to the 
degrading experience of incarceration, which was both antithetical to re-
habilitation and expensive.225 Their recommendations aligned with DOC 
secretary C. Paul Phelps’s repeated refrain that 50 percent of Louisiana pris-
oners could be released tomorrow in their recommendations to widen the 
usage of probation and parole.226 In 1978 the GPPRC recommended that 
the state repeal all parole and work-release restrictions and pass a “second 
offender probation bill” that would allow judges to sentence people con-
victed of a second felony to probation.227 Coupled with these proposals 
were recommendations for greater standardization and regulation of 
who was deemed fit for parole and clemency. On the heels of a scandal 
linked to Governor Edwards that the pardon board was making backroom 
deals with prisoners’ attorneys, the GPPRC advocated for the parole and 
pardon board to adopt new guidelines modeled after the US Parole Commis-
sions point system that used a formula that quantified “risk factors” so that 
parole decisions were not based on political connections or arbitrary feel-
ings.228 Yet the GPPRC was not interested in eradicating parole limitations 
entirely. Insofar as parole officials followed standard procedures, the GPPRC 
agreed they were legitimated to decide whether someone should live and 
die behind bars. Furthermore, they proposed the creation of supervised 
clemency, which was similar to parole, in which the state could revoke one’s 
commutation.229

The GPPRC was unable to make meaningful headway on even these mod-
erate recommendations. Arguing it was already exceedingly difficult to 
send someone to Angola, the Louisiana District Attorneys Association as-
serted that its prisoners therefore had to be the worst offenders and as such 
“can never be rehabilitated.”230 Therefore, rehabilitation was an unachiev-
able goal, leaving, “only the objectives of deterrence, incapacitation, and 
punishment as viable functions of the system.”231 The association advocated 
that the state legislature not only keep current restrictions on parole and 
probation eligibility but also extend restrictions so that people only became 
eligible for parole after serving two-thirds of their sentence, instead of the 
current standard of one-third time.232 Recognizing the forces aligned against 
them, GPPRC members pivoted their attention to recidivism. They proposed 
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creating a new community-based “clearinghouse” for formerly incarcerated 
persons in the greater New Orleans area as a hub for reentry services that 
would help alleviate barriers to employment for formerly incarcerated 
people.233 Even this project was unable to come to fruition, with the legis-
lature unwilling to earmark $130,000 for the clearinghouse from the 
DOC’s $80 million 1979–1980 budget.234 Not a single GPPRC recommen-
dation became law.

Concurrently, the Louisiana Prison System Study Commission developed 
a twenty-five-year master plan for the state’s penal system.235 This gener-
ally liberal commission, active from 1976–1980, included Democratic and 
Republication state legislators, civil rights leaders, prison reform activists, 
and DOC officials, with staff support from the New York City-based Ehren-
krantz Group and the Wharton School of Business.236 Funded primarily 
through LEAA grants, the commission was charged with studying the Lou-
isiana penal system and recommending a plan for Louisiana’s carceral future 
to meet the federal court’s mandates and avoid future lawsuits.237

The commission unveiled its final report in May 1978. In a move some-
what rare in the technocratic planning world, the report began with an his-
torical assessment of the current crisis within a longer arc of Louisiana’s 
prison crises. Whereas “historical austerity as a rule”238 produced previous 
crises, the current crisis was marked by the increasing costs of the skyrock-
eting penal population. It noted that in 1973 the Louisiana prison popu-
lation stood at 3,550, which had nearly doubled at the time of the report 
to almost 7,000. If current trends continued, Louisiana would face “a 
shortage of at least 1,100 beds by 1982, despite the recent expenditures of 
$165 million to create new facilities” and raise the number of state prison 
beds to 8,500. Therefore, the goal of their study was “to reduce the costs 
associated with this growth without additional risk to the public.”239

The grammar that the prison population will grow critically structured 
the commission’s assessment of future possible reforms. As Judah Schept 
has shown, the discourses that surround carceral planning projects are not 
merely descriptive but also create “the certainty that it purportedly re-
flects.”240 The commission’s grammar of growth illuminates that its orien-
tation was not to shrink or even maintain the current prison population but 
instead how to plan for “controlled prison growth” in the face of what was 
deemed as an otherwise uncontrollable future.241

To this end, the Prison System Study Commission outlined five options 
for the Louisiana penal system. First was the “Continuation of Current 
Practices,” which presumed that the current functioning of the DOC was 



56 Chapter 1

adequate and could continue.242 Second was the “Continuum of Care,” which 
would introduce a more rigid classification system of prisoners and carceral 
facilities from maximum-security prisons to prerelease institutions. Under
lying this option was the idea that a more stratified classification system 
based on behavior and time to release would promote rehabilitation and 
reduce costs.243 The third option offered was the “Parish Participation 
System” under which the DOC would contract with local jurisdictions to 
develop a community-based carceral system. “Less serious offenders” would 
be imprisoned in “local prisons,” and more “serious offenders” would be 
kept secure in existing state prisons.244 Fourth was “Alternatives to Incar-
ceration,” which would increase financial sanctions and the size of super-
vision programs. The enlargement of such a shadow carceral apparatus over 
“total incarceration” would save tax dollars and better serve the reintegra-
tion of “offenders” into law-abiding society.245 The fifth option the commis-
sion explored was “Curtailment of Construction” that would set “a ceiling 
on the future construction of state correctional facilities, relying instead on 
planned alternatives.”246

After assessing the “cost” and “risk” of these plans, the commission rec-
ommended the Continuum of Care, Alternatives to Incarceration, and the 
Parish Participation System options as fitting with their commitments to lib-
eral reformism. It maintained that the Continuation of Current Practices 
had proven to be expensive and failed to provide enough sufficient controls 
and that the Curtailing of Construction, although cost saving, was not 
flexible enough to accommodate future prison growth.247 In contrast, the 
Continuum of Care option aligned with national trends to reform prisons 
through greater administrative categorization and standardization, whereas 
the Alternatives to Incarceration approach’s emphasis on expanding proba-
tion matched the goals of the state’s reformist DOC officials while also 
being vague and capacious enough to be broadly agreeable.248

Of all the plans outlined, the Prison System Study Commission most 
vigorously advocated for the Parish Participation System. Over the next 
year, the commission, along with the GPPRC, advocated for passage of the 
Community Corrections Act that would create a state-subsidized, parish 
jail-based correctional system in the spirit of the initial decentralization 
proposal. Their lobbying brochure, “Solving the Prison Problem: A Way to 
Save $48 Million and Avoid Court Orders,” detailed how the Community 
Corrections Act would “allow the state to shape the future of corrections, 
free from pressures of overcrowding, spiraling costs, and court orders” by 
modernizing jails with state funds to house state prisoners while keeping 
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them under local control. This would, in turn, reduce pressure to build new 
state prisons and save taxpayers’ dollars.249 Moreover, with an increasing 
number of parish jails under their own court orders, the commission believed 
this plan would bring both the DOC and jail system back into compliance.250 
Despite the commission’s efforts, however, the Community Corrections 
Act did not pass. Instead, the state allocated $30 million for new jail con-
struction for those parishes under court orders.251

The narrowness of the Prison System Study Commission’s report is note-
worthy given glimpses throughout its final report of what a broader analysis 
might have offered. Scattered throughout the report are remarks concern-
ing the disproportionate incarceration of Black people and rising unem-
ployment rates, hinting that the growth of the prison population might be 
due to structural factors and not individual pathologies.252 Contradictory 
analyses can be seen in the report’s discussion of law breaking. While the 
commission warned that draconian laws contributed to the growth of the 
prison population, the criminal justice “offender flow diagram,” intended 
to show readers the process through which someone ends up in prison, be-
gins with “the incident” (as when a crime is witnessed) without any men-
tion of the political process under which a behavior is labeled a crime. The 
commission simultaneously naturalized what constituted a crime and 
pointed to the political production of criminal punishment.253

Indeed, the commission’s analysis of prison growth primarily relied on 
statistical modeling of demographic shifts in relation to age.254 Prison 
growth was misconstrued as a natural phenomenon rather than as a prod-
uct of political, economic, and social conditions created by people’s deci-
sions. As Clyde Woods has written, “This is one of the characteristic features 
of positivism as a methodology” in that “policy can be advocated solely on 
the basis of statistical correlations. . . . ​Issues such as social, economic, and 
cultural justice are categorically excluded, and policy recommendations be-
come just as random and subjective as the variables selected.”255 The com-
mission’s methodological choices were shaped and motivated by their own 
overarching goals. Their impetus and sense of urgency were not grounded 
in the plight of incarcerated people but instead in making the Louisiana 
prison system financially sustainable and politically viable.

By the close of the 1970s, both commissions had run their course. Taken 
together they illustrate the persistent limitations of liberal reformism and 
the increasing difficulty of getting liberal reforms through the legislature. 
On the one hand were the foreclosed imaginations of the members of both 
commissions, which prevented them from seeing that those deemed criminal 
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could be released outside of a parole or probation system. To the members, 
formerly imprisoned people needed supervisory rehabilitation that could 
only be conducted through a “community” or shadow carceral apparatus. 
Decarceration was inconceivable for both commissions. On the other hand, 
external pressures not only in the form of the antagonism of state legisla-
tors but also in how the scope of their work was defined limited the com-
missions. As the Louisiana Prison Study Commission noted in its report, the 
prison system is “only one component at the end of the line in the criminal 
justice system, and therefore at the mercy of conditions dictated by other 
components in the system.”256 The siloing of what constituted legitimate 
areas for these bodies to interrogate profoundly limited both commissions’ 
recommendations, even when they gestured to racial injustice and unem-
ployment as playing a role in the Louisiana prison crisis.

Even though these commissions were formed a few years after the initial 
court ruling, in many respects they were already too late on the scene. As 
prisoners writing for the Angolite asserted, there was little hope that these 
bodies’ recommendations could lead to transformative reforms because 
the state had already made its choices clear by planning new prisons and 
deciding to “pour $40 million into making Angola the biggest peniten-
tiary in the nation—BEFORE the Commission even studies the problem, let 
alone arrive at any conclusions. Apparently, the legislature has already 
made up its collective mind as to what course corrections is to take, regard-
less of what the Commission comes up with.”257

The 1970s marked a watershed moment in the Louisiana penal system. The 
accumulated pressures and contradictions of the liberal racial state pro-
duced a qualitatively different carceral crisis than that which had charac-
terized Angola during the first decades of the twentieth century. The end 
result was the decentralization of the penal crisis in Louisiana’s new prisons 
and dozens of parish jails facilitated by massive revenue surpluses generated 
from the 1970s global oil crisis.

The carceral ideologies underpinning both liberal reformism and tough-
on-crime politics shaped Louisiana’s path to unprecedented carceral state-
building. Just as significant as the rise and solidification of law-and-order 
ideology in state politics over the course of the decade was how the liberal-
ism embedded in the decentralization plan and the federal court orders rei-
fied the necessity of imprisonment. Even though both Magistrate Polozola 
and Judge West were aghast at conditions at Angola, the federal court rul-
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ings were anchored in liberal individualist conceptions of violence and were 
only concerned with aligning the penal system with constitutional 
standards. The court’s interventions were not only unable but also uninter-
ested in either undoing carceral logics or competing with the rising tide of 
law-and-order politics. Solely verifying the existence of everyday carceral 
violence does not equate to alleviating said violence. Indeed, state-
sanctioned punitive violence rooted in racist and patriarchal approaches to 
“safety” was extended through the court’s facilitation of the penal system’s 
growth and mandating that new punitive practices from shakedowns to 
queer segregation be implemented at Angola and elsewhere. Moreover, 
proponents of the decentralization plan and the rehabilitative ideal traf-
ficked in similar individualistic framings of crime and violence in their 
repeated fetishization of classification systems and their production of the 
figure of the “first offender” as the primary, if not only, prisoner capable of 
rehabilitation and release. Perhaps most importantly, in advocating for 
decentralization primarily on geographic terms—the need for prisons to 
be in urban arenas and built on a smaller scale—rather than on ethical 
grounds against the structural violence of imprisonment, the plan was 
able to be converted to an argument for housing state prisoners in parish 
jails. The debates on the prison crisis between liberal prison reformers and 
those tough on crime left little space to consider decarceration or other al-
ternatives to carceral state-building. The solutions to “fix” the Louisiana 
prison crisis hinged not on imagining a freer world but on imagining and 
planning for carceral futures.

Back at Angola where the crisis first emerged, prisoners were still busy 
finding new avenues to freedom. Reforms were in full swing with renova-
tions afoot to ease overcrowding. More than three hundred prison guards 
and scores of medical personnel were added to the prison’s staff.258 Official 
interpersonal violence was down with stabbings and killings among prison-
ers at a record low. To many, the federal mandates were a definitive suc-
cess, yet the fundamental structural violence of incarceration remained. 
The modernization of security from the purchase of walkie-talkies to the 
creation of tactical squads further hindered escape attempts.259 Queer and 
nonheteronormative prisoners throughout the prison system were subject to 
intensified surveillance and segregation in the name of protecting hetero-
sexual prisoners from sexualized violence.260 Of the 1,400 beds added onto 
Angola, 200 were dedicated to Camp J, a maximum-security solitary camp 
that replaced the notorious Red Hat solitary cellblock where Mitchell and 
Hayes were first sent after their escape attempt. The Angola administration 
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opened Camp J earlier than planned and filled it to capacity in the summer 
of 1977 to break a 700-plus prisoner work stoppage protesting the state leg-
islature’s seemingly unending passage of tough-on-crime laws and the ongo-
ing assaults on pardon and parole.261 Despite the media coverage of the strike 
and the clear retributive deployment of Camp J, the federal courts had no 
comment.262

Yet while the disciplinary turn to solitary broke the strike, it did not break 
people’s commitment to freedom. Even as the 1980s witnessed the further 
entrenchment of tough-on-crime politics, prisoners at Angola did not give 
up but instead collectivized their struggles as they devised new strategies 
to curb the violence of the Louisiana carceral state.



2	 Consolidating and Contesting  
Law-and-Order Austerity

The extent of violent crime today makes swift and sure punishment 
even more important than ever before. We will do everything we can 
to give law enforcement officers the tools they need to crack down on 
lawlessness in our communities.

—Governor Dave Treen, speech to Louisiana Sheriffs’ Association, 1982

As the year 1982 progressed, Louisiana, one of the wealthiest states in 
the nation only two years before, found itself running out of money to 
meet state operating expenses. With the state relying upon its domestic 
oil and gas industry for 40 percent of its revenue, the flow of dollars 
into its tax coffers dropped dramatically. Continuing federal budget 
cuts only compounded the shortage of revenue. The lack of sufficient 
monies soon impacted state governmental operations, forcing 
Governor Treen to impose a hiring freeze on new state employees. 
That wouldn’t be enough. By Fall 1982, the state’s unemployment 
compensation system bankrupted from the sheer weight of having 
to pay out benefits to so many jobless Louisianans.

—Angolite, 1983

We don’t want to run the pen. We want to leave the pen!

—Kenneth “Biggy” Johnston

When a New Orleans district attorney charged Hayes Williams with mur-
der and armed robbery in 1967, his lawyer advised him to take a plea bar-
gain to avoid the death penalty. Williams did not want to plead guilty for 
offenses he did not commit, but his lawyer assured his family that, if he did 
so, he would not serve longer than ten years and six months. By the time he 
told his story to the Angolite in 1991, he had been imprisoned at Angola for 
twenty-three years. “None of us realized the way the Louisiana criminal jus-
tice system actually works,” he said, “so my mother begged me to plead 
guilty. I still can’t ever say no to my mother.”1 Even then, he was unsure 
whether he would ever again walk out the prison gates.
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By doubling down on state racism and passing harsher sentencing laws 
throughout the 1980s, the legislature spurred rapid growth in the number 
of people being locked up. In 1978 the Louisiana Prison System Study Com-
mission predicted that the state’s prison population would hit 9,600 by 
1982.2 Yet by 1982 the state’s incarceration of its residents not only surpassed 
this prediction but by the decade’s end the Louisiana Department of Public 
Safety & Corrections (DPSC) locked up 17,343 people.3 By 1990 over two 
thousand people in Louisiana were serving a life sentence without parole, 
constituting 18.4 percent of people serving such a sentence nationwide. With 
an additional two thousand people serving a sentence long enough to be 
tantamount to life, close to one-quarter of those in the Louisiana penal sys-
tem had little hope of release in their lifetime.4 Whereas the Angolite once 
referred to “long-termers” and “lifers” as those serving more than ten years, 
throughout the 1980s multidecade sentences and death by imprisonment be-
came commonplace—serving as a reminder that what has been defined as 
a long or even life sentence is not a given but has shifted over time.5 Even 
Louisiana’s 1990 Governor’s Corrections Plan noted that this jump in state 
incarceration rates could only be “partially explained by increases in the 
state crime rate,” raising the question: What else propelled this punitive 
surge?6 Answering that question is the goal of this chapter.

During the 1980s, law-and-order politics and policies replaced liberal 
prison reform. With the watchwords of the day switching from “rehabilita-
tion” and “reform” to “lawlessness” and “punishment,” state officials con-
solidated punitive state governance. Key to the ballooning of the Louisiana 
prison population during this decade were lengthened prison sentences, 
restrictions placed on parole and good time, and the law-and-order politici-
zation of clemency.

Neoliberal state realignments were central to this intensification and 
legitimization of tough-on-crime policies, which hinged on the adoption of 
austerity politics by law-and-order Republican governor David Treen after 
the global oil slump. Global oil price hikes of the 1970s and early 1980s had 
buffered Louisiana from the national recession. But when mineral taxes 
plummeted, they combined with an ideological refusal to raise taxes on the 
rich to produce a statewide economic crisis marked by skyrocketing unem-
ployment and massive reductions in state services. This shaped the condi-
tions under which state officials chose certain paths over others.

Under the mandates of the federal courts, the DOC was protected from 
austerity measures. In fact, to accelerate carceral expansion, Treen directed 
the remaining funds from the beleaguered state budget into the penal sys-
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tem beyond what was required to meet the demands of the federal courts.7 
Carceral state-building was the one arena where so-called fiscal responsi-
bility was trumped as state monies and institutional capacities were redi-
rected from life-affirming polices such as education and flood protections 
to the death-dealing programs of punitive infrastructures. State authorities 
implemented new methods of debt financing to sidestep democratic oppo-
sition to penal state enhancements.

The suturing of social wage disinvestments to punitive state investments 
structurally remade the racial capitalist state in ways that endured far be-
yond Treen’s 1979–1983 tenure. His promotion of law-and-order austerity 
through leveraging economic crisis to push forth draconian policies mir-
rored similar state realignments nationally and helped produce this shift 
to the “anti-state state” across political levels.8 This reworking of state ca-
pacities was legitimized through racist gendered narratives that portrayed 
white women as victims who needed to be protected from Black men who 
were threats to be contained. Tracking the interchange between carceral 
developments and capitalist organized abandonment reveals how Louisiana 
penal expansion at this conjuncture served to target and contain Black com-
munities, which were rendered as surplus labor via the oil bust through 
intensified imprisonment. At the same time, reductions in state services in 
favor of law-and-order infrastructure imperiled almost all Louisianans.

The passage of tough-on-crime legislation and the ballooning of the 
state’s penal system were not quietly accepted. Incarcerated people at An-
gola found themselves subjected to harsher sentencing laws that almost 
completely foreclosed the possibility of release. Refusing to give up their 
dreams of freedom, imprisoned activists formed the Angola Special Civics 
Project. In contrast to earlier incarcerated organizers who were primarily 
concerned with changing conditions within Angola, organizers with the 
Civics Project focused on finding avenues out of the prison altogether. 
Through a combination of research, political education, electoral organizing, 
and coalition-building, Civics Project members leveraged the dialectical in-
terplay of political threats and opportunities to attain new mechanisms for 
early release. The Civics Project’s collective struggle for freedom illuminates 
how an era of crisis can be turned into an era of possibility.

Accelerating Law and Order: The Treen Administration

The Louisiana 1979 gubernatorial election was both symptomatic of and 
propelled a rightward realignment of state power. The field was wide 
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open with ten candidates running: eight Democrats, one Republican, and 
one Socialist. At first, there was no clear front-runner. Under the Louisi-
ana nonpartisan open primary system, an unlimited number of individ-
uals are eligible to run under any party and win the election outright by 
securing more than 50 percent of the vote. If no one receives a majority, 
the two candidates who receive the most votes enter a runoff election, re-
gardless of the political parties they occupy. The 1979 election was the 
first time this election format had been used in a governor’s race without 
an incumbent.9

The Louisiana Republican Party leveraged this electoral structure to cap-
ture state power for the first time since the disputed 1872 Louisiana gover-
nor’s race and the subsequent dismantling of Reconstruction.10 Tapped for 
this political moment was David Treen, a US congressman from the New 
Orleans suburb of Metairie, the primary conservative base of the state.11 
Treen had chaired the Louisiana States’ Rights Party in the early 1960s and 
had mounted a gubernatorial campaign against Edwards in 1972.12 Part of 
the New Right’s multiscalar strategy to slowly but surely build political 
power and influence, Treen ran on pro-business fiscal conservatism, along 
with pledges to work with the predominantly Democratic state legislature.13 
In direct contrast to the flamboyant personalities of Louisiana’s famously 
populist politicians from Huey Long to Edwin Edwards, Treen cultivated a 
reserved and distant persona while mobilizing conservatives.14 With Treen 
winning the most votes but not achieving a majority in the primary, the sec-
ond spot in the runoff was hotly contested by a recount between centrist 
Lieutenant Governor James Fitzmorris and pro-labor Louis Lambert, who 
was backed by the state’s Black political organizations.15 By the time Lam-
bert secured a place in the runoff, Treen had already built significant sup-
port. In the final election, Treen squeaked out a win with less than a 
9,000- vote lead over Lambert.16

The Louisiana carceral crisis was reconceptualized during this election 
cycle. Previous concerns regarding overcrowding were transformed into a 
crisis of public safety. Although the recent prison expansions had relieved 
some pressure, the state’s unceasing carceral machinery ensured that con-
ditions would remain crowded.17 Even though the DOC was the fifth-largest 
sector of the state’s budget, every gubernatorial candidate campaigned to 
increase carceral funding. Whether promising new prisons or more law en-
forcement, candidates overwhelmingly cast themselves as tough-on-crime, 
with the pardoning process coming to the fore for criticism.18 While most 
candidates focused on eliminating impropriety, Treen reframed the issue 
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as the overuse of pardons and pledged that, if elected governor, clemency 
would become “quite rare.”19

Punitive Governance

Treen’s promise troubled prisoners at Angola who already were concerned 
by the hardening of prison sentences during the 1970s.20 Historically, the 
Louisiana prison system was lenient in its early release guidelines.21 From 
1886 until 1914, individuals with life sentences were eligible for release after 
serving fifteen years in prison. In 1916, the legislature created the Board of 
Parole and gave it the authority to parole lifers after a minimum of five years 
in prison.22 Beginning in 1926, the Board of Pardons automatically reviewed 
all people incarcerated with a life sentence for a pardon after serving ten 
and a half years.23 Although release was conditioned on approval by the 
prison’s general manager (later the warden), in practice those serving life 
sentences with good behavior could count on being released under the 
“10/6” law.24 In a 1971 ruling converting a death row prisoner’s sentence to 
life imprisonment, Louisiana Supreme Court justice Joe Sanders stated that 
a life sentence “really means imprisonment for only ten years and six 
months. No true life sentence exists in Louisiana.”25 Incoming prisoners car-
ried this understanding of the law. According to Kenneth “Biggy” John-
ston, it was “understood that you do ten years and six months on life” when 
he was sentenced to life in prison in 1972.26 Yet, after a few years of state 
legislators chipping away at what had been standard Louisiana legal prac-
tice for a half-century, Johnston soon found himself, like hundreds around 
him, locked away for more than twenty years and counting.

On June 29, 1972, the US Supreme Court abolished the death penalty, 
voiding all death sentences across the nation. In response, the Louisiana 
Supreme Court resentenced all former death row prisoners to life impris-
onment.27 Fearful of the political ramifications of paroling former death 
row prisoners, the Louisiana legislature began to restrict parole eligibility 
during the 1973 legislative session. Then it eliminated the automatic pardon 
review at ten years and six months from the new 1974 Louisiana constitu-
tion, implementing a more stringent review process. In 1979, the Louisiana 
legislature repealed the “10/6 law” with retroactive effect—making Louisi-
ana one of the first states in the nation to solely use so-called natural life or 
“life without parole” in life sentencing.28 At the same time, New Orleans DA 
Harry Connick mobilized his Career Criminal Bureau staff to recommend 
that the parole board deny releases. Connick credited the program with the 
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drastic decrease in paroles granted to so-called repeat offenders from Or-
leans Parish from 42.5 to 10.7 percent throughout the 1970s.29 Pardons from 
the governor were now the primary mechanism to attain freedom for a 
growing number of incarcerated Louisianans.

Treen kept his promise. Even as prisons and jails were bursting at the 
seams, Treen instituted an unofficial moratorium on clemency in his first 
year in office.30 The following year he granted nine commutations in re-
sponse to criticism.31 This was in sharp contrast to Edwards who had 
granted clemency to 2,218 people between 1972 and 1980.32 As former An-
gola lifer Norris Henderson recalled, “Nobody’s moving cause everybody’s 
following the mandate of the governor,” fueling hopelessness.33 In addition, 
Treen’s Governor’s Commission on Criminal Justice championed an exten-
sive anticrime package for the 1981 legislative session. The legislative 
package included millions of dollars to accelerate adult and juvenile prison 
construction and to enlarge the state police so it could target drugs. The 
commission also recommended making bail more difficult to obtain and pa-
role easier to revoke. As noted by the Angolite, “The proposals face[d] little 
opposition” and easily passed the legislature.34

In addition, Treen reinforced and multiplied carceral cooperation initia-
tives across the state. Early into his governorship he developed a new mul-
tiagency initiative involving sheriffs, state police, and municipal police to 
combat the vice crimes of drugs, gambling, and, in particular, to crack down 
on, sex work from rural St. Landry Parish to the French Quarter.35 Perhaps 
most noteworthy was Treen’s creation of a new source of state criminal jus-
tice aid after the LEAA was disbanded: this agency, which had funneled 
millions of tax dollars into law enforcement expansion during the late 1960s 
and 1970s, had been declared a failure at the federal level and so was phased 
out.36 To replace the LEAA, Treen initiated a program to aid local criminal 
justice systems as part of his 1981 anticrime legislative package. In its first 
year, the program issued $2.5 million to localities to expand criminal jus-
tice initiatives.37 What had once been an experiment in punitive state 
enlargement had become established as an essential element of state 
governance.

The Treen administration’s expansion of punitive policies was mirrored 
in the hardening of a more punitive regime within state prisons. Even though 
the liberal reformers running the state’s penal system under Edwards did 
not eradicate the brutality and bleakness of the state’s punishment regime, 
they did offer a modicum of checks against the vindictive policies and prac-
tices that had previously governed the state prison system.38 For instance 
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DOC secretary C. Paul Phelps directly petitioned Treen to veto “excessive” 
sentences passed by the legislature on the grounds that they would exacer-
bate overcrowding.39 After getting consistent pushback from Phelps, Treen 
replaced him with John T. King, a businessman-turned state bureaucrat.40 
When questioned about his credentials for this position, King asserted that 
his business background provided more than enough experience: “The 
principles of management are the same whether you’re making chocolate 
chip cookies or incarcerating people.” 41

King tightened up control in the prisons, including curtailing the free-
dom of press that the Angolite staff had benefited from since 1976 under the 
framework of the rehabilitative ideal.42 In the words of Angolite editor Wil-
bert Rideau, “The new regime restricted content on all prison publications. 
Department of Corrections headquarters shut off its flow of information to 
the Angolite, canceled equipment purchases, curtailed supply orders, and 
put our staff under investigation.” 43 Although King partially restored the 
newspaper staff’s editorial power, cutting its budget by 40 percent limited 
its scope. Additionally, Angola warden Maggio prohibited the Louisiana Co
alition of Jails and Prisons (LCJP) newsletter “Inside” on the grounds that 
its coverage of a prisoner work slowdown was “inflammatory” and encour-
aged prisoners to unionize. This decision was upheld by Polozola who had 
been appointed to replace Judge West.44 These actions, combined with the 
assaults on parole and clemency, produced a period of hopelessness and at-
tendant violence among incarcerated people.

Outside the prison walls, New Orleans officials simultaneously stoked 
and took advantage of residents’ fears of rising crime to increase urban 
law-and-order.45 New Orleans politicians urged the hiring of armed secu-
rity guards in public housing and deploying state police in the city to but-
tress the NOPD.46 The state poured funds into expanding the Youth Study 
Center, the euphemistically named Orleans Parish juvenile detention 
center, at the same time as it withheld federal funds from youth jobs pro-
grams.47 These moves were championed not only by conservatives but also 
by liberals and progressives including New Orleans’s first Black mayor, 
Ernest “Dutch” Morial, and even some civil rights activists as tough-on-
crime politics came to dominate what constituted public safety in the 
political imaginary.

The expansion of criminalization was embedded in the demands of the 
New Orleans tourist economy. After the racial integration of public schools 
and federal subsidization of suburban development, New Orleans, like cit-
ies across the nation, experienced a significant outflow of white middle-class 
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residents from the city to the surrounding suburbs in the 1960s. This white 
flight was not only preceded by a capital flight but also intensified it. The 
shrinking white middle class corresponded to a shrinking tax base for 
the city—leaving the municipal government cash-strapped. With manufac-
turing and shipping jobs in decline, city officials and elites turned to tourism 
as the primary economic development strategy.48 Even though city leaders 
had been promoting tourism since soon after World War II, it was not until 
the 1970s and 1980s that New Orleans was remade as principally a tourist 
economy. The city invested major tax dollars in tourist infrastructure from 
the construction of mega-projects such as the New Orleans Convention 
Center to the branding and commodification of local Black culture.49 Dur-
ing the early 1980s, the city and state appropriated tens of millions of 
dollars to razing and remaking the city’s Warehouse District for the 1984 
Louisiana World’s Fair, a major tourist gentrification project that boosters 
hoped would be an economic boom not only for New Orleans but also for 
the state.50 The projection of the city’s image as a friendly and safe place to 
visit became paramount.

News circulating that New Orleans was rife with street violence was 
cause for concern not only in the abstract but also when it led convention 
groups to cancel their meetings. For example, the Chemical Manufacturers 
Association called off its conference due to “extreme concern for the public 
safety of our members and guests.”51 Mayor Dutch Morial prioritized more 
cops walking the streets, raising the NOPD budget from $36.3 million in 
1978 to $53.4 million in 1982, while DA Harry Connick worked with the 
NOPD to increase policing in advance of the 1984 Louisiana World’s Fair.52 
These policing efforts were just one example of how the city enlarged law 
enforcement resources to assuage moral crime panics, even as the city’s 
official crime rate was actually in decline during the early 1980s.53

Parish Jails as the Overcrowding Fix, Again

These punitive measures further entrenched the crisis of prison and jail 
overcrowding. Overcrowding had become such a norm that the brief periods 
when the system was not overcrowded became newsworthy.54 Even as 
the state built three new prisons, with a fourth in the works and more than 
a thousand beds added to prisons since the Fifth Circuit upheld Judge 
West’s 1975 ruling, draconian sentencing enhancements meant that over-
crowded conditions continued to plague the DOC. For instance, Dixon, the 
first new prison opened in response to the court orders, quickly became 
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overcrowded. Although designed based on the decentralization model of 
500-bed rehabilitation-focused prisons, by the spring of 1982, Dixon im-
prisoned 823 people. To make space for an additional dormitory, prison 
administrators sacrificed the prison library.55 Angolite journalists argued 
against popular claims that the swelling prison population was due to ris-
ing crime and that the only fix was prison expansion. They outlined that the 
skyrocketing number of people locked up was due to mandatory sentences 
and the curbing of parole and pardons. They urged Louisiana to follow the 
lead of states, such as Texas, that were turning to mass parole to resolve 
their own overcrowding crises.56

Instead of early release, however, the state opted to lean even harder on 
the parish jail system. To the dismay of sheriffs, the number of state pris-
oners held in jails grew to 1,100 by 1980. Even with the state increasing the 
per diem payment for housing state prisoners from $4.50 to $18.25 per day, 
sheriffs were not satisfied. They argued that jails were not designed to house 
people serving extended sentences, and even if they were, they did not have 
the space.57 The strain imposed by jailing state prisoners worsened already 
deplorable jail conditions that had been marked by rampant premature 
deaths. Prisoners filed dozens of lawsuits against jails, leading to jail after 
jail being placed under court orders.58 The sheriffs’ ire came to a head in 
the spring of 1980 when Orleans Parish sheriff Charles Foti sent buses con-
taining 150 state prisoners to the newly opened Hunt Correctional Center 
and left them in its parking lot.59

Sheriff Foti’s stunt, together with the court orders, propelled the state to 
innovate the “70/30 program” for financing jail expansion.60 At first, Treen 
convinced Judge Polozola to increase the state prisons’ population limits to 
reduce the number of people in jails, which also served to “send a message 
to judges . . . ​that they can give criminals maximum sentences without con-
cern of [overcrowding].” 61 But this was not enough. Treen worked with the 
legislature to create a mechanism to fund parish jails’ renovations and ex-
pansions. The state would cover 70 percent of the capital costs for new jail 
construction, while parishes would cover the remaining 30 percent either 
through general obligation bonds, cash on hand, or “soft matches,” such as 
providing the land for new jails. This arrangement shifted the primary fi-
nancial responsibility for capital costs from the local level to the state, which 
enabled parishes to move ahead on jail construction without taking on debt. 
It also enabled sheriffs to avoid local votes on bond measures that had the 
potential to spur opposition to building new jails. In the program’s first year, 
$35 million was earmarked from the state’s capital outlay budget for ten of 
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the parish jails under court orders.62 Within a year of the program, the Lou-
isiana Sheriff’s Association petitioned Treen to expand Angola again and 
for additional state aid for new jails.63 In 1981, the state legislature ap-
propriated another $38.5 million for jail building in eleven more parishes 
to make a total of twenty-one parishes, or one-third of Louisiana parishes, 
participating in the 70/30 program.64

The source of much of this money for jail building was the state’s spiking 
oil revenues. After a few years of slight declines, the 1979 oil shock produced 
another petro revenue windfall. The increased valuation of oil led to a rush 
of new leases on oil lands, producing a boom in revenue from signing bo-
nuses in the early 1980s.65 Treen decided that, rather than appropriating the 
funds to the social wage, they would be better put to use in carceral state-
making. All oil bonuses that exceeded projections were allocated to parish 
jail construction.66 Additionally, oil and gas revenues held in the state’s 
mineral income trust fund were earmarked in 1981 to extend lines of credit 
to capital construction projects, which were largely for carceral construc-
tion.67 Hence, the 70/30 program allowed localities to avoid incurring sig-
nificant debt while still building new jails, and oil revenues provided the 
means for the state to continue to build jails and prisons with limited con-
cern for their costs.

Within just two years, Governor Treen had significantly intensified the 
Louisiana punishment regime. Even as imprisoned Angolite writers pushed 
back against criminalizing tough-on-crime narratives and the LCJP ar-
gued that shiny new jail renovations would do nothing to end the atrocities 
of imprisonment, the law-and-order framework continued to gain ground. 
The Treen administration’s commitment to punishment was exemplified by 
comments made to President Reagan’s staff on the success of Treen’s crimi-
nal justice program. Treen’s investment in the carceral arm of the state 
was made “not out of a desire to make life easier for these convicts, but to 
make sure that no judge feels compelled to release somebody back into 
society who should not be there just because prisons are overcrowded.” 68 
This commitment would prove unshakable even as Louisiana faced an 
unprecedented fiscal crisis.

Oil Booms and Busts, Prison Booms and Booms

Falling oil prices in 1982 drove the state into a tailspin. Oil revenues had 
shielded Louisiana from the national recession during the 1970s, but its 
reliance on oil revenues left the state particularly vulnerable to the 1982 
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recession.69 Following Reagan’s deregulation of the oil industry in 1981, 
Louisiana’s oil and gas severance tax revenue hit the then all-time high of 
$803,146,949. But oil prices quickly began to fall from a high of $70 a bar-
rel in 1981 to $29 a barrel in 1983 in response to a growing oil glut caused 
by overproduction and shrinking demand.70 Having overestimated reve-
nues for the first time in years, the state suddenly faced a massive revenue 
shortfall.

Despite state bureaucrats warning for years of the impending end to this 
oil boom, the state had become more, not less, dependent on the petro-
chemical economy. Similar to the economic development tendencies of 
oil-producing nation-states worldwide, Louisiana’s political economy had 
become sutured to and narrowed by the oil economy. Because of the high 
rate of capital accumulation possible through the commodification of en-
ergy sources and the accompanying high rates of revenue via taxes on re-
lated industries, neither private interests nor the Louisiana government had 
prioritized other forms of economic development.71 Between 1973 and 1983 
one-third to one-half of the state’s revenues came from mineral taxes.72

The precarity of Louisiana tying its political economy to the volatile com-
modity of oil, rather than diversifying its economic base, was exacerbated 
by the rise of New Right antitax politics. On entering office, Treen champi-
oned a flat 30 percent personal income tax cut. Even though this tax reform, 
modeled on the national Kemp-Roth Bill, was promoted as a gain to all, in 
actuality it ensured that the rich were the primary benefactors, while the 
state as a whole lost $100 million in revenue in the tax cut’s first year alone.73 
This reduction in state revenue was soon joined on the national level by Rea-
gan’s Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981, the largest tax cut in US history, 
along with Reagan’s cuts to the federal revenue-sharing program with state 
and local governments, which produced alarming contractions in the Loui-
siana budget.74 Treen seized the crisis as an opportunity for austerity.

Carceral Growth amidst Austerity

Even though Treen ran on a platform of fiscal conservatism, so long as the 
state was flush, it was hard to justify substantial cuts to state services, given 
the widespread support of state expansion that had occurred under his 
predecessor Edwin Edwards. When the state started scrambling for re-
sources, however, Treen leveraged the economic crisis to restructure the 
state toward neoliberal ends. Treen cut $270 million from the state budget 
in the 1982 legislative session, affecting almost every state department, 



72 Chapter 2

including a 25 percent cut to the Department of Labor.75 Upon further defi-
cits and the state’s unemployment compensation program going broke, 
Treen called a special legislative session while also issuing an executive 
order for 4.4 percent cuts across the board.76 Treen’s actions were shaped 
by a 1974 state constitution prohibition on deficit spending.77

The following year proved even more dire. For the first time since World 
War II, Louisiana “suffered a decline in revenue collections from prior 
years.”78 As outlined in the 1983–1984 executive budget, Louisiana’s falling 
revenues were tied both to shifts in the global oil market and to national eco-
nomic restructuring: increasingly, “employment and economic activity is be-
ing absorbed by the service sector while the ‘smokestack’ industries cannot 
provide the same number of jobs they once did.”79 With escalating unemploy-
ment and the lowest per capita income in the nation, Treen did not attempt to 
raise revenue or marshal resources to buffer the devastation the recession 
was having on people’s lives. Instead, Treen cut another $120 million from 
critical state services in 1983.80 These policy measures ensured that what had 
begun as a fiscal crisis would become a manufactured economic crisis.

Yet, carceral state-building was the one arena in which so-called fiscal 
responsibility did not apply. The DOC did not suffer cuts but rather re-
ceived a 23  percent budgetary boost during the first years of the reces-
sion.81 Its persistent prioritization over other state departments was shaped 
both by the mandates of Judge Polozola that prohibited the state from cut-
ting certain DOC baselines and the pro-prison politics of Treen. When reve-
nue shortages first became apparent, Treen announced that the state would 
not finance any new local projects, including the 70/30 jail program, 
because of the Federal Reserve’s sky-high interest rates following the Vol-
cker Shock.82 Unable to afford new penal construction, the DOC imple-
mented double bunking—doubling the number of prisons in cells and 
dormitories—even though the practice went against the court’s mandates. 
When Polozola learned of this action, he unleashed his rage at Treen and 
King.83 Treen dismissed Polozola’s concern that overcrowding would in-
crease prison violence, arguing that “these are criminals, people convicted 
of violent crimes. The taxpayers of the state should not give them such per-
fect protection that nothing is going to happen to the prisoners.”84

Prisoners pushed back against double-bunking as a dehumanizing prac-
tice that demonstrated the state’s disregard for incarcerated life. Michael 
Savoy, locked up in the Louisiana Correctional and Industrial School, sued 
the state for “forcing as many as 60 prisoners to be housed in units designed 
for 45.”85 The Angolite asserted the state’s creation of “an institutional en-
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vironment conducive to violence on the official premise that a certain level 
of violence is acceptable” was no less than a total assault on imprisoned 
people.86 Treen’s contention that prisoners deserved state-produced lateral 
violence taken to its logical conclusion was to “simply pass legislation re-
quiring the expeditious execution before an inexpensive firing squad of all 
these people in prison. That’s precisely the manner in which the Nazi’s [sic] 
dealt with overcrowding in their concentration camps.”87 In articulating 
connections between overcrowded prisons and fascist regimes, Angolite 
writers teased out how the debate surrounding double-bunking was a ra-
cial debate about the value and disposability of incarcerated peoples’ lives.88

However, prisoners’ arguments did not sway Polozola or Treen as they 
worked to find a compromise. Polozola advocated for the state to expand 
the penal system.89 The state fast tracked millions of dollars to speed up 
the opening of Washington Correctional Center. When interest rates 
dropped, the Louisiana Bond Commission issued new bonds from Citibank, 
The First Boston Corporation, and the boutique investment firm Howard, 
Weil, Labouisse, and Friedrichs, Inc. to expand existing prisons while de-
prioritizing hospitals and universities. These prison projects alone in-
creased Louisiana’s bonded indebtedness to a record high of close to $1 
billion which taxpayers would be paying off into the 1990s.90 Treen also 
expanded the state’s jailing archipelago through the reallocation of public 
works funds into jail construction. In addition state leaders created a new 
mechanism for jail expansion. Sheriffs were given the power to put new 
sales taxes on their parish ballots to finance “law enforcement districts,” 
or, in other words, to fund jail projects.91 Moreover, harkening to the logic 
of the slave ship, Treen contended that a recent Texas court ruling pro-
vided legitimacy for debunking against prior court standards that required 
“excessive amounts of space per prisoner,” and emphasized that the state 
would save millions. Polozola reversed his position, expanding the state’s 
carceral capacity from 9,500 to 12,000 prison beds by the end of 1983.92

People across the ideological spectrum critiqued Governor Treen’s 
staunch support for the carceral state while disinvesting in the social wage. 
The Winnfield Parish Enterprise newspaper in northern Louisiana published 
an editorial which argued that exempting the DOC from budget cuts while 
instituting “cuts to higher education suggest a serious defect in the estab-
lishment of governmental priorities.”93 The Angolite explicated that local and 
national cutbacks in tandem with prison building served to undermine the 
gains of the civil rights era.94 Black communities were both disciplined via 
the growing penal system and through the dismantling of recently expanded 
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welfare state commitments. By the spring of 1983, even some Republican 
state legislators began asking, “When does this end? How long will Correc-
tions have the first call on the state treasury?”95

The Louisiana Coalition on Jails and Prisons not only opposed prison ex-
pansion in the face of economic crisis but asserted that prison reforms would 
be more fiscally responsible. They contended that to deal with overcrowd-
ing officials should implement early releases, Governor Treen should sign 
the hundreds of clemency recommendations on his desk, and the legislature 
should implement sentencing reforms to roll pack the longer mandatory 
sentences passed in recent years.96 In arguing for these modest alternatives 
to prison growth, the LCJP belied the notion that only through double-
bunking could the DPSC save money. Rather, they revealed that even more 
financially sound options were possible. It was politics not economics that 
made such actions inconceivable. Yet, Treen would not budge, even when 
DPSC staff proposed that Treen authorize similar measures.97

Victims’ Rights as Tough on Crime 

The fiscal crisis did not temper Treen’s allegiance to a tough-on-crime ide-
ology. Even before oil tax revenues plummeted, the Louisiana Senate Com-
mittee on Revenue and Fiscal Affairs raised concerns about the breakneck 
speed of prison population growth. Naming stiffer prison sentences as pro-
pelling penal growth and the alarming expenses of prison construction, the 
committee requested that Treen formulate a more financially conservative 
solution.98 True to form, Treen committed “to accelerate our prison con-
struction program.”99 Although incarcerated journalists at the Angolite 
predicted that the state would turn away from law-and-order ideology given 
the fiscal crunch, this was not to be the case. After the passage of a new 
series of anticrime measures, Treen proclaimed, “The barbarous nature of 
today’s violent crime makes swift and sure punishment even more impor
tant than ever before. . . . ​Many of these new laws build upon our accom-
plishments of 1980 and 1981 to speed up conviction and punishment.”100

Officials championing victims’ rights and moving the fight against gender-
based violence to the criminal legal system were key parts of this tough-on-
crime agenda. One of the long-term impacts of the LEAA, in the words of 
Marie Gottshalk, was the production of “a very particular kind of victims’ 
movement, one that viewed the rights of victims as a zero-sum game predi-
cated on tougher penalties for offenders.”101 Under the LEAA was the cre-
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ation of victims’ rights programs to enlist more people in the “war against 
crime,” which reinforced the narrative that society had become too soft on 
criminals, leaving victims of crime without significant redress. Such patriar-
chal “get tough” narratives underlay national- and state-level victims’ rights 
initiatives and the passage of more draconian sentencing in the early 
1980s.102

Reframing sexual interpersonal violence as a victims’ rights issue was 
central to this law-and-order strategy. During the 1970s and 1980s, radical 
feminists demanded that sexual violence be taken seriously as a political 
issue. Increasingly, state agencies across the nation offered feminist antivi-
olence organizations redress through punitive state expansion. For exam-
ple, in the 1970s the Baton Rouge Stop Rape Crisis Center was ordered by 
DA Ossie Brown to withhold services from survivors if they did not file po-
lice reports.103 This strategy splintered antiviolence feminist movements, 
pitting those who understood sexualized violence to be rooted in patriar-
chal domination and control—and thus requiring systemic change—against 
those who were persuaded that the best way to address sexual violence was 
through aligning with law enforcement to attain legitimacy and resources. 
Such carceral feminist politics gained traction in mainstream antiviolence 
advocacy and served to justify law-and-order measures as a benevolent 
force rather than as an extension of the state’s own capacities for punitive 
violence.104 Yet many women of color and white antiracist antiviolence ac-
tivists were critical of such policy proposals—such as mandatory arrests for 
those suspected of domestic violence—insofar as they were skeptical that 
law enforcement could be leveraged toward feminist or antiracist ends.105 
Indeed, the failure of such carceral feminist approaches to stem sexual vio
lence not only belied the myth of punitive deterrence. It also illuminated 
how carceral feminism as an ideology and a practice could not stop violence 
because it is predicated on patriarchal and racist approaches to safety and 
violence whereby “safety” is achieved through fighting interpersonal vio
lence with state violence, rather than addressing the root causes of harm.

Aligning with this carceral feminist turn, Treen kicked off the 1982 legis-
lative session with a “victims’ rights awareness” week. Trafficking in the 
racist and false notion that Louisiana prioritized the special treatment of 
criminals (coded as Black men) over victims (coded as white women), Treen 
announced the formation of a law enforcement task force on violence against 
women and the creation of a crime victims’ reparation fund to which prison-
ers would be required to pay restitution—a precursor to the federal 1984 



76 Chapter 2

Victims of Crime Act.106 Echoes of lynching narratives reverberated in 
Treen’s promotion of these programs. The governor declared, “We are 
launching a crusade to apprehend, arrest, convict, and put behind bars these 
despicable animals that prey upon our wives, daughters, and mothers, in-
flicting the horrible incalculable damage of rape.”107 Dehumanizing perpe-
trators of sexualized violence as “despicable animals” evoked gendered Jim 
Crow-era racism. Since the antilynching writings of Ida B. Wells, antiracist 
and feminist scholars have shown how, after Emancipation, white southern-
ers created the figure of the Black male rapist as a hypersexual beast to jus-
tify lynchings and reassert white supremacist and patriarchal power over 
the region. In such formulations, women—constructed as white—were in 
need of protection from such dehumanized, thus racialized, subjects due to 
their familial relations with white men such as Governor Treen. Black 
women were absent in this equation as either survivors of sexual violence or 
as subjects deserving of state protection.108 In his championing of victims’ 
rights, Treen reinforced such racist narratives disguised as gender justice.109 
In couching carceral feminism as a commitment to women’s safety and pro-
tection, Treen elided how his austerity budgets’ disinvestment in healthcare, 
education, and welfare undermined the security of women and the social 
reproduction of Louisiana communities amid the deepening recession.

The Contradictions of Surplus Populations:  
The Failures of Prisoner Labor

Treen’s capacity to develop the penal system as he desired had limits, how-
ever. The oil bust was not only an economic crisis to be leveraged for neo-
liberal restructuring but generated oppositional forces in the labor market 
that had ramifications for prison expansion. From 1973 to 1981, the oil 
boom had created a significant increase in jobs: “Employment in the oil 
and gas industry more than doubled, from 47,000 to 101,000 workers.”110 
This growth spurred other sectors of the economy through the “job multi-
plier effect” so that for every job created in the Louisiana refinery indus-
try, 7.6 additional jobs were created in other sectors.111 However, this 
multiplier effect worked in the negative during the 1980s. More than 
150,000 jobs disappeared from the Louisiana economy between 1982 and 
1985.112 Because so much of the Louisiana economy was based on oil and 
gas, there was no sector that was strong enough to cushion the fall of the 
petrochemical industry. Unemployment ballooned to 12.8 percent, leaving 
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one in eight workers jobless and less than 60 percent labor force participa-
tion in Louisiana by the summer of 1983.113

The recession hit Black workers especially hard (graph 2.1). Even during 
the oil boom, Black Louisianians benefited less than their white counter
parts. In the peak oil economy year of 1981, unemployment in Black Loui-
siana was almost three times what it was for white Louisianans. During the 
recession, Black unemployment was at least double white unemployment 
rates, reaching higher than 20 percent in some years.114 Although the re-
cession idled Black men in Louisiana at greater numbers than Black women, 
Black women in Louisiana suffered labor redundancy close to their male 
counterparts at an average of 18.7 percent—the highest in the nation.115

Treen’s responses to this staggering recession and mass joblessness re-
mained unabashed austerity combined with an ideological refusal to insti-
tute progressive taxation.116 Instead of job programs or increased welfare 
support, Treen gave struggling Louisianans more prison and jail beds.117 
Even though these policies immiserated residents across race, gender, and 
geography, they particularly eviscerated urban Black communities who were 
produced as both economically precarious and as increasingly criminal-
ized subjects. The prioritization of the carceral state over the welfare state 
represented not an arbitrary abandonment of certain segments of the pop-
ulations but instead a targeted realignment of state resources to meet the 
contradictions of racial capitalism. At the core of racial capitalism is the 
production of inequality. As Marx explained, central to the capital relation 

GRAPH 2.1 ​Louisiana unemployment rate by race, 1981–1998. Source: Bureau of 
Labor Statistics.
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is the production not only of exploited labor but also relative surplus popula-
tions because capitalism tends to replace workers through automation and to 
constantly be on the move seeking cheaper labor and new geographic mar-
kets for capital accumulation.118 In other words, capitalism creates pools of 
under- and unemployed people who would work if they had access to worth-
while jobs.119

In Louisiana, this racially stratified capitalist structure historically ren-
dered the region’s Black population as interchangeably a source of hyper-
exploitable labor or as a surplus labor force, depending on the demands of 
racial capitalism.120 Under the neoliberal crisis of the oil bust, Black com-
munities were unequivocally produced as redundant, and thus disposable, 
labor within 1980s Louisiana.

Yet, surplus populations are not merely docile subjects in waiting. Chris-
tian Parenti aptly notes that “capitalism always creates surplus populations, 
needs surplus populations, yet faces the threat of political, aesthetic or cul-
tural disruption from those populations.”121 Elites repeatedly expand the 
punitive reach of the state to repress and keep at bay surplus populations 
who are understood as having the potential to rebel.122 Louisiana’s law-and-
order officials positioned impoverished and working-class Black communi-
ties, particularly young Black men whose masculinities they deemed to be 
in violent excess, as threats needing to be managed and contained through 
targeted policing, prosecution, and imprisonment. Moreover, the policing 
and prosecution crackdown in New Orleans penalized people for turning 
to extralegal survival strategies after they were structurally abandoned 
by the labor market. By the mid-1980s, this dialectic of disposability and 
criminalization led to the imprisonment of more than 10,000 Black Louisi-
anans, mostly men from poor and working-class backgrounds—constituting 
72 percent of the state prison population.123

Yet, incarcerating so many people was an extremely expensive state proj
ect. Despite Treen’s redirecting of funds into carceral construction, the 
overall decline in state revenues required cost-cutting measures. These sav-
ings were most readily produced by cuts to prison operations and the turn 
to cheap prefabricated structures to expand prisons. Yet Treen’s adminis-
tration also advocated for prisoners themselves to build new prisons or 
renovate old ones through an “inmate labor bill.” The bill would lift prohi-
bitions on prisoners working on state construction that organized labor had 
previously won.124

The inmate labor bill captivated public debate. The New Orleans Times-
Picayune supported the plan,125 whereas unions protested it as “unconscio-
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nable,” given that prison labor would “keep the unemployed from being able 
to secure employment.”126 The LCJP characterized the bill as permitting 
“slave labor” and argued that if Treen was so concerned about costs, he 
could sign the 310 pardons sitting on his desk.127

Prisoners were split on the issue. At first, the Angolite came out in sup-
port of the bill, believing it would provide a welcome form of job training 
and in opposition to organized labor’s argument that prisoners were inca-
pable of doing quality work. Yet as debate on the bill wore on, the Angolite 
offered a more mixed viewpoint, reflecting growing opposition among im-
prisoned people.128 One prisoner, Lionel McGruder, maintained that given 
their long sentences, any skills gained on the inside had little chance of bet-
tering their lives on release. Instead, the inmate labor bill would just allow 
“a few inmates an opportunity to build their own tomb.”129 Legislators were 
also closely divided. Despite Treen’s vociferous support, the bill was nar-
rowly defeated in both the 1981 and 1982 legislative session and did not even 
make it out of committee in 1983.130 With jobs scarce and in high demand, 
politicians had trouble justifying the passage of laws that took any work 
away from free people.131

The inmate labor bill’s failure points to a critical contradiction that Treen 
failed to foresee. The state recession produced mounting unemployment 
that entangled more people in the tentacles of the penal system. Treen’s 
building up of the carceral state served as his primary strategy to manage 
such racialized and gendered surplus populations. But because of the re-
cession, the state was short on funds for carceral construction projects, and 
so Treen attempted to save costs by turning to prisoner labor. Yet, this pro-
posal was politically unviable because unemployment was so high. Although 
Treen’s anti-state state policies ushered in neoliberal governance, the con-
tradictions of capital surpassed the scale of his power. The conditions of pos-
sibility for certain carceral projects were foreclosed, not despite the state’s 
economic crisis and realignment, but because of it.

The failure of the inmate labor bill reflected a qualitative shift from the 
early Jim Crow era when racist forced labor was a guiding logic of the 
prison system to the neoliberal rise of mass incarceration. As discussed in 
chapter  1, over the course of the twentieth century, prisoners at Angola 
increasingly were assigned work outside “productive” prison industries. 
Instead, prisoners were occupied with the reproductive labor of the prison: 
working in the laundry, the kitchen, maintenance, groundskeeping, and 
clerical work to keep the prison’s operations humming along.132 With a de-
creasing percentage of incarcerated people at Angola working on the farm, 
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prison administrators attempted to expand the number of people engaged 
in more “industrial” work.133 Although such enterprises never consisted 
of more than a few dozen people, they provided a small savings to the state 
and were heralded as job training. For these reasons, the DOC included 
agricultural and light industrial operations in the newly opened prisons. 
But, like Angola, only a small percentage of incarcerated people were in-
volved in such enterprises.134

By the early 1980s, prison industrial and agricultural projects often 
proved to be an expense to the state, rather than a source of savings. Even 
though Treen’s Commission on Criminal Justice initially recommended 
increasing the number of prisoners working in the Department of Agri-
business, this recommendation was scrapped because overall such programs 
had not been “economical.”135 Indeed, the state ended a slew of agribusiness 
programs for this reason. First the coffee-roasting operation at St. Gabriel 
women’s prison was shuttered in 1981.136 Soon after, the Angolite reported,

The $3 million swinery operation established a year ago at Wade 
Correctional Institute has been shut down and its stock in the process 
of being sold because it proved unprofitable. . . . ​The legislators were 
also informed that the agri-business division had abandoned a 
5,000-tree pecan grove project at Hunt Correctional Center because 
almost half the trees have died with the remainder in bad condition. 
The legislators also learned that the beef herd at the Louisiana 
Correctional and Industrial School at DeQuincy is in the process of 
being sold, sometimes at below-cost prices, in order to generate 
money to be able to put a crop in.137

Unsuccessful prison enterprises and demands for jobs undercut the Treen 
administration’s prison labor goals. In fact, the growth of solitary confine-
ment exemplified how the state’s march toward mass incarceration was 
marked not by forced labor but by forced idleness.

