“Abolition has to do with love”: A roundtable on queer organizing against the prison

industrial complex in Toronto

The following roundtable took place on October 10, 2019, as part of a prisoners’ justice course
co-taught by Jin Haritaworn and Syrus Marcus Ware at the Faculty of Environmental studies
(now renamed Environmental and Urban Change) at York University. Three grad students on
the course - Charlie Costello, Bridget Liang and Julia Robertson - collaborated with their
professors as well as with Rio Rodriguez who, along with Syrus and Jin, is a founding member
of the Marvellous Grounds collective, in organizing this public event. It was free and open to the

community.

The roundtable translated principles of activist scholarship that had been the subject of the
course, including reciprocity and accountability and producing work that is desire based,
intelligible to non-academics, and in the service of communities." It brought together Aanya
Wood, Rosina Kazi and Swathi Sekhar, three queer of colour artists and activists involved in

abolitionist organizing to dismantle the Prison Industrial Complex (PIC) in Toronto.

Aanya Wood is a DJ, producer and organizer based in Toronto, the Great Lakes Region and

traditional territories of the Haudenosaunee, Anishnaabek, Huron-Wendat and Mississaugas of

the New Credit peoples. She is Director with Maggie's Toronto Sex Workers' Action Project and

an organizer for #justiceformoka.

Rosina Kazi is the lead singer of the radical electronic duo lal. They are a queer/gender fluid,
culturally Muslim identified artist, and they help run the alternative arts space unit 2. The work
that Rose does with her/their art and community work is based in abolitionist, healing,

queer/trans and harm reduction frameworks.

Swathi Sekhar is a queer, tamil femme engaged in various liberation struggles on Turtle Island

and elsewhere. She has been a collective member of the Prisoners Correspondence Project, a

' Oparah, Julia Chinyere (fka Sudbury, Julia) and Okazawa-Rey, Margo (2007), ‘Introduction. Activist
Scholarship and the Neoliberal University after 9/11°, in J. Sudbury and M. Okazawa-Rey (eds.), Activist
Scholarship: Antiracism, Feminism, and Social Change, Boulder: Paradigm; Pulido, Laura (2008),
‘FAQs: Frequently (Un)Asked Questions About Being a Scholar Activist’, in C. Hale (ed.), Engaging
contradictions: Theory, politics, and methods of activist scholarship, Berkeley: University of California
Press (also see other chapters in this book); Tuck, Eve (2009), “Suspending damage: A letter to
communities,” Harvard Educational Review 79(3).
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penpal and resource program for LGBTQ prisoners since 2011, and she is currently on the

organizing committee for the Abolition 2020 Convergence. She works to integrate an abolitionist

framework within her legal practice, particularly in the context of migrant detention.

Bridget Liang is a mixed race, queer, transfeminine, autistic, disabled, fat fangirl. They're a
PhD candidate in the Gender, Feminist, and Women's Studies Program at York University, a
community researcher, workshop and group facilitator, performance artist, and fiction writer.
Much of their work revolves around the intersections of autistic, trans, and BIPOC experiences,

and storytelling research methods.

Bridget Liang: What does abolition mean to you and why did you first become an

abolitionist?

Aanya Wood: Abolition to me means unlearning, abolition to me is a process. There are
buzzwords that go around with abolition, like decolonization. But I’'m more of a pragmatist than
an academic, so to me it means learning that incarceration doesn’t just look like resisting prison
systems, but also involves unlearning things we have been taught our whole lives, from junior
kindergarten up until your PhD or your legal degree. To me it's important to unlearn the gender
binary, the idea of class, the idea of racializing and classifying people and putting them in certain
places and telling them you belong there. Whether that process is about gender, race, class or
criminality, to me abolition is about unlearning what we’ve been taught by the academy and by a
Western government. | think a lot of abolition has to do with love. A lot of it is building bridges
where there aren’t supposed to be bridges, whether that be between communities, between

institutions, or between individuals.
Swathi Sekhar: Why did you get into this work?

Aanya Wood: For me it's out of necessity. | grew up in a post-industrial rust-belt community that
was extremely gentrified, in Buffalo, New York. There was a lot of heroin, crack, meth, and
poverty that was attributed to white flight. My family and | have been drug users, so I've seen a

lot of people come in and out of correctional institutions. Growing up in post 9-11 America in the
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early 2000s, a lot of my classmates and their parents were being deported, and my close friends
were serving sentences. Abolition to me is still a learning process, learning traditions that people

have carried for millennia, and understanding my place as a non-Black settler.