Penal Politics: Treen versus Edwards

By the time reelection season rolled around, the economic devastation had 
rendered Treen’s electoral prospects uncertain. State revenues plummeted 
to such lows that he placed a moratorium on new construction, including 
jails, and instituted another round of budget cuts.138 In addition, after spend-
ing a term out of office, popular former governor Edwin Edwards was again 
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eligible to make a run on the governor’s mansion. The Treen campaign posi-
tioned Governor Treen as the no-nonsense fiscally responsible candidate 
against Edwards as the outlandish, corrupt, womanizing candidate. Edwards’s 
comeback campaign emphasized the state’s economic prosperity under his 
governorship and his flamboyant, charismatic leadership. Edwards did 
not shy away from his scandal-ridden history but pointed to the fact that his 
popularity knew almost no limits in his infamous quip, “The only way I can 
lose this election is if I’m caught in bed with either a dead girl or a live boy.”139 
Polls showed that for many Louisianans corruption and a prosperous econ-
omy were a better combination than good government and economic crisis.

To mobilize voters, Treen returned to the issue of pardons. Shoring up 
his standing as the law-and-order candidate, Treen attacked Edwards for 
pardoning 1,181 people during his last term in office compared to Treen’s 
record of only pardoning 34 people.140 Through this racially coded attack, 
Treen called into question not only Edwards’s commitment to public safety 
but also the legitimacy of governors’ exercise of the power of the pardon. 
This strategy fortified tough-on-crime positions on early release as common-
sense. But just as this antipardon campaign strategy was picking up steam, 
the unthinkable happened. Edwards’s brother, attorney Nolan Edwards, was 
murdered by his own legal client whom Edwards had pardoned. In the wake 
of this tragedy, Treen’s campaign tempered the attack on the former gover-
nor’s pardon record.141

Being tough on crime proved insufficient to win Treen a second term. 
Winning only a majority in two of Louisiana’s sixty-four parishes, Treen did 
worse in his reelection bid than when he ran as a token Republican against 
Edwards in 1972.142 The Angolite and the Lifers’ Association rejoiced at the 
return of Edwards and his reappointment of liberal reformers, including re-
appointing C. Paul Phelps as Department of Public Safety and Corrections 
(DPSC) secretary.143 They were hopeful that early release, not just prison 
expansion, would be back on the table as a solution to overcrowding.144 
But even though the liberal ideologies underlying Edwards’s approach to 
the prison crisis diverged from Treen’s law-and-order approach, the pursuit 
of prison building surpassed partisan politics.

Debt over Democracy: Prison-Financing Schemes

After winning election, Edwards faced the same fiscal challenges that had 
defined Treen’s tenure. Bond measures for jail expansion, even at reduced 
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costs, were not as easy to pass as officials hoped when crafting the 70/30 
parish jail program. Although in some places, local officials and residents 
were convinced of the unsubstantiated notion that prisons and jails would 
be an economic boost, in other places residents fought penal projects. The 
recession deepened residents’ economic precarity and antitax sentiments, 
leading residents to vote down bond measures for jail and prison projects 
across the state. Meanwhile state officials berated residents for voting 
against new jail taxes and blamed them for the increase in people being re-
leased because of jail overcrowding.145 Difficulties in jail expansion forced 
the state to devise new methods for penal expansion.

During Treen’s administration, finance capitalists eager for more bond 
deals had introduced the idea of the state using lease revenue bonds (LRBs) 
to finance prison construction. In 1983, attorney Fred L. Chevalier of the 
firm McCollister, McCleary, Fazio, & Holliday, which had routinely served 
as the underwriters’ counsel for state bond sales, wrote Governor Treen “to 
acquaint [him] with a tax exempt financing technique which is beginning 
to be used in other parts of the country for the financing of jails and other 
correctional facilities.”146 Chevalier went on to explain that through LRBs, 
which had been designed for revenue-generating state projects such as toll 
bridges, the state could create a nonprofit corporation that would have the 
capacity to issue bonds to finance carceral construction. Louisiana would 
then lease the prison facility from the financing nonprofit through rental 
payments that would be covered through the state’s already existing gen-
eral fund and not through any actual prison-related revenue generation. In 
his letter, Chevalier conceded that the state would not save any money by 
using LRBs, over the more common general obligation bonds (GOBs), for 
prison construction because LRBs tended to have higher interest rates.147 
LRBs’ main advantage was that they allowed the state to sidestep demo
cratic opposition to carceral state expansion. In contrast to GOBs, which 
have the full faith and credit of the government behind them, LRBs have a 
clause written into them that they can be canceled on a year-to-year basis—
putting them outside the state’s official definition of public debt.148 Thus, 
LRBs, unlike GOBs, could be issued for prison construction without the 
state having to first gain two-thirds legislative approval or have a local tax 
election.149 In other words, the state could push through new prison proj
ects without consideration of its residents’ views, in exchange for a higher 
cost of servicing debt.

Although Treen favored the LRB proposal, it was Edwards who put this 
debt-financing scheme into motion.150 He did so because local resistance to 
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new taxes for carceral construction showed no signs of letting up and close 
to three thousand state prisoners were overfilling the jails.151 In 1985 Ed-
wards established the Louisiana Correctional Facilities Corporation (LCFC) 
to implement LRB prison financing for three new medium-security state 
prisons. His childhood friend Rep. Raymond Laborde of Marksville cham-
pioned the bill to form the LCFC as the nonprofit that would issue LRBs.152 
The bill was cosponsored by state legislators across the political spectrum 
from those in the Huey Long tradition to the emerging Black Democratic 
political bloc to conservative Democrats who would soon switch to the Re-
publican Party. Legislators backed the bill because of their alignment with 
Edwards, their belief that mega-projects would jumpstart local economic 
growth, their pro-prison politics, or a combination of those factors.153 Six 
backers, including Laborde, represented the parishes where the state in-
tended to build the new prisons: Avoyelles, Allen, and Winn.

Edwards authorized the LCFC to finance the development of three new 
state prisons and to start plans for two more. All five potential prisons 
were to be leased to the DPSC, and the first three were to imprison upward 
of 2,500 people.154 By the end of the year, the LCFC had issued just over 
$155 million in LRBs to the First National Bank of Minneapolis to finance 
the building and planning of the new prisons.155 Given the financially riskier 
nature of the LRBs, only $104 million went to financing prison expansion. 
The remaining $51 million was paid to the various finance capitalists—from 
the bond underwriters, to the insurers, and the assorted law firms involved 
in the bond deal, including the law firm that originally alerted the state to 
this prison-financing tactic.156

Although the state’s turn to LRB financing attempted to mute opposi-
tion to prison projects, antagonists still emerged. The Angolite blasted the 
plan for being antidemocratic. They publicized to their readers that “the 
tax-paying public will have no input regarding the proposed new prisons” 
at the direct “expense of the poor, the aged, the ill and disadvantaged.”157 
Rev. James Stovall, still active with the Louisiana Interchurch Conference, 
and Jane Bankston, the corrections chairperson of the League of Women 
Voters of Louisiana, demanded a halt to the bond sale. In a letter to Gover-
nor Edwards, they argued that “at this time when state agencies are plan-
ning for a 22% cut in their budgets with hospitals and other vital institutions 
closing down, it is almost inconceivable to think that the decision has been 
made to take the most expensive route towards handling the prison over-
crowding situation.”158 Moreover, Stovall wrote that many of the legislators 
backing this prison expansion plan were doing so for “the wrong reason . . . ​



84 Chapter 2

to provide jobs” for their constituents, specifically for Edwards’s and Rep. 
Laborde’s home parish of Avoyelles.159 He argued that Louisiana could not 
afford the multiplying of the state’s prisons and warned that attempting to 
solve unemployment by taking on expensive prison debt was “like a person 
who tries to nourish his body by eating his fingers.”160 However, Stovall and 
Bankston’s efforts, including their lobbying for legislation to void the 
bond sale in 1986, were to no avail.161 The state proceeded with buying 
the land for the new prisons by the end of 1986.162

Organizing for Freedom: The Angola Special Civics Project

Even while faced with the relentless passage of draconian laws and an ex-
panding penal system, individuals locked away at Angola refused to give 
up hope for freedom. Whereas previous generations of prisoners at Angola 
had individually petitioned the governor and parole board for release, the 
restrictions placed on such mechanisms pushed prisoners to develop new 
strategies that converted individualistic tactics to collective efforts. Having 
the shared memory of a different era in the state’s penal system and believ-
ing it could change again, Angola activists formed the Angola Special Civ-
ics Project in 1986.

Conditions of Possibility for Prisoner Organizing

The Angola Special Civics Project, commonly referred to as the Civics Proj
ect, did not emerge out of thin air: the dialectical interplay of political 
threats and openings produced the conditions of possibility for prisoners 
to establish it.163 Lawmakers lengthening prison sentences, restricting pa-
role and clemency, reducing prisoners’ ability to receive good time, and 
eliminating parole for entire classes of prisoners served as a motivating 
threat to imprisoned individuals.164 Angola Special Civics Project cofounder 
Norris Henderson recalls the dramatic changes: “By 1979, they had abol-
ished all benefits around life sentences. No more parole, no probation, no 
suspension of sentence around life sentences so life actually became life. 
So, the challenge to us now became: our numbers are growing astronomi-
cally, we just kind of went from a handful of lifers in the prison to all of 
a sudden ‘boom’ everybody has life now. . . . ​Something is wrong with 
this picture.”165 When Henderson was first incarcerated in the early 1970s, 
he was one of a few lifers inside Angola. In 1972, there were 193 men 
serving “natural” life sentences. By 1982 those numbers had increased to 
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1,084—consisting of one-third of those serving life without parole in the en-
tire United States.166 These moves fueled hopelessness as scores and scores 
of people began to fear dying behind prison walls.

This period also generated a key political opening for those inside seek-
ing new methods of release: the appointment of reformist prison adminis-
trators to leadership roles in the state penal system following the Hayes 
Williams lawsuit. Sociologist James M. Jasper explains that “opportunities 
matter most to movements that have few of them, that are severely re-
pressed.”167 As incarcerated individuals, the members of the Angola Spe-
cial Civics Project lived highly regulated lives; therefore, relatively minimal 
opportunities, which were taken for granted by the outside world, had an 
enormous impact on their organizing. Edwards’s reappointment of reform-
ist DOC officials meant the lifting of restraints placed on Angolite report-
ing and that prisoners were again allowed to hold large events that outside 
supporters could attend.168 These small openings afforded critical space 
for imprisoned people to cultivate relationships, develop shared analyses, 
and craft strategies to gain their freedom. Prison administrators’ relative 
tolerance would prove to be fertile ground for prisoner organizing.

Earlier percolations of prisoner activism set the stage for the Civics Proj
ect. Before the Hayes Williams lawsuit, the Angola law library staff was, in 
the words of Biggy Johnston, “lily white.” However, in response to that law-
suit, the prison administration integrated the all-white law library, along 
with the staff of the Angolite and the classification department.169 The first 
beneficiary of integrating the law library was Biggy Johnston, who was as-
signed to the law library following his high score on the prison’s aptitude 
test.170 However, frustrated by the restrictions on the number of prisoners 
allowed in the law library at a time, Johnston filed a joint lawsuit to allow 
greater prisoner access to the library. After winning the suit, Johnston be-
gan teaching law classes where he educated other prisoners in “what post-
conviction was all about and how they could possibly use it to get out of 
prison.”171 The law library was also a space of relationship building where 
amid the stacks of Westlaw books the founders of the Angola Special Civics 
Project, Biggy Johnston and Norris Henderson, would meet.172

The law library provided valuable resources to use in challenging broader 
realignments in the criminal legal system. Johnston and other lifers began 
filing legal challenges to the retroactive repeal of the 10/6 law.173 Several 
people who had accepted a guilty plea bargain under the promise that a life 
sentence meant serving only ten years and six months challenged their 
convictions on the argument that the state had broken its plea bargain. In 
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response, the federal courts issued contradictory rulings that upheld 
most people’s convictions while overturning a few.174 Such mixed rulings 
gave lifers hope that they had a chance for freedom. Unfortunately, in 
February  1985 the Louisiana Supreme Court decided that the new life 
without parole sentencing laws were applicable to all lifers, regardless of 
the statute in force when they were sentenced.175

Under these conditions, the Angola Lifers’ Association went through a 
heightened politicization process. Originally formed as a social club, the Lif-
ers’ Association members became sharply aware of the rise of tough-on-
crime ideology when their own 10/6 dates came and went without release 
and then as “minimum servitude times moved from 10 years and six months, 
to 20 years, then 40 years, then mandatory life.”176 According to lifer Eddie 
Hall, “This caused us to change our goals and policies from one of social-
izing to the business of just trying to get out of this place . . . ​toward be-
coming more knitted together as a group and find the information and 
the facts we need to get out.”177 Although this “business” primarily took the 
form of helping one another on their individual cases, it was done in a frame-
work that any single release could create a precedent that would make the 
path to freedom easier for others.178

Moreover, the increasing numbers of lifers in Angola pushed Lifers’ As-
sociation members to question why so many people were serving life. Dur-
ing the early 1980s, Chairman Andrew Joseph initiated an informal study 
at Angola into why 75 percent of lifers were “poor, uneducated, and black.”179 
At the core of its findings was that, although on paper life sentencing was 
race-neutral, in reality, prosecutorial discretion allowed DAs to racially dis-
criminate in charging only certain individuals with crimes that carried life 
sentences. White defendants were almost always able to plea down first-
degree murder charges to manslaughter, an option rarely given to Black 
defendants.180 Joseph concluded that life without parole statutes were “in-
fected with a sophisticated kind of racism” so that

Blacks today before a court of law are in much the same situation 
they were in during the days of the Ku Klux Klan—the only 
difference is that today many of the racists wear black robes instead 
of white ones. We find that all that was accomplished during 
the civil rights era has been lost or drastically reduced by federal 
cutbacks, yet the president says more must be spent to build more 
prisons. When you talk about building more prisons, you’re talking 
about putting Blacks in them at a disproportionate rate.181



Consolidating and Contesting Law-and-Order Austerity 87

Developing an analysis of how colorblind law-and-order life sentencing was 
in fact a racist state project pivoted the Lifers’ toward a structural under-
standing of their imprisonment.

Furthermore, under the leadership of editor Wilbert Rideau, the Ango-
lite became a key oppositional tool for imprisoned people by publicizing 
what was happening in the state legislature and within the DPSC. Angolite 
reporters addressed and mobilized two audiences: (1) imprisoned people at 
Angola and beyond and (2) the general public, including state officials. For 
instance, Biggy Johnston wrote a legal column for imprisoned people work-
ing on appeals that gave updates regarding the status of 10/6 and other 
legislative actions.182 Furthermore, to sway public opinion, the Angolite 
placed fact-driven reporting on policing, prosecution, and imprisonment 
alongside narratives on the struggles of incarcerated life. These articles 
publicized the fallacies of notions of rising crime and lawlessness and 
humanized incarcerated people as deserving of release.

The Angolite also profiled individuals serving life without parole or prac-
tical life sentences to call attention to their cases and to demonstrate how 
life without parole manufactured the problem of the state’s imprisonment 
of scores of elderly people.183 This publicity strategy hearkened back to Gov-
ernor Earl Long’s Forgotten Man Committee of the 1950s, which had been 
charged with finding prisoners the state had lost in the system; subsequently 
107 men were released. In response to the Angolite articles, Edwards cre-
ated a new Forgotten Man Committee to identify problems with prisoner 
release mechanisms and to make recommendations to rectify these issues. 
However, after the committee recommended that the state expand parole 
and good time, major newspapers and law-and-order politicians denounced 
these reforms, ensuring that they failed to become state policy.184

Even though the prison administration permitted prisoners to develop 
certain types of oppositional spaces, it did not permit all prisoner organi-
zations. The DPSC barred the NAACP from establishing a chapter at Angola 
in 1981. Warden Frank Blackburn made this decision based on his belief 
that that:

[Although] the NAACP poses as a self-help group with specific 
orientation towards blacks . . . ​with respect to prisons, they would 
become adversary in nature such as the ACLU. For example, their 
work in other prisons has spilled over into the political arena. 
Should we allow the NAACP to function within this penitentiary, 
they would be entitled to establish chapters in all prisons under the 
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jurisdiction of the Louisiana Department of Corrections and the next 
step would be prisoner unions.185

This concern that the NAACP would foment collective agitation among 
Black prisoners, through lawsuits or unionization campaigns, indicated how 
officials’ tolerance of prisoners’ activism was limited when they believed it 
would target them. But when collective organizing was aimed at elected of-
ficials, the prison administration would prove to be surprisingly lenient.

Collectivizing Freedom: The Angola Special Civics Project

Despite prisoners’ hope that Edwards’s election would bring relief, their 
avenues to freedom continued to be restricted. Prisoner morale was so low 
that there was speculation that Angola was on the verge of a riot. In the 
words of Civics Project co-founder Norris Henderson, “All the things they 
measure were ripe at Angola. I mean hopelessness was there. Nobody was 
going home, people with long sentences. You name it. It was evident in An-
gola. So at this time, we, me and some other guys, started thinking about 
what we can do to change, not necessarily our conditions, but our circum-
stances.”186 Having witnessed the limitations of conditions of confinement 
lawsuits, Henderson and Johnston decided that their goal was not to im-
prove conditions inside Angola but rather to strategize how to get out of 
prison altogether. With 10/6 dead and the lifer population ballooning, lif-
ers recognized that they needed to collectively organize for freedom. Hav-
ing closely followed prison riots elsewhere, activists identified that, at the 
worst, riots brought increased repression, while at the best they brought bet-
ter conditions, but either way everyone was still behind bars.187 With this 
knowledge, Johnston and Henderson decided on a different route out of 
prison through the formation of the Angola Special Civics Project.

With Edwards’s 1987 reelection campaign on the horizon, the Angola Spe-
cial Civics Project’s first campaign targeted the governor’s race. Based on 
their experiences under different governors, they identified elected state of-
ficials, not prison administrators, as the real sites of power. Although Ed-
wards’s politics were not ideal, they were significantly better than what they 
had experienced with a Republican governor, especially regarding clem-
ency. Thus, the Civics Project decided to organize their friends and families 
on the outside to vote as a bloc for Edwards. This strategy would keep a 
more sympathetic governor in office while also demonstrating the prison-
ers’ political power—which they would leverage for future demands.188
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Making the Civics Project a forceful reality required building a mem-
bership. Each of the cofounders’ specific leadership styles drew people 
into the project. Johnston’s legal experience teaching classes and winning 
appeals had gained him the status as a “legal genius.”189 He began recruit-
ing folks from his law classes to join the effort. And Norris Henderson’s 
commitment to always speaking out against injustice had earned him the 
respect of prisoners across race and religion—no small feat in an environ-
ment deeply structured by prison politics.190 Former Civics Project mem-
ber Eugene Dean recalls that he “just got fully involved in it because of 
Norris’s reputation.”191 According to Henderson, “The combination of us, 
I think made us the thing that sang. . . . ​The guy that could pull people 
together and the guy who had the legal wherewithal to make something 
happen.”192

An important leader whom Henderson and Johnston brought into the 
project was Checo Yancy, who drew on his experience working for the Clerk 
of Court and the Election Commission in Orleans Parish to give people a 
political education in electoral organizing.193 The Civics Project mapped out 
the precincts across the state and identified in which districts prisoners had 
family and friends.194 At this time, the Louisiana penal system had a popu-
lation of approximately 15,000, and Angola had a population of more than 
4,000.195 Even though the state’s carceral expansion sought to remove and 
contain large segments of the population from society, this strategy had a 
contradictory effect. More people locked up meant a larger slice of the pop-
ulation had a loved one behind bars—which, in turn, brought into sharp 
relief the injustice of the criminal legal system to a growing number of 
people. Members of the Civics Project figured that if they could get even a 
fraction of prisoners involved in organizing their friends and families to 
vote, they could sway the election.

In July 1987 the Angolite publicized the Civics Project’s organizing strat-
egy through a public service announcement. It outlined the significance of 
the governor’s race and urged prisoners to encourage their family and 
friends on the outside to vote as a prison reform bloc: “Instead of letting 
the vote of our people be influenced and misguided by local and state 
leaders who probably don’t give a damn about us, let’s do it ourselves. Let’s 
utilize the votes of our people to express ourselves in this year’s state 
elections. We have a golden opportunity to perhaps impact the outcome of 
some tight races, and subsequently, our own destiny.”196 Mobilizing to deter-
mine their own futures through organizing contested the very disenfran-
chisement the penal system sought to impose.
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In August  1987, free world activists joined up with the Angola Special 
Civics Project. New Orleans organizer Ted Quant of the Loyola University 
Institute for Human Relations attended a Civics Project meeting at An-
gola. When he walked into the meeting room, the walls were covered with 
charts and graphs. He remembers, “They had these magnificent graphs—
how much it costs to incarcerate, how many people in prison, how many 
family members, what it would mean if a certain number of those people 
voted.”197 During the meeting, members detailed their plan for outside 
allies to organize as a bloc to flip the governor’s race and put prison re-
form on the agenda. By the end of the presentation, Quant had decided to 
join them.198

With only a few months until the election, the Civics Project went into 
high gear. Members focused on setting up networks of their loved ones 
outside the prison by reaching out to family members through a letter-
writing campaign. They made fliers about the importance of the gover-
nor’s campaign both to mail out and to give to prisoners working in visiting 
area concession stands to hand out on the sly if someone did not feel com-
fortable directly talking to a visitor.199 Moreover, they set up organizing 
committees based on where people were from to build networks and pool 
resources.200 In New Orleans, Quant coordinated outreach to family mem-
bers and friends while also reaching out to community organizations that 
already had relationships with currently or formerly incarcerated people, 
including resident council leadership from the C. J. Peete and Lafitte public 
housing projects.201 Inside and outside, activists leveraged election organizing 
as an opportunity to draw attention to the social and economic costs of 
expanding the Louisiana prison system while shrinking the state’s social 
services. They saw in the election an opportunity to put structural prison 
reform on the table.

From the beginning, the Civics Project made clear that incarcerated 
people should be in leadership of prison reform organizing.202 As Civics Proj
ect leaders explained, because prisoners were already disempowered and 
silenced through the criminal legal system, replicating those dynamics 
through the organizing process would contribute to their continued subor-
dination. Prisoners identified the issues and envisioned the strategy: there 
was no one better to lead them to freedom but themselves. At the same time, 
there was a role for everyone not despite but because of their differing so-
cial locations. Being held captive inside Angola meant they were cut off from 
certain information about the outside world. Therefore, outside activists had 
vital information to share that could strengthen the campaign. Allies were 
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not asked to indiscriminately agree with incarcerated leaders’ ideas but to 
work in mutual partnership to push the group forward. Romanticizing pris-
oners would not contribute to their freedom.203

A few weeks before the election, the Civics Project and the New Orleans 
group each held press conferences on the same day. In the morning, the 
New Orleans group declared, “We believe that [the criminal justice sys-
tem] has failed us, in large part, because politicians find it expedient to 
court votes by demagogically riding the law-and-order bandwagon, call-
ing for bigger jails and longer sentences while cutting funds for educa-
tion, drug rehabilitation, and other programs that would reduce crime.”204 
After the press conference, they distributed leaflets encouraging people to 
vote in the upcoming election and support their prison reform platform: 
expanding parole eligibility, shortening sentences, creating alternatives to 
incarceration, and providing educational programs geared at successful 
reentry.205 That afternoon, the Civics Project and other prisoner 
organizations held a press conference at Angola announcing their aim to 
generate a voting bloc of their families and friends to flip the election and 
to serve as a long-term counter to the law-and-order bloc dominating 
Louisiana politics.206

However, neither press conference stated which candidate the Civics 
Project was supporting. Civics Project leaders believed they would give their 
law-and-order opponents ammunition to use against their favored candi-
date if they announced their choice too early; therefore, they planned to 
keep secret who they were voting for until Election Day. Furthermore, the 
Civics Project decided not to put into play their voting bloc until the runoff 
election, when they would have the greatest opportunity to be the decid-
ing factor—and, they hoped, compelling Edwards to support prison reform 
once he won on their support.207

Unfortunately, before the runoff occurred, the election was over. Even 
amid corruption charges, Edwards was still considered the candidate to 
beat. But then Buddy Roemer, a conservative Democrat from Bossier City 
running a campaign premised on good government, law-and-order, and 
austerity, began winning endorsements.208 With oil prices continuing to 
drop in response to OPEC abandoning its former price system, Edwards 
was confronted with an ongoing fiscal crisis. Rather than championing 
progressive tax reform, Edwards turned to the same kind of budget cuts 
and unemployment he had critiqued Treen for.209 Without economic pros-
perity to buffer him against critics, Edwards was unable to spring back 
from his most recent corruption trial, despite his acquittal.210 After Roemer 
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came in first and Edwards second in the primary, Edwards shocked 
everyone by dropping out of the runoff.211 The Civics Project was never 
given a chance to see whether their electoral strategy would work, dis-
heartening Angola activists.212

Return of Crisis and Reformulation of the Civics Project

Governor Buddy Roemer entered office in March 1988 committing to “pro-
fessionalize” and “depoliticize” the Louisiana clemency process. He ignored 
virtually all pardon recommendations, paroling fewer than thirty people 
from Angola during his first year in office.213 Desperation at Angola in-
creased as suicides, stabbings, murders, and attempted escapes steadily 
grew. Attempted escapees explained their actions by stating they had given 
up hope of ever getting out of prison.214

On June 21, 1989, Judge Polozola declared Angola to be once again in a 
“state of emergency.”215 Blaming the rise of violence on prison mismanage-
ment and understaffing caused by the state’s fiscal crisis, Polozola appointed 
former Angola warden Ross Maggio Jr. as the court’s “expert” charged with 
investigating whether it was adhering to constitutional standards and the 
federal court’s consent decrees.216 Polozola threatened that if things did not 
shape up at Angola, he would place the entire penal system under federal 
receivership.217 The following day, the DPSC announced it would hire more 
security officers, purchase metal detectors, and intensify searches for weap-
ons and drugs. On that same day, Roemer held a press conference to assert 
that his policies were not responsible for the violence at Angola and to main-
tain his stance on clemency. The Angolite reported, “That night another 
Angola inmate hung himself.”218

With media fixated on the crisis at Angola and Polozola pushing for re-
forms, Roemer instituted some slight changes. Belying his previous promises, 
he did pardon a handful of long-termers on July 1, 1989.219 To comply with 
Polozola, the state also created new mental health units within Angola. Thus, 
the state responded to Angola’s suicide crisis not through addressing the root 
cause of incarcerated people’s depression—their unfreedom—but through 
managing them through psychiatric drugs and therapy so that they could 
better cope with their grim conditions.220

Deflated after the aborted Edwards campaign, the Civics Project’s mo-
mentum stalled. Still, the Civics Project was not over. During 1988 and 1989, 
its leaders assessed their earlier work. First, they evaluated their base of sup-
port within Angola. Although they had amassed significant support from 
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organizations such as the Lifers’ Association and the Angolite, some prison-
ers still were reluctant to get involved. Some people believed the Civics Proj
ect was a Black-only organization, while others believed it was only for 
lifers. The Civics Project leadership recognized that they needed to democ
ratize their organizational structure if they were to create a truly collec-
tive prisoner movement. They decided to rebuild by having membership 
intentionally represent various groupings at Angola—the different cell-
blocks and camps, geographic areas of Louisiana, and various types of sen-
tences and convictions. Having forty members representing an intentional 
cross-section of perspectives would help them most effectively organize the 
rest of the prison.221 Democratizing the organizational structure in this way 
was, according to Henderson, “probably the greatest decision we made to 
engage other folks because then the support of everybody in the prison just 
took off.”222

Next the Civics Project worked to deepen the collective nature of the 
organization. They solidified a new structure with Henderson and Johnston 
remaining the chair and cochair, respectively, of the project and created five 
committees to carry out the organization’s work: the Correspondence Com-
mittee, Legal Research Committee, Vital Statistics Committee, Distribu-
tion Committee, and the Current Events Committee.223 Within the committee 
structure, it was imperative that all members felt valued and respected, 
whether researching legislation or stuffing envelopes. This structure facili-
tated the development of an organizational culture whereby members un-
derstood the interdependence of their fates under the Louisiana punishment 
regime. Or as Yancy remembers articulating, “We’re in the same boat. If 
I put a hole in the boat, we’re all gonna sink. . . . ​You got a life sentence, 
I got a life sentence, but we’re gonna work together.”224

In addition to deepening its democratic structure and solidarity, the Civ-
ics Project wanted to change how the outside world perceived them. Mem-
bers knew that sectors of the public viewed them as illegitimate political 
actors because of their criminalized status, which was doubled in the dom-
inant imaginary because they were primarily Black individuals serving long 
prison terms for offenses often categorized as violent. Within this context, 
members felt compelled to challenge the notion that their criminalized 
status rendered them as somehow less than human and undeserving of re-
lease. Toward these ends, Checo Yancy spearheaded a “public relations” 
program in which prisoners organized fundraising drives for causes unre-
lated to criminal justice: “We gave to sickle cell, and muscular dystrophy 
and all these organizations. We wanted people to know that prisoners are 
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humans too.”225 Although this move to prove themselves as worthy was 
fraught insofar as it had the potential to reinforce the idea that one’s right 
to freedom was predicated on good deeds, it also was an example of how 
respectability politics could be strategically deployed within a constricted 
ideological terrain to refute the foundational logic—Black prisoners as less 
than human—of carceral regimes.

Back at square one following Roemer’s election, the Civics Project refo-
cused on its core issue: life sentencing. They began by conducting a ten-
state study comparing Louisiana’s sentencing laws to other states. Members 
of the Correspondence Committee sent out questionnaires to prison ad-
ministrations in Texas, Pennsylvania, Michigan, Illinois, Florida, and other 
states; then the Legal Research Committee analyzed the responses. They 
learned that Louisiana had more people in the aggregate serving life with-
out parole sentences than any other state.226 With this information they 
“began using the weapons that were available to [them], and the weapons 
that were available were the law.”227

The Civics Project leadership drafted an alternative to the current life-
sentencing legislation. They decided it was important that there be a mech-
anism for release available to all “natural” and “practical” lifers through 
expanding parole eligibility. Deciding how much time someone should serve 
before becoming parole eligible became one of the organization’s biggest 
internal fights. Questions emerged such as the following: “What kind of re-
strictions are we putting on ourselves? When do we say we are eligible to 
get out of this place? And that became a real struggle. Who are you to de-
cide how long I’m going to stay inside? That went back and forth until we 
took a consensus of what was going on around the country.”228 Civics Proj
ect members were persuaded that their best chance for undoing life with-
out parole was to craft legislation that reproduced the concept that certain 
convictions “required” longer sentences. Many members of the Civics Proj
ect supported using other states’ legislation as their proposed policy base-
line, even though every state had recently implemented harsher sentencing 
laws. Still, for other members, making distinctions based on convictions felt 
arbitrary and contrary to their desires for immediate release. Eventually the 
Civics Project decided to support a graduated parole eligibility proposal dif-
ferentiated by people’s convictions because they believed it was politically 
viable and therefore most likely to benefit the collective whole.229

After months of work, the Civics Project unveiled its report “Analysis of 
Louisiana’s Sentencing and Parole Laws and Proposed Legislative Alterna-
tives” at a symposium at Angola. They presented their research on the state’s 
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life sentencing laws and made the case for their proposed graduated parole 
eligibility legislation to a broad cross-section of attorneys, outside activists, 
judges, corrections officials, educators, media, and a member of the state 
legislature.

One of the concepts the Civics Project members drew on in their argu-
ment for expanding parole was the notion of “criminal menopause.” This 
idea, coined by law professor John Turley of Tulane’s Program for Older Pris-
oners, held that people aged out of committing crimes by their forties. The 
Civics Project found this idea appealing in that it legitimized their claims 
that incarcerated people were not a perennial threat to society and thus 
should be considered eligible for parole.230 The Civics Project’s turn to this 
theory was not without its own set of contradictions. The idea of criminal 
menopause drew simple correlations between age and criminal status, 
which reified ideas of criminal behavior as innate in certain types of people, 
rather than as socially constructed or produced. At the same time, the 
gendered naming of the term as a form of “menopause” inadvertently, yet 
fittingly, spoke to how the state’s punitive infrastructure sought to criminal-
ize and contain certain masculinities to limit their reproduction in society. 
Although the Civics Project’s use of this concept illuminated the extent to 
which even politically engaged prisoners can internalize dominant ideolo-
gies on criminality, it also highlighted the limits and stakes of liberal crim-
inology, especially of those seeking to shape reform efforts.

The Angola Special Civics Project’s report was an organizing tool aimed 
at lawmakers. Hoping to sway political opinion on the issue of life without 
parole sentencing, they mailed copies to every state legislator.231 In atten-
dance at the symposium was state representative Naomi Farve of New Or-
leans’s Ninth Ward. In her role as a state representative, she attended Lifers’ 
Association meetings where she heard about the Civics Project’s proposed 
legislation. Believing that people should have a second chance, she an-
nounced at the symposium that she would introduce the bill in the next 
legislative session.232 Farve began the work of championing House Bill 1709 
to end life without parole sentencing.

At the same time, the Civics Project’s members knew that their families 
and friends on the outside needed to be involved in a formal organization. 
They initially considered partnering with the Texas-based prison reform 
organization, Citizens United for the Rehabilitation of Errants, but moved 
on when they realized that it primarily focused on conditions of confine-
ment and did not respect the freedom strategies of incarcerated activists.233 
Instead, the Civics Project founded the Louisiana Coalition in Support of 
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Penal Reform (LCSPR) as a grassroots organization within which outside 
allies could build political leverage in solidarity with imprisoned activ-
ists. Building off the tactics used in creating a voting bloc in the recent 
gubernatorial election, the Civics Project supported the development of 
seven chapters across the state.234 The Civics Project emphasized to the 
LCSPR that they were organizing to create legal structures that would col-
lectively benefit incarcerated people rather than specific individuals.235 
The LCSPR organized voting blocs and supported the passage of House 
Bill 1709.236 They held informational meetings in their members’ home 
communities, wrote letters to the Angolite encouraging free readers to join 
their efforts, and explained the structural issues of the Louisiana criminal 
legal system to passengers on the buses to Angola between New Orleans 
and Baton Rouge.237 In addition, they organized lobby days and coordi-
nated phone banks to state legislators.238

While the LCSPR was organizing to build political leverage for prison 
reform, Representative Farve was working to get the bill out of committee. 
After more than a year of unsuccessfully trying to get the legislation to the 
floor, she was offered a compromise—to pass amended legislation. The 
amended legislation would make people parole eligible after serving twenty 
years and reaching forty-five years of age, but only for “practical lifers” or 
those serving “numbered” terms such as 50, 99, or 399 years. Anyone serv-
ing a natural life sentence would be excluded.239 She brought the option to 
the Angola Special Civics Project to decide whether to accept the amended 
bill, even though it would not apply to most of their membership. Yancy 
summed up the thought process of the Civics Project: “Well, selfishly we 
could have said no, but it wouldn’t have affected anybody. Sometimes you 
can be on the cutting edge of change, and it doesn’t affect you but you’re 
helping somebody else. Plus, it was another way for us to sell maybe our 
next project, maybe our next issue. The legislature is going to say, ‘Ok these 
guys are reasonable. I can work with them, and they can work with us.’ ”240 
Civics Project members decided that denying legislation that would allow 
anyone to get out would be against their purpose.241 Winning this piece of 
legislation, which became known as the “20/45 law,” seemed like a victory 
that could be a scaffold for fighting for even greater parole eligibility. Once 
the legislation passed, imprisoned activists rejoiced, deepening their sense 
of hope that further change was on the way.242

However, this was not to be the case. The passage of the “20/45 law” be-
came the high point for the Angola Special Civics Project. While the Civics 
Project and the LCSPR continued to push for parole eligibility and organized 
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as voting blocs around state and local elections, the political openings 
that had once afforded them the structures for organizing began to close.243 
First, the era of reformist officials came to an end. In the 1992 gubernato-
rial race between Edwin Edwards and former Ku Klux Klan leader David 
Duke, Edwards committed to appointing more conservative prison admin-
istrators in exchange for the votes of the state’s prison employees.244 After 
Edwards appointed Burl Cain as Angola’s warden in 1995, Cain limited the 
scope and freedom of the Angolite and increased restrictions on organizing.245 
Moreover, even as Civics Project leadership focused on collective struggle, 
they continued to work on their individual cases. Beginning with Biggy 
Johnston’s parole in 1993, key leaders began going home, some directly 
through the 20/45 law.246 Although this did not signal a formal end to the 
Civics Project, the organization lost significant capacity by the mid-1990s. 
Over time, the era of the 10/6 life sentence became forgotten from the col-
lective memory of Louisiana prisoners. Increasingly, the people housed at 
Angola only knew an institution with thousands of lifers who had no ex-
pectation of release within their lifetime.

In the early 1990s, Angolite journalists Wilbert Rideau and Ron Wikberg 
reflected,

Louisiana had only three adult facilities in 1975. Today, there are 
twelve prisons, holding 14,200 prisoners with an additional 4,300 
housed in local jails because of lack of space. Louisiana currently 
enjoys the dubious distinction of having the third-highest incarceration 
rate in the country, topped only by Nevada and South Carolina. The 
state is broke and basic social and educational needs of the citizenry 
are not being met. The prisoners? They still hang themselves.247

With more than two thousand people serving life without parole, Louisi-
ana then had the longest average sentence in the nation at 14.4 years, a leap 
from 2.25 years just over a decade earlier. The prison population boom was 
interlaced with the spiraling of harsh sentencing laws while the politiciza-
tion of clemency led governors across party lines to restrict their use of 
pardons for decades (figure 2.1).248

The reordering of punitive governance that Louisiana underwent in the 
1980s echoed aspects of Jim Crow state realignments from a century be-
fore: geographically targeted racist and gendered policing, the hardening 
of criminal legal sentencing procedures, and the adoption of austerity 
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budgets. Yet the law-and-order austerity regime was not a more repetition 
of the past. The state no longer expanded its carceral capacities to quickly 
work to death the state’s Black working class as it had with convict leasing 
and the Jim Crow punishment regime. Instead, it caged thousands of pre-
dominantly Black working-class and poor men, rendered as surplus, to 
slowly die by life imprisonment.

The people sentenced to life behind bars were not abstract avatars but 
real people with desires for freedom. Although there was opposition in the 
outside world to the tough-on-crime measures—from the activism of 
the Louisiana Coalition on Jails and Prisons, to the petitions of the League 
of Women Voters, to the voting down of jail bonds across the state—it was 
the collective organizing of imprisoned people at Angola that had the most 
purchase at this conjuncture. Prisoners leveraged this moment of crisis to 
form the Angola Special Civics Project. By seeking to create tangible im-
provements in the lives of imprisoned people not through bettering prison 

FIGURE 2.1 ​“We’ve Solved the Prison Overcrowding Crisis” political cartoon, 
Times-Picayune, September 24, 1989, Capital City Press/Georges Media Group, 
and Baton Rouge, Louisiana.
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conditions but by creating new avenues out of the prison, the Civics Project 
crafted new methods of early release that positively affected untold num-
bers of people across Louisiana. Their efforts revealed that the carceral state 
was not a monolith but was full of friction and fissures that could be tar-
gets of pressure. Through forming coalitions with outside allies, the Civics 
Project combined electoral organizing, political education, and the draft-
ing of new legislation to both create new mechanisms for release and fos-
ter a movement for structural prison reform. In challenging “lock ‘em up 
and throw away the key” politics, they refuted the carceral logics that 
deemed them disposable.

Even as the Angola Special Civics Project made gains, new prisons con-
tinued to be erected. On November 29, 1990, Allen Correctional Center 
opened in Kinder, Louisiana. It, along with the recently opened Winn Cor-
rectional Institute and Avoyelles Correctional Center (soon to be renamed 
for prison booster Rep. Laborde), were the last state prisons to be built 
through the lease revenue bond financing plot. At the time of Allen’s open-
ing, Angolite writers raised concerns about the fact that Allen, like Winn, 
would operate as a privately managed prison. Fearful that this was the new 
direction of carceral expansion, Angola journalists raised the alarm that the 
profit motive of privatization would produce overcrowded and brutal con-
ditions and would accelerate the growth of the penal system.249 This was, 
however, not to be the case. Allen would be not one of the first privately 
run state prisons but instead the last state stand-alone prison constructed 
in Louisiana. It would not be through privatization but rather through an 
expanded use of parish jails to incarcerate state prisoners that Louisiana 
would double its prison population over the course of the 1990s. All the 
while, new forms of oppositional activism would emerge and take hold 
against this penal state formation in one of the primary nexuses of the Lou-
isiana punishment regime, New Orleans.



3	 Jailing Louisiana
Sheriffs, Policing, and Growing Opposition

Louisiana is by far the nation’s leader in the percentage of state prisoners 
housed in parish and city jails. From the sheriffs’ standpoint, the benefits 
are many. Because parish jails typically are assigned healthy, well-
behaved prisoners, they can house them for much less than $22 a day 
while keeping the extra money as profit. By running their jails on tight 
budgets, some sheriffs are making thousands and even millions of dollars 
and are using the money to help finance their own law-enforcement 
operations, such as buying new police cars and hiring more deputies.

Others have used the income to build or expand jails without asking 
taxpayers for more money and have pleased voters by often using 
inmates on work details in their parishes. Even Foti is a convert. He 
built two new jails in the 1990s, and Orleans Parish now houses more 
state prisoners than any parish in the state—more than 2,300 out of 
about 7,100 prisoners.

—Martha Carr, Times-Picayune

The atrocities of the prison system often seem pale when compared to 
what goes on in the nearly 100 jails and local lockups, at least one of 
which is located within minutes of every single person in the state of 
Louisiana.

—Louisiana Coalition on Jails and Prisons

We therefore propose a brick by brick, top to bottom, bottom to top, 
north to south and east to west rebuilding of the New Orleans Police 
Department that has as its goals putting more officers on the street and 
locking up every criminal who preys upon citizens or visitors in our city.

—Mayor Marc Morial’s Plan for Crime Prevention & Reform, 1993

The Critical Resistance South Conference put Louisiana and the 
Southern region on the map—making visible the regional’s long history 
of abolition organizing, challenging violent policies of policing and 
imprisonment, and creating oppositional frameworks to Louisiana’s 
infamous distinction as the most incarcerated place in the world.

—Shana M. griffin
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On the morning of October 19, 1993, reporters and city officials clustered 
together for a first glimpse of the largest expansion of Orleans Parish Prison 
(OPP) in history. The “campus-style” structures consisted of thousands of 
feet of reinforced concrete and steel, computerized glass-enclosed guard 
bridges, and motorized doors decorated by aqua trim. With the addition 
of 2,140 beds, OPP was now the largest carceral facility in the state with 
7,140 jail beds. Criminal Court clerk Ed Lombard joked at the press confer-
ence that OPP, almost two thousand beds larger than Angola with enough 
jail space to lock up one in every seventy New Orleanians, “is the new hous-
ing plan of the future.”1

Behind this massive jail construction stood Sheriff Charles Foti, the reign-
ing patriarch of OPP. Under Sheriff Foti, the jail had grown tenfold, and he 
was joined by sheriffs across Louisiana in a massive jailing project. By the 
turn of the twenty-first century, local, state, federal, and immigrant prison-
ers filled Louisiana’s jails to the brim. For those within, life was brutal. The 
Louisiana Coalition on Jails and Prisons long argued that “Louisiana jails 
can be justifiably labeled Louisiana’s ‘worst punishment,’ ” because they fre-
quently had higher rates of premature death than Louisiana’s prisons.2 By 
1998 when Louisiana gained the title of being the most incarcerated state in 
the nation, more than half of state prisoners were incarcerated in jails.

The 1990s were the key decade for the transformation of parish jails into 
a newly emboldened carceral archipelago. As this chapter will show, after 
being used as a temporary spatial fix to penal overcrowding, parish jails 
during that decade became the long-term geographic solution for the Loui-
siana carceral state.3 The lack of political will to release state prisoners, 
combined with budgetary shortages and sheriffs increasingly seeing state 
prisoner per diems as a benefit, produced the context for sheriffs to collec-
tively organize for statewide jail enlargement. In building up their jails, 
sheriffs built up their political power, ensuring their continued election to 
this coveted political office. However, unaccustomed as they were to report-
ing to anyone, sheriffs came into conflict with Judge Polozola regularly 
during this decade. Nonetheless, the state’s carceral maneuvers frequently 
trumped Polozola’s distaste for the growing role of jails in the Louisiana car-
ceral state.

Rural and urban jails followed diverging paths. Rural sheriffs enlarged 
their jailing kingdoms through newly codified carceral cooperation en-
deavor agreements between sheriffs and the Department of Public Safety & 
Corrections (DPSC) and the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) 
to imprison a mix of state, federal, and immigrant prisoners. Sheriffs in 
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urban areas leveraged fears of crime and political largess to pass municipal 
bonds to fund jail expansions. Although Sheriff Foti’s OPP also incarcer-
ated state prisoners and INS detainees, the largest share of people jailed 
there were pretrial prisoners unable to make bail.4

The intensification of high-profile and everyday policing produced OPP’s 
population explosion. In response to high profile corruption and brutality 
charges against the NOPD, Mayor Marc Morial and NOPD superintendent 
Richard Pennington enacted a series of policing reforms. Under the banner 
of professionalizing and modernizing the NOPD, law enforcement was ex-
panded under the banner of community and broken windows policing. Ideo-
logically and financially bolstered by President Bill Clinton’s 1994 crime 
bill, the “Pennington Plan” serves as an object lesson of consent-building 
for policing and a key turning point in Louisiana’s march to mass incarcera-
tion. Based on a racist and patriarchal geographic imagination of which 
people and places were a danger to neoliberal restructuring, the Penning-
ton Plan produced disorder as police arrested unprecedented numbers of 
young, Black, working-class New Orleanians.

The expansion of Louisiana’s carceral infrastructure generated growing 
opposition at the turn of the millennium. As grassroots activists highlighted 
an epidemic of premature deaths inside OPP, prison abolition began to gain 
ground as an activist orientation for antiracist and feminist organizers. 
New Orleans abolitionists linked up with the national prison abolition 
organization Critical Resistance to host the 2003 Critical Resistance (CR) 
South conference. Working together, organizers publicized the impacts of 
mass incarceration in Louisiana; built relationships with local, regional, and 
national activists; and developed a deeper analysis of the roots of policing 
and imprisonment. CR South lay the groundwork for combating a new pe-
riod of punitive power that would be ushered in after August 29, 2005.

Statewide Jail Expansions

State officials leveraged Judge Polozola’s declaration of a new state of emer-
gency at Angola in the summer of 1989 to realign the Louisiana carceral 
state toward jailing. Although the precipitating issue was violence in An-
gola, overcrowding once again underpinned the crisis. This fit into the see-
saw of overcrowding between state prisons and parish jails since the 
enactment of the federal court’s mandates. To comply with the federal 
court’s initial population limits on state prisons in 1975, sheriffs were ex-
pected to shoulder overflow state prisoners in their jails. To appease the 
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sheriffs who disliked this arrangement, state officials instituted a per diem 
revenue payment system between the DPSC and sheriffs’ departments in 
the 1970s, then the 70/30 program to partially cover jail construction 
costs, and inventing law enforcement sales-taxing districts in the 1980s. 
Through these programs, individual parish jails added between 27 to 54 
beds, which totaled hundreds of new jailing bed space throughout the 
state.5 Yet, even these expansions were outpaced by the rates of arrest and 
prosecution—leading to more overcrowding.

A growing number of jailed Louisianians filed conditions of confinement 
lawsuits in response. Horrific conditions plagued jails from prisoners dying 
of heat exhaustion in disciplinary “hot boxes,” to extreme medical neglect, 
to regular guard beatings.6 When federal courts found jail after jail to be in 
violation of the Eighth Amendment, Judge Polozola consolidated the cases 
and placed every Louisiana jail under the Hayes Williams court order in 
1981. Polozola ordered sheriffs to submit monthly reports on the number of 
guards employed, prisoner violence, consensual and nonconsensual sex 
among prisoners, escapes, riots, hunger strikes, and deaths. Population lim-
its were placed on every jail in the state.7

Yet the population limits were more flexible than they appeared on 
paper. In addition to raising population caps when jails were expanded, 
sheriffs conspired to pack more people into jails with Polozola’s backing. 
For instance, Polozola overruled Acadia Legal Services and the ACLU when 
they petitioned against the Lafayette jail’s conversion of the exercise room 
into a dorm to increase the jail’s capacity.8 This case revealed that Polozo-
la’s reform consultant, former Angola warden C. Paul Phelps, was “pushing 
a ‘shadow jail population’ concept” with Polozola’s approval. “Both Or-
leans and Jefferson Parish had set up so called ‘drunk tanks’ and . . . ​the 
populations in those facilities were not counted in the parish jail popula-
tion limits, at least for the first 72 hours of incarceration. He urged Lafay-
ette to establish a similar facility.”9 By developing shadow jailing spaces, 
federal actors created mechanisms for sheriffs to quietly enlarge jails. This 
turn to drunk tanks did not undermine the court’s authority so much as it 
confirmed the extent to which it was committed to jail growth, with little 
concern given to the people being jailed.

The 1980s War on Drugs worsened jail overcrowding. In response to the 
Reagan administration’s passage of the Anti-Drug Abuse Acts of 1986 and 
1988, New Orleans created drug courts, which served to speed up drug con-
victions, and the state legislature passed a stringent package of antidrug 
laws.10 Moreover, Polozola consistently approved temporary lifting of jail 
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caps for mass arrests in the War on Drugs. These moves exacerbated over-
crowding to the point that, in at least one case, the only place to incarcerate 
one hundred drug arrestees in an Orleans Parish roundup was in a bus.11

Overcrowding was not the only way in which federal oversight failed to 
curtail the everyday state violence of jail life. The Louisiana Coalition of 
Jails and Prisons (LCJP) reported that forty-three people perished behind 
jail bars between 1980 and 1982.12 The ACLU continued to receive reports 
regularly from people incarcerated in jails of sexual violence, neglect, and 
discrimination. One prisoner locked up in the Jefferson Parish jail wrote 
the ACLU about the categorical exclusion of prisoners deemed queer from 
work assignments, which, in turn, precluded those prisoners from accru-
ing good time.13

The LCJP reflected that, even though they had initially advocated for fed-
eral court interventions, they could not ignore this troubling pattern of jail 
expansion: “Scores of parishes are now planning to build—or have built—
new jails, a direct result of the conditions litigation. Instead of examining 
alternatives to increasing incarceration, instead of finding release mecha-
nisms for those who are nonviolent or first offenders, parishes are seemingly 
determined to continue a policy of over-incarceration. . . . ​Jail—in most 
Louisiana parishes—still remains a punishment of first resort.”14 In critiqu-
ing this unintended consequence of conditions of confinement litigation, the 
LCJP argued that the state chose not to respond to deplorable jails through 
decarceration but by reifying the officially unrecognized yet systemic ra-
cial violence of caging.

After Judge Polozola’s 1989 declaration of a state of emergency for An-
gola, jail overcrowding hit a new peak. Although he did not have qualms 
about temporarily overcrowding pretrial prisoners, the judge was angered 
when overcrowded conditions directly affected state prisoners. Over-
crowding was so dire that the state legislature passed a measure allowing 
state prisoners to replace their incentive pay with double good time. Even 
though one thousand state prisoners gained early release through this pro-
gram and the Avoyelles state prison opened early, the jails’ incarceration of 
state prisoners hit a new record of 4,491 people in the summer of 1989.15 
To appease Polozola, DPSC coordinated a prisoner swap with Orleans Par-
ish, taking one hundred state prisoners from OPP who were serving longer 
than ten years in exchange for one hundred work-release prisoners with 
upcoming release dates.16 In a flip from earlier rulings, the very next day 
Judge Polozola ordered the DPSC to move hundreds of state prisoners from 
parish jails into the state prison system.17 Governor Roemer approved more 
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beds at Angola and sped up the opening of the Winn prison to relieve jail 
overcrowding.18 And the state legislature created yet another taxing au-
thority for sheriffs to expand their jails.19

Yet, state officials knew that all these measures were only a partial stop-
gap. The Times-Picayune reported that even after the large transfer of state 
prisoners from jails, 1,500 state prisoners remained in jails in the New Or-
leans area:

Jefferson Parish, no beds available; houses 93 state inmates, 573 
others. Orleans Parish, no beds available, houses 1,292 state prisoners, 
2,315 others. Plaquemines Parish, no vacancies, houses 25 state 
prisoners, 81 others. St. Bernard Parish, two vacancies, houses 30 state 
inmates, 51 others. St. Charles Parish, 39 vacancies, houses 32 state 
inmates, 50 others. St. John the Baptist Parish, four vacancies, houses 
11 state inmates, 43 others. St. Tammany Parish, three vacancies, 
houses 40 state inmates, 126 others. Slidell jail, no vacancies, houses 
five state inmates, no others.20

In spring 1990, Governor Roemer released The Governor’s Corrections 
Plan: A Balanced and Comprehensive Approach, which outlined carceral 
innovations under the rubric of reform. Asserting that the ongoing over-
crowding crisis signaled that prison expansion was counterproductive for 
“break[ing] the cycle of crime,”21 the plan promoted reforms in sentencing, 
community sanctions and supervision, and juvenile justice.22 Many of the 
recommendations advocated beefing up the shadow carceral state infrastruc-
ture, such as halfway houses and “community-based residential facilities” 
for parole violators.23

Dominating The Governor’s Corrections Plan were Roemer’s financial con-
cerns. Limits imposed by finance capital meant that Louisiana could not af-
ford to construct new state prisons. According to the report, “Louisiana’s 
bond rating (Baa1) is the second lowest of any state that issues general obli-
gation bonds. As a result, the state must pay a higher rate of interest on the 
bonds it issues.” Not only was it costly to take out debt for capital construc-
tion but the low bond rating was also partially the result of the state’s ram-
pant debt spending, including the prison building spree, during the 1980s. 
To improve the state’s bonding rating, Roemer would need to implement a 
new debt reduction plan “that will satisfy the New York financial commu-
nity and boost the state’s bond ratings.” This included canceling the two new 
Louisiana Correctional Facilities Corporation (LCFC)-financed prisons 
because “prison construction has contributed significantly to the state’s 
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long-term debt.” Given the negative impacts such projects would have on fi-
nancial institutions’ perceptions of and, hence, bond ratings for, the state, 
“Louisiana simply cannot afford to keep building prison facilities.”24

Yet, rather than advocating decarceration, The Governor’s Corrections 
Plan proposed deliberately increasing the state’s reliance on jails by entering 
into cooperative endeavor agreements with sheriffs. The Rapides Parish jail, 
which would serve as a pilot program, would incarcerate four hundred state 
offenders for five years beginning July 1, 1991. Contracting with the Rapides 
Parish sheriff had several advantages. The state would save money because 
it would not have to appropriate construction costs, and the DPSC would 
save on operating expenses since the per diem rate paid to sheriffs was lower 
than the average daily cost of incarcerating someone in a state prison. This 
arrangement was also flexible in that the contract was only a five-year com-
mitment.25 The plan contended that this arrangement would be a boom for 
localities by repeating sheriffs’ arguments that they had “frankly, become 
financially dependent upon state funds for the housing of state prisoners.”26 
Removing state prisoners from jails would put sheriffs in a financial crisis, 
and therefore the best path forward was to expand the state’s use of jailing 
infrastructure. Finally, following a proposal from the Louisiana Sheriffs’ As-
sociation, the plan stated that if the pilot program was successful the coop-
erative endeavor agreement could be replicated with other localities.27

Missing from the plan was any discussion of its impacts on imprisoned 
people. There was no mention of how imprisoning more people in parish 
jails meant stripping even more people of the nominal rehabilitation pro-
grams offered in state prisons. By reducing incarcerated people’s lives to 
the state’s financial savings, The Governor’s Corrections Plan revealed how 
even minimal reforms were predicated on the notion that there existed an 
irredeemable class of predominantly Black Louisianians that the state had 
no plans for other than to exile behind bars.

Yet these new carceral innovations were not enough for Judge Polozola. 
In response to The Governor’s Corrections Plan the state legislature allotted 
$250,000 to the new state sentencing commission to revamp sentencing 
laws, $2.8 million dollars to beef up probation and parole, $15 million to 
expand prison bed space, and $1.77 million to expand halfway houses.28 Just 
days after the legislative session, Judge Polozola demanded that state offi-
cials “advise the court . . . ​why the 14.6 million dollars in state bond money 
available for corrections capital construction cannot be used to expand the 
existing state prisons by 1,200 to 2,000 beds.”29 The unencumbered bonds 
being referred to were none other than the remaining monies from the LCFC 
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1985 bond sale. With the three LCFC-financed state prisons built at lower 
costs than anticipated, and the plans for the two remaining LCFC prisons 
canceled by Roemer to rein in debt-service, the remaining $14.6 million 
from the initial bond sale was left in limbo. Polozola pushed the Roemer 
administration to “stretch” the remaining balance to add on 576 beds to the 
three prisons built by LCFC financing: Avoyelles, Allen, and Winn.30

Yet, Roemer’s plan required voter approval. To expand the parish’s jail 
capacity under the governor’s plan, the Rapides Parish sheriff proposed a 
one-cent sales tax to convert two hospital buildings into space for six hun-
dred jail beds. Even though this lease was approved by Governor Roemer 
and the Department of Health and Hospitals, Rapides Parish voters had a 
different opinion. Residents voted down the sales tax, making null and void 
the state-level approvals for the cooperative endeavor agreement.31

The failure of the Rapides Parish sales tax spoke to a larger set of issues 
for jails at the turn of the decade. The rural voters of Rapides Parish were 
joined by voters of other rural, urban, and suburban parishes across the 
state in refusing to pass tax increases for expanded jail complexes.32 In 
the few cases where jail bonds did pass, it was frequently only on the 
third, fourth, or fifth attempt of local officials cajoling their constituents.33 
As with previous bond defeats, opposition to jail taxes did not necessarily 
indicate the residents were opposed to jails. But it did suggest that funnel-
ing tax dollars to jails over other state endeavors was rarely a priority for 
Louisianians. Caddo Parish sheriff Hathaway theorized this challenge as 
rooted in the problem that voters “want people locked up but they don’t 
want to pay for it.”34

In a few places, sheriffs responded to their proposals’ rejection by voters 
by slashing their jail capacity. After a jail tax was voted down in Iberia Par-
ish, the sheriff “reduce[d] the jail population to a total of 130 incarcerated 
adult male inmates instead of the 260 for which we were authorized.” The 
sheriff requested that Polozola cut Iberia Parish’s official population limits, 
which Polozola refused to do, stating that it was beyond his jurisdiction.35 
However, sheriffs rarely attempted to diminish their parishes’ penal 
capacity. Instead, they primarily mobilized individually and collectively 
through the Louisiana Sheriffs’ Association to find new carceral strategies 
after jail tax defeats.

This was a significant reversal of sheriffs’ initial protests against the man-
date that they incarcerate overflow state prisoners in 1975. Beginning in 
West Feliciana Parish, home to Angola, local sheriffs began requesting that 
the state send them more prisoners during the 1980s.36 With parishes short 
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on revenue because of the state’s oil recession, local governments cut 
their budgets, and the DPSC’s per diem system increasingly covered a sub-
stantial portion of sheriffs’ operating expenses. Over time, sheriffs grew 
dependent on this source of revenue—especially as local governments came 
to expect the DPSC to supplement sheriffs’ budgets.37 The more jail space 
available for state prisoners, the larger the potential revenue stream for 
sheriffs, which in turn further augmented their power.

This is not to say that sheriffs’ power came from financially profiting di-
rectly from these state–parish relationships. However, given near-total au-
thority to determine how the funds were spent, sheriffs used these state 
monies to increase jail staff and purchase punitive equipment and technol-
ogies, shoring up their political standing and growing their political bloc. 
This was the true benefit of local jail growth for sheriffs.38

Although sheriffs in Louisiana held a powerful position with very limited 
accountability to state officials or agencies, Judge Polozola did place limits 
on their scope of authority. Averse to using jails as the solution to overcrowd-
ing, Judge Polozola often sparred with the sheriffs. This conflict came to a 
head around the jailing of INS prisoners. In the late 1980s Sheriff Belt of 
Avoyelles Parish (among others) began accepting federal prisoners from 
Washington, D.C., and immigrant detainees from INS without permission 
from Polozola. Following the wave of Mariel boatlift immigrants from Cuba 
to South Florida in 1980, President Reagan reactivated INS’s stagnant pol-
icy of imprisoning unauthorized migrants, reinterpreting it to make impris-
onment mandatory. While the federal government was building out the 
United States’ immigration detention apparatus, INS contracted with thou-
sands of local jails to incarcerate immigrants.39 When Polozola expressed 
outrage at sheriffs taking in INS detainees and prisoners from the nation’s 
capital while overcrowding precluded them from incarcerating Louisiana’s 
state prisoners, the sheriffs justified their decision by stating the federal gov-
ernment’s per diem of $40 a day was more than twice the state’s rate.40 
Lafayette Parish sheriff Don Breaux asserted he would go broke if forced to 
remove the immigrant prisoners from his jail, and Sheriff Belt argued that 
immigration detention pulled Avoyelles out of bankruptcy.41

Unimpressed, Polozola issued an injunction against sheriffs holding INS 
or DC prisoners in Louisiana on the grounds of the overcrowding crisis.42 
Although not explicit in Polozola’s injunction, it is also probable that his de-
cision was influenced by a riot staged by Mariel Cuban immigrant prison-
ers at Louisiana’s Oakdale Detention Center in 1987. At Oakdale, incarcerated 
migrants protested forced repatriation and prison conditions by burning 
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down ten of the prison’s fourteen buildings and taking hostages for over a 
week. At the end of the standoff, immigrant prisoners did not win any 
changes to their immigration statuses, and the Oakdale immigrant prison 
was rebuilt stronger than ever.43 After the Oakdale uprising the federal gov-
ernment asked Sheriff Belt to detain 200 of the former Oakdale INS prison-
ers.44 Polozola’s injunction was likely attached to fears about potential 
immigrant detainee uprisings along similar lines.

The Louisiana Sheriffs’ Association appealed Polozola’s injunction.45 
They argued that incarcerating INS and DC prisoners at the higher per diem 
rate did not exacerbate overcrowding but benefited the state in that federal 
funds could “finance the building of enough prison beds to house additional 
Louisiana prisoners.” 46 They convinced the Fifth District Court of Appeals 
that incarcerating federal prisoners did not undermine population limits 
and therefore was not a direct threat to the federal court orders.47 Under 
this ruling, sheriffs were permitted to incarcerate immigrant and DC pris-
oners as long as they obtained written permission from Polozola.48

Having won their appeal to imprison INS and DC prisoners in their jails, 
the Louisiana Sheriffs’ Association reanimated the cooperative endeavor 
agreement proposal. Although jail millages—voter-approved property taxes 
dedicated to the sheriff’s department—were difficult to pass in urban areas, 
they often succeeded after multiple attempts, whereas they almost always 
failed in rural and suburban parishes.49 The Louisiana Sheriffs’ Association 
saw this conundrum as an opening for state-level action.

During the 1992 legislative session, the Louisiana Sheriffs’ Association 
convinced the legislature to increase the per diem rate to $21 and to create 
cooperative endeavor agreements with DPSC through Act 394. Under this 
bill, in the case where a parish was required to renovate or increase the size 
of their jails to incarcerate state prisoners, the state was responsible for cov-
ering said debt service through an additional per diem of $7 per day until the 
debt was repaid.50 Because the debt was paid through the per diem system, 
the jail expansions did not undermine Louisiana’s bond rating.

Act 394 set in motion a wave of jail expansions. A slew of primarily ru-
ral parishes entered into this remodeled form of carceral cooperation.51 
Most cooperative endeavor agreements went beyond the official law in 
providing sheriffs not only with jail financing but also a commitment 
that DPSC would “maintain at all times a population of not less than 40% 
of the aggregate jail capacity” of a parish’s jail.52 This arrangement sur-
passed the 70/30 program in promising a baseline of state revenue through 
the now-guaranteed state prisoner per diems, on top of covering capital 
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construction costs over the ten- to twenty-year lengths of the contracts. Fur-
thermore, because this arrangement did not increase local taxes, voters had 
less power to shut down jail expansions. DPSC secretary Stalder summed 
up this arrangement this way: “We don’t consider that temporary space; 
we consider it a partnership.”53 Between 1992 and 1994 almost five thou-
sand beds were added to local jails.54 No longer was there any pretense that 
housing state prisoners in parish jails was a temporary spatial fix: instead, it 
was the long-term geographic solution for the Louisiana penal system.

The cooperation endeavor agreement quickly became the new norm for 
the Louisiana criminal justice system, and for a time, the situation seemed 
calm. Yet, following a cluster of jail conditions complaints and, in response, 
state emergency allocations of funds to sheriffs, Polozola proclaimed that 
the cooperative endeavor agreements eroded state prisoners’ constitutional 
rights. He ordered the state to move state prisoners from jails and the DPSC 
to establish regulations for jails incarcerating state prisoners.55 The removal 
of state prisoners from jails would also “free space . . . ​which would per-
mit law enforcement personnel to arrest and detain pending trial danger-
ous criminals.”56 To prevent the removal of state prisoners from jails, the 
DPSC and the Louisiana Sheriffs’ Association developed mandatory jail 
guidelines and committed that all sheriffs would strictly abide by them. 
Polozola begrudgingly accepted this proposal with the stipulation that jails 
undergo more frequent inspections. If jails failed to meet the guidelines, 
they would be prohibited from incarcerating state prisoners.57

Just a year later, it appeared as if this punitive spatial strategy had 
reached its limits. While there had been hope that the prison population 
would stabilize, the opposite occurred. In 1993 alone, the state legislature 
increased the maximum penalty for manslaughter from forty to ninety-nine 
years, established the crime of “looting,” authorized more restrictive bail 
standards, and instituted more sanctions on those convicted for sex of-
fenses.58 The bloated penal system had less than one thousand open prison 
beds. On the verge of another state of emergency, Polozola was troubled that 
Louisiana did not “have enough bed space to accommodate what the Legis-
lature has been doing” and that jail abuses were on the rise, including sher-
iffs ignoring state law by having prisoners work for private establishments.59 
The DPSC responded by double bunking and hurrying jail expansions, but 
Polozola was not satisfied.60 He issued yet another order for the state plan 
to build new prisons and asked whether Louisiana had applied for prison 
construction funds through the recently passed 1994 Clinton crime bill.61
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The DPSC sought to alleviate Judge Polozola’s concerns by continuing 
to double bunk and refurbishing a former Caddo Parish jail as a geriatric 
prison.62 But when the Louisiana Sheriffs’ Association managed to block 
the legislature from appropriating $5 million to DPSC, thereby maintain-
ing the growing reliance on parish jails, Polozola rescinded a previous or-
der that had conditionally released nine of the state prisons from the 
court’s mandates. State officials commenced a round of in-fighting about 
who was to blame for this turn of events.63 The parish jail incarceration 
experiment appeared frozen for the foreseeable future.64

But then, on September 26, 1996, Judge Polozola and recently elected 
Governor Mike Foster revealed that they had been negotiating about how 
to release most of the penal system from the Hayes Williams court order. 
These negotiations were instigated following the US Congress’s passage of 
the Prison Litigation Reform Act, which served both to curtail prisoners 
from filing conditions of confinement lawsuits and to make it easier to 
terminate court orders over penal systems.65 Polozola agreed to end his 
supervision of every jail, work-release center, juvenile prison, and adult 
prison, except for Angola, by April 1, 1997, on the conditions that prisons 
meet the American Correctional Association’s accreditation standards, 
that the state “attempt” to increase bed space in prisons, and that, when 
possible, prisoners serving fifteen or more years be incarcerated in pris-
ons. Jails, however, could continue to incarcerate state prisoners as the 
DPSC saw fit. If any violations were found in the coming months, the 
court order would not be extended.66 With little fanfare, Louisiana’s de-
pendence on parish jails was permitted to grow without the oversight of 
Judge Polozola.

Three years after state officials brokered this agreement, the Times-
Picayune published a front-page story on the rise of jails as the linchpin of the 
Louisiana carceral regime. The article noted that forty of the state’s sixty-
four parishes had at least one-third of their jail capacity filled with state 
prisoners, with twenty-two holding 50  percent or more state prisoners 
(table 3.1). Sheriff Belt of Avoyelles incarcerated one thousand state prison-
ers in his jail complex and had become the third-largest employer in Avoy-
elles. More than 4,500 new jail beds were in the works across the state 
through the cooperative endeavor agreement.67 Along with Louisiana state 
revenue, federal funds from the Clinton crime bill partially financed these 
new jail beds for state prisoners.68 There was no sign of retreat from this 
carceral cooperation infrastructure.
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Fortress Foti: The Expansion of Orleans Parish Prison

It is unlikely that the New Orleanians who first elected Charles C. Foti Jr. 
as the Orleans Parish sheriff in 1974 could have imagined that he would 
govern the city jail for the next thirty years. Nicknamed as “little Napo-
leon” and described by employees as a “student of Machiavelli,” Foti had 
an infamous quest for power.69 Known for his penchant for cigars, pinball, 
and the blue-and-gold macaw named Max kept in the sheriffs’ office, Foti 
was a polarizing figure lauded by those who favored his development of 
OPP and denounced by prisoners and advocates for the abhorrent jail con-
ditions that made him the most-sued sheriff in the nation.70

Far more than any other sheriff in Louisiana, Foti agitated for his jail’s 
growth. Before he was elected to office, the city had committed to building 
a shiny new ten-story jail through a mix of municipal bonds, state funds, 
and grants from the Law Enforcement Administration Act (LEAA) to satisfy 
a court order issued in response to a 1969 federal lawsuit over unconstitu-

TABLE 3.1 Parish jails with more than 50% bed space held by state prisoners, 1998

Parish Jail beds held by state prisoners

Acadia 71%
Avoyelles 71%
Caldwell 96%
Concordia 88%
East Carroll 91%
Evangeline 66%
Franklin 72%
Iberia 61%
Madison 88%
Morehouse 72%
Natchitoches 79%
Richland 81%
Riverbend 100%
Sabine 54%
St. Helena 60%
St. John the Baptist 74%
St. Martin 73%
Tensas 94%
Union 57%
Vernon 77%
West Carrol 78%
Winn 53%

Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics as Reported in Times-Picayune.
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tional conditions.71 The new jail was extolled as “one of the most modern 
prisons in the nation,” and the original plan of having the new jail replace 
the older one was scrapped in favor of keeping both open in response to 
overcrowding. While media championed Foti’s oversight of OPP as a suc-
cess story of rehabilitation-focused reform, city bureaucrats voiced concern 
that the jail’s growth to 1,200 beds was “sapping the city budget” and pro-
viding Foti with outsized political leverage.72 Meanwhile, Foti hoped that a 
third building might yet be added onto the OPP complex, although such 
growth was, at the time, “really pie in the sky.”73 In fact, over the next five 
years, OPP would grow by almost one thousand beds.74 Using state funds 
to convert a firehouse and a former hotel into jail space, Foti transformed 
the once single-building city jail into a sprawling complex (figure 3.1).75

After OPP was brought under the Hayes Williams court order with the 
rest of the state’s jails in 1981, Foti negotiated with Judge Polozola for a 
higher jail cap. Unlike elsewhere, Polozola’s first ruling was to raise the jail’s 
limit by almost six hundred beds, influenced by Foti’s assertion that NOPD 
officers had become less aggressive due to a lack of jail space.76 Less than a 
year later, Polozola increased OPP’s population by another three hundred 
beds, with the stipulation that Foti hire another thirty-five to forty-seven 
guards.77

By the summer of 1983, OPP had surpassed its maximum population of 
three thousand prisoners because of rising arrests, stiffer sentences, and an 
increase in state prisoners. Foti erected an “emergency detention center” 
in the form of a 100-bed “tent city” (Figure 3.2). When the tent city was 
announced, nearby residents held a meeting with Foti to express their 
concerns. They then presented a petition signed by dozens of neighbors 
outlining their position. In addition to outlining the danger of potential 
escapes, the petition also stated, “It’s the feeling of the people of this area 
if these people are non-violent or non-threatening they should be released 
to do community service on the weekends and taken off the taxpayers 
roll.”78 Despite their mobilization in support of alternative means of man-
aging overcrowding, the neighbors’ demands were not met. Even the ini-
tial verbal commitment from Foti that he would remove the “tents 90 days 
from June 7, 1983,” did not materialize.79 The OPP tent city remained, ex-
panding to four hundred beds over the next decade.

However, Foti was not always eager to incarcerate state prisoners. Along 
with negotiating for the tent city, Foti drafted a bill that would allow sher-
iffs to declare an emergency whenever jail populations exceeded Polozola’s 
limits. This emergency would trigger sheriffs’ ability to grant early release 



FIGURE 3.1 ​“The New Parish Prison,” States-Item, October 23, 1977, Capital City 
Press/Georges Media Group, and Baton Rouge, Louisiana.
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FIGURE 3.2 ​Sheriff Foti political cartoon, Times-Picayune, June 10, 1983, Capital City 
Press/Georges Media Group, and Baton Rouge, Louisiana.

not only to defendants or those serving municipal charges but also to people 
serving state sentences. With backing from the Louisiana Sheriffs’ Associa-
tion, the bill easily passed the state legislature.80 This policy became con-
troversial because Foti would use early release not only to stay within the 
federal court mandates but also to manipulate public opinion for his own 
carceral aims.

As the sheriff’s staff more than quadrupled to eight hundred employees 
with OPP’s expansion and the federal court’s reform mandates, Foti used 
his large department as a kind of political machine.81 Although his depu-
ties could not legally campaign for him, Foti mobilized them to campaign 
for jail expansion millages and other taxes that directly funded the sher-
iff’s office.82 Foti ingratiated himself to the public by assigning his deputies 
to oversee numerous work-release centers and “community programs” that 
he created. In the words of community activist Don Everard, “Foti was a 
master at basically using his resources to make people feel good about the 
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sheriff’s office.”83 Taking an expansive view of the state law that allowed 
willing prisoners to labor on public works projects, Foti assigned people to 
do “beautification projects” that ran the gamut from cleaning up after Mardi 
Gras parades to painting war memorial murals.84 The definition of “public 
works” was stretched to include catering local high school graduations, 
running a meals on wheels program, and holding an annual Thanksgiving 
meal for seniors. In addition, deputies provided free transportation services 
for religious organizations and free security for Tulane University sporting 
events.85 Although Foti’s use of jail labor occasionally came under public 
scrutiny, these programs were favorably regarded and the source of puff 
pieces in the Times-Picayune.86 His prisoner work projects served as consent-
building for Foti’s reign over OPP.

Still, Foti did not gain everyone’s favor. One of the major sources of 
conflict between the New Orleans City Council and Sheriff Foti was his 
deliberate obfuscation of accounting records. From the time Foti entered 
office in 1974, he refused to provide New Orleans city officials with detailed 
information on his spending. Frustrations at Foti’s murky budgetary prac-
tices reached a fever pitch during the 1980s when his office would routinely 
claim it was out of funds midway through the year and would threaten to 
shut down OPP if his budget was not increased. He evaded requests from 
city councilors on his financial records by claiming that such books did not 
exist because he had “no use for past records,”87 nor was the sheriff’s office 
obliged to provide such information. His adamant refusals raised further 
questions for the city council, including how much of his budget was going 
to programs that appeared to be primarily about building political patron-
age.88 Yet, city council was unable to compel Foti to furnish his accounting 
documents; the LCJP was just as unsuccessful when it sued Foti for his fi-
nancial records.89

All the while, the mainstream media habitually amplified Foti’s talking 
points and praised his implementation of rehabilitation programs that 
ranged from a boxing gym to a women’s gospel choir.90 Even articles cri-
tiquing his actions complimented his office. In a Times-Picayune editorial 
by Iris Kelso ostensibly about the need to audit Foti’s finances, Kelso em-
phasized that the desires for financial transparency did not undercut her 
support for the sheriff: “Here’s the obligatory bow toward what Sheriff Foti 
accomplished as criminal sheriff. Foti has taken Parish Prison, an institu-
tion nobody knew what to do about, and put it into shape. . . . ​Foti has made 
humane conditions for prisoners when many people would just as soon see 
all criminals executed.”91 Upholding the narrative that Foti was a success-
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ful reformer obfuscated that hiding financial information could be tied to 
broader punitive violence.

Behind the veneer of respectability and rehabilitation that Foti tried 
to uphold, the people incarcerated at OPP reported the everyday and extraor-
dinary violence that defined his governance of it. Foti prohibited Muslim 
prisoners from following their religious tenets while promoting Christian-
focused programming.92 The jail failed to provide adequate medical care 
to the point that guards ignored a prisoner’s stroke.93 Queer prisoners, con-
fined to a homosexual cellblock, reported that they were denied water for 
weeks and only had access to ice through trading cigarettes or engaging in 
coerced sexual activity with guards.94 Within the tent city, prisoners testi-
fied that they were not provided with blankets, showers, or operable toi-
lets.95 Despite Foti’s publicity to the contrary, less than 10 percent of people 
incarcerated at OPP participated in programs, with people mostly confined 
to idle time and television as the jail’s primary official “activity.”96 The dep-
uties also regularly beat prisoners who spoke out about unconstitutional 
jail conditions.97

Although OPP prisoners persistently lodged complaints, as predominantly 
Black people who were doubly demonized as criminals, their plight rarely 
elicited public attention or support other than from the LCJP and ACLU. 
After a particularly brutal beating of five prisoners and a hunger strike by 
two of the beating survivors, the LCJP, through newsletter articles and 
organizing pickets outside the jail in the early 1980s, tried to get the FBI to 
investigate Foti’s dehumanizing reign (figure 3.3).98 However, the Louisiana 
chapter of the Southern Coalition of Jails and Prisons fizzled out by the mid-
1980s, without any similar organization to take its place in agitating on 
behalf of imprisoned people at OPP and for decarceration in New Orleans 
for many years.

After the LCJP disbanded, the Louisiana ACLU provided prisoners at OPP 
with legal support. In 1989 it filed a lawsuit on behalf of a multigender group 
of state prisoners serving time at OPP. Their claim focused not only on OPP’s 
reprehensible conditions of confinement but also argued that serving a 
prison sentence there was fundamentally a crueler punishment than doing 
time in a state prison, in that jails did not provide the kinds of educational, 
vocational, or addiction programming found in state prisons.99 The courts 
would later reject this claim.

Sheriff Foti took advantage of the overcrowding state of emergency in 
1989 to expand his jailing empire. He pushed for two new jail millages: one to 
finance the addition of 1,500 beds to the OPP complex, including a jail for 
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the mentally ill and a jail for juveniles, and the other to provide $8.5 million 
dollars for jail operating expenses for the next two decades.100 Foti advo-
cated for these proposed taxes on three primary grounds. First, the over-
crowding of OPP showed no signs of letting up due to the growing number 
of state prisoners and the War on Drugs. The second was that Foti’s office 
and the courts had been so underfunded that the city council had affixed an 
“$8 public safety fee on monthly water bills . . . ​to keep the criminal justice 

FIGURE 3.3 ​“Louisiana Jails,” “Inside” newsletter. Louisiana Coalition on  
Jails and Prisons. Southern Coalition on Jails and Prisons Records (04655), 
Southern Historical Collection at Wilson Special Collections Library,  
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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system afloat.”101 Foti argued that the two new millages would preclude 
emergency measures and provide the criminal justice system with a steady 
revenue source.

Foti’s third and most prominent argument for the jail taxes was that he 
would be forced to release thousands of people if they were not approved. 
After issuing this threat, Foti implemented a policy of not incarcerating 
people arrested on municipal offenses and began releasing people on state 
charges to manage population limits.102 Foti further preyed on voters’ fears 
of crime by distributing a report that his office had released 11,000 people 
in the first three quarters of 1989 due to a lack of jail space, creatively us-
ing statistics to assert that 44  percent of those released would soon be 
rearrested.103 Taking the campaign into neighborhoods throughout the 
city, sheriff’s deputies distributed fliers detailing recent crimes in their 
areas to bring home the issue.104 To clinch matters, Foti orchestrated a 
dramatic mass release days before the election. He alerted television sta-
tions that he was about to release more than fifty defendants and pro-
nounced that the millage vote was “a referendum on whether we want to 
keep them in jail.”105 As one TV reporter recounted, Foti’s deputies “told 
us where to go and we got great pictures. It made quite an impact. We got 
phone calls like crazy from people wanting to know why the prisoners 
had been released.”106 The media, even Foti’s critics, largely followed his 
intended script.107

Despite Foti’s efforts and the media’s amplification of his rhetoric, vot-
ers turned out to defeat both millages on October 7, 1989. The millage ded-
icated to jail expansion narrowly failed by only 327 votes, whereas the 
millage to provide the sheriff’s office with ongoing operations revenue failed 
by the much larger margin of 6,893 votes.108 Although these results indi-
cated that in at least some corners public trust of Foti’s oversight of the jail 
was waning, pollsters reported that the defeat was largely symptomatic of 
“voter reluctance to add property taxes in New Orleans.”109

Within a month of the failed jail millages, Foti moved ahead with a sim-
ilar tax proposal. This time around, Foti only proposed one millage for a 
$34 million OPP expansion, removing the more contentious jail operations 
millage.110 Although the Bureau of Governmental Research, Chamber of 
Commerce, Business Council, and Times-Picayune opposed the millage due 
to a generalized opposition to property taxes, the lion’s share of the city’s 
criminal justice officials, including a number of judges running for reelec-
tion, endorsed the measure.111 In a reversal of the previous election results, 
the millage passed by 56 percent or by more than 12,000 votes.112
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When some critics argued that Foti did not have the operational fund-
ing to run a jail complex of this magnitude, he filed papers in federal 
court claiming that the city intentionally underfunded his department. He 
argued that the city was undermining his ability to meet the federal man-
dates; instead of allotting funding through a flat yearly budget, the city 
should follow the state’s lead and institute a per diem system for municipal 
prisoners.113 The courts agreed, ordering the city of New Orleans to im-
plement a per diem budget arrangement for the sheriff’s office.114 Starting 
on January 1, 1991, the municipal per diem, which was justified as neces-
sary to avoid inhumane conditions, in fact created a new financial incen-
tive for the Orleans Parish Sheriffs’ Office to cage more people for longer 
stretches of time.

Although Foti never entered into a DPSC cooperative endeavor agree-
ment, this does not mean Foti was not interested in expanding OPP’s ca-
pacity for state prisoners.115 He attempted to further entrench his office in 
the incarceration of state prisoners twice in the early 1990s. First, during 
the debate about how DPSC should use the $14.6 million in unencum-
bered LCFC lease revenue bonds, Foti advocated that the state appropriate 
the bond money to his office to build a 992-bed facility for state prison-
ers.116 Although the state did not grant him these funds, Foti did not give 
up. When Edwards was reelected as governor, Foti proposed that the state 
expand prisoner localization through a system in which sheriffs would 
house “all state prisoners from their parish with sentences under 5 years.” 
This would solve overcrowding and allow “inmates with shorter sentences 
to be incarcerated as close to their home as possible in order to maintain 
contact with their families, and upon release be more easily re-integrated 
into the community.”117

Although never implemented, parts of these proposals were incorpo-
rated into the rationales for the DPSC’s cooperative endeavor agreements 
with parish jails a year later and framed city politicians’ justifications for 
continually allocating funds to OPP. Although Foti’s office gained revenue 
from incarcerated state and INS prisoners, he amassed enough city dol-
lars from millages and the municipal per diem that OPP did not need to enter 
into a cooperative endeavor agreement. By 1992, the Orleans Parish Sheriff 
Office’s operating budget was almost $41 million, with $13.6 million from 
state and federal per diem payments and $24 million from the city.118 Even 
though Foti would spend the next decade lobbying to lock up more INS pris-
oners, state prisoners from nearby Jefferson Parish, and youth prisoners from 
the juvenile justice system, OPP filled to capacity primarily through increases 
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in municipal arrestees following the implementation of policing reforms 
by mayor Marc Morial and NOPD superintendent Richard Pennington.119

Arresting the City: The Perniciousness of Policing Reforms

Despite Foti’s forecast that OPP’s population would increase, by the 1993 
ribbon cutting for the 7,000 plus-bed jail, its population—which included 
more than 1,500 state, federal, and immigrant prisoners and 540 prison-
ers from Jefferson Parish—stabilized at around 5,000. This is not to suggest 
that its jail population was “natural” but rather that the interchange be-
tween longer sentences and more frequent arrests, along with some early 
releases and a declining official street crime rate, produced somewhat of 
an equilibrium. Foti even told reporters that they should not be misled 
into thinking that “since we have 7,000 beds that we’re going to fill them. 
Because we’re not.”120 When reporters questioned why Foti had then 
pushed for this expansion, he claimed that OPP’s expansion was essential 
for jail management.121

Nevertheless, OPP’s population would hit seven thousand over the next 
few years, even as the overall official crime rate would decline. In the mid- 
to late 1990s, New Orleans Mayor Marc Morial and NOPD Superintendent 
Richard Pennington sought to manage moral panics about crime and the 
crises of NOPD legitimacy and economic contractions through the dual 
projects of liberal police reform and neoliberal urban redevelopment. Le-
veraging the federal material and ideological resources of the Clinton 
crime bill, Superintendent Pennington rebuilt consent for policing through 
professionalizing the NOPD. In doing so, punitive power was expanded to 
target those whom city officials and sectors of the public imagined, in the 
words of Judah Schept, as a growing “jailable population” for New Or-
leans.122 Through law-and-order austerity, predominantly Black working-
class and poor people were increasingly displaced from geographic zones 
of racialized poverty or speculative tourism development to be frequently 
contained in OPP.

In the early 1990s, New Orleans law enforcement launched a wave of po-
lice busts. With jail construction alleviating overcrowding concerns, Sher-
iff Foti and DA Connick collaborated to clamp down on “lawlessness.”123 
Whereas police crackdowns in the 1980s were primarily directed at drug 
offenders, these sweeps targeted people who had outstanding warrants or 
had violated the terms of their parole or probation. In the first months of 
1991, the NOPD, Orleans and Jefferson sheriffs’ deputies, state troopers, and 
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US marshals joined forces in “Operation Crime Sweep.” In its first two week-
ends, more than 450 people were arrested across eight parishes, of whom 
more than 350 people were booked at OPP.124 These raids advanced the false 
notion that people awaiting trial on bond or serving probation or parole fos-
tered a dangerous environment in New Orleans. With little attention given 
to the minimal infractions that constituted most parole or probation viola-
tions or that most people did not breach the conditions of their constrained 
freedom, these mass arrests cemented the idea that laws and judges were 
too lenient even as the criminal justice system grew harsher. Rather that 
fomenting a sense of public safety, these high-profile police sweeps esca-
lated public concerns about street crime.

Local media exacerbated the public’s fears about crime. Sensationalist 
stories with eye-catching headlines such as “Murder Rate in N.O. Exceeds 
One a Day,” “Tragedy Marks a Night of Crime,” and “When Will It All End?” 
positioned New Orleans as exceptionally violent.125 Such articles tended to 
amplify police narratives that located the crisis as originating within Black 
working-class neighborhoods. For instance, the central thrust of one arti-
cle was a recapitulation of the NOPD’s argument that uncontrolled “Black 
on Black crime” in New Orleans public housing was boosted by its residents’ 
refusal to cooperate with the NOPD. Even though such criminal activity 
was geographically contained, it threatened to spill over and infect 
whiter, wealthier neighborhoods.126 This racist rhetoric blamed the very 
people who were disproportionally losing loved ones to interpersonal vio
lence while making clear that, for the state, such violence was only a con-
cern insofar as it threatened white elite interests. In addition, a local PBS 
affiliate introduced “Saving Our Streets,” a prime-time show featuring 
sheriffs, police chiefs, and district attorneys imploring residents to join 
the fight against crime, with a hotline for viewers to call to connect with 
victims’ rights and anticrime groups after each show.127

Key to rising fears of violence was a moral panic about juvenile crime. 
While white supremacist ideology had long positioned Black children as 
unworthy of the protection of the status of childhood, during the 1980s 
and 1990s, tough-on-crime politics supercharged such ideas. Anti-Black 
ideas about the rise of juvenile “super predators” circulated across the na-
tion from the racist social science of Charles Murray to speeches by First 
Lady Hillary Clinton.128 During jail expansion debates, Foti and juvenile 
judges asserted that youth rapists and robbers were set free because juve-
nile prisons were at capacity. Officials contended that there existed a new 
breed of young “chronic offenders who have no fear of punishment.”129 In a 
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letter to the editor published in the Times-Picayune, a resident of subur-
ban Metairie wrote that it was “time to see the enemy clearly and take a 
stand” because “the problem of today is killing in the streets. The problem 
is not racism. The problem is not recreation or jobs. The problem is not even 
cocaine addiction. . . . ​The problem is the kid enticed every day by big 
money, really big money, and status, killer status with his young peers.”130 
Given this framing of youth lawbreakers as two-dimensional enemies 
motivated by ego and greed, the only option for restoring social order was 
intensified punishment. At the 1991 New Orleans City Crime Summit, city 
officials committed to increasing the number of youths incarcerated at 
OPP.131

Although popular opinion and city policy were driven by perceptions that 
crime was out of control, New Orleans was experiencing an overall decline 
in crime, with the exception of homicides. A 1993 study conducted by the 
International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP) documented that re-
cent years had seen between a three to twenty-five percent decline in the 
“serious crimes” of rape, robbery, burglary, and auto theft and similar 
drops in “lesser crimes” such as pickpocketing and the ambiguous offense 
of “criminal mischief.”132 In contrast to dominant notions of New Orleans 
being one of the most dangerous cities in America, the IACP documented 
that as of 1992 the New Orleans crime rate was surpassed by cities such as 
Seattle, Atlanta, and Kansas City.133 Furthermore, the widely publicized 
upsurge in homicides was less linear than popularly suggested. Recent 
years had witnessed a fluctuation in homicide rates from 306 murders in 
1990 to 346 in 1991 to 279 in 1992.134 Overall, homicides accounted for less 
than 1  percent of official city crime.135 The Times-Picayune even noted 
drops in the homicide rate and the “surprising” fact that New Orleans was 
statistically safer than Baton Rouge.136

Local statistics were in sync with a national decline in the crime rate 
during the 1990s. No simple answer existed as to why crime was dropping 
in New Orleans, or anywhere else for that matter.137 Yet rather than admit 
this issue was murky, criminal justice officials tended to float self-serving 
and unfounded explanations. For example, Foti posited that the crime de-
cline occurred because he was planning to build a larger jail as part of his 
argument that the city should maintain its level of support of OPP.138 The 
NOPD heralded the 1992 dip in homicides as due to community policing in 
public housing, asserting this proved the need to double down on such strat-
egies.139 As murders started to climb again, the NOPD’s solution was to 
urge increased funding for community policing.140 Whether crime was 
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officially up or down, the answer remained more cops on the street and 
more people locked up.

By the 1994 mayoral elections, crime topped the polls as the leading is-
sue for voters,141 though it was coupled with a distrust of the city govern-
ment and a perception of the NOPD as corrupt.142 Elected officials received 
countless complaints about NOPD officers’ misconduct and brutality from 
residents and tourists alike. For the mayoral candidates, proving their com-
mitment to public safety necessitated a commitment to transforming the 
NOPD as an institution. The rise of the broken windows theory as the sil-
ver bullet of urban law enforcement fundamentally shaped their approach 
to public safety.

Broken windows policing was first presented in a 1982 article in The 
Atlantic by George L. Kelling of the right-wing think tank, the Manhattan 
Institute, and racist political scientist James Q. Wilson. Kelling and Wilson 
drew on a controversial 1969 experiment conducted by Stanford psychol-
ogist Philip Zimbardo to posit that, in areas where the built environment 
showed signs of disrepair (the quintessential broken window), people are 
emboldened to engage in unseemly public behavior—such as loitering, public 
drunkenness, panhandling, sex work, and solicitation—which escalates 
to more harmful activity such as robbery and homicide.143 They argued 
that neighborhoods that fail to enact informal social control invite crimi-
nality, and thus intensified police presence is warranted to stop small-scale 
infractions from escalating into more dangerous ones. To restore order 
and control, law enforcement should take a page from the pre-civil rights 
policing social contract where residents consented to harsh and at times 
violent policing as a means of reasserting state authority against lawless 
criminals.144

Borrowing from Jim Crow-era policing that operated to restrict Black 
public life, broken windows policing regulates public spaces to meet white 
middle-class norms. Policing public space serves to sanitize urban environ-
ments of populations (people of color, youth, the homeless, under- and un-
employed people, queer and trans people, and sex workers) deemed a threat 
to gentrification.145 This form of policing depends on police “arresting people 
on meaningless charges,” often solely based on the criterion that “they look 
suspicious,” thereby reifying criminalizing logics rooted in racialism.146 
Moreover, the emphasis on primarily small scale behaviors and transgres-
sions infractions discounts macro-level analysis or interventions in favor of 
policing racialized poverty.147
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Cities often adopted broken windows policing under the framework of 
community policing. Developed as a liberal reformist response to the 1960s 
urban uprisings, community policing touts the importance of more cops 
walking the beat to proactively protect public order,148 based on the fan-
tasy that “if the police just get to know the community, crime will go down 
and police racism will dwindle,” as Stuart Schrader has written. Elites rou-
tinely promoted broken windows through community policing as a form of 
redress for police violence. The very malleability of the term “community” 
and its taken-for-granted positive associations (even though the concept is 
predicated on exclusion) paper over the inherent violence of policing.149 
Their melding together in policy discourse points to how policing projects 
are predicated both on the reformist rebranding of law enforcement and the 
reworking of spatial policing strategies as a consent-building project for 
the bulking up of police power.

Following the lead of New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani, countless po-
lice departments instituted broken windows policing in the 1990s, aided by 
a massive infusion of federal funds from the Clinton administration.150 
Within the landmark 1994 Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement 
Act was the Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS) program that 
earmarked $8.8 billion for grants to put 100,000 more police on US streets 
through community policing.151 Although Clinton’s crime bill had not been 
passed by the time of New Orleans mayor’s race, it was already shaping 
local law enforcement. Even before its passage, City Councilman Joseph 
Giarrusso Sr. wrote then-senator Joe Biden (well-known architect of the crime 
bill) to ask for an allotment of the federal funding for the NOPD to escalate 
its use of stop-and-frisk tactics to reduce gun violence.152

The 1994 mayoral race was also shaped by the deep economic crises 
plaguing the Crescent City. Like other cities, the rise of Black urban political 
power in New Orleans coincided with massive federal disinvestment in 
cities, ongoing white flight that shrank the city’s property tax base, and 
global economic restructuring that produced deindustrialization and a re
orientation toward a service-centered economy.153 The fiscal contractions 
from the state’s oil bust had hit the city particularly hard. Forty thousand 
jobs and seventy thousand residents left New Orleans during the 1980s, 
while state discretionary funds appropriated to New Orleans decreased from 
$27.8 million to $6.9 million.154 The median income for New Orleans 
households was 26 percent lower than the national average and 39 percent 
lower than the surrounding parishes, with one-third of households making 
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less than $10,000 a year.155 The 1970s building of the Superdome and the 
financial catastrophe of the 1984 New Orleans World’s Fair had left the city 
with a heavy debt burden and negative bond ratings, and state courts had 
prevented the state from generating much-needed revenue by ruling that a 
progressive wage tax violated the state’s constitutional ban on local income 
taxes.156 When combined with declining property values, this meant that 
New Orleans’s primary source of revenue was a regressive sales tax, the 
highest in the nation, that disproportionally burdened poor and working-
class residents.157

In the face of these deep economic problems, candidates championed 
tourism development and public–private partnerships as solutions. Such 
economic development strategies were the very same ones that had deep-
ened racialized economic inequality over the preceding decades. Politicians’ 
promotion of mega-projects like the Superdome had served to boost the 
tourism economy while funneling public dollars into private capital with 
little benefit to residents. Neoliberal urbanism was ascendant.158

The twinned promises of fighting crime and economic development en-
abled Marc Morial to become the next mayor of New Orleans.159 Morial 
had been brought up in New Orleans politics as the son of the city’s first 
Black mayor, Ernest “Dutch” Morial. Marc Morial’s campaign asserted, 
“Companies refuse to relocate here because of their employees’ fear about 
crime in this city. Tourists’ concerns about crime and public safety can have 
an enormous detrimental impact on our city.”160 The relationship between 
capital investments and policing had previously been more tacit, in the 
1990s it became much more explicit. In 1991, the New Orleans Business 
Council established a Crime Committee to develop strategies for “out-of-
control crime,” and the New Orleans Criminal Justice Coordinating 
Council added seats for business leaders.161 One of Morial’s first actions as 
mayor was the creation of a “Tourism Crime Task Force.”162 Reducing street 
crime and neoliberal redevelopment went hand in hand insofar as policing 
public spaces was understood as critical to speculative development and the 
gentrification of Black working-class and poor neighborhoods was viewed 
as an opportunity to reduce crime.

Morial’s approach to public safety was molded by a racist and classist geo-
graphic imaginary of which people and places were a threat to New Or-
leans. His administration was particularly concerned about juveniles with 
arrests records and those who lived in “public housing developments and 
other low income areas,” especially “children of female headed households” 
who were believed to be predisposed to criminal behavior.163 This barely 
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coded articulation of Black working-class and poor people and places as 
sources of disorder and violence trafficked in old logics that equated Black-
ness with criminality, as well as the patriarchal racist notion popularized 
by Daniel Patrick Moynihan in his “study” The Negro Family that Black 
children without strong father figures were more likely to be delinquent 
lawbreakers.164 Morial advocated for the end of HUD’s policy of one-for-one 
replacement in its new HOPE VI public housing redevelopment program. 
In other words, he advocated shrinking the city’s public housing stock and 
displacing predominantly poor Black female-headed families from their 
homes in the name of public safety.165

Morial identified the erosion of NOPD’s legitimacy as responsible for the 
department’s inability to attain public cooperation. From his perspective, 
distrust of the NOPD stemmed from the absence of strong leadership and 
the low educational requirements to become a police officer, which led 
to the hiring of unprofessional, unqualified, and at times corrupt police 
officers.166 Passing new taxes for NOPD pay increases was difficult, while 
voters approved millages for private neighborhood security districts.167 
However, the Morial administration contended that residents “want a part-
nership” with the NOPD.168 Morial encouraged it to strengthen its bur-
geoning relationship with the church alliance All Congregations Together 
to “increase[e] community support for policing.”169 Police reforms would 
enable the NOPD to bring together residents, social services, and busi-
nesses to fight “the crime issue as a war.”170

In his first one hundred days, Morial launched the Morial Administra-
tion Crime Initiatives (MAC I) as the murder rate jumped to the highest in 
the nation.171 He reassigned one hundred cops from desks to the streets and 
secured $1.26 million from the 1994 crime bill to hire twenty-three new 
police officers. New Orleanians were recruited into community policing 
through an extensive network of neighborhood watch groups and the inte-
gration of taxi drivers into a volunteer watch dog program. In addition, Mo-
rial sponsored the “revitalization” of blighted neighborhoods and began 
talks with HUD about redeveloping the St. Thomas projects.172 At the cen-
ter of MAC I, however, was youth crime prevention. Morial implemented 
the most stringent juvenile curfew in the nation. Youth found after curfew 
were to be held in a new curfew detention center run by Sheriff Foti. In the 
law’s first year, there were almost four thousand curfew detentions.173 MAC 
I also included the expansion of youth recreation services and the forma-
tion of a summer jobs program for 1,300 young people. Although residents 
welcomed the investment, the $500,000 of largely privately raised funds 
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for summer programs was dwarfed by the more than $80 million of tax rev-
enue allocated to the NOPD.174 In tying youth jobs and recreation to youth 
policing, MAC I branded itself as good for communities while shoring up 
the notion that New Orleans youth were criminals in the making.

Following a national search, Morial appointed Richard Pennington, a po-
lice veteran from Washington, D.C., as police chief just as the NOPD’s crisis 
of legitimacy hit new heights.175 In the days leading up to Pennington’s in-
auguration, New Orleanian Kim Groves had filed a brutality complaint with 
Internal Affairs against officer Len Davis. Unknown to her, Davis ran an 
NOPD drug ring and was alerted to Groves’s complaint. In response, Davis 
put a hit on Groves: she was murdered one day after filing her complaint. 
Before long an FBI investigation uncovered the NOPD-orchestrated killing 
of Groves, heightening calls to root out police corruption and violence.176

Soon after entering office, Superintendent Pennington unveiled his 
multifaceted Pennington Plan to reform the NOPD by “curtailing our 
crime epidemic, restoring public confidence and bringing dignity, respect, 
and integrity back.”177 The first piece of this plan was the creation of the 
FBI-supported Public Integrity Division (PID) to replace the disgraced In-
ternal Affairs division, the formation of the Police Early Warning System 
(PEWS) to track citizen complaints, and the establishment of stricter stan-
dards for the hiring and promotion of police officers.178 The second part of 
the plan was “comprehensive community policing” in public housing 
and in the Lower Ninth Ward and the creation of a citywide community 
policing unit. The third set of reforms aimed at professionalizing the 
NOPD by providing training in areas ranging from customer service to 
interrogation techniques and forensic science. In addition, Pennington ex-
panded the homicide division by 40  percent. Furthermore, police were 
limited in the number of hours they could work outside details and were 
prohibited from working security at bars. The final piece of the Penning-
ton Plan was boosting morale. All NOPD officers were to receive a 
5 percent pay increase—their first raise in eight years.179 The Pennington 
Plan strove to clean up and professionalize the NOPD to bolster its capacity 
to make both low- and high-level arrests.

The PID quickly began to investigate police officers, and by August 1995, 
Pennington had suspended 135 and terminated 29 officers while 21 cops re-
signed under investigation.180 Pennington also convinced the legislature to 
pass a law that kept law enforcement personnel from expunging complaints 
from their records.181 In addition to making strides in changing the NOPD’s 
public image, Pennington enacted an expansive community policing pro-
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gram. Through a $4 million grant from the Clinton COPS program, Pen-
nington hired more officers, increased overtime, and purchased new 
equipment. Three new policing substations were opened in public housing 
complexes.182 Pennington also deployed NOPD officers to playgrounds in 
Black neighborhoods.183 In 1995, community policing initiatives were re-
sponsible for 2,556 adult arrests, 493 youth arrests, and 9,500 stop and 
frisks.184 Everyday community policing was coupled with the continuation 
of NOPD collaboration with state and federal law enforcement on high-
profile raids in public housing.185

Pennington also used COPS funds to build consent for intensified polic-
ing practices within Black working-class neighborhoods. The NOPD launched 
“Operation Chill Out” in housing projects to provide water activities for 
children.186 At the same time, the NOPD heavily recruited people to sign 
up for “crime-fighting training” and to join neighborhood watch groups. Be-
tween 1995 and 1996, the neighborhoods participating in the community 
policing initiative “Night Out against Crime” jumped from 56 to 220, and 
New Orleans won first place in citizen participation from the National As-
sociation of Town Watch.187

In addition to policing Black working-class spaces, Pennington intensi-
fied police saturation of areas marked for incorporation into the tourist 
economy. The lower Decatur section of the French Quarter, the music club 
strip of Frenchmen Street in the adjacent Marigny neighborhood, and the 
business improvement Downtown Development District between the French 
Quarter and Convention Center were soon crawling with law enforce-
ment.188 The uptick in street patrols not only came from Pennington but 
also was called for by property and business owners. The Downtown De-
velopment District initiated antigraffiti campaigns and agitated for police 
sweeps of homeless encampments and fencing off public parks to push out 
panhandling that they viewed as a stepping-stone to robbery.189 After a 
slight rise in armed robberies, French Quarter residents and businesses 
pushed for a greater law enforcement presence in the neighborhood. Pen-
nington deployed more sheriffs’ deputies and state troopers “to demonstrate 
that the French Quarter, the economic bloodline of the city, is safe.”190 This 
policing strategy visibly marked to residents and tourists alike that the city 
was clamping down on disorder.

Having secured public approval for his crackdown on corruption, Pen-
nington had the political capital to forge ahead with the second phase of 
the Pennington Plan: expanding the NOPD’s reach.191 An infusion of private 
funds through the creation of the New Orleans Police Foundation allowed 
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Pennington to hire the New York-based Linder Maple Group to develop re-
forms based on their work with Giuliani’s New York Police Department.192 
First, the consultants recommended that NOPD adopt CompStat, a system 
that through statistical and geographic data tracks complaints and arrests 
to identify “hot spots” for policing while holding districts to quantitative 
policing goals.193 The second recommendation was to decentralize the NOPD 
structure to give commanders greater power and accountability. Most im-
portantly, they encouraged an aggressive recruitment campaign to bolster 
the size of the NOPD from 1,285 to 1,700 cops.194

Although city leaders supported this round of policing reforms in the ab-
stract, the cost gave them pause. Morial’s policies had not translated into 
economic prosperity for the city overall. Although the NOPD continued to 
receive federal COPS grants, the shortage of municipal revenue con-
strained Morial’s ability to fully back Pennington’s plan. Not wanting to 
cut other city services or to gamble on a millage vote, few revenue options 
were available. Initially Morial and the city council did not include the $14 
million requested for NOPD expansion in the 1997 budget.195

But then, less than two weeks after the budget was approved, fourteen 
homicides occurred in one week. The city elite accused Morial of being soft 
on crime, while his political adversary, Republican governor Mike Foster, 
asserted that the residency requirement for police officers and the attack 
on police corruption were partially to blame. In response, Morial gave a ma-
jor address charting out his crime-fighting plan. First he blamed crime on 
weak parenting and urged parents to fulfill their “responsibility to give love, 
guidance, and discipline.” Second, he announced that NOPD forces would 
be supplemented by sheriffs’ deputies and the state police. Third, Morial 
shared that he was asking judges not to grant probation to violent offend-
ers and that he would ask the state to allocate $1 million for more proba-
tion officers to crack down on parolees more effectively.196 What was not 
announced but was churning in the background was Morial’s and the city 
council’s search for another $10 million for new NOPD hires and increased 
police pay. These pay raises were funded by raising the franchise fee on the 
city’s electric company Entergy. The company then passed along this fee to 
residents through their utility bills, which made it an earmarked source of 
revenue that worked as an unofficial tax.197 With a budget of $100 million, 
the NOPD accounted for one-quarter of the city’s general budget.198 By Au-
gust of 1997, its force stood at 1,548 officers.199

The NOPD buildup was joined by another key punitive state enhancement 
shaped by the Clinton crime bill: it limited federal grants to those penal sys-
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tems that required people incarcerated for violent offenses to serve a “sub-
stantial portion”—ideally 85 percent—of their sentences. In 1995, DA Harry 
Connick succeeded in getting the Louisiana legislature to pass a truth-in-
sentencing law that followed these draconian guidelines and would take ef-
fect in 1997.200 Limiting DPSC’s capacity to exercise early releases, along 
with the NOPD’s merciless surge in arrests, intensified the swelling of the 
penal system at both the state and local levels.

By the time that Morial ran for reelection in 1998, his first term was 
widely viewed as a success. Although budget shortages meant it would be 
several more years before the NOPD hit 1,700 officers, Morial had made a 
name for himself as able to reform a corrupt police department and re-
duce crime.201 A public opinion poll by the University of New Orleans 
found that most residents identified Pennington’s policing reforms to be 
the greatest feat of the mayor’s first term. The percentage of residents with 
positive feelings toward the NOPD increased from 19 to 42  percent be-
tween 1993 and 1997. For the first time in the University of New Orleans 
polling history, more residents believed crime to be in decline than on the 
rise.202 This local approval was joined by national praise from the media, 
and President Clinton applauded the city’s stringent youth curfew as a 
national model.203

Yet the policing reforms’ impacts on crime rates were uneven. City crime 
rates were in decline prior to Morial’s election. While homicides did decrease 
after 1995, offenses labeled “violent crime” and “property crime” were 
trending downward as early as 1990.204 Research by Kevin Unter showed 
there was little to no significant correlation between implementing broken 
windows and community policing tactics and the drop in crime. According 
to Unter (who set out to prove the successes of these policing reforms), in-
creasing the number of NOPD officers and implementing CompStat had a 
negative correlation with “violent crime.” In other words, it was more likely 
that violence would go up, not down, after their implementation.205 Under 
these reforms youth arrests exploded from just under three thousand in 
1993 to about ten thousand in 1998.206 Ensnaring predominantly Black youth 
into the criminal legal system occurred even though most residents did not 
favor the youth curfew.207

Under Morial and Pennington, the NOPD’s arrest rate skyrocketed. Mu-
nicipal arrests jumped from 20,000 to almost 35,000, traffic arrests in-
creased from 4,500 to 11,00, and drug arrests rose from just under 4,000 to 
more than 7,000 between 1994 and 1998.208 Despite Foti’s earlier assertion 
that he did not want the expanded OPP to be filled up, by 1998 it was at 
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93 percent capacity, locking up an average of 6,670 people a day—the vast 
majority of whom were arrested on municipal-level offenses. With Penning-
ton’s implementation of even tougher zero- tolerance broken windows po-
licing in 2001, arrests skyrocketed further until hitting a peak in 2004. Not 
only was New Orleans the eighth highest per capita jailer in the nation as 
of 1998, but Louisiana also became the state with the highest per capita 
rate of incarceration in the United States.209

Rising Opposition to New Orleans’s Punishment Regime

By 1996, the city’s punitive practices had spurred some New Orleanians to 
question the status quo. DA Harry Connick faced a challenger, Morris Reed, 
powered by the low approval rate of Connick among Black New Orleanians. 
Reed argued that Connick’s office employed racial discrimination and re-
fused to prosecute cases of police brutality.210 Although Connick won the 
election, his habitual racist fear-mongering did not hold the same purchase 
it once had.

Of all of New Orleans’s punitive infrastructure, nothing garnered as 
much opposition as the jail.211 Jailed people petitioned the city council to 
deny Foti’s budget requests given the terrible medical care and food at 
OPP.212 Reports of misconduct and violence by sheriff deputies appeared 
with increasing frequency in New Orleans papers: they barged into people’s 
homes without warrants and frequently threatened sex workers at gunpoint 
to have sex with them or be thrown in jail.213 Accounts of deputies sexually 
assaulting women at OPP served as a reminder of the ethos of patriarchal 
invincibility that structured punitive power.214

As part of a report on the jailing of migrants, immigration rights advo-
cates with Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and the Catholic 
Legal Immigration Network investigated conditions for INS detainees held 
at OPP. Initially Foti, like sheriffs throughout the nation, obstructed their 
investigation by denying access to tours or legal visits.215 After litigation 
forced the INS to compel Foti’s compliance, Human Rights Watch released 
a report confirming that “some of the most disturbing and consistent com-
plaints of inhumane conditions came from the detainees at Orleans Parish 
Prison.”216 Atrocious medical care, barriers to legal representation, and al-
most nonexistent interpreting support marked everyday life for the 500-plus 
immigrant detainees. As one immigrant put it, “I don’t know what to do—
they make our lives miserable in here and we cannot say anything because 
I see they beat people. Even right now, I’m writing this letter, but I’m scared 
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if they find out they are going to give me more hard time.”217 Although 
Human Rights Watch recommended reforms of the abysmal conditions, 
their main takeaway was that “local jails are inappropriate places to hold 
asylum seekers and immigrants.”218 Foti and the INS disputed the findings, 
but the media highlighted the impacts of Foti’s practices on jailed immi-
grants’ lives.219

Imprisoned immigrants were not the only victims of inadequate medical 
care. On April 3, 1999, the NOPD picked up JoAnn Johnson, a twenty-one-
year-old Black working-class mother in her neighborhood of Algiers. She 
told the NOPD officers that she was diabetic and requested that they allow 
her to retrieve her medication from her home before being taken to lock 
up. Officers told her, “Fuck your medication. We don’t have time for that.” 
Three days later she died from a diabetic attack.

Johnson’s family asserted that the NOPD preventing her from retriev-
ing medication, the courts setting unreasonable bail, and the sheriff’s office 
failure to monitor her health led to her preventable death. Even the coro-
ner posited that the stress of being incarcerated likely aggravated her 
blood sugar levels.220 Her family filed a wrongful death lawsuit against the 
NOPD and the sheriff’s office—naming JoAnn Johnson’s abuse as institu-
tionalized.221 Her family and other supporters held a small rally outside 
the jail calling for Foti’s resignation.222

Johnson’s death and her family’s mobilization sparked investigations into 
Foti and OPP. For the first time in years, the Times Picayune began seriously 
criticizing Foti.223 Even Mayor Morial admonished Sheriff Foti for not pub-
licly facing questions about the jail’s medical treatment.224 Moreover, within 
days of the Johnson family lawsuit, the FBI announced a probe into whether 
Johnson’s civil rights were violated.225 In turn, the ACLU’s National Prison 
Project filed new motions on the status of medical care in OPP under the 
assumption that Foti was in violation of the Hamilton consent decree.226 Not 
limiting their complaint to diabetic treatment, the ACLU charged that in-
carcerated women were routinely forced to give birth in shackles and were 
denied treatment for conditions such as ovarian cancer.227 Amnesty Inter-
national joined the chorus of complaints in calling on Foti to end the tortu-
ous practice of using stun belts on OPP prisoners during transport. Amnesty 
reported that HIV-positive prisoners who did not consent to wearing stun 
belts were “denied transportation and thus urgent medical care.”228

Families and their supporters increasingly challenged Foti’s disregard for 
incarcerated life, and protests regularly were held outside Foti’s office in 
the summer of 1999. One short-lived group, the Screaming Mothers of New 
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Orleans, asserted that at least sixteen people had died from being denied 
medical care within OPP over the past decade.229 The JoAnn Johnson Jus-
tice Committee instigated a Foti recall petition that collected 30,000 signa-
tures.230 Another group of families who had lost loved ones inside OPP filed 
a lawsuit contending that not only was the medical care inadequate but the 
sheriff’s office also systematically delayed the release of prisoners twelve 
to seventy-two hours after their official release and refused to offer munici-
pal good time. These practices kept people from accessing medical treat-
ment while the sheriff’s office collected extra per diem monies from their 
extended incarceration.231

Although this activism garnered public attention, it was unable to mean-
ingfully weaken Foti’s power. The JoAnn Johnson Justice Committee did 
not collect the 85,000 signatures needed for a Foti recall ballot measure. 
The city settled with the families of those who had died from medical ne-
glect and opted to open a miniature emergency room within OPP, a reform 
that served only to expand Foti’s reach and funding.232 But the questions that 
these lawsuits, petitions, and protests raised proved enduring. When voters 
rejected Foti’s proposed bond measure to expand OPP by another 600 beds 
in fall 1999, among the reasons circulating for voting against it was that it 
was unethical to expand such an inhumane institution.233

Around this time, another constellation of grassroots activism emerged 
that questioned the very necessity of imprisonment and policing. Meeting 
through different channels in the city from the high school creative writing 
program, Students at the Center, to the classrooms of the University of 
New Orleans, to the anarchist punk house Nowe Miasto, a multiracial co-
hort of activists came together to organize under an explicitly prison aboli-
tionist framework. They shared a politics marked by a nonsectarian blend 
of Black feminism, anarchism, and Zapatismo, a part of what Chris Dixon 
has termed the “anti-authoritarian current” that characterized a new gen-
eration of North American transformative politics at the turn of the twenty-
first century.234 One of their major inspirations was the Black Panther Party 
(BPP). Many of these young activists sought out former members of the 
New Orleans BBP chapter Althea Francois and Malik Rahim for political 
guidance and joined the political prisoner campaign to free the Angola 
Three when the support committee was reestablished in 1998.235 They 
were also influenced by the Juvenile Justice Project of Louisiana’s (JJPL) 
campaign to shut down the Tallulah youth prison because of its abhorrent 
conditions. JJPL’s campaign offered a vision of engaging in antiprison 
struggles without reinforcing the state’s carceral capacities.236
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How to organize in ways that did not shore up the penal system was a 
critical question for them as prison abolitionists, not as prisoner reform-
ers. As a liberatory political project, prison abolition is both a strategy 
and a goal for transforming society: to end the state’s capacity to cage, 
punish, and repress and to fundamentally remake the material conditions 
that give rise to prisons as the catchall solution to complex political, eco-
nomic, and social problems.237 One of the central assertions of prison abo-
lition is that attempts to reform the prison system have often had the 
unintended consequence of buttressing and extending carceral power, and 
therefore the only logical way to end the state’s punitive violence is to 
completely abolish it.238

The rise of interest in prison abolition in New Orleans in the late 1990s 
corresponded with a national resurgence of prison abolition within radical 
circles. Although prison abolition was a robust strand within Black libera-
tion struggles in the late 1960s and 1970s, there was a quieting of abolition-
ist politics within leftist organizing during the 1980s and early 1990s.239 
However, prison abolition attracted greater interest after the 1998 confer-
ence, Critical Resistance: Beyond the Prison Industrial Complex, which was 
held at UC Berkeley. It drew more than three thousand attendees, surpass-
ing organizers’ expectations. The energy of the conference was harnessed 
into the formation of Critical Resistance (CR) as a national organization 
headquartered in Oakland. The success of the conference demonstrated the 
appeal of abolition while also popularizing prison abolition throughout na-
tional circuits of grassroots organizing.240

For activists in New Orleans, the politics of abolition both spoke to the 
intensive criminalization, policing, and imprisonment that people witnessed 
and aligned with this network of activists’ broader antiracist, feminist, and 
anticapitalist politics. For instance, Melissa Burch remembers that abolition 
was “exactly what I was looking for coming back from Chiapas and want-
ing to think about the equivalent . . . ​what would true social transforma-
tion look like in the US, and how might you build it.”241 In addition, prison 
abolition aligned with their Black feminist and women of color feminist 
politics. For Black feminist Shana M. griffin, there was a clear connection 
between prison abolitionists’ analysis of state violence and the national 
and local work she was involved in with INCITE! Women of Color Against 
Violence. INCITE! placed gender-based violence in a framework that exam-
ined the relationship of reproductive and domestic violence to militarism, 
detention, and law enforcement and took an expansive view on questions 
of safety.242
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With prison abolition as a central pillar of their political orientation, this 
cohort of activists formed and participated in a series of small, overlapping 
antiprison collective organizations. One of the primary collectives was 
Education Not Incarceration (ENI), centered on the claim that “we should 
have money for youth education and not put young people in prisons.”243 
ENI engaged in a variety of political work—holding political education film 
screenings, conducting a book drive for the library of the Louisiana Correc-
tional Institute for Women—St. Gabriel, and supporting the political work 
of the Angola Lifers’ Association.244 The overlapping memberships of 
ENI, the National Coalition to Free the Angola 3, and the New Orleans 
Prison Organizing Resource Center (NO PORC) embodied a politics not 
of competition but of collaboration in this burgeoning moment of radical 
antiprison activism.245

The creation of the New Orleans Prison Coalition formalized this commit-
ment to interconnected organizing. It developed out of the work of Commu-
nity Labor United (CLU), a local coalition organized by older Black Marxist 
activists and SNCC veterans including Curtis Muhammad and John O’Neal. 
CLU aimed to unite community and labor struggles and serve as a space for 
Left experimentation. ENI members’ participation in CLU inspired them to 
form the Prison Coalition as an intentional alliance. Although most of these 
groups were truly grassroots with little to no funds or staffing support, the 
coalition created an infrastructure that enhanced their collective capacity 
to take on larger political projects.

One of the major projects of the coalition was hosting the Critical 
Resistance South conference in spring 2003. ENI activists had attended the 
2001 CR East Conference in New York and then became involved with 
organizing a southern regional conference. Melissa Burch of ENI and Al-
thea Francois, who was a main force behind NO PORC and the National 
Coalition to Free the Angola 3, attended the initial planning session for CR 
South at the Highlander Center in Tennessee. Holding a southern conference 
furthered CR national leadership’s goal of providing organizing resources 
to a region that had less access to social movement infrastructure and fund-
ing than New York and California. While national and regional CR members 
and affiliates provided programming and logistical support, much of the vi-
sion and organizing of Critical Resistance South came from the New Orleans 
Prison Coalition. Burch was hired as the full-time CR South local coordinator 
to provide on-the-ground capacity.

New Orleans activists saw hosting CR South as an organizing oppor-
tunity—it would bring attention to the contours of the prison industrial 
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complex in the South and deepen activism in New Orleans and the region. 
As Shana M. griffin recalls, there continued to be a “lack of attention” to 
the US South in abolitionist analyses of US prisons.246 CR South organizers 
endeavored to bring visibility not only to “the South’s history but also the 
South as it was at that moment.”247 Local activists were excited to share 
the lessons of the campaign to shut down the Tallulah youth prison and the 
gains being won by the National Coalition to Free the Angola 3.248 New 
Orleans organizers hoped to deepen conversations about what southern 
struggles could teach about “movement work in general.”249

CR South organizers wove community organizing principles into the out-
reach process. Conference organizers aimed to bring together a wide 
grassroots base of both politically connected and “less formally organized 
people”: young people, family and friends of people locked up, artists, reli-
gious folks, and others concerned about the growth of the penal system.250 
To that end, relationship building was vital to fostering excitement and par-
ticipation in the conference. Early in the planning process, the organizers 
developed an extensive outreach list. From there, Melissa Burch started 
systematically

calling people up on the phone, trying to talk to them. . . . ​It wasn’t 
pre-email, but emailing people definitely wasn’t a main way of 
trying to reach them. Then, at some point, or at multiple points, 
I went on the road. . . . ​That was really critical, again, for having 
face-to-face conversations with people, not only just because face-to-
face conversations are more likely to get someone to attend an event, 
but [because] the emphasis was always on organizing. . . . ​So the 
whole point was to begin building relationships that would continue 
through and beyond the conference, and that would continue to be a 
source of strength and connection.251

This investment in relationship building was mirrored in the local outreach 
process. Conference organizers decided that CR South would have the big-
gest local impact if held in Black community spaces. So, the entire confer-
ence was rooted in the historic Black neighborhood of Treme. The Treme 
Community Center was the main site of the conference. Craig Elementary 
School, located just across the street, was the primary place for conference 
workshops. Nearby churches served as locales for overflow workshops and 
film screenings. Yet the relationship to these places did not begin and end 
with using their space. Craig Elementary students made art, and Treme 
Center coordinator and civil rights veteran Jerome Smith was part of the 
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conference opening event. The historic Black Catholic church St. Augus-
tine offered their space for an interfaith breakfast on Sunday morning.252 
Local outreach included talking to people on buses, at bail bonds places, 
and by door knocking in the Treme, public housing, and other neighbor-
hoods targeted for policing. As former CR organizer Tamika Middleton re-
calls, these conversations were not only about publicizing the conference but 
also about creating space to “talk about abolition and talk about the prison 
industrial complex without saying any of those words.”253 When someone 
was not home, organizers left a door knocker that read, “Know someone in 
prison? Know someone who’s been harassed by the police? Looking for real 
solutions to the problems in our communities? Come to CR South.”254 Out-
reach was not a purely transactional tactic but an opportunity for politiciz-
ing the individualized experiences of arrest and incarceration.

Like at previous CR conferences, attendance at CR South exceeded 
organizers’ expectations. More than three thousand people participated in 
the events over the weekend of April 4–6, 2003. At the opening press con-
ference, Craig Elementary students unfurled the banner they had made that 
read, “Why Are So Many of Our Loved Ones in Prison?” and the Treme Side-
walk Steppers and New Birth Brass Band closed the convergence. Program-
ming was intentionally inclusive and expansive, reflecting the nonsectarian 
orientation of CR South in which a range of leftist political tendencies were 
accepted into the big tent of the conference—including even prison reform-
ers.255 Workshops covered a wide range of topics such as “Prisons: New 
Forms of Environmental Racism,” “Wrongful Conviction in the Deep South,” 
and “INCITE-ing the Movement: Women of Color Organizing to End State 
and Personal Violence.”256 A significant portion of the programming focused 
on Louisiana, including a session on the 1811 Louisiana slave revolt, a work-
shop where Wilbert Rideau called in to discuss the history of the Angolite, 
and one in which former Angola Three political prisoner Robert King Wilk-
erson outlined the next stages of the Free the Angola 3 campaign.257 For 
Burch, the most successful element of the conference was “the simultane-
ous involvement of former prisoners, family members, faith based 
organizers, academics. . . . ​all of these really different kinds of people and 
organizers coming together.”258 CR South was a site of antiprison movement-
building at which people made connections, developed a shared analysis, 
and saw their work as part of something bigger than themselves.259

CR South’s impact, however, went beyond the space of the conference. One 
of its most powerful outcomes was how it inserted new narratives around 
policing and imprisonment. The media team saw their work as going beyond 



Jailing Louisiana 139

publicizing the conference: it sought to decouple the notions of crime and 
punishment in local, regional, and national news. Foregrounding that prisons 
did not lead to greater public safety and that the billions spent on mass incar-
ceration would be better reinvested in education, healthcare, and local econo-
mies, the CR South media group succeeded in getting news articles published 
in mainstream, Black, and alternative newspapers in New Orleans, Baton 
Rouge, Atlanta, and Miami and conducted almost twenty news and radio in-
terviews across the region. An Associated Press article on the structural factors 
that made the South the region with the highest per capita incarceration rate 
in the nation ran in more than seventy newspapers across the United States.260

Furthermore, Burch contends that the abolitionist politics of the confer-
ence “helped to challenge a lot of the stigma and shame associated with im-
prisonment.”261 When the Craig Elementary School principal was first 
contacted, she did not want to advertise that many of her students had family 
in prison. But by the time the conference was held, the principal was unapolo-
getic in talking to the media about the harms created by having students’ 
parents imprisoned.262 CR South’s reframing of incarceration as a political 
problem rather than an individual failure “took what was a prior community 
or community-specific or family problem and made it a political one.”263

CR South also extended activists’ political analysis of mass incarceration 
in the South. Shana M. griffin recalls, “The Critical Resistance South Con-
ference put Louisiana and the Southern region on the map—making visible 
the regional’s long history of abolition organizing, challenging violent pol-
icies of policing and imprisonment, and creating oppositional frameworks 
to Louisiana’s infamous distinction as the most incarcerated place in the 
world.”264 The conference not only heightened awareness about conditions 
being faced in the Gulf South but also enhanced people’s understanding of 
the prison industrial complex as a multifaceted system—helping activists 
see the connections between their different campaigns. Burch stated, “It 
was now understood that all of those struggles were linked and that they 
were part of something bigger.”265 Although it would be a stretch to say 
that CR South made prison abolition “the” political framework guiding ac-
tivism, it did increase abolition’s legitimacy in the region.266

At the turn of the twenty-first century, the Louisiana punishment regime 
was reoriented to the parish jail system. The state’s adoption of carceral 
cooperation endeavor agreements dramatically increased the number of 
state prisoners locked in parish jails from 4,493 in 1990 to 17,469 in 2004 
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(graph 3.1). Even the last concrete addition to the DPSC, a geriatric and 
special needs satellite prison under the umbrella of the David Wade Cor-
rectional Center, had originally served as a jail for Caddo Parish.267 The 
spatial realignment of the Louisiana penal system was so thorough that it 
became commonplace for people to refer to jails as “local prisons.”

This geographic restructuring of the state’s penal system did not occur 
solely to meet DPSC budgetary shortages. Sheriffs organized to increase the 
number of state prisoners, along with federal and INS prisoners, incarcer-
ated in their jails to bolster their departments’ revenue and their power, and 
once the federal courts finally released Louisiana from the Hayes Williams 
consent decree, sheriffs had few limits on how many state prisoners they 
could jail. In this period, New Orleans became a focal point of the Louisi-
ana criminal legal system. Sheriff Charles Foti expanded OPP almost ten-
fold over thirty years with minimal accountability. Yet it was not until the 
convergence of Mayor Morial’s neoliberal urban policies and NOPD Super-
intendent Pennington’s policing reforms that OPP’s population soared 
above seven thousand. The embrace of broken windows and community po-
licing was supported through the Clinton administration’s COPS program. 
NOPD’s federal funding jumped from $298,508 to $8.4 million between 
1990 and 2000.268 Between 1985 and 2004, the annual number of people 
booked into OPP more than doubled from 46,000 to 94,981 with two-thirds 
of those arrested on municipal, traffic, or juvenile charges.269 For the first 

GRAPH 3.1 ​State prisoners held in parish jails, 1978–2004. Sources: Governor’s 
Corrections Plan, 1990; Prison Policy Initiative.
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time in years, the average age of the prison population was getting younger, 
while 7,000 to 8,000 of the people entering the penal system each year 
were technical or waived parole violators.270

Yet, after long-standing media silence on the violence endemic to OPP, 
grassroots opposition contested the routinized death and disease at the jail 
and the broader state-sanctioned violence of the carceral state. Rallies and 
petitions coincided with a new current of radical abolitionist activism. What 
had been unthinkable just a few years earlier had been made thinkable.

In the years leading up to Hurricane Katrina, political shifts altered the 
landscape of the New Orleans criminal legal system. In addition to Judge 
Polozola releasing OPP from the Hayes Williams consent decree, Harry Con-
nick did not seek reelection as district attorney for the first time in thirty 
years, and Charles Foti decided to leave the position of Orleans Parish sher-
iff to run for Louisiana attorney general in 2003. In the 2002 New Orleans 
mayoral race, Richard Pennington was the front-runner candidate until Cox 
Cable executive C. Ray Nagin received the bulk of endorsements—including 
from the city’s police union who never forgave Pennington for firing cops. 
After his defeat, Pennington moved on to the Atlanta Police Department.

In these years, organizers and activists continued to build political power 
slowly but surely in New Orleans. JJPL shuttered the Tallulah youth prison. 
spurring the creation of the new grassroots nonprofit Friends and Families 
of Louisiana’s Incarcerated Children. The New Orleans Critical Resistance 
chapter facilitated political education around the prison-industrial complex 
and began strategizing to create “harm-free zones” in the city to model what 
safety without police could be like. Norris Henderson of the Angola Special 
Civics Project had his conviction overturned in 2003 and founded the 
organization VOTE (initially for Voice of the Ex-Offender later renamed to 
Voice of the Experienced) to organize formerly incarcerated people. INCITE! 
Women of Color Against Violence held their national conference in the 
Treme in the spring of 2005—in many ways informed by the CR South 
community-based convergence—that fortified local activists’ connections 
with national movements and organizations. And a small group of people 
initiated the Orleans Parish Prison Reform Coalition to pressure the newly 
elected sheriff Marlin Gusman to make meaningful reforms to the city’s jail. 
A new era of possibility was opening just as the floodwaters tried to wash 
it away.



4	 Carceral Disasters
Hurricane Katrina, Organized Abandonment,  
and Racial State Violence

If they enslaved us
Why would they save us?
If they put us in chains
Why would they save us from a hurricane?

—Post-Katrina Chant

They tell you what they want, show you what they want you to see
But they don’t let you know what’s really going on
Make it look like a lotta stealing going on
Boy them cops is killas in my home
Nigga shot dead in the middle of the street
I ain’t no thief, I’m just trying to eat
Man fuck the police and President (Georgia) Bush

—Lil Wayne, “Georgia . . . ​Bush” 2006

Hurricane Katrina neither created nor defines New Orleans. To reduce New 
Orleans to the more than fifty breaks in the levee system that generated the 
federal flood erases the centuries of insurgent struggles and patriarchal ra-
cial capitalist state developments that produced the Crescent City.1 And 
while it would be misleading to reread all the history leading up to Au-
gust 29, 2005, as a rehearsal for Hurricane Katrina, it is also true that the 
accumulation of state actions and inactions at the local, state, and federal 
level did pave the way for the organized abandonment of New Orleans and 
the subsequent neoliberal remaking of the city.2 This organized abandon-
ment of New Orleans included not only state and city officials leaving people 
to the floodwaters for days but the policy decisions that allowed this crisis to 
happen, from lack of federal investments in levees and other flood protec-
tions to state officials’ refusal to plan for evacuation transportation for car-
less residents. The way that law enforcement, Sheriff Marlin Gusman, and 
the Department of Public Safety & Corrections (DPSC) responded to the 
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storm and its long aftermath was not so much a breakdown of the criminal 
justice system, as many have argued, but an intensified continuation. These 
individuals and institutions deployed the same carceral practices guided by 
the logic that Black life is always a criminalized threat to be disposed of 
by abandonment, caging, or individualized killings.3

After the state disaster that was Hurricane Katrina engulfed the city, 
Black New Orleanians seeking survival were met by criminalization and vio
lence. This chapter maintains that this was neither an aberration in state 
policy nor evidence of the state’s intrinsic limitations. Rather, arresting 
starving and sunburnt survivors rather than providing them with food and 
shelter, the extrajudicial police and vigilante killings of Black men, the aban-
donment of jailed people in the flooded Orleans Parish Prison (OPP), and 
the total disregard for the thousands of incarcerated people lost for months 
in the state’s prison and parish jail system are stark testimony to the reality 
that racist punitive power was at the core of the state’s disaster policy. Wide-
spread media coverage that spread racist rumors of lawless New Orleani-
ans looting and shooting at first responders legitimized this racial state 
violence. As Clyde Woods reminds us, “Hegemonic neo-liberal discourse 
seamlessly deployed plantation and white supremacist representations to 
define African Americans as cannibals, looters, rapists, and insurgents. 
Those who built New Orleans over the course of three centuries were in-
stantaneously declared unworthy of returning of their city.” 4

Yet local and national activists saw amidst the wreckage an opportunity 
for organizing a different future for New Orleans. Hurricane Katrina not 
only exacerbated the crises within the New Orleans criminal legal system 
but also produced a crack in the foundation of carceral logics that provided 
a space of possibility to collectively organize. As the horrors of the NOPD 
and OPP became known, racial justice organizers articulated that the di-
saster of Katrina was not natural but instead was produced by the state’s 
racial criminalization and organized abandonment of New Orleans. In doing 
so, they contended that the crisis confronting the criminal legal system was 
built on decades of municipal and state investment in jailing and policing 
at the cost of providing for residents’ daily needs. A growing number of 
prison reformers and abolitionists explicitly framed the movement needed 
at this moment through the legacy of Black Reconstruction and the Black 
internationalist tradition of human rights. Using this framework and engag-
ing in emergent action around OPP, organizers developed the movement-
building infrastructure for taking on the New Orleans carceral state in the 
first five years after the flood.
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Organizing in Disaster Time

Before diving into the particularities of punitive state violence and grass-
roots reconstruction activism in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, I want 
to step back and discuss the affective contours of organizing in the years 
right after the flood.5 The language and memories of burnout and trauma 
permeated my interviews with organizers who were present in those first 
months and years after the storm, as well as in my own recollections of par-
ticipating in reconstruction organizing. The heartbreak and devastation of 
the floods, living in a city that was still very much a disaster zone, and 
organizing against the unrelenting governmental attempts to remake New 
Orleans into a whiter and wealthier city combined to produce a certain kind 
of temporality of everyday life.

The struggles surrounding policing and incarceration were only one piece 
of a much broader movement fighting on many fronts from housing to edu-
cation to labor to healthcare and for the human rights of internally displaced 
people to return home and be part of a just reconstruction of the Gulf Coast. 
It is hard to describe to folks who were not there how what I call “disaster 
time” felt like. Although the process of recovery was (and is) slow, it is also 
true that so much happened in the first years after the storm that, in many 
regards, time simultaneously sped up. The conditions on the ground con-
stantly shifted as state decisions either were made at a breakneck pace or 
government jurisdictions and responsibilities quickly shifted (without much 
rhyme or reason) to the point that it was extremely difficult to determine 
who had decision-making power. You would go to a meeting one week, and 
the next week the strategies that had been decided on no longer made sense. 
Weeks and months felt like years. There was a sense of always needing to 
be on alert for whatever the state’s next move would be in its project of 
keeping Black poor and working-class communities from returning home. 
As former Safe Streets/Strong Communities organizer Ursula Price recalls, 
“You rested for a second, and you missed ten things, and we couldn’t stop 
to do planning or reflection or anything like that because things were 
happening so fast. It was also just challenging that people rightfully 
needed things—they needed healing, they needed material resources, 
they needed some time. And yet, we just didn’t have it, and we had to keep 
going anyway.” 6 It was not just the opaqueness of government “recovery” 
processes that made it difficult to collectively apply pressure: it was the 
quickness of it all. This was especially challenging in a place marked by a 
long-held refusal to abide by the logics of racial capitalist clock time.
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Extensive energy was also swallowed up by people’s own needs to re-
build their homes and lives—to say nothing of the psychological and phys-
ical toll it took to live and work in a place where moldy, rotting refrigerators 
littered the streets, military police in Humvees roamed the roads, and 
empty houses branded by their “Katrina X’s” and flood marks filled the 
landscape for months into years. Former Safe Streets/Strong Communi-
ties codirector Xochitl Bervera remembers, “People didn’t have homes. 
I lost my home. We were working out of cars. Or we would go to Evelyn’s. 
She didn’t have running water. So, we’d have to take a shower at the gas 
station next door.”7

Somehow organizers were able to maintain a frenzied pace in their 
organizing efforts. It verges on cliché for activists to talk about the trap of 
falling into crisis-mode organizing, but collectively building political mo-
mentum amid acute crisis is a different matter altogether. Activists shared 
a profound sense that the window for pushing for systemic change and keep-
ing repressive state policies at bay was short. In meeting after meeting, 
it was repeated that how things played out in this period would dictate 
the future of the city. Norris Henderson recalls that people thought they 
probably only had a few months “to try and get some traction around some 
criminal justice reform.”8 And so they threw themselves into overlapping 
campaigns with multipronged strategies over and over again. In my inter-
views, community organizers repeatedly shared that although they were 
proud of the agility of their work and the amount they accomplished, it 
was also unbelievable how much they took on. “What were we thinking?” 
emerged as a common refrain.

This sense of the moment’s importance infused the broader activist com-
munity as well. Organizers throughout the nation—especially those from 
the Black Left—recognized the struggles in New Orleans as critical for the 
national struggle against neoliberal racial capitalism and sought to flank 
local activism. The spectacle of Black suffering broadcast on televisions and 
reported in newspapers across the globe made the centrality of Hurricane 
Katrina to Black politics readily apparent. The speed at which the Bush ad-
ministration pushed forth a recovery agenda aimed at privatizing public 
housing and schools, eliminating affirmative action policies from federal 
labor contracts, and increasing the militarization of law enforcement sig-
naled the state’s plans to permanently displace Black New Orleanians. Black 
activists and antiracist comrades across the nation—many with ties to lo-
cal organizations such as Community Labor United, Critical Resistance, and 
INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence—organized conference calls 
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and summits to figure out what could be done; one strategy was the found-
ing of Black Left organizations such as the People’s Hurricane Relief Fund. 
Katrina solidarity organizing developed from the perspective that New Or-
leans was ground zero of national experiments to ramp up and expand 
neoliberal urbanism and advance white supremacy. The 2007 US Social Fo-
rum in Atlanta dedicated one of its handful of plenaries to “Gulf Coast Re-
construction in the Post-Katrina Era.”9 What was won or lost in New Orleans 
would have reverberations for antiracist struggles throughout the nation.10

Disaster solidarity was not without its frictions. Not only did the in-
volvement of out-of-town activists often put more on the plates of already 
overburdened locals but it was also often difficult for those activists 
from elsewhere to comprehend the affective and material conditions of 
postdisaster organizing. When local organizers cried and expressed grief, 
out-of-town organizers routinely responded with frustration, not compas-
sion. At a national strategy session, Critical Resistance (CR) organizer kai 
lumumba barrow recalls that New York activists were angered that New 
Orleanians were skeptical of their idea to hold a march in the city in 
December 2005. Barrow recounts being outraged at overhearing, “I came 
here to build a movement, not to be crying and praying and shit. These 
people don’t know what they want.”11 Although it is unsurprising that the 
Katrina crisis produced heightened emotions, it was disheartening to lo-
cal organizers that people seeking to be in solidarity with them repeatedly 
suggested their trauma was inconvenient and that they were incapable of 
leading their own movements.

Almost everyone describes organizing during this era as overwhelming. 
People worked nonstop. People barely slept. People got sick. People fre-
quently smoked and drank too much. People were not always their best 
selves to one another. Tensions often ran high, just as much in the areas 
where victories emerged as in the areas dominated by loss. Even though 
there were conversations about PTSD and secondary trauma, the material 
conditions with which people were struggling made it challenging to inte-
grate those tools into their organizing.12 Moreover, in the highly gendered 
context of postdisaster organizing, the masculinist ability to work nonstop 
was rewarded, whereas the slower and steadier work of caretaking was rou-
tinely seen as evidence of not being serious about movement work.13

Still, there was joy. There was a profound sense of being connected to 
something much larger than any of us and a sense of being in movement. 
That we were not only in the lineage of the Black radical tradition and abo-
lition democracy but that we also were a small part of propelling it forward 
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in new ways. That it was possible to make different kinds of futures for New 
Orleans, the Gulf Coast, and the broader United States. For me to write about 
this period is both to return to a sense of possibility and collectivity and to 
excavate a sorrow that was too much to be fully felt in those fast-paced, busy 
times.14

Looming over this narrative of grassroots antipolice and antijail 
organizing successes are the massive losses incurred in other movement 
sectors in the first few years after the storm. By and large, neoliberal state 
projects succeeded in severely dismantling what was left of the New Orleans 
welfare state and displacing upward of 100,000 Black New Orleanians.15 
Following Rachel Luft, I contend that these state actions and inactions con-
stituted not only a project of racial capitalist restructuring but also a deeply 
patriarchal state project, which Luft terms “racialized disaster patriarchy.” 
Not only did Black women experience higher rates of displacement than 
other groups but also the dismantling of welfare state capacities constituted 
an attack on the social reproduction of New Orleans.16 The breaking of the 
teachers’ union through mass firings and the charterization of the New Or-
leans public school system, combined with the closure of New Orleans’s 
public Charity Hospital, ensured that thousands of New Orleanians, largely 
Black women, lost their steady jobs as teachers and healthcare providers, 
forcing them to seek work elsewhere and never returning home.17 Similarly, 
the fight against the shuttering and bulldozing of the “big four” public hous-
ing developments, under the federal government’s neoliberal HOPE VI 
housing program, was killed by a New Orleans City Council vote. On De-
cember 20, 2007, it unanimously voted to demolish 4,500 units of viable 
public housing stock, explicitly displacing the Black female-headed house
holds that made up the bulk of public housing residents and exacerbating 
the post-Katrina housing crisis. Simultaneously the NOPD maced and 
tasered protesters (me included) who were contesting the demolition of pub-
lic housing. This police action revealed the ease with which the city turned 
to state violence to repress local social movements demanding the human 
right to housing and the right of return.18

These post-Katrina struggles, although distinct from the organizing 
around policing and imprisonment, also importantly intersected with it. The 
membership of antijail and antipolicing organizations overlapped with the 
membership of other racial and economic justice organizations, and staff 
organizers were often involved in multiple political organizations.19 Not 
only did criminal justice reform organizers and activists routinely make 
connections between the locking out of Black residents from post-Katrina 
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jobs and housing and the locking in of others within the criminal legal sys-
tem but they also integrated lessons from those defeats into later struggles. 
Reckoning with the displacement of Black communities from New Orleans 
after the storm requires that we reckon with the massive displacement of 
Black New Orleanians through criminalization and incarceration in the 
decades preceding the hurricane.

The Disaster of State Racial Violence

The flooding of New Orleans was anything but natural. The 2005 hurricane 
season was the most active on record, fueled by climate-change–induced 
rising sea-surface temperatures in the Atlantic.20 When Hurricane Katrina 
made landfall in New Orleans, it was a Category 3 hurricane, signifi-
cantly weakened from when it first hit the Gulf Coast as a Category 5 
storm.21 Decades of federal and state disinvestment in flood protection 
were exacerbated by the coastal erosion of Louisiana’s wetlands that had 
historically served as a natural buffer to storm surges. The petrochemical 
industry’s dredging of canals and laying of pipelines during the oil boom 
years, alongside the rapid expansion of off-shore drilling in the Gulf of 
Mexico to meet global oil demands in the 1990s, had wreaked havoc on 
coastal ecosystems.22 The 33,000 miles of pipeline crisscrossing the coast 
at the time of the storm were accompanied by the loss of 1,525 square miles 
of wetlands from 1956 to 2000.23 Petro capitalism made Louisiana vulnera-
ble twice over: once, through the increase in carbon emissions that produce 
climate change, and second, through the destruction of Louisiana’s natural 
barriers to tropical storms.

City and state leaders failed to adequately prepare as Hurricane Katrina 
made its way through the Gulf of Mexico. Mayor Ray Nagin did not declare 
a mandatory evacuation for the city until August 28, a day before Katrina 
made landfall. Yet this declaration meant little to the thousands of New Or-
leanians without cars or places to go. At the last minute, the city opened 
the Superdome as a shelter of last resort. Many understandably chose to ride 
out the hurricane in their own homes.24

For those who stayed in the city, the first impression of Hurricane 
Katrina was that the city had been spared—but then the levees broke. Within 
hours, 80 percent of New Orleans was inundated with water, with reported 
heights of flooding upward of twenty feet and floodwaters settling over ten 
feet in some areas.25 Innumerable people fought to save themselves and 
others by chopping through roofs, waving makeshift signs, rescuing one 
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another by boat, and sharing the food and water they had. The official death 
toll of Hurricane Katrina in Louisiana was 1,440, with the majority Black 
and from New Orleans.26 The Bush administration’s malignantly slow re-
sponse was summed up by the refrain that “they left us here to die” and 
stamped this moment as “Black people’s 9/11.”27

Criminalization was the state’s immediate disaster response. The Na-
tional Guardsmen searched people seeking shelter in the Superdome and 
Convention Center. Mayor Ray Nagin instructed the NOPD to stop its 
search-and-rescue mission on August 31 (while most of the city was still 
flooded) to begin arresting “lawless” survivors.28 Although it is true that 
many NOPD officers deserted their posts, it is also true that local law en-
forcement received a boost in manpower from Louisiana state troopers; 
federal law enforcement from the ATF, FBI SWAT, the Drug Enforcement 
Administration, US marshals, and Immigration and Customs Enforcement; 
and other states’ law enforcement personnel. These entities were charged 
with restoring law-and-order to Orleans Parish and tracking down persons 
deemed a concern—specifically sex offenders.29 In the ten days after the 
levees broke, law enforcement arrested around 250 people, most of whom 
were seeking supplies or a way out of town: “178, were for looting; 26 for pos-
session of stolen vehicles, 20 for resisting arrest, 14 for theft and 9 for at-
tempted murder. A few were arrested on misdemeanors such as disturbing 
the peace.”30 The quickness with which the federal government deployed 
law enforcement was in stark contrast to the slowness with which supplies 
such as food, water, and medical care were distributed.31

The state’s prioritization of law-and-order was made evident when a 
temporary jail was the first post-Katrina infrastructure project. Given 
OPP’s severe flooding, the city did not have a functioning carceral facility. 
DPSC and Sheriff Gusman then refashioned the joint New Orleans Grey-
hound and Amtrak station into a 750-bed temporary jail referred to inter-
changeably as “Camp Greyhound,” “Camp Amtrak,” or “Angola South.”32 
Angola warden Burl Cain remarked, “This is a real start to rebuilding this 
city, this jail.”33 As Ruth Wilson Gilmore notes, “The elites didn’t start by 
burying the dead or feeding the living, but they did close a port—a bus sta-
tion—in order to lock up as many people as possible whose exit from the 
city had not yet been accomplished through dispersal or death.”34 Although 
the media framed Camp Greyhound as vital for keeping the streets safe, 
the real role of the jail was epitomized by the “crime” committed by the 
first person locked up there: a man who was arrested after he “drove up in 
a stolen Enterprise rental car to buy a bus ticket.”35
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Stories circulating that Black New Orleanians had devolved into a subhu-
man state of violence and disregard for private property justified the primacy 
of policing. In a widely reported interview with Oprah Winfrey, Mayor Ray 
Nagin claimed that “animalistic” “gang members” were committing mass 
murders in the Superdome. NOPD superintendent Eddie Compass declared 
that New Orleanians were shooting at police and other first responders 
and that in the Superdome “we had little babies getting raped.”36 Although 
these reports were later discredited, these type of stories rapidly produced a 
racist and classist commonsense about Katrina survivors as unworthy of gov-
ernment aid.37 As a congressional report would later note, the media amplifi-
cation of such anti-Black rhetoric delayed rescue and relief efforts as FEMA 
employees turned back from New Orleans because of security concerns.38

Moreover, media recast Black Katrina survivors searching for provisions 
as violent thieves.39 NOPD officers reported to CNN that no one in the city 
“was safe from bands of young men who were attacking people and attempt-
ing to rape women.” 40 The racist logic that New Orleans had turned into a 
space of uncivilized urban warfare underpinned Governor Kathleen Blanco 
infamous announcement that she was sending 300 Arkansas National 
Guardsmen “fresh back from Iraq” to New Orleans, and “they have M-16s, 
and they’re locked and loaded. . . . ​I have one message for these hoodlums: 
These troops know how to shoot and kill, and they are more than willing 
to do so if necessary, and I expect they will.” 41 Blanco’s statement was joined 
by NOPD captain James Scott’s declaration: “We have authority by martial 
law to shoot looters.” 42

Militarized law enforcement’s centrality to the state’s emergency disas-
ter response was not invented on the spot but was built into the Louisiana’s 
disaster governance plans dating back decades. At the heart of Louisiana’s 
1974 Disaster Act was the state’s need to prepare not only for hurricanes and 
tornadoes but also for the “man-made” disasters of “riots” and “paramili-
tary action.” That bill bolstered the governor’s ability to militarize state 
power and strengthen the state police during disasters.43 The intertwining 
of disaster preparedness with coercive state capacities is more fully spelled 
out in a state police procedural manual for disasters. It outlines how to pre-
pare for “antisocial or violent acts” aimed at transforming “the existing 
system.” 44 Whether the disaster is “Radical/racial conflict,” “Jail/Prisons 
Disorders,” “Labor Problems,” “Industrial accident” or “natural disasters,” 
the state troopers’ role is the same—to serve as “an equipped paramilitary 
force” to protect Louisianans’ life and property.45 To meet this goal, state 
troopers are to reestablish social control and containment through a broad 
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range of actions: providing first aid, instituting crowd control, preventing 
looting, and conducting mass arrests.46 Thus, the state of Louisiana’s re-
sponse to Hurricane Katrina through the lens of a racialized civil riot that 
needed to be contained and controlled at all costs was not a deviation from 
previous state policy but followed the state’s disaster program that made 
policing central to any and all disasters.

In the months that followed, state and federal officials cooperated to 
ramp up law enforcement as a recovery program. Mayor Ray Nagin re-
quested that Governor Blanco extend the emergency deployment of Louisi-
ana National Guard and state troopers “to prevent further looting . . . ​and 
to give residents of the area an increased sense of security by their visibil-
ity and contact.” 47 The National Guard would roll the streets of New Orleans 
for more than three years after Hurricane Katrina, although they were more 
likely to be found policing broken taillights than preventing violence. US 
state attorney of eastern Louisiana Jim Letten coordinated with US attor-
ney general Alberto Gonzalez to deploy FBI, DEA, and ATF agents and US 
marshals to supplement the NOPD’s targeting of violent crime and to po-
lice undocumented immigrants who were recruited to rebuild the city.48 
The deployment of emergency law enforcement became an everyday part 
of New Orleans policing.

With racist narratives and policies licensing law enforcement impunity, 
it is no wonder that extrajudicial killings of Black men by vigilantes and 
police darkened the days after the storm. In the majority-white New Orleans 
neighborhood of Algiers Point, which did not flood because of its location 
on the West Bank of the Mississippi River, white residents seized on the cri-
sis to form a militia under the guise of protecting white property. As inves-
tigative journalist A.C. Thompson reported three years later,

A group of white residents, convinced that crime would arrive with 
the human exodus, sought to seal off the area, blocking the roads in 
and out of the neighborhood by dragging lumber and downed trees 
into the streets. They stockpiled handguns, assault rifles, shotguns 
and at least one Uzi and began patrolling the streets in pickup 
trucks and SUVs. The newly formed militia, a loose band of about 15 
to 30 residents, most of them men, all of them white, was looking for 
thieves, outlaws or, as one member put it, anyone who simply “didn’t 
belong.” 49

During these patrols, vigilantes gunned down Black men seeking refuge. 
Donnell Herrington was on his way to a National Guard evacuation point 
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with his family when he was shot in the throat and back by a trio of white 
men with shotguns. When he saw another pair of white men driving by, he 
signaled for help. But instead of offering support, they told him, “Get away 
from this truck, nigger. We’re not gonna help you. We’re liable to kill you 
ourselves.”50 Thompson’s extensive research uncovered that Herrington was 
one of eleven Black men shot by white vigilantes, with four people found 
dead due to suspicious causes around Algiers Point.51

Yet, calling forth the words of Ida B. Wells a century earlier, “the killing 
of a few Negroes more or less by irresponsible mobs does not cut much fig-
ure in Louisiana.”52 Although Herrington attempted to make a police re-
port, the NOPD did not even take a written statement.53 The lack of official 
attention given to Herrington and others who tried to hold the vigilantes 
accountable for their extralegal racist violence is particularly stunning given 
that the members of this neighborhood militia did not try to hide their iden-
tities. Several of the militia men—Vinnie Pervel, Nathan Roper, and Wayne 
Janak—felt invincible enough to speak with Thompson on the record. Al-
though they never admitted that they shot anyone, they recounted how 
others shot Black men assumed to be “looters” and “thugs.” In addition, they 
said that police told them, “If they’re breaking in your property, do what 
you gotta do and leave [the bodies] on the side of the road.”54 White prop-
erty rights superseded Black life.

Even more brazen conversations among white supremacists are captured 
in the documentary, Welcome to New Orleans. In one scene, two white men 
boast about murdering Black men. Wayne Janak brags at a barbeque about 
how “it was great! It was like pheasant season in South Dakota. If it moved, 
you shot it.” He then explains that Algiers Point is “not a pussy community” 
and that they were not going to allow “them” to “go into a white woman’s 
home and tell her you are going to take it over.”55 According to Thompson, 
the unedited footage continued the conversation with Janak stating that as 
a Chicago-born man, this moment transformed him: “I am no longer a Yan-
kee. I earned my [southern] wings.” A nearby white woman then chimes 
in, “He understands the n-word now.”56 Although former Black Panther and 
Algiers resident Malik Rahim widely spoke out against the vigilante vio
lence and others struggled to get the NOPD to open an investigation of vigi-
lante shootings, no meaningful inquiry was ever conducted.

The NOPD’s lack of attention to white supremacist vigilante violence 
against Black storm survivors is not surprising given that police officers were 
involved in covering up their own racist Katrina killings. These police cover-
ups were ignored by local and national media until A.C. Thompson investi-
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gated the most infamous killing in 2008. Henry Glover, a thirty-one-year-old 
Black resident, was shot through the chest as he walked with a friend 
through an Algiers strip mall on September 2, 2005. Family members and 
a random driver passing by, William Tanner, rushed him to the nearby tem-
porary NOPD base for medical aid. Rather than providing care, NOPD of-
ficers handcuffed those helping Glover, called them looters, and beat them 
senseless while Glover was bleeding out in the back of their car. The police 
commandeered their car and drove off with Glover still in the backseat. 
Later the car was found on a levee charred to its core, with Glover’s body 
practically reduced to ash. The city coroner ruled the death “unclassified,” 
and the NOPD refused to investigate the death.57 A federal investigation 
following Thompson’s story revealed that NOPD officer David Warren shot 
Glover in the back and then beat Glovers’ companions and burned the car 
to cover up the killing.58

But the NOPD did far more than cover up a single murder. Survivors 
retell that while walking across the Danziger Bridge, looking for supplies 
and family members on the morning of September 4, 2005, they were am-
bushed without warning by unidentified police in a Budget rental truck. 
Some people attempted to shield themselves from a hailstorm of bullets, 
while others attempted to run to safety. When the smoke cleared, six people 
had been shot and two were dead. The police shot teenage Lesha Bar-
tholomew four times in the leg, and her mother Susan’s arm was partially 
blasted off. Her husband Leonard sustained shots to his head, back, and 
left heel. The NOPD shot a fourth man, Jose Holmes Jr., twice in the abdo-
men and killed his friend James Brissette by seven gunshots. On the other 
side of the bridge were two brothers, Ronald Madison and Lance Madison, 
who were headed home after attempting to visit their mother in New Or-
leans East. When the shooting began, they fled from the bridge to a motel 
just before Ronald Madison—a mentally disabled forty-year-old—was killed 
by shots to his back.59

The NOPD orchestrated an extensive cover-up of the Danziger Bridge 
shootings to protect the department. The time at which the police arrived 
at the bridge was known based on reports of shots fired, but it soon became 
apparent that the initial reports did not match reality. Moments after Lance 
Madison watched the police kill his brother, he was arrested by the NOPD 
on falsified charges of eight counts of attempted murder of a police officer. 
Over the next several weeks, the state shuffled Madison, like hundreds of 
others, around the state’s carceral archipelago of jails and prisons to limit 
his ability to testify. Along with locking up Lance Madison, the NOPD swiftly 
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crafted a story that the Danziger Bridge shooting was in self-defense against 
a group of looters who were shooting at a group of contractors. Police re-
ports were falsified, the bridge was not swept for evidence until October 26, 
a gun was planted, and two witnesses were invented to corroborate the po-
lice officers’ story. A federal investigation years later confirmed that the 
conspiracy to hide the NOPD’s wrongdoing was an open secret that was 
known throughout the department.60

Local media repeated the NOPD’s reports and ignored the stories of sur-
vivors. In doing so they further produced a national commonsense about 
Black New Orleans flood survivors as out of control and only controllable 
by state violence.61 The Times-Picayune’s first report on the Danziger Bridge 
shooting read, in full, “New Orleans police officers sent up a cheer Sunday 
with a report that their colleagues had engaged in a shootout with an armed 
group on Danziger Bridge in eastern New Orleans, with none of the cops 
hit and five of the suspected marauders wounded. No word was available 
on the condition of the wounded.” 62 Articles published in the following days 
reiterated that the group at Danziger were “carrying guns,” which is to claim 
that they brought their deaths on themselves.63

The phenomenon of news parroting the police’s statements, while not 
unique to the aftermath of Katrina, had a very powerful effect on percep-
tions of New Orleans survivors as a criminal threat and law enforcement 
as heroes. The Associated Press picked up the Times-Picayune’s initial cov-
erage on the Danziger Bridge shooting and followed the NOPD’s narrative 
of the events. Local newspapers from St. Louis to San Juan republished the 
Associated Press’s story.64 On CNN, NOPD deputy chief Warren Riley stated, 
“When [the police officers] got out of the van, they approached the subjects 
who were several, several feet away, who fired on the police officers. The 
officers returned fire, striking four of the subjects immediately.” 65 MSNBC 
news anchor Rita Cosby reiterated the notion that poststorm violence was 
rooted in the behavior of ungrateful brutes: “These are folks just doing con-
struction work, just trying to help out, and these thugs are unfortunately 
taking advantage of a very bad situation.” 66

The racist portrayal of New Orleanians as criminal menaces shaped the 
reception that displaced Katrina survivors experienced in other locales. 
The power of the script of Black New Orleanians as dangerous came from 
how easily it fit into long-standing portrayals of New Orleans as a national 
epicenter of street violence. Neighboring Jefferson Parish sheriff Harry Lee 
and Gretna police chief Arthur Lawson blockaded the Crescent City Con-
nection Bridge over the Mississippi River, one of the main routes out of the 
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city, to keep Katrina survivors out of majority-white suburban Gretna. 
Jefferson Parish law enforcement turned back survivors seeking dry ground 
on the West Bank of the Mississippi River by repeatedly firing shots above 
their heads. Gretna’s mayor justified this callous action by maintaining they 
needed to protect their residents from New Orleans’s “criminal element.” 67 
This was not the first time that Jefferson Parish officials racially partitioned 
space in the name of law-and-order. In the late 1980s, they erected barriers 
at the boundary line between a Black New Orleans neighborhood and a 
white Jefferson Parish neighborhood to keep out “criminals from New Or-
leans.” 68 Katrina survivors displaced to other cities across the nation found 
themselves subject to the belief that they were escalating the crime rates 
in their new locales. Displaced Black New Orleanians having so many dire 
needs were reframed as being a criminalized problem almost anywhere 
they went.

The police violence enacted against Katrina survivors was mirrored by 
the abandonment and violence experienced by prisoners within OPP. This 
brutality mimicked the everyday violence prisoners were subjected to under 
the new sheriff Marlin Gusman. Formerly the chief administration officer 
under Mayor Marc Morial, Gusman was elected as Orleans Parish sheriff 
after Charles Foti left the position to become the state attorney general in 
the fall of 2004. As the first Black sheriff elected in Orleans Parish, there 
was some hope that Gusman would run the jail with more humanity than 
his predecessor. Instead Gusman followed Foti’s template: refusing trans-
parency, showing little concern for incarcerated life, and trying to expand 
the jail whenever he could.

Sheriff Marlin Gusman’s main response to the impending hurricane was 
to squeeze more prisoners into the jail. Mayor Nagin declared a mandatory 
evacuation for the city, but OPP prisoners and staff were excluded from the 
order. When the DPSC offered to assist local sheriffs in evacuating prison-
ers from the storm’s path, Gusman refused the help, stating, “We’re going to 
keep our prisoners where they belong.” 69 More than six thousand prisoners 
were locked in OPP when Gusman and Nagin decided not to evacuate the 
jail.70 As usual, Black people made up 90 percent of the people caged in OPP, 
with another 200 jail beds filled with ICE detainees. Not only were none of 
these prisoners evacuated but Gusman also brought in hundreds more 
adult prisoners evacuating from St. Bernard Parish (over 270 people) and 
youth prisoners from the juvenile jail, the Youth Study Center (354 youth). 
Even after it was announced that the jail would not be evacuated, NOPD con-
tinued to arrest and book 300 New Orleanians on “crimes” such as failing 
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to pay court fines and fees.71 In these critical hours and days, sheriff depu-
ties were tasked with quadruple bunking cells and turning a first-floor 
gymnasium into a jail dormitory instead of amassing vital supplies.72 Ac-
cording to a former employee, Gusman seemed unfazed when informed 
that the jail was woefully unprepared and there was a scarcity of water, 
food, flashlights, and batteries. He simply responded, “Those are inciden-
tals, and we’ll deal with them later.”73

Jail officials kept prisoners in the dark about the predicted devastation 
of Hurricane Katrina, prohibiting phone calls beginning August 26.74 By the 
time the storm hit New Orleans three days later, all prisoners were on 
lockdown. Soon after the hurricane made landfall, OPP lost power. By the 
time the levees broke, the jail was overfilled with nearly eight thousand 
people who had been abandoned to the flood. They had to cope with the 
rising waters in the dark. One OPP survivor recalled, “Time continue to 
pass by, water still rising. No food for us to eat. Finally, a female deputy 
came by; we shouted to her about our conditions. She then replied there’s 
nothing we can do because there’s water everywhere and she left. At this 
point water had risen to at least 4 ft deep. I thought for sure I would never 
see freedom again.”75 Floodwaters that were so toxic that they stripped cars 
of their paint filled the OPP complex from six to ten feet.76 To avoid dehy-
dration in the late summer heat, prisoners drank the contaminated water 
that trapped them.77

Not only did the toxic waters threaten OPP prisoners’ lives but the denial 
of medical care also had disastrous impacts on their health. More than half 
the people locked up at the time of the storm required regular medication. 
The lack of medication was especially severe for the many HIV-positive 
prisoners in the jail who relied on a highly regimented and time-sensitive 
drug regimen. Going without their antiviral medication for even a day or 
two had the potential to render their drug treatment irreversibly ineffec
tive. One HIV-positive prisoner’s T-cells dropped to their lowest-ever lev-
els. Two of the ten pregnant women in OPP suffered miscarriages during 
the storm.78 Children became sick from the contaminated water, with 
one boy reporting that his feet “turned all white, with mildew and sores on 
them. I was throwing up blood.”79

Prisoners rapidly realized that no one was going to save them except 
themselves. Numerous deputies abandoned their posts in the flooded jail. 
The job walk-offs became so widespread that the associate warden turned 
the jail’s carceral capacities on its staff: he began locking deputies on the 
floors they were working to keep them from quitting.80 To stay above the 
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water, prisoners scrambled onto top bunks when they could, scaled walls 
to the jail’s roof, and swam through the waters to higher floors. One 
wheelchair-bound prisoner remembers being abandoned by deputies to the 
point that he “actually drowned” until “a guy on the tier knew CPR and 
brought me back to life.”81 Prisoners broke windows to let in more air and 
attempted to signal to helicopters for help by setting fires and waving signs 
outside OPP’s windows that read, “Help, no food dying.”82

Other prisoners sought to escape this nightmare. In the Templeton III 
building, people worked together for twelve hours with a basketball hoop 
“to try to make a hole out of the building. Eventually the detainees man-
aged to create a hole that was barely large enough for some of the smaller 
prisoners to wiggle through.”83 Although it is not known how many prison-
ers escaped for their lives, there are multiple corroborated reports that 
sniper shots were fired at escapees. It was later reported that the bullets 
were rubber, but they still had the power to knock people down into the 
floodwaters.84

Escapees were not the only prisoners targeted with violence. At one point, 
the decision was made to move prisoners from one section of the jail to an-
other. The sheriff’s antiriot Special Investigation Division (SID) was called 
on for this task. Its members arrived with mace, riot batons, and beanbag-
loaded shotguns. In response to prisoners’ requests for food and water and 
information about evacuating, SID deputies answered them by “spraying 
mace and shooting beanbag guns demanding silence.” One deputy described 
this action this way: “In a normal circumstance, I would have said it was 
excessive, but under the circumstances we were in, I would say it was ap-
propriate.”85 Deputies similarly hit youth and threatened them with guns 
to their heads in the name of keeping order.86

Relief did not come even after the state finally evacuated OPP. After days 
of tortuous conditions, DPSC personnel arrived in riot gear and commanded 
prisoners’ evacuation using pepper spray, tasers, and rubber-bullet guns. 
Prisoners recount that they were instructed to leave behind all their belong-
ings, including medications and legal paperwork. It took at least three days 
for all the prisoners to be evacuated from the jail. As the prisoners waited 
for rescue boats in floodwaters for up to twelve hours, DPSC guards threat-
ened those who had difficulty keeping their heads above the water—stating 
that if the prisoners did not learn to swim, “they had a body bag with [their] 
name on it.”87 As people were evacuated, they were brought to the Broad 
Street overpass, which the state had essentially turned into an open-air 
prison. While OPP survivors waited for transportation out of the city to 
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another jail or state prison, the DPSC guards and remaining OPP deputies 
forced them into a slave ship configuration. One survivor related that as 
soon as they arrived at the overpass, “The guards were then placing us in 
rows. Each row were back to back and the next row were the same. This 
was going on all through the night. We had to sleep sitting up.”88 When in-
carcerated survivors attempted to stretch or stand up, corrections officers 
pepper sprayed, tasered, or sicced police dogs on them. Prisoners repeat-
edly collapsed from sunstroke and dehydration.89 The metalanguage of in-
carceration, race, and class ensured that imprisoned women were not 
offered even the slightest forms of paternalistic gendered protection from 
guards.90 A female prisoner attested that the deputies “made us urinate and 
make bowel movements in our clothes where we sat. It was inhumane, hu-
miliating, and also degrading. I and other females we on our ministration 
[sic] and had no sanitary napkins to change our old ones. We wore what we 
had on for 3 days. Some of us had ministral [sic] blood all over us. The SID 
and SWAT team called us ‘crackheads,’ ‘whore,’ ‘bitches’ and all sorts of 
other names.”91

The abuse and violence leveled against OPP survivors within the jail and 
on the overpass were legitimized by elected officials and popular media 
alike. Their status as already imprisoned individuals often served as evi-
dence of their innate criminality and thus savagery. Whereas initial reports 
framed the state’s management and evacuation of the flooded jail as an “un-
believably orderly” process, OPP survivors were depicted as chaotic and 
violent.92 New Orleans city councilman Oliver Thomas told media that pris-
oners were rioting and had taken hostages.93 In contrast, DPSC staff were 
lauded as heroic “cavalry.”94 Together such baseless reports reified the long-
standing narrative that the violence of OPP was rooted in the violent na-
ture of prisoners rather than the disposability characterizing the New 
Orleans punishment regime.

When OPP survivors were bused out of New Orleans, they left public view 
but continued to be trapped in deplorable penal conditions. The DPSC sent 
women prisoners to Angola, whereas youth were reimprisoned at the Jet-
son Center for Youth.95 At first the state sent men to the Elayn Hunt Cor-
rectional Center. At Hunt, thousands of OPP survivors were confined in a 
muddy field. One prisoner described the conditions at Hunt as “like a con-
centration camp.”96 On the rare occasion when guards delivered food to the 
field, “they took bags with one or two sandwiches and threw them over a 
barbed wire fence, and you had to fight for it like dogs.”97 The lack of food 
was matched by the lack of medical care. Prisoners continued to go with-
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out crucial medications, and no one at Hunt assessed OPP survivors’ medi-
cal needs, even though they had spent days in toxic water, and many had 
visible sores, rashes, peeling skin, and other abrasions.98

Prison staff coupled their violent negligence with physical and verbal ag-
gression. It is unsurprising that when they had little food, nothing to do, 
and had suffered through a week of traumatic events and uncertainty about 
their future, OPP survivors began fighting. Fights over food and turf oc-
curred alongside sexual assaults. As one OPP survivor remembers, guards 
watching the fights commented, “They are a bunch of animals; let them kill 
themselves. They are from New Orleans.”99 In one widely recalled incident, 
a man who had been stabbed in the face went to the guards standing out-
side the fenced-in field for help. Instead of taking him to medical care, the 
guards shot rubber bullets at his abdomen.100

Violence against OPP survivors was not unique to Hunt. Parish officials 
in northwest Louisiana opened Bossier Parish Maximum Security Jail ahead 
of schedule to imprison OPP evacuees. At Bossier, OPP survivors were barely 
fed and routinely beaten. One man recalls that after he informed prison 
guards that his release date had passed, a guard “pepper sprayed me through 
the food slot in his cell.” Later a group of guards returned to his cell to beat 
and taser him—peppering the beatings with racist slurs.101 Similarly sadis-
tic guard behavior was documented at the Jena Correctional Facility. The 
state reopened Jena, the youth jail at Tallulah that had been shut down by 
the Juvenile Justice Project of Louisiana (JJPL) a few years prior, to incar-
cerate evacuated prisoners. Jena was staffed by DPSC correctional officers 
and by guards from New York City’s Rikers Island. At one point, white 
guards forced Black prisoners to engage in an act reminiscent of the sexual-
racial torture inflicted on prisoners at Abu Ghraib.102 Prisoners recounted 
to legal advocates that guards instructed them to line up in parallel lines, 
place their hands on their head, and “press their groin against the buttocks 
of the detainee in front of them,” while a guard taunted them by saying, 
“Hard dicks to soft ass! I know y’all are getting hard because I am.”103

OPP survivors were left locked up, forgotten in jails and prisons scat-
tered across Louisiana and beyond, with the state showing little to no re-
gard for their release. Everywhere OPP survivors found that their time 
served grew from one month to three months to six months and longer—
with some people locked up for more than a year after OPP flooded. Thou-
sands of individuals served these extended sentences, which were termed 
“Katrina Time.” Some people were locked up well beyond their release dates, 
whereas others spent much, much longer behind bars than the maximum 
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sentence limit for crimes for which they had not even been formally 
charged.104 At least one woman died while still imprisoned after her release 
date.105

A confluence of long-standing problems embedded within the criminal 
legal system, along with Louisiana officials’ indifference to OPP survivors’ 
cases, produced a de facto suspension of habeas corpus.106 The state’s shuf-
fling of prisoners here and there made it extraordinarily difficult for family 
and friends to track them down. Given people’s mass displacement from 
New Orleans, OPP survivors had few avenues for finding their loved ones 
and letting them know where they were incarcerated. Moreover, the already 
inadequate Orleans Parish public defender’s office was shattered, leaving 
six lawyers responsible for more than five thousand cases.107

In keeping with the federal government’s neoliberal abdication of the re-
sponsibility for rebuilding homes to young, unskilled volunteers, the bulk 
of the critical work of tracking down OPP survivors and determining the 
status of their cases was done by nonprofit organizations such as the Loui-
siana Capital Assistance Center and law school volunteers. Rather than the 
state guaranteeing OPP survivors’ right to counsel and a fair and speedy 
trial, the Louisiana legislature passed a bill during a Katrina special session 
that barred “lawsuits by people kept in prison past their release dates.”108 
Not until January 2006 did Judge Calvin Johnson finally give DAs a dead-
line for charging OPP survivors and order that people who had already 
served their full sentences be released.109 In October 2006, some prisoners 
were still languishing in Louisiana’s extensive network of jails and prisons 
who had yet to see counsel and were only released on a judge’s order.

Emergent Organizing for a Just Reconstruction

Within days of the levee breaks, racial justice activists started strategizing 
about what could be done. Looking back, it may seem that what happened 
in those first days and in the coming weeks and months was straightfor-
ward, even predictable. But at the time hardly anything was clear. The 
death toll first predicted for the city was in the thousands. Evelyn Lynn, 
who had recently moved to New Orleans to work with the JJPL, recalls, 
“The experts were saying that New Orleans was going to be flooded for 
years to come. People were saying that folks could never move back to the 
city, and none of us really knew what to make of what.”110 For those who 
managed to get back in the city by faking press passes or sneaking past 
the National Guard, it was crystal clear that the state’s disaster gover-
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nance strategy pivoted on racist criminalization. The National Guard pa-
trolled the streets as an occupying army, a citywide curfew was instituted, 
and military-style helicopters were ever present in the sky. The NOPD ar-
rested people for committing offenses such as littering even as the city 
was covered in debris.111

With New Orleans’s future in grave doubt, people shared a sense of ur-
gency that something needed to be done. In the words of Xochitl Bervera, 
“The criminalization of particularly Black poor people in New Orleans . . . ​
was such a big part of what created the need for a response.”112 Relation-
ships built over the preceding years between local and national activists 
proved vital for the development of an organizing response to Hurricane 
Katrina. When New Orleans CR organizer Tamika Middleton was waylaid 
by the storm, a New York-based CR organizer, kai lumumba barrow, sprang 
into action. A Black feminist veteran of antiprison and antipolicing 
organizing, barrow saw responding to Katrina as a principled political ob-
ligation “because this was, in my estimation, the worst disaster Black folks 
have experienced since slavery.”113 She coordinated a conference call for 
New Orleans and national CR activists to strategize an abolitionist response 
to the storm.114 During this call, CR “decided we wanted to intervene, and 
we started building up organizing nationally around the three R’s: relief, 
recovery, rebuilding.”115

Local and national Black Leftist organizers began framing post-Katrina 
struggles within an expansive internationalist framework of Reconstruction 
and radical human rights.116 This move was both pragmatic and visionary. 
On one hand, organizers were looking for legal and political structures for 
redress that went beyond the Bush administration, which had already 
proven its disregard for Black suffering. On the other hand, grassroots ac-
tivists sought not to solely respond to the storm from a place of defense but 
rather from a place of movement-building that took aim at transforming the 
root causes that produced the disaster of Katrina.

In doing so, activists unequivocally placed the Hurricane Katrina social 
movement response in the lineage of the internationalist Black radical tra-
dition. Social movement leaders began naming the post-Katrina period as 
the “Third Reconstruction for the Gulf South,” a period in which the US 
nation-state should be pressured to finally fulfill the promises and obliga-
tions to Black southerners that were never fully realized during Black Re-
construction or the mid-twentieth-century Black freedom movement.117 In 
racial justice organizations and spaces, the terminology of reconstruction 
effortlessly replaced the more sanitized state discourse of “recovery” and 
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“rebuilding.” By framing Hurricane Katrina in terms of human rights rather 
than civil rights, organizers intentionally hearkened back to the Black 
human rights tradition embodied by figures such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Wil-
liam Patterson, and Paul Robeson who through the Civil Rights Congress 
famously turned to the United Nations for redress against the US govern-
ment’s anti-Black racism in their petition, We Charge Genocide.118

Over the next several years, visits to and from the UN to testify on the 
post-Katrina injustices of housing, labor, education, reproductive justice, 
and policing would become commonplace among local activists seeking 
global solidarity.119 The right of return became grassroots activists’ rally-
ing cry—explicitly linking the displacement of Black New Orleanians and 
Gulf Coast residents to the struggles of displaced Palestinians by highlight-
ing how Katrina survivors, like Palestinians, were thrown off their land by 
militarized forces to ethnically cleanse a geographic area for new settlers: 
this cast the plight of the Black South with those of the Global South. The 
human rights categorization of internally displaced persons became one of 
the primary tools that organizers used to agitate for people’s right to come 
and stay home.120

Although Black Marxists primarily affiliated with Community Labor 
United and the People’s Hurricane Relief Fund were the initial champions 
of the reconstruction framework, New Orleans activists had also articulated 
racial justice activism through human rights prior to Katrina.121 The New 
Orleans environmental justice organization Advocates for Environmental 
Human Rights positioned their work in a human rights paradigm, while pre-
vious campaigns around immigrant detainees in OPP were led by Amnesty 
International and Human Rights Watch. Moreover, the work of the New 
Orleans chapter of INCITE! resonated with an internationalist human 
rights framework, making connections between gender-based interper-
sonal violence and state violence at home and abroad. The Southern Cen-
ter for Human Rights and the US Human Rights Network, both antiracist 
organizations based in Atlanta, offered regional support to local organizers. 
Even when not explicitly named as such, human rights in the Black radical 
tradition permeated post-Katrina struggles.

Initially it was the brutal neglect at OPP and the extended incarceration 
of people doing Katrina Time that opened new avenues for political en-
gagement. After antideath penalty advocates with the Louisiana Crisis As-
sistance Center (LCAC)122 won a moratorium on the death penalty, they 
redirected their staff capacity to tracking down OPP survivors lost in Loui-
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siana’s prisons and jails. Ursula Price, who was working as an investigator 
for LCAC at the time, remembers that this decision was made after the 
organization realized that if “we had a few clients in OPP and it took us 
weeks to locate them,” how long was it taking for “those thousands of other 
people?”123 LCAC investigators interviewed more than two thousand sur-
vivors about their experiences and to collect information for their habeas 
petitions.124 Thousands of other OPP survivors were interviewed by people 
doing similar projects with the Southern Center for Human Rights, the Lou-
isiana Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers, and the ACLU National 
Prison Project.

Advocates with JJPL similarly focused their work on those imprisoned 
in the penal system doing Katrina Time. To support families in reconnect-
ing with their incarcerated children, Friends and Families of Louisiana’s In-
carcerated Children and JJPL staff went to evacuation shelters and offered 
their help to parents trying to track down their kids. In shelter after shel-
ter, when JJPL staff would ask over the loudspeaker whether anyone was a 
parent or a loved one of someone in a juvenile prison, dozens of people 
would come up to them looking for both children and adults who had been 
in OPP. As the stories of people being left to drown in OPP snowballed, 
several JJPL staff felt called to confront the adult penal system and began 
internally discussing how to best move that work forward.125

CR activists became alerted to what was happening at OPP through their 
relationships and conversations with JJPL staff.126 These organizers decided 
that their Katrina campaign would focus on gaining amnesty, release, and 
the complete expungement of people’s records for “Prisoners of Katrina”—the 
people abandoned in OPP and those arrested for “trying to take care of 
themselves and their loved ones,” what the state defined as “looting.”127 As 
CR organizer Middleton put it, “When you got into it, it was the only logical 
step. . . . ​What would be the thing you would ask for that’s less than this 
when you consider all the things that [jailed and criminalized people] ex-
perienced?”128 The amnesty campaign would “push, push, push this con-
versation around what happened to folks in OPP.”129 For barrow, the call 
for amnesty would “raise questions around the PIC [prison industrial com-
plex] as a whole and the ways it impacts Black bodies specifically and also 
to raise it to a human rights issue.”130 CR organizers demanded that every
one doing Katrina Time deserved unconditional freedom. This campaign 
would both push an abolitionist edge in local criminal justice organizing 
and be an anchor for the rebuilding the New Orleans’s CR chapter.
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As local activists sorted out the contours of post-Katrina organizing 
around the criminal legal system, Community Labor United and the People’s 
Hurricane Relief Fund organized a strategy meeting at the historic Black 
freedom Penn Center in South Carolina to develop a people’s reconstruc-
tion program. An outcome of this meeting was the creation of working 
groups ranging from one on labor that focused on building Black–Brown 
worker unity to a criminal justice working group for which the problem of 
the jail took center stage. Staff from CR and JJPL talked about the infor-
mation they had gathered about the jail and OPP survivors. In this meeting 
Lynn first connected with veteran New Orleans organizer Althea Francois 
who was working with the Southern Center for Human Rights in Atlanta 
and was trying to get her own daughter, an OPP survivor, out of jail. Al-
though the criminal justice working group fizzled out, the development of 
such relationships would prove vital for future organizing.131

In October  2005, New Orleans activists and advocates held a press 
conference outside the still-empty jail to publicly testify about the racial 
violence enacted against criminalized survivors during the storm. The 
press conference was the first in a long line of events using truth-telling to 
disrupt the dominant law-and-order state narrative and make demands 
for systemic change. Together CR, JPPL, ACLU, the People’s Hurricane 
Relief Fund, Friends and Families of Louisiana’s Incarcerated Children, the 
NAACP Legal Defense Fund, and Human Rights Watch publicly recounted 
for the first time the dangers the state had exposed incarcerated individuals 
to at OPP: the abandonment by guards, the lack of food and water, the 
contaminated floodwaters. In contrast to the official narrative, which main-
tained that the flooding of the jail was unavoidable, organizers asserted 
that Gusman was squarely to blame in his failure to make an evacuation 
plan.132 Joe Cook of the ACLU disputed Gusman’s narrative that no one had 
died as he had been told that a deputy “found three dead bodies in the 
jail,” and there were still 327 people missing from the official list of evacu-
ated prisoners.133

Organizers foregrounded the stories of mothers of OPP survivors. One 
woman shared that she had no knowledge of her son’s whereabouts until 
three weeks after the storm, and it was still unclear when he would be re-
leased and they would be reunited. Althea Francois recounted that her 
daughter was arrested immediately before the storm, but because the bail 
bond companies were already shuttered, she could not be bailed out before 
the hurricane (figure 4.1). In a firm and quiet outrage, Francois shared the 
thoughts running through her head during and after the storm:
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Is she safe? Is she even alive? Do they have food or water? Is she 
dry? Was she evacuated? How? Where to? . . . ​Two weeks pass. I am 
frantic. I am becoming ill. I continue to tell her eight-year-old daughter 
and her four-year-old son that their mother is safe and we will find 
her. I finally learned by constantly asking anybody and anyone until 
someone’s aunt who was employed at OPP [told me] that the women 
were moved to Angola. My heart sinks. I was allowed to pay her bond 
two weeks ago, maybe three weeks ago. And she’s still in Camp F. It’s 
been over a month and a half, and she is very ill, sleeping on the 
floor. There’s so many, there are thousands of other people being held, 
I know illegally, who have no one out here, whose family member 
may not even know where they are right now, let alone to pull through 
trying to traverse this system.134

Francois refused to exceptionalize her family’s trials and tribulations. Rather 
she shared her story to illuminate the vicious harm that the state was 

FIGURE 4.1 ​Althea Francois speaking at Katrina OPP Press Conference holding a 
photo of her daughter trapped in the system doing “Katrina Time,” October 12, 
2005. Still from I Won’t Drown on That Levee and You Ain’t Gonna Break My Back, 
directed by Ashley Hunt. Courtesy of Ashley Hunt.
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afflicting on thousands of incarcerated people and families. If Francois, a 
savvy organizer with access to legal resources, had this much difficulty get-
ting her child out of jail, how difficult must it be for the families scattered 
across the nation with little to no resources?

Although organizers focused the October 2005 press conference on the 
atrocities directly tied to the federal flood, they refused to single out these 
catastrophes as due solely to Hurricane Katrina. As Tamika Middleton pro-
claimed, “Katrina’s aftermath reflects the way we as a nation increasingly 
deal with social ills. Police and imprison primarily poor Black communi-
ties for crimes that are reflections of poverty and desperation.” According 
to Middleton, that the first new construction after Katrina was a jail made 
clear that the roots of the problem were in the state’s carceral logic of “law-
and-order first. Meeting needs and saving lives last.”135 Xochitl Bervera ex-
plained, “We’ve heard it said if we just keep Black folks out, if we keep 
poor folks out of this city, somehow public safety will increase. We want to 
say very publicly that is not what public safety is about.”136 Just as public 
safety did not improve with the growth of OPP, nor would it improve with 
the displacement of Black working-class and poor New Orleanians. As Ber-
vera declared, what was needed now was “full community involvement and 
total reconstruction of what we know as a public safety system.”137

Although the media barely registered that this press conference, it rat-
tled Sheriff Gusman.138 According to Lynn, “he came out and started scream-
ing at us . . . ​he kept calling us liars because we said that people were 
missing.”139 But when organizers tried to confront him, he tried to run away. 
As Middleton recounts, “Here is this ten-foot-high watermark and there’s 
the sheriff running away. Refusing to face accountability.”140 It was only the 
beginning of New Orleans organizers taking on the power of the sheriff in 
their fight to undo the city’s punishment regime.

After the press conference, CR organizers focused their efforts on mak-
ing the amnesty campaign a reality. With Middleton stretched in her respon-
sibilities as the CR southern regional coordinator, kai barrow came to New 
Orleans to get the amnesty campaign and chapter rebuilding off the ground. 
With a big-tent approach to organizing, barrow brought together both 
local New Orleanians and the influx of activist volunteers looking to con-
tribute to the just reconstruction of New Orleans. CR members and legal 
volunteers helped build case studies of people doing Katrina Time, while 
barrow worked with a ragtag group of activists to mobilize faith communi-
ties to call on the city and state for amnesty.141 To heighten public demands 
for amnesty, CR held a weekend of events called “Amnesty for Prisoners of 
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Katrina: A Weekend of Reconciliation and Respect for Human Rights” 
in December 2006. The weekend included workshops, a public lecture in 
support of amnesty by abolitionist-scholar Angela Davis, and an interfaith 
pray-in on Sunday.142

Even though the weekend of events had strong turnout and widespread 
media coverage and it drew more people to the local CR chapter, it did not 
move state and city officials as organizers hoped it would. But that does 
not mean it did not have lasting impacts. Through this organizing, Criti-
cal Resistance developed abolitionist organizing infrastructures that 
challenged disaster racism. It helped popularize an antiracist critique of 
the state’s response to criminalized people. By refusing to leave anyone 
behind in the narrow demarcations of “guilty” and “innocent,” CR demon-
strated the hollowness of rendering some people and not others as deserving 
of freedom. Moreover, grassroots activists critically connected the dots be-
tween the extraordinary racial state violence enacted in the wake of Hurri-
cane Katrina and the everyday crisis of criminalization confronting Black 
New Orleanians. This political analysis and sensibility would critically in-
fuse the pivotal struggle to shrink OPP when FEMA granted millions to 
renovate and rebuild the jail over the next few years.

The hurricane was never the primary disaster that hit New Orleans. Instead, 
the neoliberal state’s turn to organized abandonment and racial criminal-
ization was the disaster. The fortification of punitive infrastructures over 
preceding decades in tandem with disinvestments in socialized caring in-
frastructures ensured that, rather than being saved, the people of New Or-
leans were sacrificed in the name of law-and-order. Yet amid these carceral 
crises, grassroots organizers forged other visions.

They imagined what a reconstructed New Orleans could be—a city that 
did not revolve around the jailing and policing of its residents but a place 
where no one was made disposable. Over the next several years, community 
organizers would take these lessons developed in the storm’s immediate 
aftermath and push to transform the city’s criminal legal system, includ-
ing by taking on one of the linchpins of the Louisiana punishment regime, 
the OPP.



5	 Reconstructing the New Orleans Criminal Legal 
System in the Wake of Hurricane Katrina

In the post-Katrina world in this city, everything that could go wrong 
was going wrong and it wasn’t hard to find people who had been 
impacted one way or the other, either by the police department or either 
by the jail. Our job [at Safe Streets/Strong Communities] was to reach 
out to those families, collectivize their stories, and train them to take 
on these leadership roles to start being advocates for themselves.

—Norris Henderson

Crises can give you opportunities that you wouldn’t normally have,  
but you have to be ready for them.

—Ursula Price

On the afternoon of February 3, 2011, more than one hundred Orleans Par-
ish Prison Reform Coalition (OPPRC) members and supporters filled New 
Orleans City Council chambers to demand that the city council impose a 
cap on OPP’s size. A buzz was in the air as activists holding signs that read 
“1438 CAP” and “decomission now” opposed Sheriff Gusman’s proposal 
to leverage millions in FEMA funds to expand the jail closer to its pre-
Katrina size. During the public comment period, speakers implored the 
council to back the proposed jail cap of 1,438 beds instead, arguing that 
reinvesting in jail expansion would repeat the racist punitive practices that 
had created everyday crises for New Orleanians long before the levees broke. 
The city council aligned with OPPRC over Gusman and voted in favor of 
the bed cap, which meant that by 2012, OPP would have less than half the 
beds it did in 2010: this would represent an 80 percent cut to the jail’s total 
size since Hurricane Katrina. It was a victory that was the result of years of 
organizing to undo the carceral logics that had dominated decades of New 
Orleans governance.

How antiracist community organizers achieved this feat is the question 
at the heart of this chapter. This examination of how the severe crises af-
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fecting the criminal legal system was leveraged to scale back carceral 
power shows how acute crises can be turned into political opportunities 
for undoing the carceral state. Community activists started new grass-
roots organizations, reanimated coalitions, and won victories in campaigns 
that seemed impossible to even dream about before the storm. Guiding 
this grassroots activism was the theory of change that meaningful trans-
formation of the New Orleans punishment regime required the people di-
rectly harmed by the criminal legal system to be at the forefront of 
organizing.

This period of anticarceral community organizing can be demarcated 
into two interconnected phases of post-Katrina activism.1 The first phase 
(2005–2008) was centered on pushing for immediate reforms to the public 
defender office and the NOPD in tandem with long-haul organizing against 
the violence of OPP. Although many local and national groups were involved 
in this activism, Safe Streets/Strong Communities, colloquially referred to 
as “Safe Streets,” facilitated much of the organizing. Through grassroots re-
search, base-building, campaign organizing, and media work, Safe Streets 
organized, in the words of Evelyn Lynn, “to change conditions and to cre-
ate a better future and world for people’s families and communities.”2 Out 
of this organizing came the overhaul of the New Orleans indigent defense 
system, the creation of the Office of the Independent Police Monitor, and a 
new popular narrative about the harms of the New Orleans criminal legal 
system.

The second phase of this activism (2008–2013) coalesced around the re-
building of Orleans Parish Prison. Although Gusman was able to reopen 
OPP less than two months after the storm, the damages it incurred from 
the federal flood meant that it lost thousands of beds of jailing capacity. 
With premature deaths continuing to occur within the jail and FEMA poised 
to grant millions of dollars to rebuild OPP, community activists reanimated 
the Orleans Parish Prison Reform Coalition (OPPRC) to end routinized jail 
violence and to contest Gusman’s proposal to expand the jail. OPPRC built 
a citywide campaign for a smaller jail that highlighted the inhumanity of 
the jail and the perverse financial incentives of the per diem system first 
crafted under the Hayes Williams federal court order. In early 2011, the city 
council placed a cap of 1,438 jail beds on the rebuilt OPP—almost six thou-
sand fewer beds than OPP’s pre-storm capacity. Although Sheriff Gusman 
never stopped agitating to expand the jail, OPPRC shifted the conversation 
in ways that continue to reverberate to this day.
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Transforming the System: Safe Streets/Strong Communities

Founding Safe Streets/Strong Communities

In the first months after Hurricane Katrina, right at the beginning of New 
Orleans’s rebuilding process, the sentiment that the criminal justice system 
was in crisis was shared across the political spectrum. However, there was 
no agreement on how the system should be reformed: three trajectories were 
advocated. City government officials such as Mayor Nagin, the NOPD lead-
ership, and Sheriff Gusman urged the expansion of carceral infrastructures 
through deploying the Louisiana State Police and National Guard indef
initely, intensifying crackdowns on migrant workers, and rebuilding OPP 
as quickly and as largely as possible. They claimed not only that law-and-
order was necessary for recovery but also that this crisis was an opportu-
nity to banish the so-called criminal element from New Orleans for good. 
The second path forward advocated by many city council members, good 
government groups, and other liberal elites was that the New Orleans 
criminal justice system was broken, and now was the time to modernize 
the system to bring it more in line with other cities. Those holding this 
position advocated for moderate reforms such as creating a day reporting 
center—a non-residential “supervision and treatment program” as an al-
ternative to incarceration centers—as well as adequately funding indigent 
defense and improving conditions in adult and youth jails.3 Grassroots 
organizations such as the Juvenile Justice Project of Louisiana (JJPL), Crit-
ical Resistance, and the nascent Safe Streets/Strong Communities adopted 
a third position. This was a critical moment to push for transformative re-
forms to the criminal legal system as a strategy of dismantling the sys-
temic racism and classism that produced the Katrina crisis. This approach 
involved not only fighting back against law-and-order interventions but 
also being proactive in organizing for the creation of new policies and 
institutions.

A cluster of JJPL staff members—Evelyn Lynn, Jack Cassidy,4 Barry Ger-
harz, and Norris Henderson (who had started working at JJPL not long 
after his release from Angola in 2003)—received the blessing of JJPL’s ex-
ecutive director to spin off a new organization to focus on the adult system.5 
Thus was born Safe Streets/Strong Communities in late 2005 to leverage the 
crisis of Hurricane Katrina as an opportunity to “reconstruct a public safety 
system that creates safe streets and strong communities for everyone, re-
gardless of race or economic status.” 6 Through foregrounding the role of 
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anti-Black racism and economic precarity in producing the injustices of the 
criminal legal system, Safe Streets organized to undo the violence and cor-
ruption of the New Orleans punishment regime. Wearing bright-orange 
shirts and known for their fearless truth-telling, Safe Streets’ staff and 
members were a force to be reckoned with.

Safe Streets was based on the JJPL model of combining policy, legal, 
media, and grassroots organizing to induce change at the roots of over-
incarceration and policing.7 Safe Streets organizers, in the words of Xochitl 
Bervera, realized that “because everything’s shut down there’s an opportu-
nity to overhaul it all. If Katrina wiped it out, then we could step in, and, in 
a different way, shift the rebuilding.”8 Although at times the campaigns of 
Safe Streets dove-tailed with more liberal positions, the organization was 
clear that their ultimate goal was total transformation of the New Orleans 
criminal legal system and a radical redefinition of what constituted public 
safety achieved through a grassroots people-powered movement. Safe 
Streets built the organization around three campaigns: completely over-
hauling the indigent defense system, attaining greater police accountabil-
ity around abuse and corruption, and downsizing the jail.9 These three 
priorities were identified because of their potential power to address 
Katrina-related punitive state racial violence and to reform the root prob
lems in the criminal legal system that created a lack of safety for Black and 
working-class New Orleans communities. In the words of Evelyn Lynn, “We 
saw campaigns as a way to organize and mobilize people in order to do that 
leadership development work and in order to provide an opportunity to con-
front targets and change the system.”10

Shepherding these campaigns required staffing and financial resources. 
Some individuals easily made the transition from JJPL to Safe Streets, as-
suming similar roles. But as Norris Henderson remembers, “The question 
remained, ‘Who’s gonna run it?’ I was drafted to be the director, and I was 
like, I don’t know. I hadn’t been home that long, and even though I had lead-
ership skills and management skills from inside, this was something differ
ent. It had a real budget, a real staff. So, we went with a codirector model 
with me and Xochitl Bervera [of FFLIC] becoming co-directors.”11 Xochitl 
Bervera had gained valuable experience in the campaign to shut down the 
Tallulah youth prison. Henderson had just received a Soros Justice Fellow-
ship to launch the organization, Voice of the Ex-Offender (VOTE), to con-
tinue the aims of the Angola Special Civics Project by organizing formerly 
incarcerated people. The Soros Foundation agreed to move the fellowship 
funding to Safe Streets to help it get off the ground.12 Ursula Price had also 
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recently received a Soros Fellowship to organize around OPP, which was 
also brought under the Safe Streets banner.13 Althea Francois became in-
volved with Safe Streets while still a staff member of the Southern Center 
for Human Rights (SCHR) but was soon hired as a Safe Streets organizer. In 
2006, Bervera left New Orleans, and Cielo Cruz, who had been organizing 
against the criminalization of immigrant reconstruction workers, replaced 
her as associate director. Member-leader Robert Goodman would join the 
team as another community organizer. Taking over a small nook of four of-
fices and a couch in the same building that housed JJPL and Friends and 
Families of Louisiana’s Incarcerated Children in the hyper-policed Central 
City neighborhood, Safe Streets got to work.

Overhauling Indigent Defense

Safe Streets began by rolling out an indigent defense campaign. Though the 
jail initially captured the organizers’ attention, they knew that squaring 
off against the sheriff would be challenging. Focusing on indigent defense 
targeted the problem of inadequate counsel that contributed to Katrina 
Time. For years, legal advocates had identified the need to reform indigent 
defense. Through their relationships with criminal defense attorneys, 
Safe Streets organizers realized that there were lawyers primed and ready 
to overhaul the indigent defense board structure and staff. As Xochitl Ber-
vera recalls, “The idea of flipping the [indigent defense] board, of getting 
folks out who had been negligent in their duties and getting our folks to 
take it over became clear as a good possibility of what was winnable at 
the time.”14

Like many US cities, indigent defense in Orleans Parish was severely un-
derfunded. Although district attorneys received significant state and par-
ish funding, indigent defense received only $7.5 million a year of state funds 
to be split equally among each of the state’s forty-one indigent defense of-
fices. Traffic tickets and fines and fees for municipal offenses primarily 
funded public defense. This paltry funding strategy ensured that indigent 
defense in Orleans Parish, where extensive policing and prosecution were 
the norm, was underfunded and that the dollars funding indigent defense 
disproportionally came from the pockets of Black New Orleanians targeted 
by racial profiling in traffic stops and everyday arrests.15

Through conversations with people doing Katrina Time, organizers 
learned that problems with indigent defense went beyond a lack of fund-
ing. To build support for indigent defense reform, Safe Streets and SCHR 
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partnered to release joint reports that centered incarcerated people’s sto-
ries, differing from previous efforts that primarily viewed the issue as a 
legal problem. Interviews with 102 people confined in OPP during Katrina 
revealed that on average people were incarcerated pretrial for “385 days, 
with the longest wait being 1,289 days and the shortest being 179.”16 Not 
only had none of the indigent defendants seen their Orleans Indigent De-
fense (OID) attorney in the six months since the storm, almost none of them 
had seen their attorney outside the courtroom in the six months prior 
to Hurricane Katrina.17 While attorneys, investigators, and law students 
worked for months pro bono to track down indigent OPP survivors, not one 
OID attorney had sought out a single client after the storm.18

Not only underfunding but also OID policies undermined meaningful de-
fense. On paper OID attorneys worked full time, but because they could 
take on an unlimited number of private cases, in essence the OID program 
was “getting part-time attorneys at full-time pay.”19 This system subsidized 
private-practice defenders with public dollars, and then they showed little 
obligation to indigent clients beyond trying to convince them to hire them 
as private attorneys.20 Evelyn Lynn described the scenario as OID attorneys 
telling clients, “ ‘I have so many cases as a public defender, I can represent 
you, but if you want good representation, you should contract with me and 
my private firm.’ . . . ​So, folks would dole out however many thousands of 
dollars that they could pull together and still get crap defense. There really 
wasn’t a public defender system.”21

Moreover, the Louisiana Indigent Defense Assistance Board had little 
oversight of local indigent defense boards.22 Local district judges appointed 
OID board members based on campaign contributions.23 Lacking any 
enforceable criteria, the OID Board in turn appointed attorneys to the OID 
primarily on the basis of personal relationships. As the SCHR report out-
lined, under this system, “when a judge disliked a particularly active public 
defender, OID Board members would have the public defender re-assigned 
or terminated.”24 Furthermore, the head of the OID Board was Frank De-
Salvo, the lead attorney for the local police union. Safe Streets argued it was 
a conflict of interest for the police officers’ attorney to hold this role.25 As 
Lynn explained, this arrangement encouraged corruption in that DeSalvo 
“was paid to defend abusive and corrupt cops in court and in the media 
and also got to select the lawyers representing clients in the criminal legal 
system. . . . ​Usually he chose his friends to serve as indigent defenders. Even 
when they weren’t his friends, they knew if they provided a rigorous defense 
for their clients, they would be in DeSalvo’s crosshairs.’ ”26
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Safe Streets and SCHR sought to use their reports as one of many means 
of increasing pressure for reform. A few weeks before their release, legal 
advocates successfully petitioned Criminal District judge Arthur Hunter to 
order an investigation of the indigent defense system’s operations. At the 
press conference on the release of their reports, Safe Streets built on this 
win by calling for the resignation of the entire OID board.27 Their reports 
garnered such media attention that three members of the OID Board re-
signed in disgrace within a few days—leaving DeSalvo as the sole remain-
ing board member.28 Media and judges condemned the interrelationship 
among elements of the indigent defense system, DeSalvo’s conflict of inter-
est, and Katrina Time. Times-Picayune columnist James Gill penned an edi-
torial that read, “Louisiana has never met its constitutional obligation to 
provide effective counsel for defendants who can’t afford to pay for it. But 
post-Katrina the poor might as well be living in a police state.”29 Following 
these pressures, DeSalvo resigned from the OID Board.

The resignations of members of the OID Board that Safe Streets had ad-
vocated for had now materialized. Reformist judges appointed a completely 
new indigent defense board while the state allocated $2.8 million for Or-
leans Parish to rebuild the office.30 Safe Streets activists helped attract re-
nowned civil rights attorneys Jon Rapping and Charles Ogletree to help 
rebuild the public defender office. They recruited committed defense attor-
neys and trained them in best practices.31 One of the first policies put in 
place was a prohibition against attorneys taking private clients.32 The New 
Orleans changes provided momentum for reforms at the state level. A co
alition of criminal defense reformers facilitated the passage of legislation 
that ensured greater oversight of indigent defense boards and workload lim-
its for public defenders.33 Although public defense remained woefully un-
derfunded at the state and local level, Safe Streets saw this legislation as a 
step in the right direction for countless poor defendants.

Building their Power: Base Building and Collectivizing Stories

Although the indigent defense campaign was built on policy and media 
strategies, Safe Streets organizers knew that winning meaningful reforms 
to the NOPD and OPP would require building a base. As Cielo Cruz relates, 
“Our theory of change was that the most impacted people are the people 
who need to be in the decision-making seat of transforming systems that 
are oppressing them. A big part of what we were trying to do was work with 
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the membership. The other thing we were trying to do was to try and cre-
ate strategies that toggled between immediate, urgent crises and building 
long-term policy changes and structural change.”34 Building a base—of ac-
tively involved people who had been personally targeted and harmed by the 
criminal legal system or were the loved one of someone who had—was no 
easy task. Rather than using an Alinsky style of community organizing that 
eschewed questions of ideology in favor of building power through trans-
actional tactics, Safe Streets operated from a style of transformative 
organizing.35 They developed their members’ collective analyses of the sys-
temic conditions that overdetermined Black poor and working-class New 
Orleanians as targets of the criminal legal system; the organization then 
trained them in nuts-and-bolts organizing skills to build the people power 
required to wage campaigns that focused on root problems and made ma-
terial improvements in people’s lives. At the same time, members and staff 
developed relationships that deepened their understanding of the systems 
they were up against and their commitments to one another.

Safe Streets approached outreach, the initial work of base-building, from 
multiple angles. In the words of Norris Henderson, their outreach efforts 
were guided by the concept, “We’re looking for people who are looking for 
us.”36 At first, this was a challenge. Evelyn Lynn recalls, “We had a couple 
of trial and errors in doing outreach. We started with handing out fliers. 
But then we had no way to get in contact with folks afterwards. So that was 
a miss. Then we started gathering petitions and postcards so we could both 
engage folks and get their contact information to follow up. But the most 
effective way we were able to engage and recruit folks was through knock-
ing doors and our community survey process.”37 Safe Streets surveyed 
people as they were released from OPP about their experiences with the 
NOPD and OPP. Waiting outside the jail, Safe Streets activists would offer 
cigarettes and their cellphones to people who had just been released while 
explaining that they were collecting information about people’s interac-
tions with the police and experiences in OPP. Through this process, Safe 
Streets connected with more than five hundred people during 2006. Many 
of them ended up coming out to a Safe Streets meeting and joining the 
organization.

Safe Streets conducted even more targeted outreach by identifying people 
who had experienced police or jailing violence. As Henderson recounts, 
“The newspaper would report something, and we would go and find the 
family and invite them to come to a meeting.”38 Safe Streets’ approach of 
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organizing families became a defining characteristic of their base-building 
efforts. As Henderson explains, people got involved as “whole families. 
However big these families were, it was kind of like an expansion.”39 Not 
just nuclear families but also extended families made up much of Safe 
Streets’ membership. As is often the case in community organizing, “mothers 
were galvanizing forces,” often taking the lead in bringing new people 
in  and speaking out against the state violence their loved ones had 
experienced.40

Before long, word about Safe Streets spread. At one of their first mass 
meetings, Xochitl Bervera remembers. “Evelyn called me being like, ‘I don’t 
know what to do. There are already seventy people here! It’s fifteen min-
utes before the meeting starts’ . . . ​The race became how to meet the 
organizing energy.” 41 Local police misconduct attorney Mary Howells, who 
was working with the Madison family around the Danziger Bridge shoot-
ings, brought the Madisons to a Safe Streets meeting, and they became 
member-leaders.42 In addition, word about the organization spread through 
the informal channels of the Louisiana penal system. With Henderson’s rep-
utation from Angola buoying people’s trust in the organization, letters 
poured in from imprisoned people asking Safe Streets to track down their 
families.43

Sometimes the outreach strategies overlapped. One of the people Safe 
Streets connected with through the jail surveys was William Tanner, the 
man who had tried to help Henry Glover and had his car torched by the 
NOPD.44 Not long after Tanner connected with Safe Streets, he showed up 
at the office to see what could be done about the NOPD’s brutality against 
Henry Glover and those who tried to help. Although Tanner’s story seemed 
inconceivable, Henderson assigned Althea Francois “to see if there was 
something we could do. . . . ​Althea took this to heart. And as this thing 
started manifesting itself we realized that we really have a real problem.” 45 
Safe Streets brought Tanner and the Glover family into the fold by support-
ing their individual efforts for legal redress and bringing them into the 
collective work of pushing for NOPD oversight.

Safe Streets’ primary membership came from what Ursula Price described 
as their “natural base,” the two Black neighborhoods in which the city and 
capital had historically disinvested from schools, housing, and jobs and in-
vested instead in policing and incarceration: Central City, the neighbor-
hood with the highest per capita incarceration rate in the city, and River 
Gardens, the HOPE VI redevelopment that replaced the St. Thomas hous-
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ing projects.46 These neighborhoods proved vital for organizing not only 
because of their targeting by law enforcement but also because of their 
history of community organizing against police brutality and the neolib-
eral razing of public housing in the 1990s. Cielo Cruz recounts, “One of the 
things that we were blessed with was that we worked really closely with 
former St.  Thomas resident leadership,” many of whom lived in the few 
public housing units still in River Gardens.47 As Price notes, working with 
the St.  Thomas leadership set the tone as “they were already familiar 
with the ability of organizing to make change.” 48

Through monthly meetings, Safe Streets staff and member-leaders fa-
cilitated members coming together as a collective organization. In addition 
to providing political education and information about current campaigns, 
Safe Streets organizers strove to have members see themselves as one uni-
fied body. One of the challenges was that members fit generally into two 
camps: those who themselves or their family had experienced police vio
lence and those who themselves or their family had experienced OPP 
violence. As Henderson recounts, “In the early stages, it was convincing 
people that they are all in this fight together. Your son could not have ended 
up in jail if he had not had contact with the police. And then the lights start 
coming on. This is something systemic. This is not just an isolated inci-
dent. So your struggle is their struggle and vice versa. . . . ​Initially people 
would say, ‘I thought this meeting was about—’ and then somebody would 
speak up and draw those intersecting lines, and then they started seeing 
it.” 49 As people came to see how their fights, and thus their fates, were 
intricately linked, storytelling became a key strategy for members to build 
relationships, develop collective analyses of power, and begin to heal from 
the trauma of punitive state violence and death.

A feminist ethos of emotional care also shaped the development of their 
membership structure. According to Cruz, an important and painful “part 
of our membership strategy was” recognizing that “the police are creating 
this larger and larger net of people who need to be connected to other people 
who have gone through what they have gone through.”50 Henderson de-
scribes that engaging people emotionally helped them see how their strug
gles were interlinked: “It was easy to organize that core group of people 
because that mother over here who’s crying about losing her son or her son 
being abused. There was another mother, another family member over here, 
feeling the same way. . . . ​They became each others’ shoulder and ear be-
cause they wanted the same thing for each other. They were in struggle . . . ​
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their coming together gave them a space to heal.”51 In valuing people’s 
emotional vulnerability and courage in sharing their stories of punitive state 
violence, Safe Streets created a space for previously disparate people to 
forge powerful bonds and see themselves as part of something larger.

Even though Safe Streets staff appreciated that people felt comfortable 
sharing their stories at member meetings, Henderson notes that they were 
never “collecting stories for the sake of stories but taking those stories and 
empowering people” to use their experiences to push forward systemic 
changes.52 Organizers would ask, “What do you want to do about this? Do 
you want to file a complaint? Do you just want to do a press conference? Or 
do you just want to do nothing you just need to show up at a meeting?”53 
People had a newfound sense of activism after Hurricane Katrina. Lynn re-
calls the sense that people “had just had enough” and that “we deserve 
better here and we’re going to fight for it.”54

Safe Streets also organized members to see themselves as part of a na-
tional movement for racial and economic justice. They brought dozens of 
members to the historic 2007 US Social Forum in Atlanta, where the just 
reconstruction of the Gulf Coast took center stage as a pivotal national strug
gle for Black liberation and against neoliberalism. There they built alli-
ances with the national Right to the City alliance and other grassroots 
organizations. Henderson recalls one powerful moment when members met 
“Amadou Diallo’s mom and they saw that strength and power in her and 
that energized them. . . . ​People were able to connect with other people, not 
just nationally, but internationally who were in different struggles.”55 Al-
though Safe Streets activists always focused on local conditions, they never 
saw their struggles as provincial but as part of a broader movement that 
traversed local and regional scales.

Safe Streets’ campaign work harnessed people’s concerns and complaints 
in a unified direction. Henderson remembers, “Once they were given a tar-
get and realized who could give them what they needed, then [organizing] 
became easy.”56 Bervera relates that after the storm people were also “a little 
less afraid” of coming together and speaking out. Or they “were [more] an-
grier than afraid” and were “more like ‘What the hell do we have to do?’ ”57 
People’s stories of the injustices of the criminal legal system became power
ful tools in their grassroots campaign work. Henderson explains, “People 
really needed to galvanize the limited resources they had to fight back,” and 
what “they had to fight back was them telling these stories.”58 Speaking out 
and naming the reality of police and jail violence before, during, and after 
the storm became one of Safe Streets’ core tactics.
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Campaigning for NOPD Oversight: The Independent Police Monitor

The next campaign that Safe Streets focused on was the creation of an 
independent police monitor (IPM). Even though the atrocities of the Dan-
ziger Bridge shooting and Henry Glover murder heightened the urgency of 
the campaign, Safe Streets also saw the need for a structure that could rein 
in quotidian forms of police violence. The idea for an IPM initially devel-
oped out of a Pennington-era Police-Civilian Task force formed in 2001 after 
an NOPD officer shot an unarmed teen in the Algiers neighborhood. Given 
ongoing police misconduct and the limits of existing police reforms, the Task 
Force proposed the creation of the position of an independent police moni-
tor, but it did not gain traction.59 The institutions that were supposed to pro-
vide police oversight were woefully inadequate. The Office of Municipal 
Investigations (OMI), created following the NOPD’s 1980 killing of Black 
residents in Algiers, was limited to officer-involved shootings and was lo-
cated under the mayor’s purview. The Public Integrity Bureau (PIB), founded 
under Pennington after NOPD officer Len Davis put a hit on Kim Groves after 
she reported him to Internal Affairs, had a broader mandate, but it was 
under the command of the deputy police chief.

Safe Streets contended that the city needed something new. They advo-
cated for the creation of a body with broad authority to investigate NOPD 
complaints and oversee the PIB while being politically independent from 
the NOPD and the mayor. As Jack Cassidy explained, having the IPM be po
litically independent was critical because the NOPD is always the “mayor’s 
police department” and the mayor could not be expected to remain impar-
tial.60 Although Safe Streets considered advocating for an NOPD commu-
nity oversight committee, their research suggested that such bodies tended 
to have little power and were prone to internalizing police narratives over 
time. For Safe Streets, an IPM with subpoena power and dedicated revenue 
could be a powerful site of redress for New Orleanians who had experienced 
police abuse. It could also be a tool for racial justice organizing. For instance, 
at the same time as the IPM campaign, Safe Streets activists generated a 
“dirty cops database.” Between this research and the people power of their 
membership, the organization believed that an IPM would open the door 
for them to campaign for the firing of particularly abusive and corrupt 
NOPD officers.

The need for an IPM was reinforced by staff’s discussions with members. 
Henderson recalls his experience taking a Safe Streets’ member to the PIB 
to file a brutality complaint: “When we pulled up, she wouldn’t get out of 
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the car. I was like, we’d come too far now for you to be quivering. But she 
said the most profound thing . . . ​She said, ‘Man we going to the police on 
the police.’ And it made me realize, really, how systemic this problem was. 
We were going to complain to somebody who was a part of this problem.” 61 
Through this exchange, Henderson more fully recognized the chilling ef-
fect that the NOPD’s killing of Kim Groves still had on people and the im-
portance of an independent body that residents could trust.

The IPM campaign’s first hurdle was the widespread perception in the 
initial months after the storm that, even though NOPD officers fled their 
posts and Superintendent Eddie Compass resigned under the pressure of 
Katrina, overall local law enforcement were heroes. After NOPD officers beat 
a Black sixty-four-year-old retired schoolteacher on Bourbon Street for pub-
lic drunkenness in October 2005, reporters took pains to assert that the 
NOPD could not be held accountable for their actions because of post-
storm stress.62 At the time, if you criticized the cops, “people assumed you 
were fringe.” 63 Even at a mayoral task force meeting on police accountabil-
ity, religious leaders were enraged when Cassidy outlined the historical 
abuses of the NOPD.64 Taking on the unquestioned pro-police ideology by 
revealing the NOPD’s ongoing and everyday violence became a key pillar 
of Safe Streets’ campaign.

Safe Streets saw the national spotlight on New Orleans as the fulcrum 
for shifting public perception about the NOPD. They figured if they could 
get national media to pay attention, local media would follow and pressure 
city officials to take Katrina police violence seriously. Jack Cassidy pitched 
the real story behind the Danziger shootings to CNN and introduced their 
reporters to the Madison family.65 In May 2006, CNN released the first piece 
of journalism on the Danziger shooting that took the words of Lance Madi-
son seriously.66 By the time the Danziger families filed federal lawsuits 
against the NOPD, CNN and NPR had released sympathetic reports, and 
even the Times-Picayune had called into question the NOPD’s credibility.67 
In addition, Safe Streets connected with A. C. Thompson and ProPublica 
about the NOPD’s assassination of Henry Glover and the Danziger shoot-
ings.68 Thompson’s reporting bolstered the IPM campaign and revived the 
Danziger campaign after the legal case was dismissed by state courts.

While Hurricane Katrina gave people a national platform on which to 
testify about the spectacular violence committed by the NOPD, Safe Streets 
organizers were clear that the IPM campaign also needed to highlight the 
police’s everyday abuses. As discussed earlier, during 2006 Safe Streets col-
lected more than five hundred surveys about people’s experiences with the 
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NOPD. In capturing stories about the day-to-day harassment and abuses of 
the NOPD, these surveys sought to dislodge the notion that the police were 
a source of safety and to codify what was well known within Black working-
class and poor communities throughout the city but was disavowed by 
political elites. The categories and checklists of Safe Streets’ surveys pointed 
to the multitude of law enforcement harms, such as racial slurs, public strip 
searches, theft, car damage, and evidence falsification. The survey’s section 
on people’s experiences of physical harm provided seventeen options from 
broken bones to sexual assault and from dog bites to gunshot wounds.

Safe Streets’ surveys operated not only to document state cruelty but 
also to redefine public safety outside punitive logics. They asked the critical 
question of where people wanted the state to direct the $500,000 being 
spent weekly on maintaining National Guard patrols in New Orleans. 
People were asked to indicate which services should be invested in to im-
prove public safety: job development, a living wage, rent control, education, 
public transportation, affordable healthcare, mental health services, play-
grounds, or more police.69 Safe Streets’ survey refused the logics of positivist 
research that reify dominant ideologies and instead wielded the survey 
as a political tool for intervening in the notion that equated public safety 
with policing.

On October 22, 2006, Safe Streets released their survey findings in the 
report Crisis of Confidence with a march protesting police brutality through 
the River Gardens housing complex. The march location called attention to 
the heightened policing that public housing residents experienced in River 
Gardens where the private management company and market-rate residents 
routinely called the police on them for not following white middle-class 
norms.70 Crisis of Confidence asserted that policing was a “crisis that has 
roots long before Hurricane Katrina”71 and focused on the everyday 
forms of police misconduct that rarely elicited public attention. Two-thirds 
of respondents were afraid that they or their loved ones would be harmed 
by the police and feared being harassed for legally gathering in public 
spaces; more than half respondents reported NOPD harassment. The re-
port documented that, although people did not trust the NOPD across ra-
cial lines, 71 percent of Black men reported being harassed by the police, 
with 31  percent experiencing police harassment daily.72 Overwhelmingly, 
respondents described the NOPD as “racist,” “dirty,” and “dangerous.”73

Because the NOPD’s problems could neither be explained away as the 
fault of a few rotten apples nor simply as a product of Katrina, the Safe 
Streets report demanded systemic reforms to the NOPD. Their primary 
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recommendation was the establishment of a fully funded IPM by March 2007. 
Safe Streets also called for the collection of demographic data on stops and 
arrests to document and eradicate racial profiling and an end to broken win
dow policing practices.74 The third recommendation was that the NOPD 
cite rather than arrest people for traffic violations and misdemeanors. More-
over, Crisis of Confidence documented that residents believed that invest-
ments in education and youth opportunities would improve community 
safety. Against Mayor Nagin’s claim that it was imperative to keep the Na-
tional Guard in the city, the report found that most people did not support 
the militarization of the city and would rather state resources be spent 
on reconstruction projects: “housing,” “levees,” and “bringing my people 
home.”75 Crisis in Confidence disrupted the normalization of punitive log-
ics while offering an alternative political imagination of how to instill se-
curity in post-Katrina New Orleans.

Local media described Crisis of Confidence as a wake-up call—a feat for 
any grassroots organization.76 A Times-Picayune editorial asserted that the 
NOPD needed to take seriously “how tainted the department’s image re-
mains among some residents.”77 This positive publicity bolstered Safe 
Streets’ IPM campaign. Yet this reception was not without contradictions. 
Unsurprisingly, media coverage foregrounded the report’s finding that 
people’s distrust of the police made them unwilling to report crime.78 It is 
not unexpected that media would latch onto this piece of the report. The 
script that policing reforms were necessary to ensure more effective polic-
ing had been a dominant narrative since Pennington served as chief. At 
times, even Safe Streets’ activism aligned with this position: Crisis of Con-
fidence hailed Pennington’s reforms and gestured toward the need for a New 
Orleans police force that was “professional, fair, and that the community 
can trust.”79 It is not entirely surprising that such ideas infused aspects of 
the work of Safe Streets, which was not impervious to hegemonic think-
ing. Yet, liberal reformism did not dominate Crisis of Confidence nor IPM 
organizing. Negotiating this tension—wanting to gain mainstream support 
while not limiting their political vision—continued throughout the IPM 
campaign.

Safe Streets also drew attention to the crisis of law enforcement violence 
through grassroots human rights convenings. On the second anniversary 
of Hurricane Katrina, the People’s Hurricane Relief Fund (PHRF) held an 
international tribunal on US human rights violations at which Katrina sur-
vivors provided five days of testimony. Safe Streets members testified about 
the abandonment of prisoners in the flooded OPP, the police shootings on 
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the Danziger Bridge, and the racial criminalization of New Orleanians.80 A 
few months later, Safe Streets held their own hearing, “The Role of Law En-
forcement in the Reconstruction,” to demonstrate that “there is a public 
safety crisis in New Orleans—but it’s not, as many people argue, because 
there aren’t enough cops on our streets, in our neighborhoods, and in our 
schools. It’s actually the opposite. In New Orleans post-Katrina, poor and 
low-income communities encounter police in ways that don’t increase pub-
lic safety and in ways that actually make peoples’ efforts at rebuilding their 
lives more difficult, if not impossible.”81 The hearing underlined how crim-
inalization intersected with gentrification, the privatization of public hous-
ing, school closures, and the exploitation of immigrant labor.82

While helping change public narratives about the NOPD, Safe Streets 
exerted direct pressure on the city council to create an Office of the 
Independent Police Monitor (OIPM). In March 2006, Safe Streets organizers 
and allies testified at city council hearings about instances of police brutal-
ity ranging from direct physical violence and false arrests, to police officers 
stating that they joined the force “to put Black people away,” and to immi-
grant workers being forced at gunpoint to rebuild an NOPD officer’s house 
without pay. They argued that this pattern of abuse required that city hall 
create an OIPM and conduct a nationwide search for a new police chief.83 
In response, the City Council Budget Committee urged Mayor Nagin to ap-
ply for a grant or earmark funds in the next year’s budget for an OIPM.84

Yet rather than pushing this proposal forward, Mayor Nagin collaborated 
with Governor Blanco and Senator Mary Landrieu to keep the National 
Guard in the city and to lobby for federal policing funds to, in the words of 
Senator Landrieu, “put the fear of justice back into the gangs and drug-
distribution network now reemerging in New Orleans.”85 Although Nagin 
gave lip service to the OIPM proposal, he did not include funding for it 
in his 2007 budget. However, the city council added $200,000 to the 
budget for an OIPM because of the positive reception of Safe Streets’ cam-
paign.86 Yet, without an ordinance creating the OIPM, this allocation was 
meaningless.

Realizing that they needed a greater understanding of the technicalities 
of municipal governance, the Safe Streets staff researched where the OIPM 
should be housed within city government. This work was aided by Jack Cas-
sidy, who left Safe Streets to work for a city council member; in this posi-
tion he could support the OIPM ordinance from the inside. At the same time, 
good governance groups were pushing for the creation of an Office of the 
Inspector General (OIG) to provide greater transparency. Although these 
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groups easily secured support for creating an OIG, they were still advocat-
ing for it to be written into the city charter with dedicated funding.87 Because 
the inspector general oversaw other city departments and had subpoena 
power, Safe Streets staff approached the recently hired inspector general, 
Bob Cerasoli, to see whether he would be amenable to housing the IPM in 
his office. After learning he was sympathetic to their goals, the organization 
decided that “we would house the IPM under the Inspector General for the 
time being. Once we gained enough power, we would separate it out into 
its own independent office—it was a tactical coalition-building move.”88

As Safe Streets worked with City Councilman James Carter on crafting an 
OIPM ordinance, the NOPD’s inability to function without scandal 
strengthened public support for the independent monitor. On October 1, 
2007, brass band musicians held an impromptu memorial procession through 
the Treme neighborhood for tuba player Kerwin James.89 Ethnomusicolo-
gist Matt Sakakeeny described what happened next: “At 8 p.m. in response 
to a noise complaint, multiple police cars—lights ablaze, sirens drown-
ing out the music—descended on the procession of about a hundred people, 
and officers arrested Derrick Tabb and trombonist Glen David Andrews as 
they were playing the traditional spiritual ‘I’ll Fly Away.’ The charges 
were Disturbing the Police and Parading without a Permit.”90 Amid public 
debate about gentrification and the policing of Black New Orleans cultural 
traditions, Times-Picayune columnist Lolis Eric Elie asserted that the city 
needed to create an OIPM.91 Then days before the city council vote, an off-
duty NOPD officer erratically drove across the Crescent City Connection 
Bridge, grazed a bridge police officer with his truck, and smacked another 
officer.92 As Ursula Price recounts, the tide had shifted: “Even people who 
had never had a police encounter were very well aware of police corruption. 
It wasn’t just a myth anymore. . . . ​We shifted from Warren Riley saying, 
‘Those people,’ meaning Safe Streets, ‘are just thugs and of course they don’t 
like the police,’ to the whole world acknowledging that there’s something 
wrong with NOPD.”93

Safe Streets’ goal was for the city council to vote unanimously in favor of 
the OIPM ordinance. A unanimous vote would demonstrate a mandate for 
NOPD oversight and provide backing for the incorporation of the OIG and 
OIPM into the city charter. On the morning of the vote, however, Councilman 
James Carter took Norris Henderson aside to tell him that they had a prob
lem: council members Cynthia Hedge-Morrell and Cynthia Willard-Lewis 
were not supportive of the OIPM ordinance. Henderson was flabbergasted. 
How could it be that the only two Black women council members were 
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against their proposal? Carter explained that Willard-Lewis did not want to 
appear soft on crime, and because two of Hedge-Morrell’s sons were police 
officers, Hedge-Morrell had adopted a defensive posture on the NOPD.94

It was ultimately the personal connections tying the New Orleans Black 
middle class together that caused these councilwomen to change their 
stances. Unlike most public comment periods that operate primarily as a 
performance, the OIPM comment period actually influenced the vote. 
Part of Safe Streets’ strategy was to have its members testify about NOPD 
violence. Included in this group was Dr. Romell Madison, the brother of 
Danziger shooting victim Ronald Madison. Henderson recalled, “Unbe-
knownst to us was that Dr.  Madison, who was a dentist, was Willard-
Lewis’s dentist. Hedge-Morrell is their cousin. [When] Dr. Madison got up 
to go speak . . . ​their position changed.”95 Hedge-Morell and Willard-Lewis 
could not so easily dismiss the testimony of Dr. Madison, in their eyes a 
trusted member of the Black middle class, as they could the routinely de-
rided Black working-class membership of Safe Streets. Although we can-
not know what went through their minds as he spoke about the tragedy of 
his brother’s murder, I think it is not unreasonable to believe that they 
imagined it could have just as easily been one of their family members 
gunned down by the NOPD on the bridge between the largely Black 
middle-class neighborhoods of New Orleans East and Gentilly. The city 
council voted 7–0 for the OIPM ordinance.96 In October 2008, the New 
Orleans’s electorate voted 3 to 1 to incorporate the OIG into the city charter 
and to fund the office in perpetuity.97

After the OIPM ordinance passed unanimously, the police attempted to 
hollow out the victory. The Louisiana Fraternal Order of Police lobbied for 
a state bill that would block the IPM’s access to police personnel files. Safe 
Streets turned to the state legislature, which defeated the bill. The resigna-
tion of IG Bob Cerasoli for health reasons also hampered Safe Streets’s ef-
forts. The shortcomings of hitching the IPM to the IG office were exposed 
when the interim IG began making backroom deals. He told the police union 
and city officials that, in exchange for the permanent IG position, he would 
not appoint someone to be the independent police monitor who would be 
too hard on the NOPD.98 A hastily conducted IPM search followed, leading 
to the appointment of an inside candidate without racial justice or police 
oversight credentials. Safe Streets called foul.99 They raised enough public 
outcry that within a month the IPM resigned, and a hiring search began 
anew with significant input from Safe Streets and other community stake-
holders.100 Although the search committee still included NOPD leadership, 
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the selection of Susan Hutson in spring 2010 was seen by Safe Streets as a 
victory.101

Targeting the Jail’s Power

Organizing around OPP proved to be the most difficult of Safe Streets’ cam-
paigns. Sheriff Gusman had reopened OPP’s Central Lockup without mak-
ing meaningful repairs on October 17, 2005. OPP had lost thousands of beds 
due to flooding, and so Gusman borrowed Sheriff Foti’s idea and erected 
“temporary” tents to increase the jail’s capacity by 700 beds.102 Despite the 
widespread stories of neglect at OPP during the storm, there were no local, 
state, or federal investigations of Gusman’s actions and inactions. Even ac-
ademic scholarship regurgitated the language of Gusman’s public relations 
office.103 With sectors of the New Orleans Black middle class forming a pro-
tective shield around Gusman as the city’s first Black sheriff, organizers who 
criticized Gusman ran the risk of being labeled racist.104 When Gusman eas-
ily won reelection in 2006, his continued oversight of the rebuilding of 
OPP dismayed activists who worried that he would use his power to expand 
the jail.

Given the structural autonomy of the sheriff’s office, Safe Streets grap-
pled with how to target Gusman. Ursula Price began “just posting up outside 
of the jail and talking to people about how delayed their release had been.”105 
Safe Streets organizers learned that people could only be released from OPP 
if they could provide an address where they would be living—something 
that was nearly impossible in post-Katrina New Orleans because people were 
constantly moving from one temporary home to the next. These conversa-
tions provided a fuller picture of the still toxic conditions at OPP. Price re-
alized they needed to “not just hold [the Sheriff’s office] accountable for 
their failure to protect these people during the evacuation, but preven-
tion.”106 Although at first Safe Streets thought this might take the form of a 
class action suit, they soon learned that the state barred such a legal chal-
lenge under the Prison Litigation Reform Act.

Building on the success of their press conference held outside the jail 
in  the weeks after the flood, Safe Streets pushed for a public reckoning 
with the malignant neglect of OPP prisoners and the long-standing crisis of 
the jail. They worked with the ACLU National Prison Project to research 
what had happened at the jail before, during, and after the hurricane. Their 
research was initially published in Dollars & Sense. “Down by Law: Orleans 
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Parish Prison before and after Katrina” argued that to understand the roots 
of the problem one had to go back to Foti’s massive jail expansions and ev-
eryday cruelties that marked OPP.107

The article tied the growth of the jail to the financial incentives of the 
per diem system, which fueled the sheriff’s political patronage system and 
contributed to the imprisonment of people whose main offense was their 
inability to make bail. Not only did the per diem system foster a lack of fi-
nancial accountability for the sheriff’s office, as Jack Cassidy explained, 
because the municipal per diem was only the paltry amount of $22.39, “it 
creates this totally perverse incentive to have as many inmates as possi
ble.”108 Moreover, although FEMA denied funds to reopen the public 
schools, it reimbursed the Louisiana DPSC at a per diem rate of $32.49 to 
imprison OPP survivors. “The projected reimbursement for just one day, 
December 19, 2005, was $146,495.42. At that daily rate, DOC was expect-
ing to be reimbursed roughly $13 million dollars for holding 4,215 prison-
ers from September  1 until December  1, 2005. . . . ​There is a serious 
financial disincentive for the DOC to move quickly on releasing prison-
ers.”109 The logic of the per diem system was leading to the slow release of 
people doing Katrina Time.

“Down by Law” concluded with an outline of Safe Streets’ goals for re-
forming OPP:

•	 Close Orleans Parish Prison and replace it with a physical structure 
and living conditions that are safe and humane for everyone.

•	 Ensure that detention is only used to protect public safety or ensure 
court appearances.

•	 Build, expand, and support alternatives to incarceration.
•	 Ensure that the operation, control, and budgeting of the jail system 

is transparent and accountable to the community it serves and is not 
used as a mechanism for political power and patronage.110

While still predicated on the notion that some people required jailing, Safe 
Streets’ demands signaled the coming of a new era of jail organizing by fore-
grounding the argument that the best way to ensure people’s safety was by 
subjecting fewer people to the horrors of OPP at all.

Many of the ideas in “Down by Law” shaped the ACLU National Prison 
Project’s Abandoned and Abused: Orleans Parish Prisoners in the Wake of 
Hurricane Katrina, written in collaboration with Safe Streets and other 
local organizations. Based on the stories of more than one thousand OPP 
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survivors, Abandoned and Abused remains the most comprehensive docu-
mentation of the state’s treatment of OPP prisoners during and after Hur-
ricane Katrina. The report repudiates the official narrative that no harm 
was done and illuminates how the state’s barbarity was entirely avoidable.111 
Abandoned and Abused highlights Gusman’s lack of evacuation plans, in con-
trast to the extensive plan of the Louisiana SPCA.112 It zeroes in on how the 
size of OPP’s population was predicated on the imprisonment of thousands 
of predominantly Black and poor people on municipal and misdemeanor 
charges, and questions why state, federal, immigrant, and juvenile prison-
ers were being held at OPP.113 The sheriff’s per diem invoices labeling “pris-
oners as units” spoke volumes about the dehumanization of this budgetary 
arrangement.114 The report concludes that since reopening the jail after Ka-
trina, Gusman was doubling down on the practices that left people vulner-
able to premature death.115

Abandoned and Abused made explicit to a national and local audience 
that reforming OPP was pivotal to a just reconstruction of New Orleans. Al-
though Gusman denied any wrongdoing, Safe Streets kept public attention 
focused on the continuing deaths at the OPP.116 As Cielo Cruz recalls, death 
overdetermined OPP activism: “The jail piece [of the organizing] was the 
most painful and visceral. And the deaths. People dying in the jail.”117 Pre-
mature death at OPP was so normalized that it was next to impossible to 
garner any government or media attention to this crisis. Evelyn Lynn re-
counts that at one of Safe Streets’ first vigils, “We had a pretty good turn-
out of over one hundred people supporting the family of a man who had 
died. We contacted reporters to get them to cover the story, and they just 
weren’t interested. One reporter, who refused to cover the story, told us, ‘It 
wasn’t newsworthy because people die in OPP every day.’ ”118

Given Gusman’s intractability, Safe Streets joined forces with Critical 
Resistance (CR), to lessen the power of the penal system through another 
strategy: expunging people’s arrest records. This dovetailed with CR’s am-
nesty work. New Orleans CR organizer Mayaba Liebenthal conducted “re-
search with law student volunteers to figure out what the actual legal 
recourse for amnesty would be.”119 They identified two options. The first 
was a blanket executive pardon in which the governor could issue clemency 
for every person caught in the Hurricane Katrina law-and-order hysteria. 
CR organizers considered this option to be “appropriate and overdue” 
because the use of clemency would signal that the state had failed to enact 
justice and that the public could be better served “outside the bounds of the 
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traditional criminal justice system.”120 However, the politicization of clem-
ency over the preceding decades and the election of neoconservative Bobby 
Jindal as governor in fall 2007 doomed the use of this tactic.

CR then turned to the second, more limited option: the expungement of 
people’s criminal records. Under Louisiana law, misdemeanor arrest records 
could be destroyed, but felony arrest records could only be expunged—
meaning that they could be removed from public access but not totally 
erased. However, the records of those who had served jail time, which in-
cluded most of those who were unable to afford bail, were ineligible for 
expungement. Despite the narrow scope of expungement, CR decided to 
move ahead with this option because it had the power to mitigate the state 
restrictions placed on criminalized people.121 Moreover, expunging people’s 
arrest records could help bring people home after the storm because “the 
frequent use of background checks, particularly for housing and employ-
ment, greatly jeopardizes displaced residents’ rights to return home.”122

Safe Streets and CR held a free “Expungement Day” in spring 2008 to 
which they widened the scope to everyone and anyone looking to expunge 
their records. Altering their definition of success in response to shifting con-
ditions, CR decided to “define [the amnesty campaign] as a win” if even 
“ten people’s records were wiped clean.”123 For Safe Streets, an Expunge-
ment Day would lead to a material improvement in the lives of criminal-
ized people. As Henderson noted, it would demonstrate, contrary to the idea 
that Black working-class New Orleanians were under- and unemployed by 
choice, that “our folks want to work. It’s these [legal] impediments that pro-
hibit them from working.”124

Months of work went into planning Expungement Day. CR and Safe 
Streets conducted outreach with members and through canvassing; Safe 
Streets got local judges to waive court fees; prison abolitionists in Chicago 
held fundraisers for the event; and volunteers were trained in the neces-
sary paperwork. More than a nonprofit version of the disciplinary state 
bureaucratic processes New Orleanians were habituated to, Expungement 
Day would be a community event with food and drink and social justice 
organizations tabling. When the day finally arrived, more than four hundred 
people lined up around the block of the Treme Community Center in hopes 
of getting their criminal records erased. Hundreds of people made connec-
tions that day that they otherwise might not have had with attorneys and 
organizations, and media coverage brought heightened visibility to the 
many ways that high arrest rates negatively affected New Orleanians.125
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Although successful in many ways, Expungement Day also highlighted 
the capacious discretionary power of the criminal legal system. Of the 400-
plus people in attendance, only about 50 people were eligible to have their 
records fully expunged. Most people either had served jail time and so were 
ineligible or had more arrests on their record than the state allowed them 
to expunge.126 Moreover, when expungement paperwork was sent to the 
state police to clear people’s records, they were arbitrarily not expunging 
people’s records. Price explains that they had the power to “decide if this 
conviction is too important to expunge, I’m not going to do it. I’m not re-
funding your money, and I’m not communicating this back to the judge.”127 
Yet because the day highlighted the palpable need for record expungement, 
CR decided to hold ongoing legal clinics and trainings on expungement to 
more widely disseminate this technical legal knowledge.128 Expungement 
Day not only showed that countless people were in need of the material re-
lief that expungement offered but also served as a point of entry to make 
broader political connections about the inherent injustice of the criminal 
legal system. Through Expungement Day, activists deepened relationships, 
brought in new people to organizations, and pointed to the necessity for fur-
ther organizing to chip away at New Orleans carceral infrastructure.

Orleans Parish Prison Reform Coalition: Downsizing OPP

On the third anniversary of Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans was on edge. 
A hurricane named Gustav was barreling through the Gulf, and with the 
levees still not fortified to the levels necessary to fully protect the city, Mayor 
Nagin declared that Hurricane Gustav was “the mother of all storms” and 
ordered a mandatory evacuation of Orleans Parish.129 Anxiety was palpa-
ble as people boarded up their windows, ate up the food in their freezers, 
and made plans of when and where to go. Although many people were leery 
about the city’s new program to evacuate carless residents to militarized 
shelters, thousands of people without better options lined up to be taken to 
undisclosed shelters for an unknown length of time.

Amid fears of another hurricane, Safe Streets was busy organizing a third 
anniversary commemorative march. Crisscrossing the city from OPP to the 
shuttered Charity Hospital, and then to the sites of bulldozed public hous-
ing, Safe Streets’ march on that third anniversary highlighted the ongoing 
struggles against disaster racism and neoliberal recovery. After walking 
miles in the late August heat and humidity, marchers discussed their evac-
uation plans over food and drink at the Treme Community Center. At this 
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moment, Safe Streets received the news that Sheriff Gusman was evacuat-
ing the jail.130 Overextended and overwhelmed, Safe Streets realized they 
did not have the organizational capacity to respond.

While Hurricane Gustav largely spared New Orleans, it took a few weeks 
for people to return.131 As Cielo Cruz recounts, “In the midst of all this chaos, 
we find out—there’s this sixty million dollar bond that the sheriff has put 
on the ballot for October and wait that’s in two weeks. . . . ​The bond passed 
and we got our asses handed to us. We’re like we can’t take a hit like this. . . . ​
The sheriff had flown this under the radar. We were caught unaware, and 
so we weren’t able to defeat it. We just didn’t have time.”132 This vote reau-
thorized the municipal bond that Sheriff Foti had aggressively campaigned 
for to expand OPP in 1989 and 1990.133 Gusman asserted that this jail tax 
was critical for getting OPP closer to its pre-Katrina size and that the city 
was in a “unique window of opportunity” because property taxes would be 
stretched by the FEMA money coming to the city.134

Following the reauthorization of the jail millage, activists realized the 
need for more concerted organizing around the rebuilding of OPP. The main 
vehicle for this activism was the reenergized Orleans Parish Prison Reform 
Coalition (OPPRC). Originally a coalition made up of progressive Chris-
tians, criminal defense attorneys, advocacy nonprofits such as the ACLU, 
and others involved in rehabilitative jail programs, OPPRC was founded to 
pressure candidates to make commitments on reforming conditions of con-
finement and ensuring that legal and constitutional standards were fol-
lowed during the 2004 sheriffs’ race.135 OPPRC held candidate forums 
and succeeded in getting every candidate, including Gusman, to sign onto 
their platform on improving jail conditions.

But after Hurricane Katrina, OPPRC underwent a renewal. While 
OPPRC started meeting again not long after the storm, a burst of energy 
followed the jail millage vote. Safe Streets’ jail campaign work was chan-
neled into the coalition.136 Soon advocacy mainstays like the ACLU, the Vera 
Institute, and faith-based organizations were joined by multiracial grass-
roots organizations such as Safe Streets, VOTE, Critical Resistance, and 
the Congreso de Jornaleros—widening the coalition’s perspectives and 
reach. OPPRC’s political orientation and priorities also shifted post-
Katrina. According to founding member Don Everard,

The original group . . . ​really did not address the size of the jail. We 
were more concerned about specific things that maybe you could 
tinker with to make it more humane and to make it more effective, 
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but it wasn’t really challenging the size of it. But then, that became 
the issue. I mean, once the jail had shrunk a small amount, and the 
city didn’t fall apart, I think it was pretty damn clear that we didn’t 
need a jail that big anymore.137

As OPPRC took a more hard-hitting stance through actions that called 
out the violence of mass incarceration, some of its members representing 
mainstream organizations took a step back. For many, this move was pref-
erable to them reining in OPPRC’s politics. In the words of Henderson, “Just 
get out of the way because we’re going to continue to throw bricks.”138 Those 
who remained in this growing and broad coalition strategized how to ma-
terialize a “safer, smaller, more humane” jail.

Changes were also occurring at Safe Streets. After years of nonstop 
organizing many staff members were ready for a change. Evelyn Lynn de
cided that her time in New Orleans had come to an end, and she moved to 
Atlanta. Norris Henderson retuned to VOTE where Cielo Cruz joined him, 
and Ursula Price ended up (for a time) in the Office of the Independent 
Police Monitor. Robert Goodman was forced out when he was rearrested 
on a decades-old charge and was locked up for months. These departures 
illuminate the toll that ceaseless organizing had not only on individual 
organizers in the first years after the storm but also on organizations’ ca-
pacities to meet the pace of the post-hurricane state.

Yet, as the years passed, organizers, although still tired, were on firmer 
ground. Cruz recalls that by 2010, activists in New Orleans were “in slightly 
better shape. We’ve been working together for almost five years. We learned 
a lot of hard lessons. We’ve been through a lot of post-Katrina heartbreak.”139 
Furthermore, in the words of kai barrow, “There was growing demand 
among people who did not fear public struggle. Who were relentless about 
showing up.”140 The pace of the city was also starting to slow as many of 
the major state rebuilding decisions had been made and the rotation of na-
tional activists coming in and out of town had mostly stopped. People’s 
personal lives were also, by and large, stabilizing. The political landscape 
was not defined by acute crisis as it had been in those first years after the 
storm.

But building a coalition is never easy work.141 While everyone involved 
in OPPRC believed that the jail’s problems were structural and required 
systemic transformation, the widening of the coalition necessitated that 
people adapt to different strategies and ideologies. For the more policy-
oriented organizations accustomed to winning reforms based on their sta-
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tus as experts with hard facts and figures, it could be a stretch to foreground 
the testimonial forms of evidence that community activists centered. Fur-
thermore, OPPRC included a mix of prison abolitionists who were primar-
ily associated with Critical Resistance and of members who identified as jail 
reformers who sought to lessen New Orleans’s reliance on incarceration but 
not abolish OPP altogether. Despite these growing edges and, at times, dis-
agreements, much of OPPRC’s power came from its breadth.

Moreover, the reach of OPP’s harms produced the reality that an ever-
growing number of people had a stake in dismantling the jail’s power. 
Although the dominant paradigm for approaching racial justice in New 
Orleans, especially related to the injustices of the criminal legal system, 
pivoted on anti-Black racism, the Congreso de Jornaleros brought political 
visibility to the relationship between xenophobia, the jail, and ICE. Even 
though OPP had incarcerated immigrant detainees since the 1980s, first 
through contracts with INS and then with ICE, historically most immi-
grants locked up at OPP were not arrested in Orleans Parish. However, after 
Hurricane Katrina a growing number of immigrant workers, mostly Latinx, 
came to rebuild the city. At the same time, following federal and local 
directives, the NOPD and National Guard started harassing people at day 
laborer corners. As former Congreso organizer Jacinta Gonzalez put it, 
“People would be picked up for looking for work and we would go find 
them in the jail.”142 Yet Gonzalez and other organizers quickly learned 
that some Congreso members were not being released because Sheriff 
Gusman was submitting to ICE hold requests—holding people beyond 
their release date so that ICE had time to determine whether they wanted 
to detain the individual for deportation. In many cases, OPP was keeping 
people jailed on ICE holds for weeks and months past the forty-eight 
hours the law authorized. As Gonzalez explained, Congreso came to iden-
tify OPP as a key target of immigrant justice organizing in that “schools, 
hospitals, city hall, everywhere you went it was a battle to even create 
some space [for immigrants] to be able to be there. . . . ​But the one place 
where it was arms wide open was the jail. NOPD had no problem arresting 
people, bringing people into OPP where the sheriff was working with 
ICE.”143 Congreso joined OPPRC because they saw the coalition’s work as 
being in alignment with their campaigns. Gonzalez remembers that 
members like Norris Henderson and Ted Quant exemplified a spirit of 
“political generosity” in sharing with Congreso members “the history of 
[criminal justice] institutions, racial dynamics in the South, opening up 
space to have conversations about racial tensions.”144 OPPRC deepened 
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multiracial organizing from a politics of solidarity against the multifac-
eted racism of jailing.

Pivotal to the functioning and effectiveness of OPPRC was its codified co
alition structure. Initially the coalition operated relatively informally: 
people could drop in and out of coalition meetings, and the presumption of 
unanimity structured discussions. When kai barrow moved back to New Or-
leans in 2010, she not only facilitated the CR New Orleans chapter to join 
OPPRC but she also contributed her years of experience in horizontal 
organizing to the coalition. Barrow worked with Dana Kaplan of the Juve-
nile Justice Project of Louisiana (JJPL) to shepherd OPPRC in adopting a 
more formal structure: developing points of unity on their politics and 
principles, outlining rights and responsibilities of different tiers of coalition 
members, and putting in place consensus as the decision-making struc-
ture.145 These systems created containers of accountability and guidelines 
for working through sticky political questions, ensuring that OPPRC was 
governed by greater democratic participation and a smoother process.146

For barrow and some other abolitionists in the mix, implementing this 
structure for OPPRC was also politically strategic. Barrow knew coming into 
OPPRC that CR as a small ragtag group of abolitionists might be sidelined 
by the legal nonprofits in the room.147 She recalls thinking, “We’re going to 
be the odd people out if we just agree [to majority voting] because we’re 
not part of this network. . . . ​We are not going to be valid and legitimate in 
this coalition and therefore our voices will be silenced.”148 To ensure that 
CR’s abolitionist position was not marginalized, barrow advocated for a con-
sensus decision-making structure. Although a consensus structure would 
not transform OPPRC into an abolitionist project, it kept an abolitionist edge 
alive within the coalition and pushed public conversations on the jail fur-
ther to the Left.

Indeed, OPPRC’s very first political point of unity guiding the coalition 
was not about conditions of confinement, but rather, “We recognize that 
New Orleans has the most number of prisoners, per capita, nationwide and 
are working to minimize the jail population.”149 By bringing to the forefront 
the need to shrink the jail population, OPPRC suggested that meaningful 
reform could not be achieved without scaling back mass incarceration. 
Furthermore, OPPRC expressed a different vision of how to produce safe 
communities:

•	 We support the reallocation of funds from incarceration and 
detention to building the infrastructure of a caring community. 
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Recreational, educational, mental and physical healthcare, 
affordable housing and transportation, accessible information, and 
jobs and job training will make our communities safe, sustainable 
and thriving places to live.

•	 We support the adoption and implementation of alternative policies 
and practices to permanently decrease the number of people 
arrested and imprisoned. Community-based restorative and 
transformative programs, comprehensive reentry services, and an 
investment in meeting people’s basic needs, such as food, housing, 
healthcare, and meaningful work, are steps towards realizing 
genuine public safety.150

For OPPRC, public investment in policies rooted in care, along with disin-
vestment from carceral infrastructures, would provide greater security than 
locking up large swaths of New Orleanians.

This is not to say that conditions of confinement were not of concern. 
OPPRC deeply cared about the medical neglect, sexual violence, and other 
abuses inflicted on prisoners. Cruz recalls, “We connected with a lot of 
people who were experiencing abuse and violence in the jail . . . ​being able 
to lift up their stories and have events and vigils and raising awareness 
around how bloody things had become.”151 But how to press for greater 
accountability remained elusive. While the Hayes Williams federal court 
mandates over OPP had been lifted, the preceding federal case over OPP, 
Hamilton v. Morial, was still in place. Yet the only real power the case con-
tinued to wield was that the municipal per diem system was tied to it. The 
city could not end this budgetary arrangement so long as Hamilton was in 
place.152 Confronting the limits of federal interventions, however, did not 
cause OPPRC to abandon efforts to improve conditions. Leveraging the 
findings of Abandoned and Abused, they pushed the DOJ to investigate con-
ditions in hopes that it would provoke a federal consent decree.153 To the 
dismay of Gusman, the DOJ investigated the jail and reported conditions 
as unconstitutional in the fall of 2009.154

OPPRC’s campaign heated up when FEMA announced it was allocating 
nearly $100 million to rebuilding OPP, and Gusman declared his plans to 
expand the jail to 5,862 beds.155 Although this represented a decrease from 
OPP’s pre-Katrina capacity of almost 7,200 beds, Gusman’s proposal would 
add more than 2,000 new beds to OPP’s 2010 capacity, and he saw this ex-
pansion as the first step to increasing OPP to 8,000 beds.156 Gusman con-
tended that the city needed an enlarged jail complex to “protect the lives 
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and property of our city residents.”157 However, Gusman’s proposal had to 
be approved by the city’s zoning process. The mundane processes of land 
use presented a political opportunity for OPPRC. Cielo Cruz explains, “We 
felt like we could control the number of beds” because “when it came to 
zoning and things that city council had control over, we felt like we had a 
much better chance” than if Gusman had final say.158

Around the same time, elections shifted the New Orleans political land-
scape. In early 2010, New Orleans elected a majority white city council and 
mayor for the first time in decades. Following newly elected mayor Mitch 
Landrieu’s appointment of a white police chief, many residents expressed 
their unease that New Orleans as a majority Black city had an overwhelm-
ingly white political power structure so soon after Hurricane Katrina.159 For 
OPPRC, these racial dynamics opened new pressure points. Barrow re-
counts, “All of the power forces that used to be Black and could relate to a 
Black community, even if it’s just through an imagination of what an iden-
tity meant, were now vacant. I mean very obviously missing so that was one 
factor that we exploited. . . . ​Race in terms of leadership. Race is terms of 
populace was something that was shifting, and we were able to draw links 
between the expansion of beds and the current moment.”160 The lack of 
Black elected officials heightened Black communities’ disidentification with 
city governance; the current city leadership could not make spurious ap-
peals for punitive infrastructure as being in the interest of Black communi-
ties as had previous Black tough-on-crime administrations. Moreover, 
sectors of the white liberal elite were relatively self-conscious about the 
overrepresentation of white elected leadership. When and where they could, 
the OPPRC named OPP’s everyday violence as anchored in state racism.

It first appeared that the city council might acquiesce to Gusman’s jail 
proposal. During the summer of 2010, when council members voted on Gus-
man’s plan, OPPRC activists showed up to contest the expansion—asking 
why the city was quick to reinvest in jailing when affordable housing, pub-
lic education, and mental health care were all but forgotten. Although the 
council then voted 7–0 to approve Gusman’s plan, they also added twenty-
four provisions qualifying its approval. One provision held that before the 
council would vote to give the jail’s zoning full legal force, they were to hear 
recommendations on the jail’s ideal size from a mayoral Criminal Justice 
Working Group.161 This announcement gave OPPRC organizers grounds for 
both trepidation and hope. Although it was promising that city leaders were 
not simply going along with Sheriff Gusman’s proposal, the composition of 
the Criminal Justice Working Group was skewed toward carceral state-
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makers: it included Sheriff Gusman, NOPD superintendent Ronal Serpas, 
and Orleans Parish DA Leon Cannizzaro. Overall, OPPRC saw the creation 
of the Criminal Justice Working Group as a positive development in that it 
would give them more time to organize.162

Even though the jail’s bed space had already been cut in half since Hur-
ricane Katrina, OPPRC aimed not only to keep Gusman from expanding 
OPP but also to downsize the jail even more. OPPRC’s members routinely 
pointed out that at 3,500 beds OPP was already the largest per capita jail 
in the nation. Yet how large the jail should be was never a clear-cut issue 
within the coalition. Most members of OPPRC believed they should push 
for a cap on the number of beds, whereas CR wanted to press for zero beds. 
While CR always knew they would have to compromise on this vision 
within OPPRC, consensus decision-making structure steered OPPRC to en-
gage in dialogue about zero beds versus a cap.163 After much discussion 
OPPRC decided to demand a hard cap on OPP’s size—not only for this con-
struction project but also going forward. But what should the cap be? Re-
searching the size of jails in other southern cities as well as neighboring 
Jefferson Parish, OPPRC landed on 850 beds as a more appropriate size 
jail for a city of New Orleans’s size.

OPPRC’s strategy to determine the “right size” of OPP illuminated the 
extent to which the normalization of mass incarceration shaped even ac-
tivist frameworks. While researching the per capita jailing rate of other lo-
cales made sense insofar as OPPRC organizers aimed to bring New Orleans 
within national norms, it failed to account for how the rise of mass incar-
ceration fabricated the national average because every major city in the 
United States had expanded their jails over the preceding forty years. Peg-
ging a “right size” for OPP to other cities’ jail sizes implicitly condoned the 
growth of incarceration elsewhere as a “reasonable” rate of imprisonment—
rather than acknowledging how other cities jailing rates were also pro-
duced through the racist neoliberal logics of urban law-and-order.

This begs this question: What would it have looked like to push for a 
smaller jail not based on the national averages of mass incarceration but 
on New Orleans’s jailing capacity before the city’s explosion of its carceral 
infrastructure in 1970? In 1960 when New Orleans had the largest population 
in its history—627,525 residents, almost double the 2010 population—OPP 
had a bed capacity of only 450 beds; then, New Orleans had one-thirteenth 
of the jailing capacity the city had in 2010 and just over one-half the capac-
ity of an 850-bed OPP. Although it is unlikely that OPPRC could have con-
vinced the public to reduce OPP’s size to such a degree—calling for 850 beds 



198 Chapter 5

was itself radical—it is worth asking what would have happened if they 
made the bed cap demand outside the liberal concept that averages are the 
most equitable formulations.

OPPRC’s campaign highlighted both the social and economic costs of 
mass imprisonment, foregrounding the recklessness of giving Gusman free 
rein to expand OPP. Cielo Cruz emphasized, “Here are all of these people 
dying in the jail and here is the sheriff getting more money.”164 Although 
OPPRC clearly pointed to Gusman’s accountability, they underlined the 
structural factors at play, rather than alleging that a different sheriff could 
have rectified OPP’s ills. OPPRC argued that the jail harmed not only indi-
viduals behind bars but also families whose already limited money and time 
were redirected to negotiating with attorneys, bail bondsmen, and the sher-
iff’s office. Having an oversized jail did not produce greater public safety 
but “makes police more disposed to arrest people for low-level offenses.”165 
OPPRC also refuted Gusman’s argument that incarcerating state prisoners 
in OPP benefited imprisoned New Orleanians by making them physically 
closer to their loved ones. Henderson explained that state prisoners at OPP 
had fewer programs available to them and that jail visitation consisted of 
only fifteen minutes through plated glass compared to the one- to two-hour 
visits at Angola where “you can hug your mama and hold your kids.”166

Financially OPPRC focused on two issues. Refuting Gusman’s claim that 
the city should take full advantage of FEMA funds, OPPRC pointed out 
that, even though the federal government would finance the building of 
the new jail, New Orleans taxpayers would be responsible for maintaining 
the increased operating costs for generations. The second issue to be-
come a centerpiece of their campaign was that the per diem budgetary 
system incentivized mass incarceration through the imperative of constant 
carceral growth. A smaller jail with a static operating budget that the sher-
iff was directly accountable for would mean that more city funds would be 
available to meet healthcare, educational, and social service needs.

OPPRC organized to build broad public support for a smaller jail. Their 
members canvassed neighborhoods and events to educate people and col-
lected close to 1,500 signatures in support of a smaller OPP. They played on 
the NIMBY tendencies of homeowners by conducting a teach-in with the 
Mid-City Neighborhood Association, whose district encompassed the jail, 
leading to the neighborhood association coming out against jail expansion. 
In addition to writing letters to the editor, they cultivated relationships with 
the publication The Lens to get meaningful coverage on the jail’s redevel-
opment. OPPRC took out a full-page ad in the Times-Picayune, to which 
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people contributed $22.39 to the ad’s cost, the municipal per diem rate, to 
sign on to the demand that city reject Gusman’s proposal for an expanded 
jail (figure 5.1). Among the people who signed onto the ad were high-profile 
New Orleanians: actor Wendell Piece, Judge Calvin Johnson, trumpet player 
Kermit Ruffins, and civil rights veteran Lolis Edward Elie.

OPPRC’s organizing powered a shift in public discourse. For the first 
time in decades, newspapers published articles sympathetic to OPPRC’s 
arguments against a larger jail.167 The Times-Picayune published an op-ed 
refuting Gusman’s claims and asserted that the bloated OPP “is not a result 
of the crime rate. It’s the result of bad policy” and the per diem system.168 
Unlike previous debates, not a single letter to the editor was published in 
favor of an enlarged jail. One resident unaffiliated with OPPRC wrote to the 
Times-Picayune to share his view that “we incarcerate way too many people 
for our size city. We need to solve the core problems, or at least begin ad-
dressing them, rather than simply locking more and more people up.”169

The OPP size debates occurred as liberal prison reform gained main-
stream traction. After decades of grassroots antiprison activism, mass 
incarceration began capturing liberal attention in the 2000s. Although 
President Obama failed to deliver meaningful reforms—his most notewor-
thy action being reducing the sentencing disparity between crack and pow-
der cocaine—his presence in the White House as someone at least willing 
to allude to the role of racism in the penal system influenced political de-
bate.170 Furthermore the activist discourse on “mass incarceration” was 
brought into the mainstream with the publication of Michelle Alexander’s 
The New Jim Crow in early 2010, which popularized a narrative linking anti-
Black racism to the prison boom.171 The national resurgence of race-
conscious reform produced the contradiction of legitimizing OPPRC’s jail 
cap demand while the mainstreaming of reform sidelined more expansive 
visions that called for “investment in meeting people’s basic needs” as the 
cornerstone of true public safety.172

Meanwhile Sheriff Gusman butted heads with other city officials. Al-
though he tried to model himself on Sheriff Foti, he had almost none of 
Foti’s savviness, especially when it came to his budget. Gusman refused to 
supply a detailed accounting of OPP’s spending but routinely demanded 
funding increases. When the city council and Mayor Landrieu refused to 
increase his budget, he threatened to go to a federal judge to force the city 
to increase the per diem rate and to pull his sheriff’s deputies from work-
ing at the Criminal District Court—further straining Gusman’s political 
relationships.173 A growing feud emerged between Gusman and Landrieu 



FIGURE 5.1 ​Orleans Parish Prison Reform Coalition smaller jail ad,  
September 8, 2010.
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over the jail, a dynamic that spilled over into Landrieu’s allies on the city 
council.

OPPRC managed to push the Criminal Justice Working Group to hold 
two public meetings on the rebuilding of the jail in the fall of 2010, but they 
proved fraught. The working group balked at challenges to their techno-
cratic approach to determining the ideal size for OPP. Deputy mayor Andy 
Kopplin, the working group’s chair, was visibly disdainful of grassroots ac-
tivists, going so far as to state at one meeting, “We are not required to have 
this meeting. You should be glad we’re even here.” Kopplin announced at 
the beginning of each meeting that the group’s final recommendations 
would be primarily based on a quantitative study by the JFA Institute re-
search team that the Criminal Justice Working Group believed would fo-
cus on current and projected arrest rates.

Even so, OPPRC activists committed to putting a more critical analysis 
of jailing on the record. When one person challenged arrest rates as a valid 
unit of measurement, asking whether the Criminal Justice Working Group 
had considered how racial profiling affected arrests, she was told race was 
not a relevant factor or up for discussion. Community activists repeatedly 
repudiated this logic by pointing to the structural connections between ra-
cial profiling, state disinvestments in healthcare and education, the impov-
erishment of Black communities, and the city’s high jailing rate. Several 
mothers made affective appeals by sharing their stories of the emotional 
and financial toll of having their loved ones locked up. Implicit in these tes-
timonies was that experiential knowledge should be as valuable as the “ex-
pert knowledge” of the sheriff, DA, judges, and other city officials. Rather 
than excluding such information as “irrelevant” or “biased,” such subjec-
tive knowledge should be integrated into the Criminal Justice Working 
Group’s recommendations. Even when OPPRC members spoke the quanti-
tative language of the working group by explaining that, if OPP had the same 
number of beds as the national average of one bed for every 388 residents, 
the jail’s capacity would shrink to 850 beds, they were told that data was 
not pertinent. Although no one spoke in favor of a larger jail, the meetings 
were demoralizing.174

In a surprise turn of events, the JFA Institute’s study on the ideal size of 
OPP was more aligned with OPPRC’s position than with Gusman. The 
study, which became known as the “Austin Report,” took a firm stance 
against using numbers to justify carceral futures: “Inmate and correctional 
population projections should not be seen as magic boxes used to predict 
the future, but instead as tools for understanding the origin and direction 
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of prisoner population changes based on current and alternative criminal 
justice policies.”175 In contrast to most carceral consultants, lead author 
James Austin had a track record of publishing work critical of mass incar-
ceration.176 The report showed that OPP’s population was already declin-
ing because of diminishing crime rates, a smaller city population, and recent 
criminal justice reforms.177 The report concluded that the largest jail 
“needed” over the next decade was 3,121 beds and stated, “There is no basis 
to project increases in the OPP population.”178

In fact, the Austin Report projected how OPP could shrink even more. It 
asserted that the jail’s existing population was inflated due to incarcerat-
ing state and federal prisoners and the racial and gender disparities of Black 
men being incarcerated for above-average stretches of time.179 It named 
New Orleans as a site of hyper-incarceration not because its crime rate was 
higher but because of draconian city policies, including the per diem sys-
tem. The Austin Report contended that if Orleans Parish policies were 
brought in line with those of other Louisiana cities, OPP would be between 
722 and 1,426 beds.180 It went on to show that OPP’s capacity could be re-
duced by another 1,300 beds if some further moderate reforms were put in 
place.181

Following the public hearings and the Austin Report, the Criminal Jus-
tice Working Group recommended that OPP be rebuilt with “a maximum 
capacity of 1,438 inmates . . . ​capable of accommodating any type of pris-
oner under any jurisdiction” and that the five other remaining jail struc-
tures “be decommissioned or demolished.”182 It also recommended that 
there be an examination of whether state and federal prisoners should be 
imprisoned at OPP, of the appropriateness of the per diem system, and of 
racial disparities in the length of incarceration of African Americans. Un-
surprisingly, Sheriff Gusman, DA Cannizzaro, and conservative Judge Paul 
Sens (whose brother was the head of purchasing at OPP), voted against the 
clause that existing jail buildings be demolished, arguing they may be 
needed for future expansions.183 Mayor Landrieu gave his “blessing” to the 
proposed 1,438 bed cap.184

Even as OPPRC recognized that having 1,438 beds meant that OPP would 
still be 1.7 times larger than the national average, they decided to support 
this cap.185 At the final city council vote, with which this chapter opened, 
OPPRC activists speculated whether the council would abide by the Crimi-
nal Justice Working Group’s recommendations or capitulate to Gusman. 
After an hour of public comment overwhelmingly in favor of the 1,438-bed 
cap, the council unanimously voted in favor.186 For the first time in history, 
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it became city policy to scale back, not scale up, New Orleans’s jailing 
capacity.

Along with the bed cap victory, OPPRC and member organizations 
focused on leveraging federal legal systems to lessen the jail’s violence. 
The day before the city council vote, Congreso filed a federal lawsuit against 
the sheriff’s office on behalf of two immigrant reconstruction workers who 
had been held for 91 and 164 days, respectively, on ICE holds.187 The lawsuit 
argued that ICE holds were predicated on racial profiling of who was a 
noncitizen. But the suit went beyond these two individual cases. As Gonzalez 
explained, “They were suing for damages, but the real purpose was to try 
to get [Gusman] to stop submitting to ICE holds.”188 Congreso directly con-
nected the lawsuit to the OPPRC demand for a smaller jail. They held a 
twenty-four-hour prayer vigil outside Gusman’s office between the filing of 
the lawsuit and the city council vote, and activists spoke at the council vote 
about how Gusman’s voluntary participation in ICE holds added to the 
bloated size of OPP. Bolstered by the bed cap, Congreso leveraged the pres-
sure of the lawsuit to push Gusman to stop submitting ICE hold over the next 
two years. Congreso members held a women’s action outside the jail and 
shamed Gusman at a fundraiser for domestic violence—linking his jail pol-
icies to exacerbating partner violence.189 Congreso also pushed the city 
council to pass a resolution prohibiting Gusman from keeping people on ICE 
holds.190 Although the resolution did not have much teeth, it would pres-
sure Gusman to start negotiating with Congreso members on ICE holds as 
part of the settlement of the lawsuit. In the summer of 2013, Congreso suc-
ceeded in getting Gusman to agree to no longer allow ICE agents into his 
jail without a warrant or to submit to ICE holds, with carve-outs for people 
convicted of homicides, aggravated rape, or robbery with a firearm.191 Al-
though there were limits to this policy, Congreso recognized this was the 
first such policy in the South and one of the few in the United States.192

Simultaneously OPPRC focused on securing a consent decree to circum-
scribe, if not end, violence within OPP. In addition to using billboard ads to 
focus the public’s attention on how the per diem system undermined decar-
ceration, OPPRC petitioned the Department of Justice to investigate jail 
conditions. OPPRC held public DOJ hearings where middle-aged Black men, 
Latinx immigrant workers, and queer and trans Black youth testified about 
endemic violence at OPP.193 Around this time the Southern Policy Law Cen-
ter filed a federal lawsuit on behalf of OPP prisoners charging unconstitu-
tional conditions in regard to medical care and violence.194 As the abuses at 
OPP became officially known, the US marshals and then ICE pulled their 
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prisoners from OPP.195 Gusman—losing standing day by day in the courts 
and the press—closed down the House of Detention ahead of schedule and 
transferred five hundred state prisoners out of the jail.196 After the DOJ is-
sued a scathing report and the courts found for the SPLC plaintiffs, the city 
and federal judge Lance Africk negotiated a consent decree in 2013.197 With 
this federal ruling asserting that the per diem system directly contributed 
to OPP’s problems, the city replaced the municipal per diem system with a 
static, detailed operating budget for fiscal year 2015.198

Still, Gusman did not give up his vision of a larger jail. As soon as the 
city council passed the ordinance on the maximum size of OPP, Gusman em-
barked on a new set of strategies to subvert the bed cap. Gusman intention-
ally designed the new two-building jail complex with a large space between 
the buildings—a move OPPRC initially questioned as a space seemingly de-
signed for future expansion. Although at first Gusman denied such allega-
tions, within a year he proposed to the Criminal Justice Working Group and 
city council that the open space be turned into a “Phase III” for OPP.199 Soon 
after, the Times-Picayune began to backpedal from its support for the bed 
cap, publishing an editorial that perhaps Gusman was right that more beds 
were needed to classify and separate prisoners.200 Sheriff Gusman attempted 
to leverage the consent decree to his own ends by asserting that he could 
not meet the court’s guidelines without adding on Phase III for prisoner 
medical and mental health care.201 Between 2011 and as of this writing in 
2023, federal judges have aligned with Gusman and pushed for the city to 
build Phase III in the name of constitutionality, while city leaders have 
gone back and forth on supporting or challenging this proposal in the face 
of OPPRC’s organizing amid the ups and downs of city revenues in the face of 
the COVID-19 pandemic.202

The day before the 2013 hurricane season began, OPPRC was prepared. Word 
had gotten out that the city had a new disaster policy for OPP. If a Category 
3 hurricane or higher was in the Gulf of Mexico, the sheriff was to release 
the majority of prisoners on their own recognizance until the storm had 
passed or, in the event of a mandatory evacuation, until ten days after the 
city repopulated. OPPRC held an action to publicly pose the question, Why 
didn’t the city extend the same protections of release year-round, given that, 
in the words of Cielo Cruz, “it’s a Category 5 inside the jail.”203 While Mayor 
Landrieu held his annual hurricane preparedness press conference at the 
Mississippi River, OPPRC activists and their allies quietly assembled a few 
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yards away. Wearing bright red t-shifts emblazoned with “evacuate o.p.p. 
now,” fifty people silently formed a circle around an altar built of fabric 
on which were placed candles and paper silhouettes covered in red hand-
prints, each with a name of one of the forty-one people whose lives had been 
lost in OPP since Hurricane Katrina. Don Everard led the group in a prayer. 
A prayer that the summer’s hurricane season would be mild. A prayer for 
the people locked away in OPP. A prayer that, in the event of a major hur-
ricane, Mayor Landrieu would use his powers to declare the jail in a state 
of emergency and order its evacuation. Gradually reporters left the may-
or’s press conference to observe the prayer circle and interview OPPRC lead-
ers. Although OPPRC knew it was unlikely Landrieu would agree to their 
call, the protest raised the question of why so many people remained caged 
in a fundamentally violent institution.

After years of confronting an intractable city government driven by the 
goal of building up carceral capabilities, Hurricane Katrina provided an 
unexpected opening. Yet this political opportunity was not sufficient on 
its own. It took the strategic efforts of a broad range of activists to build 
grassroots power and shift some of the guiding approaches and practices 
surrounding public safety. Reflecting on that time, Mayaba Liebenthal de-
scribes how organizers’ energy mimicked the post-Katrina environment: 
“After the storm, the ground was very fertile. The trees were growing extra 
shit, the caterpillars were everywhere, there were watermelons this big. 
This sort of freak-out moment that nature was having, we were having 
ourselves. . . . ​All sorts of new things grew.”204 The activism to shrink New 
Orleans’ carceral infrastructure in the first five years after the floods oc-
curred not despite the crisis of Hurricane Katrina but because of how grass-
roots organizers leveraged the crisis for movement building.

Safe Streets/Strong Communities, Critical Resistance, and the broader 
Orleans Parish Prison Reform Coalition leveraged the national spotlight on 
the city after Hurricane Katrina to call attention to the systemic racial vio
lence of the courts, the police, and the jail. Through their tireless campaign-
ing, Safe Streets initiated an overhaul of the public defender system so that 
fewer people would end up in prison; pressed for the creation of the Office 
of the Independent Police Monitor so that fewer people would be brutalized, 
harassed, and arrested by the NOPD; and held Expungement Day in col-
laboration with Critical Resistance so that fewer people’s lives would be 
curtailed by their arrest records. OPPRC managed to win the unthink-
able victory of shrinking the jail by thousands of beds and pressuring the 
city and the courts to end the per diem system so that fewer people were 
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imprisoned and would die in OPP. Although often unrecognized, post-Katrina 
organizing built on previous generations of movement work—from the 
Angola Special Civics Project to CR South—while activism within the post-
Katrina period also built on other efforts.

For grassroots organizers, one of the biggest successes of this period was 
that these wins were accomplished by the people power of working-class 
Black and Brown people trying to remake home in New Orleans. Cielo Cruz 
shares,

People who are most impacted and have the most experience with 
the system were in the forefront of the push to make change. That 
that model won and we were able to show that is the way it should 
be done everywhere. If you’re just trying to have some reports and 
some policy experts go to your elected officials and deal directly, 
that is not a meaningful and good process. People have to be 
involved. That leadership has to be there.205

The power of this organizing went beyond building up and cutting back 
institutions to transforming people’s understanding of how change could 
be made in New Orleans. This base-building and leadership development 
work was critically accompanied by, in the words of Jacinta Gonzalez, 
“political clarity in terms of the longer-term vision around abolition . . . ​
where they were trying to build power, what could be won and how to ma-
neuver and deliver material wins.”206



6	 To Walk down the Street without Fear
Curbing Criminalization and Demanding Life  
in the New Orleans Tourism Economy

When it comes to LGBTQ youth, the issues get real, especially with 
trans women. As a youth-led organization, we focus our energy on 
trans women of color, because we think that wins for trans women of 
color will lead to wins for all of us. If trans women are able to get jobs 
and walk down the street without harassment or discrimination, we 
know the doors will open for others.

—BreakOUT!

This French Quarter, this piece of ground that we are on, is one of the 
most important economic engines for the city, for the region, and for 
the state of Louisiana.

—Mayor Mitch Landrieu, French Quarter crime press conference, 2015

We didn’t start this patrol because cops are corrupt but because there 
are not enough of them.

—Bob Simms, French Quarter Management District Security Task Force

After years of grassroots organizing for redress for the NOPD’s killing of 
Black storm survivors, the Department of Justice (DOJ) formally opened 
an investigation into the NOPD in 2010. In the face of this limited, yet real, 
political opening, New Orleanians mobilized to push for policing reforms 
that would curtail extraordinary and everyday police violence. Locally, a 
group of predominantly Black LGBTQ youth coalesced around the DOJ’s 
presence to organize against racialized and sexualized gender policing. 
They formed BreakOUT! to fight against the racial criminalization of LGBTQ 
youth in New Orleans.

At the same time, newly elected Mayor Mitch Landrieu promoted the ag-
gressive revitalization of the tourist economy to prove New Orleans could 
be a thriving city once again. The city remained a highly contested space, 
even as the crisis of the immediate post-Katrina years had abated. Drawing 
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on federal antisex trafficking initiatives, multiagency law enforcement 
efforts cracked down on an array of offenses deemed a risk to tourism. 
Although the French Quarter only covers a square mile, its political signifi-
cance in city governance and its importance in the public imagination vastly 
exceed its size. At a time when Black working-class and poor residents were 
being pushed to the city’s margins through skyrocketing housing costs and 
a dearth of living-wage work, municipal investments were earmarked for 
tourism and law enforcement initiatives in the French Quarter. These dy-
namics typify the punitive neoliberal logics governing contemporary 
New Orleans and the ones BreakOUT! organizes against.

BreakOUT!’s grassroots activism against the crisis of criminalization 
was in dialectical relation to the strategizing of the French Quarter 
Management District’s (FQMD) Security Task Force whose policing initia-
tives were then implemented across the city. In tracking these two linked 
stories, this chapter uncovers how the policing of racialized gender and 
sexuality has become central to urban capital accumulation schemes such 
that struggles over everyday criminalization serve as a pivot point for the 
future of New Orleans.

In the name of protecting the tourist economy, the FQMD, with Mayor 
Landrieu’s backing, organized to expand public and privatized forms of 
law enforcement and surveillance in the French Quarter that would regu-
late public spaces along race, class, and gender lines, with an emphasis on 
policing trans and queer people and places. In direct contrast, the 
organizing of BreakOUT! is animated by a Black trans feminist politics 
committed to making New Orleans a place where LGBTQ youth of color 
can “walk down the street without fear.” Founded and led by primarily 
Black trans girls who had been entrapped in the penal system, BreakOUT! 
offers an urgent critique of workings of the carceral state under gendered 
racial capitalism.1 BreakOUT!’s “We Deserve Better” campaign highlights 
how direct engagement with the state’s contradictory nature can be vital 
ground for an abolitionist politics that extends collective life. In doing so, 
they contest capital’s rendering of LGBTQ youth of color as deviant surplus 
populations and the notion that Black trans and queer people are, to bor-
row from Katherine McKittrick, “ungeographic,” always already out of 
place.2 Against a world where acute and structural violence cut short their 
lives, BreakOUT!’s politics of life not only declares that #BlackTransLives-
Matter but also invests, in the words of Jose Esteban Muñoz, in a “queer 
futurity”3 that stretches our understanding of Henri Lefebvre’s statement 
that the right to the city is “a transformed and renewed right to urban 
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life.” 4 Or, to follow the activism of BreakOUT! making New Orleans a place 
where notions of safety are transformed from being defined by police and 
prisons to being defined as collective investments and unmitigated access 
to housing, healthcare, education, and jobs.

We Deserve Better: Contesting Racialized  
Sexual and Gender Police Violence

BreakOUT! was founded in the shadows of the NOPD’s post-Katrina crisis 
of legitimacy. When the Civil Rights Division of the DOJ announced that 
they would investigate the NOPD, grassroots organizers pushed for the DOJ 
to place the NOPD under a consent decree. During most of 2010, several 
organizations coordinated DOJ listening sessions on people’s experiences 
with the NOPD.5 Through one listening session, an informal group of Black 
queer and trans youth coalesced into the organization BreakOUT!

The DOJ’s investigation of the NOPD coincided with the 2010 release of 
the report, Locked Up and Out, which charted the experiences of LGBTQ 
youth in the Louisiana juvenile justice system. Locked Up and Out was spear-
headed by Juvenile Justice Project of Louisiana (JJPL) youth advocate Wes 
Ware, who had previously engaged in organizing with Xochitl Bervera 
and Althea Francois. He had moved to New Orleans a few years after Ka-
trina to work for JJPL.6 Written in collaboration with youth behind bars, 
Locked Up and Out documents how LGBTQ youth, primarily of color, are 
funneled through the penal system, the siloing of juvenile justice work 
from queer activism, and how queer and trans youth are routinely stopped 
and harassed by the NOPD while walking down the street.7

By the time the report was distributed in the summer of 2010, many of 
the young people Ware worked with on it had been released. Yet once these 
queer and trans youth were back home in New Orleans, there was no real 
political organization to harness their energy. At the same time, Ware was 
building a relationship with Milan Nicole Sherry—a young Black trans 
women interning at JJPL who was deeply embedded in the world of Black 
trans New Orleans. When they heard that Women with a Vision, a long-
standing Black feminist organization, was coordinating a DOJ listening 
session on LGBTQ people’s experiences with the NOPD, Sherry and Ware 
recruited several of the young Black LGBTQ folks they knew to participate.8 
Although such listening sessions typically serve as a performance of con-
cern by the liberal state, the young people in attendance flipped the script—
moving beyond the notion that the DOJ could save them and remaking the 
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space to their own ends. They seamlessly transitioned from testifying about 
the NOPD’s everyday violence to imagining solutions. Ware recalls,

They quickly started talking about what they would like to see—
what the possibilities were, and what the DOJ should [do]. . . . ​I 
remember scrambling for chart paper and putting it up on the wall 
and just writing down all the things young folks were saying about 
we should do this or that. The city should be spending money this 
way and not that way. The DOJ representative just had to sit there 
while people just started running with these ideas . . . ​that was the 
first BreakOUT! meeting.9

Their visioning did not end with that single DOJ meeting. An initial group 
of six youth—Milan Nicole Sherry, Kenisha Harris, Lhundyn Palmer, Am-
hari Alexander, Dee Dee Jackson, and Jonathan Willis—began meeting to-
gether weekly, with staffing support from Ware, as the founding members 
of BreakOUT!10 Soon the nascent organization drew others who were di-
rectly affected by policing or imprisonment. While BreakOUT!’s members 
mainly comprised LGBTQ youth of color, the organization initially included 
a few white LGBTQ members.

BreakOUT! collectively developed a shared political analysis of criminal-
ization while sharpening activist skills through Building Our Power (BOP), 
an organizing and leadership development program. BOP participants 
gained a political education, learning about the history of policing and dif
ferent resistance struggles from the Stonewall riots to the New Orleans 
Black Panther Party. With many of them searching for work, they also at-
tended workshops on skills such as resume writing. As founding member 
Lhundyn Palmer relates, their coming together was exciting because they 
had been alienated from mainstream LGBTQ organizations, which

don’t focus on the things that impact me and my type of girl that 
walks that street. They focus on more of, [it’s] cliché to say gay 
marriage back then, but it was. . . . ​You’re not focused on the 
things that are really impacting the girls that y’all don’t see in the 
clubs or that you don’t see having a nine to five. Let’s talk about the 
things those girls go through. Let’s talk about the girls who are living 
at the bottom.11

Instead of being sidelined from what constituted proper gay activism, 
BreakOUT! created space for predominantly LGBTQ youth of color to direct 
activism based on their lived experiences.
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One of the most meaningful activities they did in those early months was 
charting out a “problem tree” on the issues facing members. Through this 
activity, participants conceptualized the problems confronting their lives 
as rooted in the intertwined systemic oppressions of racism, heterosexism 
and transphobia. At the center of their problems was the everyday crimi-
nalization of their existence. As Sherry explains,

For a lot of us, our experience was that police were profiling us to be 
sex workers. . . . ​When you encountered the officers, it was a very 
traumatizing experience. When you’re young . . . ​you don’t know 
when the police is taking advantage of you or when they’re not. 
And as far as the power that officers hold could be very intimidating 
for a person that has no power at all. So the fact that you will be 
misgendered and [will] not really push back against the police, 
because then that can lead to arrest. As far as police call you out of 
your name, and you correct them, that can lead you to arrest. So,  
it was a lot of misgendering. Profiling. Officers were abusing their 
authority. There were a lot of times where I myself had to perform 
sexual favors to officers just to avoid arrest.12

BreakOUT! identified the NOPD’s power to stop, frisk, and sexually assault 
trans and queer people of color, particularly Black trans girls, with impu-
nity under the umbrella of policing sex work as activating the cycle of crim-
inalization that ensnared them.

Their analysis of the NOPD’s gendered and sexual policing practices 
was anchored in an understanding, to borrow from Emily Hobson, that “all 
policing of sexuality, queer or straight, is racialized.”13 As primarily Black 
LGBTQ young people, the centrality of racism in their police encounters was 
never in question. Many of BreakOUT!’s members had family—almost al-
ways cis and straight Black men—who were caught up in the criminal legal 
system. Yet they recognized that the way they were targeted by law enforce-
ment as young Black trans women and queer people was qualitatively dif
ferent. They also knew that white LGBTQ youth generally did not experience 
the types of policing that shaped their everyday lives due to the general-
ized protections of whiteness afforded to individuals and their different 
geographic locations in the city. White LGBTQ youth who were part of 
BreakOUT! were less likely to have encountered the criminal legal system 
while just walking down the street. Instead, they usually had been in and 
out of the child welfare system; incarcerated in a juvenile prison from a very 
young age, frequently for offenses categorized as “serious” by the state; and 
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often had cognitive disabilities. This suggested that a confluence of factors 
usually had to be at play to erode the protection of whiteness typically 
granted to white LGBTQ youth by the criminal legal system.

The NOPD’s policing of Black LGBTQ youth, while resonating with as-
pects of police abuse based on race, class, and cis-masculinity, took a dis-
tinct form at the nexus of anti-Black racism and gender nonconformity. Cops 
routinely stopped them for being young trans women of color walking down 
the street, called them homophobic and transphobic slurs, groped them 
under the guise of determining their “real” gender, and charged them with 
falsely identifying themselves when their gender presentation or chosen 
names did not match the official sex and name on their IDs. For Black 
LGBTQ youth, it was important to expand the notion of stop and frisk to 
include the sexual assault they experienced at the hands of the police. The 
NOPD’s rampant coercion of Black trans girls into sexual activity under 
the explicit or implicit threat of arrest simultaneously illustrated how sexual 
violence could be used to enforce gender norms and fit into the centuries-
old pattern of the state’s systematic disregard of Black women’s sexual au-
tonomy.14 The NOPD’s policing of gender and sexuality served as another 
state racial project directed at disciplining and controlling Black New 
Orleanians.

In addition, BreakOUT!’s critique of the police’s profiling of Black trans 
girls as sex workers raised attention to how racism and transmisogyny pro-
duced their structural class position. As BreakOUT! explained, “LGBTQ 
youth, particularly young Black transgender women, are disproportionately 
experiencing the harmful effects of the criminal justice system due to dis-
parities in housing, employment, education, and social service providers.”15 
BreakOUT! members and other young LGBTQ people of color often were 
pushed out of their homes due to familial homophobia and transphobia and 
out of the school system because of their intersecting experiences of trans-
phobic and heterosexist bullying and racist disciplinary targeting. With the 
already meager Louisiana social safety net further shredded after Hurricane 
Katrina, almost all resources for homeless youth were provided through 
overextended nonprofit agencies that had, at best, mixed politics on LGBTQ 
issues. With housing costs skyrocketing, finding a safe place to stay was 
more challenging than ever. Moreover, jobs were hard to come by for those 
without a high school diploma. For those who did graduate high school, the 
few jobs available provided minimum-wage work that was almost impos-
sible to survive on—and often even those jobs were out of reach due to dis-
criminatory hiring practices. Black trans girls were systematically excluded 
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from the legitimate workforce, which is to say rendered as surplus labor, 
under gendered racial capitalism.

Thus, it should come as no surprise that many, but by no means all, young 
Black trans women turned to street-based sex work and other criminalized 
economic survival strategies to make ends meet. Although Black trans girls 
were overrepresented in sex work—particularly in the historically disin-
vested Tulane Avenue area and the heavily invested tourism epicenter of 
the French Quarter—their overdetermination as criminalized subjects 
meant that law enforcement presumed that any and all Black trans girls 
were sex working. Most, if not all, young Black trans women spent a fair 
amount of time in the public sphere because of their lack of access to pri-
vate spaces, which led to more everyday contact with the NOPD. Hence 
the political question was not delineating whether a given girl was “inno-
cent” or “guilty” but how racial state violence was wielded in the twinned 
projects of sex work and gender policing. BreakOUT!’s aim to curtail the 
discretionary power of the NOPD to profile Black trans women as soliciting 
sex work challenged the logic of criminalizing an entire group of people 
based on their race and gender for their own systematic exclusion from the 
post-Katrina political economy. From this political framework developed 
the We Deserve Better campaign, aimed at eradicating the NOPD’s gender 
policing and state-sanctioned sexual violence in the spring of 2011.16

Along with identifying the roots of its members’ criminalization, early 
BreakOUT! meetings were devoted to grassroots organizing training. Mem-
bers learned how to map the political landscape, pinpoint who held the 
power to make change, identify their allies and their opponents, delineate 
the difference between a strategy and a tactic, and build power to escalate 
a campaign. Although they were skeptical that the DOJ’s investigation 
would lead to meaningful reforms on its own, they also knew that building 
a strong campaign depended on the federal investigation’s verification of 
the NOPD profiling and sexual harassment of Black trans girls and other 
queer youth of color. They charted out how not only to provide useful in-
formation to the investigation but, in the words of Ware, also how to begin 
“organizing the DOJ” to take a stance against the NOPD’s racialized, gen-
dered, and sexualized policing.17 They coordinated DOJ forums for young 
queer and trans people of color at which they could share their experiences 
and convey to the DOJ investigators their understanding of the systematic 
violence of the NOPD. In using these strategies, BreakOUT! implicitly iden-
tified one of the central contradictions of the carceral state: the state is not 
a singular entity but a multiscalar institution of institutions, and organizers 
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can leverage one sector of the state against another to scale back carceral 
power—even as activists identified the state as the primary arbiter of vio
lence in their lives.

During this time, BreakOUT! collaborated with several racial justice 
groups to craft a People’s Consent Decree that activists hoped the DOJ would 
adopt. BreakOUT! saw participating in crafting this decree as an opportu-
nity to articulate their own visions for LGBTQ policing reforms. Although 
at first some activists balked at the inclusion of such reforms in the decree, 
claiming that they watered down attention to anti-Black racism, ultimately 
the People’s Consent Decree included reforms aimed at curbing the NOPD’s 
misconduct against LGBT people.18

When the DOJ released its report, it was clear that the listening sessions 
had an impact. Although the DOJ did not adopt the People’s Consent De-
cree, its report drew on community activists’ stories and insights. It indicted 
the NOPD for its systematic disregard for civil rights and widespread legal 
violations: the NOPD “frequently uses excessive force and conducts illegal 
stops, searches, and arrests with impunity.”19 The DOJ noted the NOPD’s 
pervasive patterns of “bias”—that is, police profiling—against African 
Americans, Latinx, youth, and LGBT people.20 The report documented how 
the NOPD’s statistic-oriented policing practices, which measure success 
based on the number of arrests, underpinned and colluded with discrimi-
natory policing.21 Moreover, the report discussed how the NOPD targeted 
LGBTQ people of color and how Black trans women were routinely profiled 
as sex workers, often leading them to be charged with the notorious “crimes 
against nature” law, which restricted their abilities to find employment 
and housing.22 Although the DOJ had not yet issued a consent decree, for 
BreakOUT! the inclusion of their stories within the official DOJ report 
was a victory. Not only did it validate what they had long known but in 
its validation it also shifted the ideological terrain to be more fertile for 
future policing campaigns.

Although reining in NOPD violence was important, BreakOUT!’s over-
arching goal was never simply to seek better policing procedures but to 
“starve the beast” of the penal system by preventing arrests and thus in-
carceration.23 Thus, they pushed for a policy clearly delineating that gender 
identity, expression, and sexual orientation did not constitute reasonable, 
suspicious, or probable cause for a police stop, in concert with new regula-
tions to restrict cops’ harassment of queer and trans people. Focusing on 
changing policy was key. Founding member Lhundyn Palmer explains, “We 
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have to start with the law. We can’t start fight[ing] for our rights if our rights 
are not even written down.”24 BreakOUT! understood that racial and gen-
der violence was baked into the NOPD, but they also realized it was unre-
alistic to ignore current state policy and hope that the carceral state would 
wither away. BreakOUT! researched and brainstormed the contours of an 
ideal policy that would reduce the harms inflicted by the NOPD.

BreakOUT!’s We Deserve Better campaign was accompanied by the dis-
tribution of a manual created by the organization, “Your Guide to Street 
Safety & Preserving Your Rights with the Police” (figure 6.1). While recog-
nizing the state as a primary propeller of violence in their lives and fo-
cused on chipping away at the NOPD’s power, they recognized that policy 
change meant little if people did not know their legal rights or how to ad-
vocate for themselves. Sherry relates that before BreakOUT! was formed, 
“It was very easy for police to take advantage of me, as far as just misgen-
dering me. Illegal profiling me. . . . ​It kind of became a norm to me.”25 Being 
harassed repeatedly by the NOPD and not knowing their rights, Sherry 
and countless others normalized their everyday police shakedowns. As 
Andrea Ritchie describes, gendered and racialized law enforcement vio
lence is rendered as “simultaneously ordinary and out of the ordinary.”26 
The BreakOUT! guide spelled out what the police could and could not le-
gally do, what questions to ask and statements to make during a police 
stop, and how to report police problems to BreakOUT! Along with distrib-
uting the guide, the organization gave out compact mirrors stamped with 
the BreakOUT! logo and with important phrases such as “Am I under ar-
rest?” and “I do not consent to this search” printed on the inside. Even if it 
was merely a harm-reduction strategy, learning about one’s rights and 
standing against punitive state violence still had the power to interrupt 
the systematic devaluing of their lives.

Around this time, BreakOUT! approached the NOPD with initial recom-
mendations for a LGBTQ policy. Although organizers did not expect the 
NOPD to accept their recommendations, they believed that directly asking 
them to do so was the first step in escalating their campaign. As expected, 
the NOPD officials rejected their recommended policy but made an unex-
pected offer. They invited BreakOUT! to train the NOPD on LGBTQ issues 
(likely as a preventive measure against the forthcoming DOJ consent de-
cree). Hesitant, BreakOUT! staff decided they needed more information: 
they contacted trusted allies about the pros and cons of training the police. 
Under BreakOUT!’s decision-making structure, such decisions were never 



FIGURE 6.1 ​BreakOUT! “Your Guide to Street Safety & Preserving Your Rights 
with the Police.” Art by Tommy LeBlanc. Courtesy of the artist.
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staff’s alone to make but needed consent from the membership. According 
to Ware,

We came back to membership and said the NOPD want us to train 
them and asked members how they felt about that. At first, I think 
some members were excited to tell a police officer what they should 
and shouldn’t be doing. But it wasn’t long before in that same 
meeting, we asked members if training the police would put us in a 
position of power? And we were able to go back to the foundation 
we already laid around our vision and looking strategically at our 
campaign goals and what we wanted. Pretty quickly young people 
articulated that it would not put us in a position of power and, in 
fact, could really hurt the organization and our campaign. Not to 
mention we also had young people in the room who were like hell 
no, we’re not going to go in front of the same people that are bribing 
and brutalizing us, physically and sexually, and train them to do it 
better . . . ​no.27

In working through this tricky political question, BreakOUT! reached a con-
sensus that training the NOPD would legitimize their abusive practices 
and undermine more meaningful policy change.

However, members did express that they wanted their voices to be heard. 
They wanted the public, including the NOPD, to hear about their negative 
experiences with law enforcement and their recommendations for reform. 
To do this, they made a short video titled We Deserve Better in collabora-
tion with FosterBear Films. The video highlighted BreakOUT! members’ 
experiences with the NOPD and emphasized that the police were a “hin-
drance to our safety.”28 In the film, one young person states, “I don’t trust the 
police at all. I don’t believe the police can do anything to save us because if 
that was the case, they wouldn’t hurt us by locking us up and putting us in 
jail or in prison just for the fact of what a person looks like, or a person’s 
gender, or what they want to be or how they dress or how they act or the 
way they talk. If a man sounds like a sissy, or a female sounds like a man.”29 
Real safety would mean the ability to “go down the street without being 
harassed” and to have access to jobs.30 Though widely shared on social 
media and shown to some officers, the NOPD soon deemed the film “too 
controversial.”31

The We Deserve Better campaign received a boost after the DOJ reached 
a consent decree agreement with the city in July 2012. At the time, it was 
one of the most extensive consent decrees ever placed on a municipal 
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police department, and the most explicit DOJ decree regarding discrimi-
natory LGBTQ policing practices.32 Along with mandating that the NOPD 
be “specifically prohibited from using harassing, intimidating, or deroga-
tory language regarding or toward LGBT individuals,” the consent decree 
stated, “Officers shall not construe sexual orientation, gender identity, or 
gender expression as reasonable suspicion or probable cause.”33 Moreover, it 
included this guidance: “Officers will not subject transgender individuals 
to more invasive or more frequent frisk procedures due to transgender sta-
tus. Officers shall not frisk any person for the purpose of determining that 
person’s gender or to view or touch the person’s genitals.”34 The decree di-
rected the city to undo punitive practices that led to disproportionate num-
bers of LGBTQ people of color being locked up.

Yet the work was not done. The New Orleans city government was re-
quired to pass a series of new policing reforms before the DOJ consent de-
cree monitors would release the NOPD from their oversight. BreakOUT! 
accelerated its process of finalizing their own proposed policy, which they 
presented to city council in the fall of 2012. Along with BreakOUT! testify-
ing about NOPD violence against queer and trans youth of color and pre-
senting their policy proposal, representatives from OPPRC, JJPL, Congreso, 
Safe Streets/Strong Communities, the Office of the Independent Police Mon-
itor, VOTE, and the New Orleans LGBTQ Community Center came out to 
support BreakOUT’s proposal.35 Presenting this policy on record at City Hall, 
rather than in private meetings, was strategic not only for disseminating 
their ideas but also because one of BreakOUT!’s goals was for the NOPD to 
go on the record that they would meet with BreakOUT! before adopting any 
policy. With the NOPD promising that BreakOUT! would have the power to 
comment on any proposed police policies, BreakOUT! felt confident about 
their ability to influence the city’s LGBTQ policy.

Shortly thereafter, however, the city began backtracking on its commit-
ments. Mayor Landrieu at first lauded the NOPD consent decree, but when 
he realized that it would cost millions of dollars to implement it, on top of 
the millions required for the OPP consent decree, he implored the federal 
judge “to hold off ” on its execution.36 When that request was struck down, 
the NOPD wrote watered-down reform policies that many local activists 
surmised were aimed at maintaining discretionary power and keeping 
costs down.

BreakOUT! organized their members and allies to demand that the 
NOPD stay true to its word on adopting a meaningful LGBTQ policy. When 
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they heard that the NOPD had sent a proposed policy to the city attorney’s 
office, BreakOUT! wrote a letter to NOPD Superintendent Serpas remind-
ing him of his commitment and asking why they had yet to see this pol-
icy. BreakOUT! then drafted a petition urging Serpas to release the draft 
NOPD LGBTQ policy; it quickly garnered 300 signatures.37 BreakOUT! 
organizers also wrote a letter to the editor to the French Quarter-based 
LGBT+ magazine Ambush to mobilize the broader queer community. The 
letter tied the profiling of Black trans women walking down the street to 
the policing of Black men riding their bikes and to “Latino workers driving 
home,” which “does nothing to make us safer.” It stated that now is the 
time for the NOPD to increase accountability in its reform process.38

The NOPD finally agreed to a meeting with BreakOUT! at which NOPD 
presented the department’s proposed LGBTQ policy. BreakOUT! organizer 
Derwin Wilright Jr. described it as “rubbish” in that “it didn’t explain a lot 
of things correctly [and was] really vague and just brief.”39 Yet BreakOUT! 
staff brought the draft policy to their membership to read, discuss, and 
provide feedback. After this collective meeting, they sent the NOPD 
(along with the DOJ) five pages of line edits detailing everyone’s concerns. 
BreakOUT! asserted the proposal was unacceptable for the following rea-
sons: its contradictory and clinical language around gender identity and 
sexuality, the weakness of the provisions about prohibiting discrimina-
tory policing, and the lack of stipulations about stop and frisk data collec-
tion. Given that the NOPD had stopped three of their members without 
cause in the past week alone, it was clear that a strong policy was needed. 
Moving ahead with weak policies without real community input under-
mined the DOJ’s investigation and consent decree. BreakOUT! informed 
the NOPD that they would be demanding that the department hold public 
hearings on any proposals.40 In the words of Milan Sherry, “You can’t make 
policies about us, without us.” 41

BreakOUT! kept their word, holding “Stop the Frisk: Rally against Ra-
cial and Gender Profiling” on May 9, 2013, in front of NOPD headquarters. 
Speakers demanded transparency and public hearings on proposed NOPD 
policies. Interspersed with the chants “NOPD keep your hands off of me” 
and “We deserve better,” youth organizers gave speeches about how the city 
was not taking the problems of policing seriously enough. Milan Sherry ex-
plained that Mayor Landrieu’s recent statement on policing reforms encap-
sulated the problem when “he said that he thought racial profiling was 
wrong. We should be aggressively pursuing people not because of race but 
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because of behavior. But we all know that being Black is the behavior. We 
know that being transgender is the behavior.” Breaking down the false 
dichotomy between police profiling based on identity and the “unbiased” 
policing of criminal activity, BreakOUT! pointed to how Landrieu’s and, by 
extension, the NOPD’s heralding of colorblind and genderblind logics pa-
pered over the centrality of racism and transphobia to everyday policing. 
When BreakOUT! approached the NOPD headquarters to deliver their de-
mands, NOPD officers locked the front door. Although the NOPD did not 
open the door despite the crowd’s loud chants of “let us in, let us in,” Break-
OUT! felt fortified by the widespread support for their demands.

A few days after the rally, the NOPD invited BreakOUT! leaders to a 
closed-door meeting about proposed reforms. Refusing to be the only ones 
at the table, BreakOUT! brought along representatives from other 
organizations including Congreso and the Office of the Independent Police 
Monitor. At this meeting they obtained enough of their objectives—including 
that one’s perceived or actual gender identity and sexual orientation did not 
constitute reasonable suspicion or probable cause—that they decided the 
NOPD policy was good enough to claim as a success.

After two years of organizing, the city formally enacted Policy 402, which 
governs the NOPD’s treatment of LGBTQ individuals in June  2013.42 
BreakOUT! celebrated the announcement as a victory that could be lever-
aged for future struggles. Yet, as Derwin Wilright Jr, said, “We recognize 
that much more must be done to ensure the safety of queer and trans 
youth of color on the streets of New Orleans.” 43 To get the word out about 
Policy 402, BreakOUT! updated their Guide to Street Safety to include the 
new restrictions on LGBTQ policing. Members coordinated a photo shoot 
to publicize Policy 402 and other legal information through a social me-
dia campaign (figure 6.2).

A year after achieving the win of Policy 402, BreakOUT! released We De-
serve Better: A Report on Policing in New Orleans by and for Queer and Trans 
Youth of Color. Along with sharing the survey data and testimonials that 
BreakOUT! collected on law enforcement’s sexual harassment and arrests 
of LGBTQ youth of color, the report also pointedly rejected the narrative 
that the oppression these youth experienced reduced their existence, as one 
supposed supporter had described them, to “living in the streets like rats.” 44 
They stated, “We are not your rats. We’re doing the best we can in a city 
that has provided us with very few resources. We are surviving. We are re-
silient. We are creative and resourceful. . . . ​We can tell you exactly what 



FIGURE 6.2 ​BreakOUT! 
#KnowYourRights 
social media campaign, 
2013. Photograph by 
Rush Jagoe. Courtesy 
of the photographer.
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is wrong in this city and exactly what needs to change.” 45 Toward that end, 
the report outlined a series of recommendations for reducing the power 
of punitive urban governance and expanding the city’s capacity to meet 
LGBTQ youth of color’s material needs.

We Deserve Better noted that, even as “Policy 402 is a great start,” there 
was still work to be done to fully implement the consent decree: crafting 
more detailed policies for the use of police cameras, ending the NOPD’s 
collusion with ICE, and having the NOPD acknowledge the harm it had 
done to New Orleanians. The report described how the consent decree was 
already being undercut by Landrieu’s request for 100 state troopers to sup-
plement the police force in the French Quarter after a high-profile shooting. 
The report demanded that the state police be removed from the French 
Quarter not only because more law enforcement generally increased people’s 
vulnerability to arrest but also because the state troopers were outside the 
bounds of the DOJ consent decree. They argued for the repeal of a new state 
criminal law, which they believed to have been written at least partially in 
response to Policy 402, that further criminalized solicitation and was explic
itly targeted at sex workers and homeless people.46 Furthermore, “money 
should be shifted from more police to providing more housing opportuni-
ties for youth in our city.” 47 The report proposed that the city should not 
only develop a job training program but also actively help youth to obtain 
living-wage work.48 The final recommendation was to end the school-to-
prison pipeline for LGBTQ youth by creating safer and affirming educa-
tional environments.

Through the We Deserve Better campaign, BreakOUT! activists organized 
to disrupt the normalization of the NOPD’s racialized and gendered profil-
ing and state-sanctioned sexual violence and to lessen the scope and power 
of the NOPD. In doing so, they disavowed the notion that their safety was 
located in heightened policing and contended that true security would only 
come from meaningful investments in the social infrastructures from which 
they had been structurally excluded. As Derwin Wilright explained, the pur-
pose of We Deserve Better was to work toward a society that did not equate 
police with safety: “I want a world with community accountability where 
we aren’t relying on the police. . . . ​As Black and Brown people and LGBTQ 
people, the police has never really done anything for us except stop our 
youth and tear apart our families. I would like to see a day when the NOPD 
is not who we rely on but instead ensure we can hold each other account-
able in communities without using violence or guns.” 49
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Securing the New Orleans Tourism Economy

In the fall of 2015, BreakOUT! asked whether I could track down the ordi-
nances that authorized the presence of state troopers in New Orleans and 
to determine which entity was behind the uptick in private patrols in the 
French Quarter. Wes Ware shared that the deployments of state troopers 
appeared to be a workaround of the consent decree. This saturation polic-
ing was also reminiscent of a recent crackdown on housing-insecure LGBTQ 
youth around Tulane Avenue as the area underwent redevelopment follow-
ing the opening of a new medical complex to replace the public Charity Hos-
pital. The expansion of policing in the city’s tourism epicenter seemed to 
be pushing out queer and trans youth of color in a similar way, serving ra-
cial capital’s vision of a new New Orleans.

One of the long-standing contradictions of the New Orleans tourism econ-
omy has been the racial policing of sex, even as debauchery has been a 
significant tourist draw. Historian Alecia P. Long demonstrates that New Or-
leans’s appeal as a “tourist destination that encouraged and facilitated in-
dulgence, especially in prostitution and sex across the color line” can be 
traced back to the city’s remaking of itself after the Civil War.50 In the late 
nineteenth century, city leaders grappled both with the allure of the rela-
tively tolerant culture of sexual and racial transgressions and their desire 
to promote New Orleans as governed by reform-minded Jim Crow re-
spectability and capital. To resolve this contradiction, city officials sought 
to contain racialized commercial sex by partitioning the neighborhood of 
Storyville into an official vice district while ramping up the policing of sex 
work outside the neighborhood bounds, which included enacting residen-
tial segregation laws limiting where sex workers could live.51

To appease complaints from the US Navy during World War I, the city 
shut down Storyville, and commercial sex across the legal spectrum re-
turned to the French Quarter.52 Reformers turned again to law enforce-
ment to shore up their desires for a chaste tourism economy. After World 
War II, Bourbon Street became a battleground between historic preserva-
tionists who believed sex shows sullied property values and strippers and 
nightclub owners who earned their living on the tourist sex dollar.53 After 
the city banned “lewd entertainment” and instituted raids on nightclubs, 
many bars closed.54 In advance of the 1984 World’s Fair, Connick orches-
trated a war on vice in the French Quarter by authorizing raids on sex work 
establishments and gay bathhouses.55 Gay residents picketed the First 
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District NOPD Station to protest the raids and everyday police harassment, 
which they experienced when waiting to take the bus to the World’s Fair.56

As mayor, Mitch Landrieu strengthened the neoliberal tourist economy 
and swelled the ranks of law enforcement in the name of post-Katrina revi-
talization. His aggressive promotion of tourism led the industry to domi-
nate the New Orleans political economy on an unmatched scale. During his 
tenure, his administration lobbied for a new billion dollar airport, recruited 
major conventions and sporting events to the city, and pushed through one 
of the most lax short-term vacation rental regulations in the nation over 
widespread opposition.57 In just over ten years after Hurricane Katrina, New 
Orleans broke a new record for the number of visitors annually at 10.5 mil-
lion people in 2016.58 It was not a coincidence that 2016 marked the first 
year since the storm that more people migrated out of the city than moved 
in, as working-class communities—predominantly Black and Latinx—were 
pushed out to the suburbs or left the greater metropolitan area because of 
rising housing costs and the lack of living-wage work.59

The criminalization of deviant sex and gender together with the remak-
ing of racialized urban space to meet neoliberal imperatives—particularly 
in tourism economies—is not unique to New Orleans.60 As Christina 
Hanhardt documents, NYPD chief William Bratton “first tested [broken win
dows policing] in Greenwich Village, home to the famed Stonewall riots 
and one of the world’s best-known gay enclaves.” 61 This displacement strat-
egy was then exported to other areas of New York City marked for specula-
tive development, under which other populations (the homeless, young 
Black and Latino men, and sex workers) came under siege.62 Police crack-
downs on sex work have been critical in securing tourism gentrification 
across the globe.63 As Erica L. Williams recounts in her work on Salvador, 
Brazil, the tourist economy marks different racial-gender-sexual relations 
to space through the figure of the racialized sex worker. Black women, per-
ceived to be sex workers, “have a queer relationship to the touristic land-
scape due to the fact that they are always already seen as sexually deviant 
or somewhere out of place.” 64 The criminalization and displacement of sex 
workers (real and perceived) of color are critical to enhancing the spatial-
ized capital accumulation of tourist economies.

Federal antisex trafficking initiatives bolstered tourism policing in the 
first decades of the twenty-first century. An unlikely alliance between anti-
prostitution and antipornography feminists and the Christian Right devel-
oped when it appeared the Right had lost the culture war on sex work.65 
Repackaging antisex work politics under the banner of sex trafficking—a 
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criminalizing frame that sought to undercut sex work activists’ claims to 
bodily autonomy by reframing most (if not all) sex work as coerced through 
a punitive victim’s rights narrative—antisex trafficking advocates found a 
champion in President George W. Bush. Although the federal Victims of 
Trafficking and Violence Protection Act was passed in 2000 under President 
Clinton, the Bush administration increased criminal sanctions and federal 
and local law enforcement funding through the DOJ and the newly created 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS).66 During his tenure, President 
Obama expanded the scope of the domestic war on trafficking. In the fall 
of 2012, Obama announced the relaunch of DHS’s “Blue Campaign” to train 
local law enforcement in antitrafficking tactics.67

Amid this renewed moral panic, state actors, antitrafficking advocates, 
and media spread the rumor that the 2013 Super Bowl, held amid the Mardi 
Gras season in New Orleans, would be a magnet for sex trafficking—thereby 
legitimizing heightened law enforcement cooperation. The FBI and ICE, in 
collaboration with ten state and local policing agencies, coordinated “Op-
eration Innocence Lost” to crack down on perceived sex trafficking. Social 
service nonprofits and businesses disseminated flyers urging the public to 
be on the lookout for sex trafficking victims—in other words, to profile 
people as sex workers—under the War on Terror mantra of “if you see some-
thing, say something.” 68 French Quarter hotels even branded their soaps 
with antitrafficking messages.

Although the imagined figure of the sex trafficking victim that animated 
federal law enforcement initiatives is a white, cisgender, young woman or 
girl, it was clear to BreakOUT! and their coconspirators at Women with a 
Vision that it would most likely be trans women of color who would be 
profiled by the public and police as sex workers. BreakOUT! activists con-
sidered publicly challenging Operation Innocence Lost but instead di-
rected their energy at a harm-reduction approach of keeping people safe, 
given their limited capacity and the real concern that as a youth organization 
their opponents could weaponize their critiques into criminalizing the 
organization for supporting minors in sex work. Leading up to the Super 
Bowl, they handed out know your rights pamphlets and encouraged mem-
bers to take cars, rather than walking, when going out. In the ensuing days, 
emboldened police stopped trans women on the street to demand that they 
share their Social Security numbers and taunted them on their megaphones. 
Operation Innocence Lost choreographed a mass arrest of eighty-five 
people—fifty-three in New Orleans and thirty-two in Baton Rouge. Only two 
of these people were booked on trafficking charges, with most arrested on 
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low-level prostitution, narcotics, and weapons charges and several children 
taken (“rescued” in the language of law enforcement) by Family Services 
when the sting arrested their mothers for sex work.69

Mayor Landrieu transformed the heightened policing surrounding such 
mega-events from extraordinary to everyday urban governance. Although 
in his first term, Landrieu instituted a hiring freeze on NOPD officers due 
to revenue shortages, his second term was marked by heavy investments in 
policing and surveillance. Over the summer of 2014, Landrieu’s office capi-
talized on a high-profile shooting on Bourbon Street to bring one hundred 
state troopers to New Orleans to temporarily reinforce the NOPD. Even 
though the state police were concentrated in the French Quarter, Landrieu 
also directed them to neighborhoods throughout the city. The mayor also 
convinced the city council to direct $3 million from the New Orleans Con-
vention Visitor’s Bureau to create “NOLA Patrol,” a civilian patrol to focus 
on “quality of life” issues, and to fund an NOPD detail for Bourbon Street.70 
Moreover, Landrieu began petitioning Governor Bobby Jindal for the indefi-
nite assignment of state troopers to New Orleans. Obfuscating the data that 
street crime was at some of its lowest-ever levels, Landrieu contended 
that deployment of the state troopers was a necessary stopgap measure for 
what he claimed was a shortage of officers confront rising crime.71

Calls for more policing also came from French Quarter residents and 
business owners. After a burglary at a local bar and the attempted mugging 
of a server, a group of primarily white middle- and upper-class New Orlea-
nians, including at least one self-identified white supremacist, held a pro-
police protest in January 2015.72 The “Citizens Rally to End Crime in the 
Quarter” held at Jackson Square on Twelfth Night (January 6) called on 
Landrieu to get tougher on crime. Protesters chanted, “What do we want? 
Troopers! When do we want them? Now!” while holding signs that read 
“What’s the plan? Where are our cops? Where is the money? When will 
attrition stop?” and “Welcome to Landrieuville! Home of Robbers, 
Stabbers & Rapists.”73 Controversial millionaire and French Quarter resi-
dent Sidney Torres IV ran TV ads attacking Landrieu after his home was 
broken into.74

A few days after the French Quarter protest, Landrieu redoubled his plea 
to Governor Jindal for state troopers, claiming that state augmentation of 
the NOPD was essential for state revenue generation.75 Jindal partially re-
lented by upping the number of state troopers stationed in New Orleans dur-
ing the 2015 Mardi Gras season. The hotel industry, which had a vested 
interest in keeping tourists happy, committed the necessary funds for keep-
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ing the state troopers in the French Quarter throughout 2015.76 Still this 
was not enough. For more than a year, French Quarter homes and businesses 
were covered with signs that read “Caution: Walk in Groups. We ♥ the 
NOPD. We just need more.”

During 2015, policing tactics old and new were instituted in the French 
Quarter. Sidney Torres provided more than $300,000 of seed money for the 
creation of a new private patrol, its structure modeled on his French Quar-
ter garbage collection company that operated in a public–private partner-
ship with the city.77 The regular three-person patrol made up of off-duty 
NOPD officers who had arresting power, drove up and down the Quarter 
streets in GPS-tracked black Polarises with blue lights flashing. These pri-
vate patrol officers were to break up undesirable behavior and respond to 
calls through an app that Torres made for people to report “suspicious ac-
tivity.”78 In other words, the app conscripted everyday people into broken 
windows policing. The appeal of the app in the midst of the French Quar-
ter anticrime frenzy, which was marketed just as much, if not more so, to 
tourists as residents, could not be denied. Within its first few months 9,800 
people (double the population of the French Quarter) downloaded the app, 
and more than 3,000 reports were made, leading to 123 arrests.79

Yet against the notion that Torres was conducting a one-man crime-
fighting crusade, popularized by the likes of the New York Times, was the 
reality that these policing developments happened under the umbrella 
of  the French Quarter Management District (FQMD).80 The Louisiana 
state legislature created the French Quarter Management District in 2007 
to revitalize the French Quarter and address the post-Katrina and sys-
temic issues confronting the neighborhood.”81 Tourism capitalists lob-
bied for the French Quarter Management District’s creation to counter 
depictions of the French Quarter “as a place of lawlessness and despair.” 
The area’s tarnished, post-Katrina image was negatively affecting the num-
ber of tourists, conventioneers, and locals visiting the area, causing some 
restaurants and shops to permanently close their doors.

A political subdivision of the state of Louisiana, the FQMD is a business 
improvement district: a public–private partnership with the purpose of re-
valorizing a specific geographic area through a special taxing district.82 The 
FQMD siphons off public tax dollars that their board—made up of French 
Quarter business owners and upscale neighborhood residents, with a few 
token appointments from the mayor’s office and city council—then can 
spend with relatively little oversight.83 For issues beyond the jurisdiction 
of the FQMD, the Board has the ear of elected officials, who are committed 
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to keeping them content. The FQMD is an example of how contemporary 
neoliberal urban governance carves up political space to meet capital in-
terests with minimal public accountability.

After a shooting on Bourbon Street in 2011, the FQMD formed a Security 
Task Force committee84 to increase policing and surveillance in the name of 
protecting the tourism economy.85 In their first years of operation, they suc-
cessfully advocated for the passage of two criminal municipal ordinances. 
One to renew a youth curfew in the French Quarter, and the second to 
prohibit “aggressive solicitation” within the neighborhood. Although the 
antisolicitation ordinance was targeted at panhandling, its imprecise word-
ing allowed it to also be directed against people whom police viewed as so-
liciting sex work.86 Moreover the FQMD launched “SafeCam” in October 2012 
for residents and businesses to register surveillance cameras with the NOPD. 
Between 2012 and 2015, SafeCam registered nearly 1,400 cameras, and the 
FQMD worked with the NOPD to expand it to a citywide program.87

The FQMD organized to expand police power amid the French Quarter 
crime panic. They quickly brought Torres’s private security detail under 
their purview, using public funds funneled through the New Orleans Con-
vention and Visitors’ Bureau and the hotel self-assessment tax. The private 
patrol reported to the Security Task Force leadership in alignment with the 
Eighth District NOPD. However, the FQMD was not content to add a pri-
vate security detail of three officers. They wanted the ongoing presence of 
state troopers in the French Quarter to supplement the NOPD. With the 
hotels’ funding for state troopers ending at the new year, another financ-
ing plan was needed. The FQMD strategized with city leadership to put on 
the October 2015 ballot a proposal for the formation of an Economic Devel-
opment District (EDD), with the exact boundaries of the FQMD and with 
the sole purpose of issuing a sales tax to fund public safety (map 6.1). This 
quarter-cent sales tax would finance thirty state troopers (with, at a mini-
mum, seven patrolling at any time) and the operations of the French Quar-
ter Security Task Force for five years. Proponents of the EDD predicted that 
the sales tax would generate $2 million a year. If passed, this revenue 
would be matched by annual allocations of $1 million from the Convention 
Center, $1 million from the New Orleans Convention and Visitors Bureau, 
and $500,000 from the city’s portion of the hotel tax assessment revenue. 
Thus, if voters approved the EDD, $4.5 million would be pumped each year 
into intensifying French Quarter policing through 2020.88

Although only residents of the French Quarter could vote on the EDD, 
the outsized significance of the proposal meant that serious political capi-
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tal went into winning those residents’ votes. It was endorsed by organizations 
representing tourism and other capital interests, including the French Quar-
ter Business League, the New Orleans Business Council, the New Orleans 
Convention and Visitors Bureau, and the Louisiana Restaurant Association 
and by the daily newspaper, the Advocate.89 The “nonpartisan” Bureau for 
Governmental Research praised the innovation of funding a public safety 
measure with sales tax, rather than a property millage, given that the pri-
mary beneficiaries of state troopers were out-of-town visitors, not resi-
dents.90 The argument that the financial burden of the proposal primarily 
lay with tourists figured heavily in promotions of the tax. In the informa-
tional meeting held by the mayor’s office and the FQMD to sway voters in 
favor of the EDD, it was repeatedly asserted that the primary targets of this 
quarter-cent sales tax would be visitors. Although it was acknowledged that 

MAP 6.1 ​2016 French Quarter Economic Development District map. Prepared by 
Jeff Levy from the University of Kentucky Pauer Center for Cartography and GIS.
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French Quarter residents would bear some of the burden of the sales tax 
hike, there was no discussion of how this regressive tax would affect the 
French Quarter’s low-wage service workers, musicians, and other street per-
formers who regularly spent their money within the EDD bounds.

Significantly, proponents emphasized that the ordinance was worded to 
ensure that the state troopers’ presence would not lead to a reduction in the 
number of NOPD officers assigned to the French Quarter. The mayor’s office 
asserted that the combination of the state troopers and the implementation 
of Landrieu’s recently announced plan to increase the ranks of the NOPD 
would keep the French Quarter heavily policed as the NOPD extended its 
reach across the city.91 Although the state troopers’ impacts on crime were 
hard to quantify, the FQMD pointed to the troopers’ 1,174 arrests over the 
preceding six months to declare their work a necessity that residents could 
not afford to end.92

Moreover, the French Quarter Advocates, a close ally of the FQMD, 
organized a “Second Line for Safety.” An appropriation and abomination of 
the Black working-class cultural tradition of the second line, the Second 
Line for Safety began at the historic Congo Square and paraded through the 
French Quarter with a pro-state trooper message. Paraders declared the im-
portance of creating the EDD in maintaining the sense of security that the 
state troopers and the private patrol provided. As one white property owner 
explained, “It was the Wild, Wild West, and now today we feel like we can 
go outside with the comfort knowing we have police security for the neigh-
borhood.”93 Although the EDD proposal easily passed with 78 percent in 
favor, the low turnout for the election and the limited number of city resi-
dents eligible to vote on the EDD meant that fewer than one thousand people 
voted on an issue that would have citywide ramifications on policing.94

While the meetings of the Security Task Force are officially public, they 
are not held in a government building but in a backroom of Antoine’s Res-
taurant—a site where the city’s official and unofficial power brokers have 
made backroom deals since 1840. While tourists are served in the front din-
ing room, the white elite of the city dine in the privacy of the various back-
rooms (some named for the city’s exclusive and secretive Mardi Gras krewes). 
The Security Task Force holds most of its meetings during the break between 
lunch and dinner service in the Mystery Room, with its red walls covered 
in framed and yellowing twentieth-century news clippings. A projector is 
set up for presentations of maps and surveillance footage of crime “hot 
spots.” At the center of the room is a long table where the ten or so active 
members of the Security Task Force discuss the security needs of the French 
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Quarter. On occasion an outsider like me can find a seat at the far end of 
the table, but typically the only space available is a chair in the corner.

During the period I actively attended their meetings, the Security Task 
Force members were all white French Quarter business or property owners 
in their forties to sixties.95 Usually the only visible person of color in the 
room was a Black NOPD officer serving as a liaison for the Eight District. 
The typical patriarchal divisions of labor structured the meetings: men 
talked and suggested big ideas, while women took notes and spoke occa-
sionally. Most meetings were run by Security Task Force chairman Bob 
Simms, a mild-mannered British man who since retirement had volunteered 
his time to coordinate the private detail. Most meetings were easygoing, 
moving between details of how many miles the Polarises were driven and 
how many arrests were made to visioning how to instill greater security in 
the Quarter.

The first time I attended one of the Security Task Force meetings I was 
well prepared to explain who I was and why I was there. But to my surprise 
no one seemed to notice me, even as I conspicuously scribbled field notes. 
It was not until the second meeting I attended that I was asked to sign in. 
The most attention I ever received was when one of the older white women 
smiled at me when I entered the room, a gesture that I imagined was based 
on our common identity markers and presumed shared politics. It seemed 
to be inconceivable to Security Task Force members that someone in atten-
dance would be critical of their plans, but given the power and authority 
the FQMD wielded, that would not matter. On occasion, when French Quar-
ter crime was in the news, the local TV news crews would film the Security 
Task Force meetings, but to my knowledge the only segment that ever aired 
was a very public clash between Bob Simms and Sidney Torres about the 
direction of the private patrol.96

Despite the easygoing camaraderie of the participants, enveloping these 
meetings was an affect of fear. Before attending their meetings, I thought 
that their gestures to public safety were a form of capitalist posturing. But 
once I was in the room with them, I realized that, more than their monthly 
statistics, it was their feelings that the French Quarter was dangerously out 
of control that shaped their initiatives.97 Individuals frequently related that 
they would not take their trash out or walk their dogs after dark without 
being armed with a gun or mace. I was shocked hearing the type of street 
crime that they believed was likely to occur without their intervention: gun 
battles in Jackson Square, drive-by shootings between rival drug dealers, and 
terrorist attacks on Bourbon Street. These discussions would be humorous if 
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not for the fact that their underlying fears and delusions were channeled 
into policing projects. Listening to them revealed the power that elite 
people’s individualized feelings have over the direction of urban governance 
regimes, in contrast to the routine dismissal of survivors of police vio
lence as “too emotional” in their demands for accountability and justice.

Security Task Force members unequivocally asserted that tighter secu-
rity was needed to protect property values and the tourism economy. As the 
very business and property owners who stood to directly benefit from in-
creased valorization of the French Quarter, I argue we can see the Security 
Task Force as an example of everyday racial capital organizing that, unlike 
community activist groups like BreakOUT!, had managed to obtain a piece 
of the state’s monopoly on legitimate violence within a particular territory.98 
As Simms once stated, “We’re all competing for customers but competition 
should stop in terms of security.” This logic was condensed in a story, which 
I took to be an urban legend, that was related at multiple meetings. The story 
went that a family from Mississippi visiting New Orleans for the first time 
decided to take a walk on the Moonwalk, a broad walking path bordering 
the Mississippi River, when, in broad daylight, they were accosted by a shoe-
shine hustler.99 After refusing to pay the hustler the few dollars he demanded, 
he threatened the family with a knife. While the family was lucky to be 
saved by a local passerby, they immediately got in their car and drove back 
home. Regardless of who recounted this story, the person always ended by 
noting that the family was likely to never come back to New Orleans. Such 
occurrences were “terrible for business.”100 Security Task Force members 
would then take pains to explain, to no one in particular, that protecting the 
French Quarter was not only critical to the city but also to the state because 
French Quarter tourist dollars were the engine of Louisiana’s economy.

At the core of the FQMD’s security strategies was a broken windows 
geographic imagination of disorder and crime. Admiration for Giuliani’s 
neoliberal remaking of Times Square was regularly expressed by Security 
Task Force members. Former FQMD president Robert Watters would routinely 
assert that lawlessness had overtaken the French Quarter and trumpeted 
the need to “eradicate the systematic environment that creates crime in the 
French Quarter.” The “criminogenic environmental factors” that the task 
force members believed produced lawlessness in the French Quarter were 
the keywords of broken windows policing: noise, loitering, lack of street-
lights, graffiti, drug use, and the visibility of homelessness and sex work. 
Security Task Force members fancied themselves experts in French Quarter 
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street crime and discussed the need to teach out-of-town state troopers 
about quality-of-life issues—from street artists selling their work outside 
designated locations or homeless people sleeping in doorways that were the 
first signs of a “broken window.” Their sense of the power of small-scale 
rule enforcement went as far as them suggesting that if they could get bars 
to instill dress codes, social order would follow. Security Task Force mem-
bers were clear that stopping people for such small infractions was also a 
strategy for identifying people with outstanding warrants and sending them 
to jail.101

Key to their policing tactics was tackling “problem blocks.” Parroting 
CompStat policing logic, Bob Simms began almost all meetings by outlin-
ing the previous month’s problem blocks, using maps and surveillance foot-
age to highlight which areas were cause for concern. Over the months 
I attended the meetings, the location of the problem blocks hardly ever 
changed: the 800–1000 blocks of Bourbon Street, the 100 and 200 blocks 
of Royal Street, the 800–1000 blocks of St. Louis Street, and the area around 
Jackson Square. Security Task Force members contended that “all crime 
starts on Bourbon Street,” and hence it was a crucial location for “proac-
tive policing.” Attendees often chimed in to list other areas where they had 
witnessed unwanted behavior—usually around their residences and busi-
nesses. The solutions rarely varied: have the private patrol visibly stationed 
on key corners with their blue lights flashing to deter crime and have the 
NOPD representative relay the issues to the Eighth District. The NOPD 
took the Security Task Force’s desires seriously; often within the span of a 
single meeting, the NOPD officer would report that she had acquired a 
commitment from her commanding officers that an NOPD patrol would be 
assigned to the problem areas.102 Law enforcement saturation demonstrated 
to visitors the city’s investment in public safety.

Unlike Torres’s initial conception of the private security detail as an 
alternative to the NOPD, the FQMD understood their private patrol to be at 
its best when flanking the NOPD. A slide often included in Simms’s Power
Point presentations read, “one team: nopd/lsp/fqstf.” As Simms ex-
plained, “We didn’t start this patrol because cops are corrupt but because 
there are not enough of them.” The Security Task Force maintained that the 
private security detail was most effective when it deferred to the NOPD lead-
ership. Sharing information between the private detail reduced the NOPD 
and state troopers’ response times, and armed robbery rates went down. At 
several meetings, people brainstormed ways to work more closely with 
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Homeland Security and the ATC to strengthen surveillance and boost raids 
on targeted strip clubs in the name of combating sex trafficking.

At the same time, the Security Task Force was frustrated about how po-
licing and jailing reforms limited the scope of their security measures. They 
acknowledged that they had attached the EDD public safety tax to the state 
troopers, rather than the NOPD, to remove French Quarter policing from 
the limitations of the NOPD consent decree; yet other reforms were harder 
to subvert. They bemoaned that the NOPD was still subject to a rule put 
in place during Chief Pennington’s tenure that prohibited NOPD officers 
from working off-duty security at bars. Their biggest frustration was that 
since OPP had downsized, police officers and state troopers were more hes-
itant to arrest people for quality-of-life offenses. They met with Sheriff 
Gusman to see what could be done to make more space for the people ar-
rested in the French Quarter.

This is not to say that the Security Task Force members did not have their 
own visions for enhancing policing in the French Quarter. Extending sur-
veillance and other big data policing technologies was central to their work 
of investigating and preventing crime. As noted earlier, coordinating pri-
vate surveillance camera registrations with the NOPD was one of the Secu-
rity Task Force’s first projects. Over the course of 2015 and 2016, the Security 
Task Force advocated for the implementation of a more extensive surveil-
lance camera system to make sure the French Quarter was “blocked in ef-
fectively.” It would integrate people’s personal surveillance cameras feeds, 
including those located inside people’s homes, into the NOPD’s system.

Yet the major surveillance plan the Security Task Force advocated was 
the installation of license-plate reader cameras along the perimeter of the 
French Quarter. The license-plate readers would tie into a statewide system 
used to track cars identified as being connected to criminal activity. Al-
though such an idea had long been discussed, it was only with the updat-
ing of the streetcar line on Canal Street and construction of the new 
streetcar line on N. Rampart Street that there was the necessary fiber-optic 
infrastructure. By capturing the license plates of cars driving in and out of 
the French Quarter, the police would be able to tell whether a car was sto-
len or otherwise on record as being involved in another crime. The cam-
eras could potentially capture footage of people leaving the French Quarter 
who were “fleeing the scene of a crime.” The city easily approved the pe-
rimeter camera program, given the neighborhood’s status as “critical city 
infrastructure.” Before long, Security Task Members were working with the 
NOPD, state troopers, and Homeland Security to identify camera place-
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ments.103 Although Security Task Force members recognized that some 
people might be worried about the privacy impacts of these surveillance sys-
tem, they dismissed that potential unease as secondary to security needs. 
And when the Security Task Force member spearheading the expansion of 
the camera program stated that, even if it was Big Brother-esque, “safety is 
safety,” the whole room nodded in agreement.

The where and the how of the Security Task Force’s policing program 
were relatively straightforward: the question of who they were policing was 
more fraught. The task force was clear that although tourists partook in 
many of the behaviors—loitering, drug use, hiring sex workers—that they 
believed served as the nefarious “broken window,” it was not tourists’ be
havior that was alarming. Rather it was the presence of the people the 
Security Task Force members named as “undesirables”—homeless people, 
gutter punks, street-based sex workers, “transgenders,” and, to some extent, 
street musicians and performers—that the task force worked to criminal-
ize. Central to their understanding of social order was the displacement of 
certain types of people (Black, poor, deviant, local, criminal) so that other 
people (tourists, white, middle class, law-abiding) people could arrive. The 
FQMD’s commitment to pushing out those engaged in criminalized eco-
nomic activity (hustling, panhandling, drug dealing, escort work) or legal 
economic activity outside the vision of the FQMD (dive bar stripping, bus-
king musicians) through policing can be understood as yet another post-
Katrina round of accumulation by dispossession.104

The Security Task Force was most explicit about wanting to remove 
homeless people from the French Quarter. This emphasis was not surpris-
ing, given the history of tourism gentrification projects seeking to decon-
taminate urban space from the specter of poverty.105 When describing 
problem blocks, task force members commonly described them as a “bum-
fest,” and the lion’s share of app reports were regarding homeless people. 
In addition to directing the private detail and other police to arrest home-
less people, the task force worked to make the neighborhood inhospitable 
to them. They convinced the city to remove newspaper stands because of 
homeless people’s tendency to lean and congregate around them. The Se-
curity Task Force also replaced the trashcans that were fairly easy to retrieve 
food scraps from with “green” and “animal proof” trashcans from which it 
was next to impossible to extract anything without a key. Even though public 
drinking is legal throughout the city, the FQMD sought to restrict homeless 
people’s ability to buy “to go” drinks within the Quarter. Having identified 
that most homeless people bought their alcohol from the only major grocery 
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store in the French Quarter, the task force unsuccessfully attempted to per-
suade the store managers to make it a store policy to prohibit the selling of 
alcohol to homeless people.

Still, Security Task Force members did not want to appear too harsh 
against “deserving” homeless people. In conversations about policing home-
lessness, they would often clarify that “we should have our sympathies for 
real homeless people” and that public safety issues were primarily caused 
by those they deemed undeserving: panhandlers “whose job it is to come 
down to the quarter to do this” and then “they go back to a home to a house 
paid for by taxpayers,” and “true vagrants” or gutter punks whose housing 
insecurity was a “lifestyle choice.” Although their vitriol against unworthy 
homeless people materialized in criminalization, their sympathies for the 
deserving homeless also resulted in displacement. Over several meetings, 
they strategized how to convince the city to open a low-barrier homeless 
shelter. For them, such an institution could handle the needs of homeless 
people, particularly those suffering from mental illness, in a contained en-
vironment away from tourists. This solution was not only limited insofar 
as it did not address any of the underlying issues that produce homeless-
ness, such as the lack of affordable housing, living-wage work, and mental 
health care in New Orleans, but it also neatly aligned with the carceral logic 
of jailing. The fix to complex social and economic problems was the cre-
ation of more institutionalized spaces to warehouse surplus populations.106 
One of the officials they primarily partnered with on this shelter was Sher-
iff Gusman.

Although less overt, the Security Task Force also focused on policing 
deviant gender and sexuality that they believed tarnished the reputation 
of the French Quarter. Getting rid of sex work in the French Quarter was 
one of their specific objectives. When task force members anecdotally re-
counted the issues they confronted around their homes and businesses, 
they often pointed to the prevalence of “hookers and pimps” on the street. 
At one meeting, Simms ran through a series of surveillance photos to 
demonstrate the success of the private detail officers in preventing some-
one perceived to be a sex worker from soliciting on a street corner. And 
when a local restaurant owner came to a task force meeting to report sto-
ries of sex workers “preying on tourists” around her restaurant, the task 
force and the NOPD coordinated a sting operation on sex workers in the 
area.107 Furthermore, task force members, including former FQMD presi-
dent Robert Watters, the owner of several French Quarter strip clubs, were 
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encouraged when they heard the ATC was planning to raid unwanted strip 
clubs to root out sex trafficking.

Closely connected to the policing of sex work was the task force’s target-
ing of queer people and places. On multiple occasions, members alluded to 
the late-night problems caused by “transgenders,” whom they often figured 
as being of color and housing-insecure. The members presumed that trans 
people’s assumed engagement with sex work and drugs scared away tour-
ist dollars while lowering their own property values. The task force was also 
fixated on policing known queer areas of the French Quarter. Although 
never explicitly identified as such, the majority of the “problem blocks” that 
the task force discussed were those home to gay bars. These areas included 
both the greatest concentration of gay bars in the French Quarter, colloqui-
ally known as “gay Bourbon,” and blocks of working-class dive bars. Two 
queer dive bars, located down the street from one another, were deemed as 
bookending the worst area within the French Quarter: the Corner Pocket, 
known for its male strip shows, and the Double Play, which catered to a cus-
tomer base of people of color, trans women, and drag queens. Task force 
members routinely complained that these bars were an “incubator for pros-
titution and drugs” and spent considerable time brainstorming how to 
shutter them while stationing security details on these corners. Their in-
ability to force the bars to close, at least at the time of this writing, is sug-
gestive of the FQMD’s limits despite their power.

Yet race and racism remained the most coded elements of the task force’s 
policing efforts. One of the few times racism was directly referenced was 
by Bob Simms and others, when they expressed dismay that their app 
seemed to be used as a tool for racial profiling in that Black people congre-
gating was repeatedly reported as “suspicious activity.” Yet this app usage 
was not only unsurprising but also predictable. Simone Browne reminds us 
that “enactments of surveillance reify boundaries, borders, and bodies along 
racial lines . . . ​where the outcome is often discriminatory treatment of 
those who are negatively racialized by such surveillance.”108 Not only the 
app and the surveillance cameras but also all the work of the FQMD was 
shaped by an anti-Black imaginary of who was in and out of place in the 
French Quarter. It takes no stretch of the imagination to recognize that 
the criminalized figures the FQMD sought to displace—the street hustler, the 
homeless person, the sex worker, and the trans woman—were coded as 
Black in the minds of task force members. Even if they were not, it is impos-
sible to imagine that they were not so coded in the minds of the NOPD and 
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the state troopers on whom the task force relied. As BreakOUT! showed, it 
was often through supposedly race-neutral policing practices such as the 
targeting of sex workers that New Orleans law enforcement engaged in anti-
Black racist profiling.

The only time I witnessed task force members unambiguously turn to rac-
ism in their explanation of disorder and crime in the French Quarter was 
through xenophobic discourse during a brainstorming session about how 
to rein in the sex work happening around the Corner Pocket and Double Play 
bars. After someone suggested asking taxi drivers to keep watch on the area, 
the idea was quickly shot down: they were “untrustworthy” because they 
are the ones “who pick up the prostitutes from the bar all the time.” In ad-
dition, given that taxi drivers were mostly “aliens,” they should be deported 
for engaging in such criminal activity. The ease with which the task force 
members rendered taxi drivers as deceitful immigrants who had no right 
to stay in the United States, regardless of their actual citizenship status, 
pointed to the underlying ideology of the FQMD that people of color were 
not to be trusted in the French Quarter and that the Security Task Force had 
the right to criminalize and banish them to secure the sanctity of the tour-
ist economy.

It was only a matter of time until the FQMD had to grapple with statis-
tics showing that the correlation between the security detail and the state 
troopers’ presence and the crime rate was not as linear as they had assumed 
it would be.109 Bob Simms conceded that even when the French Quarter was 
officially getting safer, “crime was actually just being pushed around” to the 
adjoining neighborhoods. Yet this did not change the FQMD’s position on 
policing. For the task force, the answer was increasing policing saturation 
throughout the city. They backed a proposed property tax that Mayor 
Landrieu put on the ballot to fund the expansion of the NOPD in the spring 
of 2016. Given that the state trooper plan had always been viewed as a tem-
porary solution, it is not surprising that the FQMD backed Landrieu’s vi-
sion of police expansion.

Mayor Landrieu proposed a “public safety” millage to fund his police ex-
pansion program, “Operation Relentless Pursuit.” Even though Landrieu 
had already allocated the city’s first surplus funds in years to increasing the 
NOPD’s 2016 budget by $10.5 million and relaxed the recruitment stan-
dards for NOPD officers, it was still not enough. Landrieu argued that beef-
ing up the NOPD from 1,100 to 1,600 officers, a 40 percent increase, by 2020 
would require a new dedicated funding source. If passed, the millage would 
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direct $17.7 million a year into the NOPD’s coffers.110 Landrieu and the 
NOPD framed the public safety millage as about “rebuilding” the NOPD to 
where it was pre-Katrina. However, they elided that with New Orleans’ 
2016 population being 100,000 people lower than before the storm, the ad-
dition of 500 police officers would bring the NOPD to its highest-ever rate of 
officer to resident and almost double the national officer-to-resident rate.111 
Landrieu deliberately tied the policing millage to a millage to pay for the 
firefighters’ pension fund after decades of the city underfunding it—a 
popular local issue.112 With support from mainstream news and research 
centers, the public safety millage appeared to be an easy sell.113

On learning about the proposed new policing millage, BreakOUT! staff 
and I discussed potential opportunities for intervention. Although we 
assumed it would pass, we also knew that letting that happen without 
pushing against the narrative that more police equaled more safety would 
be a missed opportunity. However, BreakOUT! was busy with internal 
organizational work and could not do much more than talk about voting 
against it at various LGBTQ events and fundraisers. In conversation with 
BreakOUT! I decided to plan, in coordination with other groups, a political 
education event designed not only to encourage people to vote against the 
millage (most people did not even know there was an election scheduled) 
but also to provide a broader political education about the relationship be-
tween city taxes and racial justice and to deepen conversations about po-
lice abolition. Although the event had a low turnout, BreakOUT! staff and 
members and abolitionist organizer kai barrow held space to talk about po-
licing innovations in the French Quarter, the impacts of hyper-policing on 
trans women of color, and how liberalism undermines liberatory move-
ments.114 Convinced that the event was a failure, I was surprised when a 
FAQ sheet I made on the policing tax went viral on social media—partially 
due to BreakOUT! including it in an email blast—and was referenced in an 
alternative paper’s voter guide.

Another surprise followed when the policing millage was handily de-
feated. Although 62 percent of white New Orleanians voted in favor of the 
policing tax, only 38 percent of Black New Orleanians did.115 I do not wish 
to suggest that our small efforts flipped the election—people’s general 
aversion to property taxes likely influenced voters more than antipolice 
politics—yet it was reassuring that even with all the carceral strategizing 
of the mayor and groups like the FQMD, residents still were not convinced 
to invest their resources in expanding the NOPD.116
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Demanding Life: From #BlackTransLivesMatter to Vice to ICE

On a chilly February day in 2015, I was driving to the BreakOUT! office to 
conduct an interview when I received the text message, “We need to re-
schedule the interview. Death in community in NOLA.” Less than two 
hours later, I received in my email a press release about how another young 
Black trans woman, Penny Proud, was found dead and that we must remem-
ber #BlackTransLivesMatter. Before long, BreakOUT! erected a billboard 
on top of their office building, facing a heavily trafficked thoroughfare 
(figure 6.3). Along with an image of Penny Proud, the billboard read, “10 
Transgender Women have been murdered so far in 2015. Invest in jobs, hous-
ing, and education to keep us safe.” BreakOUT! soon organized the NOLA 
Trans March not only to call attention to the epidemic of murders com-
mitted against trans women but also to ask the question, What were the 
conditions of possibility for Black trans life?

While tourism capitalists organized to enhance policing in the French 
Quarter, BreakOUT! entered a new phase of activism that illuminated how 
the net of criminalization cut short the lives of Black trans girls. Black trans 

FIGURE 6.3 ​#BlackTransLivesMatter billboard above BreakOUT! office, 2015. 
Photograph by Wesley Ware. Courtesy of the photographer.
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girls had always been one of its principal constituencies, but at this time 
BreakOUT! unapologetically foregrounded their experiences. With its ac-
tivism focusing on police violence, BreakOUT! also broadly worked to end 
the criminalization of LGBTQ youth. This meant not only confronting the 
state violence of the criminal legal system but also responding to how gen-
dered and sexualized racial criminalization limited people’s access to ma-
terial resources of housing, healthcare, education, and employment and 
undermined people’s emotional well-being. BreakOUT! asserted that Black 
trans liberation necessitated not only the denaturalization of Black trans 
death but also an investment in Black trans social reproduction through the 
construction of more livable worlds.117 Through this program building, they 
called attention to the fact that ending the state violence of criminalization 
fundamentally necessitated “far more than the individual liberty to access 
urban resources” but also “the exercise of a collective power to reshape the 
processes of urbanization.”118 Their lives depended on a right to a dignified 
place in New Orleans—not as how it was but how it could be.

BreakOUT!’s insistence that Black trans life could not and would not be 
reduced to the tragedy of premature death was situated within two national 
political developments: the rising political visibility of Black trans women 
and the emergence of the Black Lives Matter movement. The case of CeCe 
McDonald, a young Black trans woman who was imprisoned for defending 
herself from a racist and transphobic attack, gained national attention 
through grassroots organizing.119 Concurrently, Black trans women Janet 
Mock and Laverne Cox were afforded celebrity status and used their plat-
forms to speak out against transphobia, racism, and violence targeted at 
trans women of color.120 Simultaneously an affirmation and a political de-
mand, Black Lives Matter—developed by Black feminists in response to 
George Zimmerman being found not guilty for the murder of Trayvon 
Martin—was catapulted into a national movement after the uprising of the 
people of Ferguson, Missouri, against the police murder of Mike Brown.121 
Over 2014 and 2015, protests erupted throughout the nation as the death 
toll of Black people killed at the hands of law enforcement continued and 
the Black Left built out the movement infrastructure.122 Embedded in na-
tional movement currents, BreakOUT! was shaped by and extended such 
political analyses and organizing strategies.

Out of this political moment and their previous organizing, BreakOUT! 
developed activism around #BlackTransLivesMatter. Whereas the Move-
ment for Black Lives foregrounded feminist and queer politics, BreakOUT! 
felt more attention needed to be given to the plight of Black trans women 
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both locally and nationally. As Milan Sherry recounts, although she identi-
fied with Black Lives Matter, she wondered where was the place for Black 
trans women:

When we talk about Black Lives Matter, do we mean Black lives, 
Black trans lives? . . . ​Trans women are being murdered at a terrible 
rate. Each and every year it seems like the number goes up. And 
we’re already at 22 trans women of color being murdered this year, 
and one even being from New Orleans who went by the name of 
Penny Proud. So I lift her up and I bring her into this room, along 
with London Chanel and Kristina Grant and Papi Edwards and 
Tiffany Edwards and Ty Underwood. I bring all those women into 
this room because those women were silenced by violence. At the 
end of the day when we talk about as far as Black Trans Lives Matter, 
we just don’t really just talk about those women or individuals who 
have been murdered. We talk about those individuals who committed 
suicide. We talk about ourselves, those that are still living that are 
still fighting. That are still out surviving.123

For Sherry, the different degrees of outrage elicited by the extralegal and 
state killings of Black men versus the murders of Black trans women spoke 
volumes about the valuation of Black trans women’s lives even within anti-
racist movements. Fully accounting for the epidemic of Black trans prema-
ture death necessitated a reckoning with the matrix of systems that devalued 
Black trans life—from carceral violence to the lack of gender-affirming 
healthcare, housing security, and employment. Too often anti-Black and 
antitrans violence overshadowed the multifaceted and resourceful strate-
gies that Black trans women employed to survive and thrive. In the words 
of C. Riley Snorton, the power of Black Trans Lives activism emerged from 
its “invest[ment] in securing the existence of black and trans people in the 
present and the future . . . ​a demand for new structures for naming that 
evince and eviscerate the conditions that continually produce black and 
trans death.”124

BreakOUT! channeled these frustrations into a Trans March of Resilience 
(TMOR). As Sherry explained to me, the march was planned to move be-
yond the long-standing Trans Day of Remembrance, which was typically 
characterized by “folks holding vigils, and reading names off of the list of 
the trans women that were murdered that year. But there was no change 
really being created. If anything, it was very depressing, it was very trau-
matizing, so this year we wanted to . . . ​take it to the streets to do the Trans 
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March of Resilience to let the world know, to let New Orleans know, what 
this day is for us—a recognition of our resistance and resilience.”125 In ad-
dition to a march, there was a week of activities including a panel discus-
sion, a graduation for the Building Our Power cohort, and a healing justice 
drum circle at Congo Square. This week of action did not dwell in the space 
of spectacularized violence and death but highlighted that if “antitrans vio
lence is also and always already an articulation of antiblackness,” trans 
liberation and Black liberation were intrinsically interdependent.126

The panel discussion, “My Existence Is Political: Talking Trans,” kicked 
off the week of activities. A collaboration between BreakOUT! and Women 
with a Vision, the panel discussed the limits of representational politics. 
BreakOUT! member Lhundyn Palmer brought up the conundrum that “trans 
is trending.” On one hand, trans people were gaining greater visibility and 
thus more attention to their experiences of violence. On the other hand, 
organizations without any previous commitments to fighting transphobia 
were incorporating a token trans person into their organization just to gain 
access to new foundation funding. In Sherry’s words, “We’re either a token 
or a trophy.” Visibility did not ensure valuation. Woven into this panel dis-
cussion was BreakOUT!’s contention that racial and economic justice needed 
to be at the center of movements for trans liberation. At some point, Sherry 
remarked whether one could consider Caitlyn Jenner a role model as one 
might count Laverne Cox, given that Jenner’s life trajectory as a rich white 
person did not reflect their life experiences. Unlike them, Jenner never had 
to engage in sex work or pick pockets to survive, and she had access to 
healthcare that allowed her to transition at home, while girls on the street 
were pumping black-market silicone and dying in motel rooms.127 Jenner’s 
recognition as a trans celebrity did not translate into advancement for the 
greater collective.

At the TMOR rally and march, BreakOUT! highlighted the conditions that 
undermined the lives of Black trans people while also affirming trans resil-
ience. Close to 150 people gathered at Congo Square to join BreakOUT!’s call 
on the city to make Black Trans Lives Matter.128 Sherry asked the crowd, 
“What’s the problem? Are we the problem?” To which people shouted back, 
“Racism, patriarchy, transphobia, police violence.” Sherry stated that the 
purpose of the march and rally was to change the narrative that trans people 
were problems to be fixed to highlighting the root problems that needed to 
be transformed. Sherry invited participants to second line to City Hall and 
rejoice in Black trans resistance. BreakOUT! led the march with a banner 
that read, “How can I walk down the aisle when I can’t walk down the 
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street?” and “Give us our roses while we are still here.” BreakOUT! incor-
porated immigration justice into TMOR, and their comrades at Congreso 
served as protest marshals. As the day of the march was also a day for 
national antideportation actions, Congreso and BreakOUT! distributed 
“Not1More” signs—equally fitting calls against the Obama deportation re-
gime and against Black trans premature death.

At City Hall, BreakOUT! presented their “Platform for a Safer City” that 
outlined what was needed for trans and gender-nonconforming youth of 
color to walk down the street without fear: employment and housing pro-
grams, an end to discriminatory policing by all law enforcement, a smaller 
and safer jail, an end to immigrant detention and deportations, the repeal of 
laws criminalizing HIV, and the promotion of safe and affirming schools.129 
In other words, it called for a fundamental restructuring of city priorities and 
investments. While BreakOUT! organizers took the platform to the offices 
of the mayor and city councilors to ask them to sign on, other BreakOUT! 
leaders asked marchers to participate in a die-in for the twenty-two trans 
people who had been killed during the past year. As people lay down on 
the sidewalk, BreakOUT! staff outlined people’s bodies in chalk for City 
Hall officials to see that day. When BreakOUT! organizers returned, it was 
announced that the city council had proclaimed today would be recog-
nized as the Trans March of Resilience, which was celebrated even though 
it was not matched by a commitment to any of their demands in their 
platform.

The ethos of investing in life over death went beyond this week of ac-
tivities to infuse BreakOUT!’s programs. As organizer Jai Shavers explained, 
BreakOUT!’s work became focused on “not only what criminalization and 
what policing issues folks were facing, but also what folks needed, what 
folks wanted as the alternative to that, and what would actually make folks 
feel safe. . . . ​Out of that we got jobs, education, and housing. Following up 
on that is us wanting to go deeper into each of those, figuring out what is 
wrong with jobs, education. and housing for LGBTQ youth of color specifi-
cally. Why aren’t those resources available?”130 Part of BreakOUT!’s strat-
egy was a harm-reduction approach of working with institutions to be more 
inclusive of LGBTQ youth. Staff facilitated workshops with local schools to 
stem school pushouts and the school-to-prison pipeline and met with home-
less shelters to offer advice on how to be more welcoming for LGBTQ youth 
of color.

In addition to these external interventions, BreakOUT!’s created pro-
grams to meet its members’ material and emotional needs, which echoed 
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the Black Panther Party’s survival pending revolution work. In creating 
spaces for members’ social reproduction in tandem with contesting crimi-
nalization and other forms of state violence, BreakOUT! sought to engen-
der a collective future for trans and queer youth of color. At the same time, 
that BreakOUT! felt the need to fill such gaps in the social infrastructure 
indexed the racialized and gendered impacts of neoliberal restructuring in 
New Orleans. It is not hard to draw a straight line between the lack of state 
investment in relevant public education, living-wage work, gender-affirming 
mental and physical healthcare, public transportation, and affordable hous-
ing and BreakOUT!’s development of a high school equivalency program, 
or their policy of paying members for their labor on behalf of the group, or 
its coordination of volunteer-provided transportation to meetings and 
events. BreakOUT! even discussed buying property that could serve as hous-
ing for members, going so far as looking into buying a motel on Tulane 
Avenue.

BreakOUT!’s POSH Academy exemplified their approach to meeting 
LGBTQ youth of color’s needs in the face of a woefully inadequate school 
system. Almost the entire public school system in New Orleans was unilater-
ally converted into an atomized charter school network with no public ac-
countability in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. In that system Black 
youth were subjected to overly harsh and punitive discipline processes that 
reentrenched and extended preexisting racist practices of school-based 
criminalization.131 Such discipline policies also harshly punished LGBTQ 
youth for transgressing gender norms and other infractions; this was often the 
beginning of their members’ experiences of criminalization.132 Although 
many members wanted to attain their high school diploma through the High 
School Equivalency Exam (HiSET), the prohibitive costs, combined with the 
transphobia and homophobia pervading most HiSET classes, proved a bar-
rier to LGBTQ youth of color. For these reasons, BreakOUT! decided to start 
POSH Academy, a free HiSET program to provide small classes and indi-
vidual support to BreakOUT!’s members.

Along with starting POSH Academy, BreakOUT! created temporary and 
part-time work opportunities for members, many of whom were short on 
cash. Having paid work provided financial support in addition to serving 
as a form of job training and a way to flesh out their resumes. Moreover, 
paying people for their labor was politically important as a model of refut-
ing the normalization of economic exploitation and dispossession that mem-
bers experienced as LGBTQ people of color.133 Some of these opportunities 
were short term, such as paying members to collect surveys for national 
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research projects, whereas other work assignments lasted several months. 
For example, by 2015 the Building Our Power (BOP) program had grown 
into a robust multi-month political education and development program 
with defined cohorts. Everyone in BOP received a stipend for participation, 
and in turn each cohort collectively fundraised for the next cohort’s sti-
pends. BOP graduates could also apply to help coordinate future BOP cy-
cles as paid interns. These forms of paid work were also a pathway for 
some members to be hired as full-time staff.

This materialist analysis also informed BreakOUT!’s healing justice work. 
Given members’ experiences confronting racism, homophobia, and trans-
phobia; being profiled and abused by the NOPD; serving time in jail and 
prison; and living housing- and job-insecure lives, BreakOUT! knew that 
emotional healing and care were vital. As BreakOUT!’s first healing justice 
coordinator Nia Faulk describes it, healing justice

is the cycle that there is trauma you’ve been through, you’ve 
identified the trauma. You’ve figured out what the needs [are] from 
that. You’ve found multiple pathways to healing and then you shared 
back to the community. So, no one’s pain and trauma is alone or 
solo. Healing justice is a set of practices, ideas, and values that 
centers the wholeness of ourselves, our communities, and the earth. 
Healing justice organizing is the strategic use of these practices . . . ​
to bring it back into the community so we all have pathways to be 
whole.134

Building on the more informal knitting circles and the somatics work of 
BreakOUT!’s early days, Faulk created the Healing as Resistance Together 
program for members to build relationships and affirm their worth. After 
members shared that it was important that their healing organizing had a 
paid component, Faulk set up a system of fundraisers with highly resourced 
organizations and used those funds to pay members to organize monthly 
healing justice nights on topics such as self-defense or crystals. For Faulk 
what was most important was not the specific topics but “about us coming 
together, having fun, telling our stories, and healing from the shit that has 
happened in the past but also getting paid and being able to see ourselves 
of worthy of that pay. Inherently valuable.”135 Part of healing justice’s ap-
peal was its resonance with witchy queer culture. This appeal to magic was 
more than an escapist fantasy: it was about BreakOUT! adopting a politic 
that encompassed both the necessity of dismantling systems of state vio
lence and the importance of building up other forms of collective power. 
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As Faulk shared, it was “about building power internally and once that 
power is so strong no one can deny it . . . ​The bigger magic that is who we 
are.”136

BreakOUT!’s insistence on life was never solely limited to contesting 
the criminalization of Black LGBTQ youth but also encompassed coalition-
building with other communities targeted by state violence. Within 
BreakOUT!’s first year, they developed an alliance with the Congreso de 
Jornaleros, which initially comprised mostly straight and cisgender Central 
American men, many were undocumented and working in the reconstruc-
tion.137 BreakOUT! and Congreso organizers brought their members to-
gether to learn about their distinct yet overlapping experiences of racist 
criminalization under the banner of “Vice to ICE.” Although at first it might 
appear surprising that undocumented cisgender and straight adults would 
be those with whom BreakOUT! most closely aligned, I argue that it makes 
sense from the vantage point of radically expansive queer politics. Break-
OUT! and Congreso’s movement-building was rooted in a joint recognition 
of their “shared marginal relationship to dominant power” as criminalized 
populations in the post-Katrina political economy.138

Through story circles and other sharing exercises, BreakOUT! and Con-
greso members identified similarities among themselves and deepened their 
collective understanding of criminalization as a strategy of social control. 
Often, there was a language barrier between the two groups, and so 
organizers served as interpreters and developed strategies for nonverbal 
communication. Whereas many BreakOUT! members’ ancestors built the 
city of New Orleans while enslaved centuries ago, many Congreso members 
rebuilt the city after the storm. But as soon as their labor was no longer 
needed, they were pushed out of the city through criminalization, arrest, 
incarceration, and deportation. Latinx people were always presumed to be 
undocumented; Black trans girls were always presumed to be sex workers. 
Moreover, because often the primary forms of labor available to them were 
criminalized, both groups were vulnerable to wage theft. And they both 
struggled to acquire proper identification that reflected who they were, 
which made it more difficult to find safe and secure housing. Importantly 
both groups drew on long histories of their people’s resistance to fuel and 
shape their contemporary activism.

Through this recognition of their linked struggles, BreakOUT! and Con-
greso collaborated in public organizing. Sometimes this took the form of 
just speaking up for each other. For instance, at a city council hearing on 
whether OPP’s bed cap should be lifted, BreakOUT! spoke out against the 
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sheriff detaining immigrants while Congreso contended that city funds 
could be better spent on jobs, housing, and education for LGBTQ youth. Con-
greso also helped make the protest art for the Trans March of Resilience, 
while BreakOUT! coordinated a wellness team for Congreso members 
who blockaded the streets outside the regional ICE office to protest raids 
and deportations during the summer of 2015. They also prioritized joyful 
relationship-building such as through dance-offs.

As BreakOUT!’s relationship with Congreso deepened, they started to 
build relationships with the local queer and trans Latinx community. At one 
point, one of the Congreso members reached out to BreakOUT! for help 
when her trans daughter—Arely Westley—ended up getting locked up. 
BreakOUT! supported the family in navigating the case while BreakOUT! 
members started writing letters to Westley.139 On her release, Westley got 
involved with BreakOUT! Through participating in general meetings and 
BOP, Westley “started to learn and see everyday issues with both of my 
communities, Latinx and LGBT.” She soon got “involved with issues deal-
ing with criminalization and discrimination because I didn’t want youth of 
my age [to] have to face what I was facing.”140

Before long, Westley was hired as the Vice to ICE organizer to develop 
and deepen the work between BreakOUT! and Congreso. Westly not only 
served as a liaison between the two organizations but also deepened 
BreakOUT!’s political education around immigration and deportations. She 
connected non-Latinx staff and members to the vibrant and growing local 
LGBTQ Latinx community by bringing them to events such as the Latinx 
drag performance contest, Miss Primavera, and she encouraged her friends 
from the Latinx LGBTQ community to take part in BreakOUT!’s programs. 
While BreakOUT! had long talked about their work through the language 
of “youth of color,” like most racial justice organizations in New Orleans, 
they had practiced their activism principally through the lens of anti-Black 
racism. Even as many people involved in BreakOUT! were open to it becom-
ing a more explicitly multiracial organization, for others it was a stretch to 
reimagine the organization as both a Black and Brown space. Staff realized 
that more political education was needed on the distinctions between “im-
migrant,” “Latinx,” and “Spanish-speaking” while also being careful not to 
erase Black Latinx people. Westly began coordinating ESL classes for some 
of the new members, and monthly member meetings started to include si-
multaneous interpretation.

BreakOUT!’s move to turn the crisis of gendered and sexualized racist 
criminalization into an opening for multiracial organizing provides a 
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glimpse into how new political solidarities can enliven our work of collective 
life-making and devise more free worlds.

The election of Donald Trump to the US presidency in November 2016 prom-
ised a ramping up of state violence against communities of color, immigrants, 
poor and working-class people, and LGBTQ people in the name of securing 
the future of white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, and neoliberal class war. 
Like many grassroots organizations throughout the country, BreakOUT! 
triaged to face this emergency. They created a Trans Defense Fund and held 
free legal clinics for people to legally change their names and gender mark-
ers, move forward with immigration proceedings, and expunge arrest rec
ords. A few days after the election, BreakOUT! announced their refusal to 
stop fighting for a more free world:

This is the time that we have all been building for. Whether we have 
been developing young leaders ready for a revolution, educating 
youth on skills to sustain themselves outside of the system, or 
creating avenues for people to own their power, this is what we have 
been building for. We have been waiting for that moment, when 
the forces are all the way against us, when our backs are 
against the wall, when we are left with no other choice but to 
harness the strength of our ancestors and the knowledge from 
our work. This is the time we activate those “superpowers.” While 
no one, not even Trump, can predict the precise consequences of 
him being in office, we do know that it is time to exercise our duty 
to fight for our freedom, as all the reforms and changes we have so 
passionately worked for are in jeopardy of being destroyed.141

In direct contrast, Mayor Landrieu and the New Orleans city government 
responded to Trump’s election by expanding the FQMD’s initiatives and 
desires into a citywide program. During the week of Trump’s inauguration, 
Landrieu and Governor John Bel Edwards announced a new $40 million se-
curity plan for New Orleans. Taking a cue from the ideas and practices of 
the FQMD’s Security Task Force, the plan pledged to intensify surveillance 
and policing throughout the city. It included the installation of 240 surveil-
lance cameras and 160 license-plate readers in twenty designated crime hot 
spots (including the French Quarter); the integration of private security 
cameras in the French Quarter and Central Business District into the NOPD’s 
surveillance system; the development of a centralized NOPD command 



250 Chapter 6

center to monitor the surveillance camera feeds 24/7; the enhancement of 
police patrols in the French Quarter; the construction of new street infra-
structure on Bourbon Street to prevent terrorist attacks; restrictions on 
permitted activities at Jackson Square; and the requirement that all bars 
close their doors at 3 a.m. and install security cameras to feed into the NOPD 
Command Center.142 Key to this plan was carceral cooperation between the 
FQMD, the NOPD, the Louisiana State Troopers, and DHS.

Public outcry in response to this plan called attention to the fact that, 
although such interagency policing programs and surveillance systems were 
already draconian under the Obama administration, such a program with 
Trump in the White House and Jeff Sessions as attorney general had the po-
tential to be catastrophic to Black and immigrant communities in New Or-
leans. While organizing forced the city council to scrap portions of the plan 
(notably the requirement that bars install surveillance cameras), most of it 
has since been implemented, with blinking surveillance cameras located al-
most everywhere, reminding us that the neoliberal Democrats will never 
support oppositional movements for collective freedom.

BreakOUT!’s organizing points us to the liberatory possibilities of queer 
politics as called for by Cathy Cohen, “organized not merely by reductive 
categories of straight and queer, but organized instead around a more in-
tersectional analysis of who and what the enemy is and where our poten-
tial allies can be found.”143 During their first five years, BreakOUT! built an 
organization grounded in the transformative politics of an intersectional 
and materialist Black trans feminism to contest the criminalization of LGBTQ 
youth of color, racial and gender police profiling, and state-sanctioned sexual 
violence. BreakOUT! not only achieved concrete wins that lessened the grip 
of the carceral state but also has asserted and affirmed the value of Black 
trans life in a city that renders such life disposable to the imperatives of 
gendered racial capitalism. Yet, although their victories point to the capacity 
of small grassroots organizations to curb police violence, the reality that 
these gains in dismantling the carceral state have not been matched by 
meaningful reinvestments in the social wage has meant that Black and Brown 
LGBTQ communities (among others) continue to be produced as surplus at 
alarming rates under the neoliberal tourist economy. The transformative 
politics of abolition urgently requires us to change that dynamic—to scale 
up our commitments both to dismantling state violence and to investing in 
collective public care as we seek to end premature death and celebrate the 
possibilities of life.



Conclusion
Making Freedom

History is made by a series of collective battles, now defeats, now victories.

—Peter Linebaugh

In April 2020, activists in dozens of cars with “Free Them All” signs taped 
to their windows circled the Orleans Justice Center, the Juvenile Justice 
Center, the New Orleans ICE Field Office, and City Hall.1 Across the nation 
and world, organizers in similar protests were demanding the release of in-
carcerated people in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic. With prisons, 
jails, and detention centers poised to become epicenters of disease and 
premature death, New Orleans activists and advocates called on officials to 
release people from the jail and to curtail arrests. In a letter to elected of-
ficials, the Orleans Parish Prison Reform Coalition (OPPRC) and allies 
stated, “During hurricane Katrina, inmates were left for dead as water rose 
within the OPP. We fear that the coronavirus will make these groups’ de-
tention into a death sentence similar to the time when inmates were aban-
doned in OPP. You have the power to prevent this.”2 In linking the state’s 
disregard for incarcerated life in the face of COVID-19 to the disposability 
of jailed people during Hurricane Katrina, organizers highlighted how the 
crisis at hand was part of a longer pattern of racist organized abandonment.3 
Calling on this knowledge, organizers pushed state officials to act differently 
this time: to put life over death.

To an extent, this organizing expanded freedom. While the number of 
releases granted and the restrictions put on arrests by state officials were 
more limited than organizers demanded, the New Orleans jail population 
soon hovered between 800 and 900—lower than it had been in decades.4 
This decline in incarceration combined with the dramatic municipal reve-
nue shortages accompanying the pandemic shifted the political terrain 
around the addition of “Phase III” to OPP. In 2019, federal judge Lance Af-
rick had aligned with Sheriff Gusman and ordered the city to build an 
eighty-nine-bed Phase III facility to incarcerate people with acute mental 
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illness. City leaders initially agreed to this plan of increasing bed space 
while capping the number of people incarcerated in the jail to 1,250. How-
ever, after COVID-19’s onset, city leaders argued that Phase III was a “waste 
of taxpayer dollars” and that Judge Africk did not have the authority to 
mandate a new jail facility.5 The Phase III debate was central to the 2021 
Orleans Parish sheriff’s election. Gusman squared off against Susan Hut-
son, New Orleans’s Independent Police Monitor, whose platform included 
opposition to Phase III. Hutson’s defeat of Gusman was seen by many as a 
final defeat of the proposed facility. Yet despite the new sheriff being op-
posed to its construction, the federal judge continues to override her 
position and push for a new medical jail facility.6

This snapshot of struggles around the New Orleans jail amid the 
COVID-19 crisis exemplifies this book’s recurring theme: what is deemed a 
crisis is a site of political struggle. For criminalized people and their loved 
ones, the onset of the pandemic was a crisis because they were rightfully 
concerned about prisons, jails, and detention centers turning into death 
camps. For many state officials, their understanding of the crisis was shaped 
both by narrow conceptions of public safety primarily defined through 
street violence and by concerns about the costs of incarceration following 
plummeting tourism sales taxes and state oil revenues in the spring of 2020.7

Differing conceptualizations of the crisis informed the solutions put forth. 
Antijail activists seized on this moment to advance decarceration. The na-
tional calls to “free them all” in the spring of 2020 did not appear out of 
thin air but emerged from the local and national political infrastructures 
that had been steadily built in the preceding years. Organizers mobilized 
for immediate releases while also leveraging the crises of the pandemic to 
push elected officials to roll back jail-building plans.

Turning such crises into opportunities for abolitionist organizing re-
quired activists to be prepared. They needed preexisting organizations to 
maneuver through, a solid analysis of likely state responses, and clear de-
mands at the ready. A few months later, “free them all” organizing fed into 
the eruption of protests against police violence. Amid the uprisings against 
the police murders of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, the long-standing 
abolitionist sensibility coalesced into the demand to defund the police. Like 
abolitionist organizing to free them all, activism to defund the police had 
roots in the articulation of groups such as Safe Streets/Strong Communi-
ties and BreakOUT! that increased safety would not come from more police 
but from increased investments in social institutions. Abolitionist organizers 
intervened in the crises of 2020 to undo long-standing carceral state vio
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lence and push for a reorganization of the political economy from profits 
and austerity to one invested in public care and collective life.

Yet, state responses to carceral crises continued to be informed by racist 
and neoliberal understandings of violence and safety. Since Arthur Mitch-
ell, Hayes Williams, Lee Stevenson, and Lazarus Joseph filed their federal 
lawsuit to rein in the dehumanizing violence of Angola, state responses to 
conditions of confinement complaints have been uneven at best. On the one 
hand, liberal reformers pushed to increase funding and the capacity of jails 
and prisons in the name of restoring incarcerated people’s constitutional 
rights. On the other hand, sheriffs and tough-on-crime policy makers 
learned to seize on federal lawsuits and consent decrees to justify their ex-
pansion of carceral facilities. Both camps justified incarceration over re-
lease, disavowing the possibility that the best condition for people was not 
to be confined at all. Moreover, federal judges’ decisions in such cases were 
focused on bringing prisons and jails within constitutional standards rather 
than undoing the structural violence of incarceration. Assessing carceral 
harm and violence through the constitutional framework of “cruel and un-
usual” punishment is inherently limited: all punishment is, by definition, 
cruel, and what is considered unusual is not static but situated in time and 
space. What was once unusual—the prevalence of double bunking or life 
sentences or solitary confinement—can easily become commonplace and 
thereby fair and just under constitutional standards.

Yet at the same time, judges’ decisions are based not only on their own 
reading of constitutional law but also on the maneuvers of other state and 
nonstate actors. Judicial mandates and allowances have been shaped by mo-
bilizations from the Black freedom movement shifting the ideological ter-
rain for judges to find for incarcerated plaintiffs in the 1950s and 1960s, the 
Louisiana Sheriffs’ Association’s lobbying to incarcerate immigrant detain-
ees in parish jails in the 1980s, and the Congreso de Jornaleros’s issuance 
of lawsuits in pursuit of ending ICE holds in the years after Katrina. Fed-
eral courts are a contradictory site of struggle. Indeed it was under the 
watchful eye of the federal courts that Louisiana was directed to modern-
ize and increasingly expand prisons and jails—further ensconcing carceral 
infrastructures in the Louisiana landscape. The courts have been neither a 
savior nor a site to be abandoned but a locus of power to approach in tan-
dem with targeting the different arenas of the state likely to be tasked with 
responding to their orders.

The Louisiana penal system has been and continues to be developed 
through various alignments and contestations among state sectors. Decisions 
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regarding building a new prison or reforming the scope of law enforcement 
are routinely the domain of intersecting political bodies and individuals. 
This means, as I demonstrate over the course of this book, that multiscalar 
cooperation among municipal, parish, state, and federal agencies has been 
key in making Louisiana into a carceral state. And as the case of Phase III 
has highlighted, state officials are rarely in neat alignment. Sheriff Gusman’s 
lobbying for Phase III to subvert the OPPRC bed-cap win was oriented 
toward the federal courts, because he argued this expansion was necessary 
to meet consent decree standards for prisoner medical care. Yet with funding 
and land use in the domain of city government, the mayor and city council 
also had a say, but their positions have not been fixed. A changing suite of 
politicians were elected during the years of the Phase III debate, while 
political alliances were made and broken. In these fissures, activists orga-
nized to defend previous material wins and to shift the terms of debate 
against jailing. This activism included the tactic of electoral organizing 
to replace Gusman with Hutson, based on the reasonable belief that with-
out the Orleans Parish sheriff gunning for new jail construction, Phase III 
would be dead in the water. However, the fact this has not been the case 
brings into stark relief the limitations of electing so-called progressive car-
ceral officials in halting the extension of punitive state violence.

Louisiana’s carceral developments have many points of origin and reg-
ularly travel beyond the state’s boundaries. Mayor Marc Morial and NOPD 
Superintendent Pennington adopted broken windows policing from New 
York City’s Mayor Giuliani and Bill Bratton in the 1990s under the banner 
of the “Pennington Plan,” which has since been exported to and applied in 
Puerto Rico.8 Louisiana was an early innovator when it turned the tempo-
rary spatial fix of incarcerating state prisoners in parish jails to meet federal 
court mandates into a long-term geographic solution for prison overcrowd-
ing in the 1980s and 1990s. More and more states subsequently followed 
Louisiana’s lead in relying on jailing infrastructure to manage their penal 
populations, shoring up a new norm in the US’s carceral geography.

Grassroots organizers have leveraged various facets of the state against 
itself to rein in carceral state power and extend collective freedom. From 
BreakOUT!’s strategy of leveraging the DOJ’s presence to reduce the NOPD’s 
discretionary power to the Angola Special Civics Project’s development of 
state legislation to chip away at life without parole sentencing, antiracist 
activists have been adept at instigating grassroots policy struggles that 
take advantage of the multifaceted nature of the state. At the same time, 
carceral states are agile and capacious. When a particular arena of puni-
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tive state capacity is limited by external or internal limits or pressures, 
policy makers have turned to other arenas and, at times, created new 
infrastructures—from the Department of Corrections and the state legis-
lature turning to the parish jail system to maintain the incarceration of state 
prisoners amid overcrowding crises, to Sheriff Gusman turning to the fed-
eral courts when OPPRC’s organizing pushed the city council to limit the 
capacity of OPP, to Mayor Landrieu bringing in the state troopers to police 
New Orleans following the DOJ consent decree. This dialectic of carceral 
state adaption and anticarceral contestations has required organizers to 
nimbly engage in multiscalar political struggles. For instance, after Safe 
Streets’ organizing resulted in the creation of the Office of Independent 
Police Monitor, the police union lobbied the state legislature to undo it, 
compelling Safe Streets to pivot to state-level organizing to maintain its 
victory.

Moreover, whether a campaign is won or lost, the struggles surrounding 
it materially and ideologically shape the ground for future organizing. The 
various struggles to chip away at the criminal legal system—changing state 
and municipal sentencing laws, reorganizing the public defender’s office, and 
decreasing the jail’s size—have ensured that less people have spent time 
behind bars. This liberatory organizing has also shifted public discourse on 
the criminal legal system, sowing fertile terrain for heightened demands 
such as “free them all.” Although such a demand has yet to be met, its wide 
circulation indexes an abolitionist shift in antiprison organizing and its 
growing presence in broader debates. Even though abolition remains mar-
ginal to formal power structures, the fight against mass incarceration has 
been pushed into the mainstream by various antiprison organizers over the 
last several decades. In 2017, Louisiana Governor John Bel Edwards cham-
pioned a series of moderate criminal justice reform bills aimed at reducing 
Louisiana’s state prison population and saving the state millions of dollars. 
Although the frequent overstating of the Edwards reforms and the wide-
spread erasure of grassroots campaigns in propelling prison population 
drops may suggest a clear example of reformist co-optation, the passage of 
these laws also serves as a reminder of how oppositional activists have and 
can alter the grounds of political legitimacy and state power.9 Navigating 
this contradiction of struggle is essential for assessing achievements and 
charting paths forward.

Acute crises in the carceral state are built on the long-standing crises of 
state racism and neoliberal restructuring that render certain segments of 
the population disposable to floods, pandemics, and more. The political 
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project of criminalization dialectically justifies and intensifies racism. Black 
people (in particular, but not only) are marked as imprisonable, while cag-
ing is legitimized through characterizing the people behind prison walls as 
inherently inferior to those on the outside. The crises that facilitate and nor-
malize premature death from jail medical neglect to police shootings are 
fundamentally tied to neoliberal policies and ideologies that fetishize indi-
vidual responsibility and private gains at the expense of commitments to 
the public good. The ramping up of state spending on prisons and policing 
to secure “public safety” is sutured to disinvestment and rejection of the 
kinds of institutions and policies that are essential for collective security: 
hospitals and healthcare, flood infrastructures and climate change mitiga-
tions, affordable and safe housing, living-wage and dignified work, public 
education and childcare, among others.

The disparate investments that characterize law-and-order austerity in 
Louisiana illuminate the centrality of racial criminalization and carceral 
power to neoliberal restructuring. Punitive power has been and continues to 
be pivotal to the management of Louisiana’s economy in periods of both 
prosperity and precarity. Through global, national, and local political eco-
nomic contradictions and realignments, policy makers have tied Louisiana 
to the volatile industries of petrochemicals in tourism. In doing so, they 
have cut taxes on the wealthy while asserting that revenue needs will be 
primarily met by “outsiders”: relatively low mineral revenues on petrochem-
ical companies and high sales taxes on tourists. In reality, these policies 
have intensified regressive taxation overall while creating unnecessary fluc-
tuations in state, parish, and municipal budgets. Moreover, the volatility of 
these economies, attacks on unionization, increased mechanization, cuts to 
welfare and other social programs, the expansion of low-wage tourism jobs, 
and more have made large sectors of Louisiana structurally under- and un-
employed. Such economic policies intensify precarity, while prisons, jails, 
and policing become understood as the only legitimate sector to fund. Car-
ceral institutions are positioned as critical to the regulation of racialized and 
gendered populations excluded from the formal labor market and displaced 
for speculative urban developments. This is why crises such as Hurricane 
Katrina and COVID-19 turned into disasters for Louisiana broadly and New 
Orleans more specifically. It is also why seemingly mundane questions of 
fiscal policy and economic development are key arenas for abolitionist poli-
tics. For example, the intertwining of bond markets, water infrastructure, 
and criminalizing regimes made headlines in 2022. After the overturning of 
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Roe v. Wade, which triggered the state’s total abortion ban, the New Orleans 
city government announced it would not enforce the criminalization of 
abortion. In response, Louisiana’s right-wing attorney general Jeff Landry 
led the Louisiana Bond Commission in blocking the financing of upgrades to 
the New Orleans water, drainage, and sewage systems as punishment.10 Al-
though this decision was rescinded after widespread outcry against the 
“politicization” of bonds, it serves as a reminder that what a state decides to 
finance and how—whether hospitals or jails, schools or prisons—is always a 
political decision.11

Even as Louisiana activists have won significant reforms to decrease the 
number of people targeted for policing and imprisonment, the fact that 
neoliberal governance continues to reign supreme means that large swaths 
of Louisiana residents remain vulnerable to death-dealing crises of all kinds. 
So long as state governance is oriented toward facilitating capital accumula-
tion predicated on the deepening of racialized and gendered economic 
inequality, rather than ensuring people’s stability, health, and well-being, 
countless Louisianans will be produced as surplus criminalized populations.

In other words, the racial logics of disposability, extraction, and dispos-
session are at the core of the twinned projects of neoliberal economics and 
mass incarceration. This fact entails two further truths: one, dismantling 
mass criminalization is vital to any social movement committed to the end 
of neoliberalism and, more broadly, capitalism; and two, although ending 
racial capitalism does not necessitate the abolition of prisons and police, 
prisons and police cannot be abolished without the end of racial capitalism.

Abolitionist Infrastructures

Abolition is a world-making project. Striving to unmake carceral geogra-
phies requires a reconstruction of political, economic, and social struc-
tures toward collective freedom. If racism is the production of premature 
death, then the antiracist project of abolition is fundamentally a project of 
fostering collective life. Through engagement in place-making practices, 
abolitionists strive to build a world where they and others, known and un-
known, are free to live longer and fuller lives.12 Yet like all antiracist world-
making projects, from the underground railroad and Black Reconstruction 
to the decolonization of the Global South, abolition is made through the 
development of political infrastructures to counter and replace the pre-
vailing systems of racial capitalism and state violence.13
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The realization of abolition geographies is, by definition, long-haul work. 
Building abolitionist infrastructures is not quick and tidy but an iterative 
process that is adaptive to shifting political conditions and local contexts. 
With those facts in mind, I offer that abolitionist infrastructures entail the 
creation of clear organizing structures that enable veteran and new activ-
ists to build people power; political education and research into the differ
ent logics, sites, and levers of carceral power; clear demands focused on the 
root of the problem; respect for a multiplicity of tactics and strategies de-
pending on the political context; nonsectarian approaches to coalition work 
in tandem with clear political principles; and the humility to honestly as-
sess the effectiveness of previous organizing and adapt as needed.

As traced across the pages of this book, creating a different kind of world 
begins with the humble activity of organization building to harness people’s 
political power. There are multitudes of people eager to be brought into the 
liberation of work of abolition, but first we need to have the structures to 
bring them in. While this might appear simple, organizational development 
requires a host of political decisions and actions such as identifying the fo-
cus of your activism and your theory of change to steer your direction, 
determining how to bring people into your organization from broad-based 
door knocking to small study groups, choosing decision-making structures, 
delineating roles or work groups to carry out organizational goals, and en-
gaging participants in continual leadership development ranging from 
media training to how to coordinate a direct action to the political histo-
ries of past struggles. At times building such a formation will develop out of 
preexisting organizations; at other times it will form in response to a crisis; 
and in other instances, it will emerge from the identification of a new prob
lem or political opening. In any regard, it is essential that there are clear 
ways to bring people into an organization—such as through general meet-
ings or orientations—and to engage them in various actions that draw on 
and build their skills. For example, in the Angola Special Civics Project, its 
members did legal research, corresponded with legislators, did outreach in 
the prison, and more. Through such activities, people build relationships 
and develop trust, as well as shape the organization and expand its capac-
ity to make change.

Relationships suture organizations. Relationship building is not tangen-
tial to organizing work—it is the heart of organizing. Through prioritizing 
getting to know each other and sharing what brings people into the room, 
people can recognize how their struggles are inherently interlinked, rather 
than an atomized experience. Creating space for people to share their stories 
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can be healing and deepen a collective sense of belonging with one another. 
Through the everyday care work of showing up during hardships, navigating 
interpersonal challenges, and celebrating together, people deepen trust in 
one another. Prefiguring the world we seek to create demands that we build 
relationships rooted in solidarity, mutuality, democracy, and collectivity.

Central to the building of anticarceral organizations is learning from the 
experiences and wisdom of criminalized people and their loved ones. Inso-
far as carceral power has been predicated on the widespread and routine 
disavowal of policing and imprisonment as a form of racial state violence, 
integrating the experiential knowledge of people directly harmed by puni-
tive governance clarifies the various effects of the criminal legal system 
while also refuting the carceral logic that criminalized people are not to be 
trusted. At the same time, it is important to attend to differential experi-
ences of people’s criminalization and incarceration along lines of race, gen-
der, sexuality, class, citizenship, ability, and age to understand the various 
ways the carceral state maintains and reifies hierarches.

This is not to advocate for the romanticization of incarcerated and crim-
inalized people and their political positions. One of the dangers in any so-
cial movement is to expect that oppressed people have one unified political 
perspective. Liberal reformist, tough-on-crime, and abolitionist political po-
sitions can be held by all types of people.14 In other words, political ideology 
still matters alongside experience. To paraphrase kai lumumba barrow, 
although the old organizing adage of meeting people where they’re at is a 
fine first step, it is not an endpoint. Instead, people should work together to 
collectively share and sharpen their analyses of the problems at hand and 
to hone strategies for making a more free world.15

For such reasons political education and research are indispensable com-
ponents of abolitionist infrastructures. Every single organization docu-
mented in this book conducted some form of political education, whether 
in the form of researching state and municipal laws, or facilitating story 
circles for people to share their experiences of racial and gender criminal-
ization, or studying how activists attempted to rein in police power in other 
cities. Often this process of research is embedded in the work of a campaign—
such as when Safe Streets identified that they needed to understand the 
structures and processes of the New Orleans city charter and budget in 
their advocacy for an independent police monitor, when Critical Resistance 
investigated mechanisms for amnesty, or when BreakOUT! asked me to fig-
ure out who the power players were in French Quarter policing. Mapping 
out the different spaces and levers of mass criminalization, policing, and 
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imprisonment reveals a host of potentially strategic points to intervene and 
dismantle punitive state power: land use decisions made by municipalities 
and school boards; state legislative decisions on criminal laws, sentencing, 
and parole; support of prisoners’ lawsuits, campaigns, and strikes; federal, 
state, and municipal budget hearings; banks that invest in prison and jail 
construction bonds; elections of state and city officials; and city and parish 
contracts with ICE. Abolition in practice means attending to the intricacies 
and contradictions of carceral state-making.

Alongside research into the various material dynamics of carceral state-
craft is political education about the beliefs, narratives, and logics that prop 
up carceral geographies. Approaching political education from a standpoint 
of “political generosity,” to borrow from Jacinta Gonzalez, serves as a re-
minder that we all have things to learn and share, especially as carceral 
state justifications are updated in response to shifting political conditions. 
Political education can take many forms, such as examining the different 
ways anti-Black racism and xenophobia justify criminalization, unpacking 
how ideas of “deserving” versus “undeserving” prisoners (innocent versus 
guilty, nonviolent versus violent, children versus adult, etc.) reinforce the 
legitimacy of caging, or clarifying the relationship of neoliberalism to con-
ceptions of public safety. Developing a collective analysis is important for 
figuring out how to identify and maneuver around narrow “solutions” to 
punitive state violence—such as gender-responsive prisons or community 
oversight of police—that further entrench punishment regimes, as well as 
to craft counternarratives to shift public commonsense.

Building on such political study, abolitionist demands are a mix of vi-
sionary and pragmatic. At their best, they toggle between meeting people’s 
needs in the here and now and stretching us toward an abolitionist hori-
zon. For instance, campaigns to end cash bail seek to provide people an im-
mediate respite from the ransom of the jail system while delegitimizing 
pretrial detention as a step toward a jail-less future. Developing such grass-
roots policy demands necessitates a clear-eyed delineation between re-
formist reforms and nonreformist, or abolitionist, reforms.16 It means always 
keeping at the forefront the question of whether a particular reform will 
chip away at the scope and power of the criminal legal system or whether 
it will reinforce or expand the resources and validity of the carceral state. 
For example, fighting to reduce police budgets versus allocating more money 
for “anti-bias” training. Even campaigns organized around maintaining the 
status quo, such as preventing a new jail from being built or expanded, can 
be organized to push the edge of abolition. As Ruth Wilson Gilmore reminds 
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us, “Policies are a script for the future.”17 OPPRC did not only demand that 
Gusman not expand the jail with FEMA funds but also that the OPP shrink 
in size. Critical Resistance not only worked to find people lost in the system 
doing Katrina Time but also called for amnesty for all. In both scenarios, 
organizers made demands that they understood as reasonable for getting 
at the root problems. Although neither group obtained their exact demands, 
they still gained more ground than previously imagined. If city and state 
officials are already going to push for compromises, abolitionists do not need 
to cede ground to appear more reasonable in anticipation.

Turning demands into reality necessitates an understanding of the rep-
ertoire of strategies and tactics available and which are the right fit for a 
given situation. Advocating for grassroots abolitionist policy—whether 
against building a new jail or prison, reducing law enforcement power and 
funding, getting officials to cut ties with ICE, agitating for the end of solitary 
confinement, or pushing for decriminalization of various offenses—generally 
requires a mix of approaches. Internal research—is often the foundation for 
broad-based and targeted political education—such as writing reports, 
teach-ins, meetings with key stakeholder groups, letters to the editor—
aimed at swaying the public on a given issue. Translating a demand into a 
policy often requires working with sympathetic elected officials to cham-
pion an issue. Sometimes it makes sense to engage in electoral campaigns 
for particular candidates with abolitionist commitments or around public 
votes. At other times, protests and rallies might be strategic to demonstrate 
public support for a given issue. And at other points, heightened confron-
tations with state power, such as protesting officials’ positions at high-
profile events or direct actions blockading streets or shutting down carceral 
construction, can buoy a campaign. Even with the limits of lawsuits dis-
cussed earlier, legal interventions can be useful in halting a particular 
policy or program or slowing down a process to create more space for 
organizing. Not all these strategies may fit within a particular organization 
or political landscape, but it is critical to understand their role and how they 
can work together to turn a demand into a victory.

Yet if we recognize that abolition is not only about dismantling carceral 
systems but also about building up institutions and practices that extend 
collective life, we must also see abolitionist infrastructures as encompass-
ing new kinds of caring structures.18 They can be fashioned through work 
both outside and within the state: the development of community-based 
transformative justice work around sexual and nonsexual harms, the expan-
sion of the social wage (universal healthcare, free public higher education, 
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full employment, guaranteed paid family leave), the advancement of soli-
darity economics (community land trusts, permanently affordable housing 
co-ops, and worker co-ops), and just transitions from destructive industries 
from prisons to petrochemicals.

Perhaps the trickiest infrastructure to develop for the growth of aboli-
tionist politics is the creation of coalitions. Because mass incarceration is 
so capacious, criminalized people and their loved ones are not the only ones 
who have a stake in undoing carceral power. Many different people have 
an interest in abolishing law-and-order austerity and punitive governance: 
teachers’ unions, environmental justice activists, public librarians, residents 
of areas proposed for jails and prisons, healthcare workers, reproductive jus-
tice organizers, and more. Building people power to take on mass crimi-
nalization requires bringing together as many people as possible.

Yet, most people’s initial approach to questions of policing and prisons 
is still through the prism of reform rather than abolition. This does not 
mean, however, that people on the reformist end of the spectrum cannot 
work in coalition with abolitionists. Coalitions are, as Bernice Johnson 
Reagon reminds us, not spaces to “look for comfort.”19 Unlike organizations 
that form around more unified political positions and shared identities, 
coalitions are, by definition, a more expansive grouping of organizations 
that work toward a particular goal or demand. Although coalition mem-
bers will not agree on everything, that does not mean they cannot move in 
alignment around goals such as releasing political prisoners or stopping a 
new jail from being constructed or decriminalizing certain offenses. In-
deed, it is often through participation in such struggles that people move 
toward abolition.

Coalitions are at their sturdiest when united around clearly articulated 
shared principles. Developing political points of unity can help organizations 
coalesce their vision and theory of change through discussion and debate. 
For example, clarifying that the goal is for fewer people to be locked up and 
for the criminal legal system to have less power can help people assess 
that their demand is to push for an end to ICE holds in a jail rather than 
simply more translation services. Outlining such principles is particularly 
important for helping steer a coalition when officials offer compromises. 
Should you support the decriminalization of some offenses if officials will 
also ratchet up other penalties? Should you back a jail cap of 1,438 beds 
over the 850-bed cap you were aiming for? In other words, having clear 
political lines is essential to keep from slipping into a reformist mode but 
also our coalitions should be broad enough that abolitionists do not miss 
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out on the opportunity to build bridges, to expand the base of antiprison 
and antipolicing activists, and to win material victories that lessen carceral 
violence.

Organizing is always a gamble. But even when a campaign is lost or an 
organization disbands, previous struggles do not evaporate into thin air. The 
stakes of abolitionist movement building can make it tempting to maintain 
a nonstop pace of organizing, but taking the time to reflect and adjust is 
vital for the long-haul work of abolition world-making. This can mean re-
flecting on how certain tactics worked or not; mapping out how political 
conditions such as national or local elections, economic shifts, or global 
pandemics created opportunities or unforeseen challenges; or considering 
what needs to be done to defend a victory or what new avenue needs to be 
taken to push forward a demand yet again. Such adjustments can also be 
focused on internal dynamics such as working through conflicts that 
emerged in coalitions or, like the Angola Special Civics Project, restructur-
ing an organization to deepen democracy and participation. Reflective pro
cesses can also extend beyond a single organization or coalition through 
the documentation of lessons learned to share with other activists near and 
far. Moreover, abolitionist organizing is an iterative process of organizing 
at the edge of abolition over and over again. As carceral state-makers up-
date punitive technologies, rhetoric, and strategies, organizers must reckon 
with the reality that a campaign that was once seen as the horizon of aboli-
tion might over time be seen as short-sighted. Hence, part of the arsenal of 
abolitionist infrastructures is the humility to learn from such carceral state 
adaptions and to be as nimble as one can while moving forward with the 
knowledge and experience of a given time and space.

Animating these abolitionist infrastructures are an overarching belief 
and commitment to transformation. The political sensibility that guides ab-
olitionists holds not only that things must change but also that we can 
make them change. Organizers may not have all the answers right now, but 
they do share a common understanding that in ways big and small we will 
remake our society, economies, political structures, social relations, and 
ourselves so that no one and no place are rendered disposable. We will make 
a world together where everyone can be free.
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22. On this point, it is important to note that the capacious power of race is due to 

its not simply being equivalent to “heritage” or phenotype. Thus, although Blackness 
and criminality have been knitted together since Jim Crow other populations—
Muslims, Central American migrants, not-quite white Appalachians, among others—
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