Rosina Kazi: | grew up in a very different context. | grew up in suburban Brampton. But as
young folks of colour at that time, a lot of us were queer, trans, but not knowing we were. The
Peel Police were always, and still are, quite brutal. Having those experiences as a young
person, and then coming to Toronto, getting involved with Mumia Abu-Jamal, while more
people, artists (musicians in particular), came into my circle. We instinctively knew that
something was wrong when someone was incarcerated. Coming from Bengal and seeing family
deal with immigration, and feeling the pain of this land, and particularly when you look at who'’s
being incarcerated, that is what got me into this work. I'm still formulating what abolition means
to me after being involved after 25 years as an artist. I'm not one of those people who works
with words, even though | write lyrics. | go by instinct, so it's very difficult for me to claim

something because it's based on a feeling.

Swathi Sekhar: When | heard about prisons when | was a kid, | was shocked that they existed.
And as a young queer growing up in a mostly immigrant community, seeing especially Black
people, and all the Somali people in my neighbourhood, getting targeted in ways that | wasn't, it
didn’t make any sense to me. The more | read, | was inspired by amazing people resisting the

PIC. | also became really close friends with people who | love, and who are in prison.

| think about abolition a lot, but | often don’t put words to it. It's so much more than just
dismantling a prison system. To me, abolition is also about so many small things that you do in
your immediate circle. It can feel so large, and how do you fix a world where both the Military

Industrial Complex and Prison Industrial Complex have to be dismantled?

What has felt powerful for abolition work for me has been really small actions that we can do
within our communities, including challenging any injustice when we see it, or being the only
one in a room full of academics, or standing up for what you believe, and challenging systems in
a context that is hostile. The most transformative experiences related to abolition were
situations where you could see that folks who were incarcerated, and who were survivors in the
system, were actually empowered to challenge the system so that power was redistributed. That

could look like someone dancing in their cells, or hunger striking while there are drums playing
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outside the prison. Maybe that didn’t result in something concrete like a policy change, but that
is abolition work because it enables people to survive when they’re going through these

systems.

When I’'m grounded in that, it helps me step away from more abstract conversations about
tensions between reform and abolition. Someone may say that working to improve the prison
systems, while we’re working inside the system, is counter to prison abolition. The counterpoint
I’'m making may be that there are folks that are incarcerated thinking: | don’t really give a shit
about taking down the prison, | want to have a blanket tonight. That is still abolition to me. If
you’re able to provide resources to folks who are mired within these oppressive systems for no

reason other than racism, that’s still abolition for me.

Bridget Liang: One thing we noticed while looking through all of your work was that art
was at the heart of your activism. What role have the arts played in mobilizing your

resistance to the Prison Industrial Complex?

Rosina Kazi: I've been doing stuff since the 90s. We’d be throwing concerts, and trying to get
information out about people who were incarcerated. Art and music are such powerful tools
around healing, and exposing—not the only tool, but such a powerful tool. It was a way to bring
people together to talk about really hard issues, and serious issues, particularly for those of us
who may not understand what abolition is, and for those of us who when we’re told what it is,
still don’t get it. Art is a way to have an initial discussion so that's always been a starting point
for me. It's not the only thing though, and I think as artists we get stuck on this idea that art will

save everything. It’s just a starting point.

We run a community art space called Unit 2, and | help at an event called Bricks and Glitter,
which is an alternative pride festival based in abolitionist frameworks. We try to create space for
artists and community to create space to share and to dialogue, to learn and unlearn from a
place of compassion and love. That doesn’t mean we’re not going to challenge each other, but
it's really important for me that we shift a lot of these ideas around prisons, or police, or
academia, and power in general. For me art has always been the safest place to express

myself. | can go on stage, and yell at the police, and yell about whatever.

Aanya Wood: I'm someone who really believes in storytelling, as a tradition that has been

around for thousands of years, that is part of human nature. It is such a powerful way of building
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more autonomous communities. It has to do with spirituality and kinda has to do with power, like
Rose was saying. Music, song, and dance have been central to so many liberation struggles.
That could be people dancing in their cells, people drumming, painting, and making prisoner art.
It has to do with giving people a place to tell their story, and how platforms provide power for

people to express themselves. Capitalism has really gone deep to silence people.

Swathi Sekhar: | think art should be a part of abolition work, no matter what form it comes in.
It's a much more effective and accessible medium for expressing injustice, or anything you
might be feeling. | think it's really powerful as a tool for visibility. Prison and other institutions
built on incarceration principles are really about cancelling people and hiding them so we don’t
remember them or know what’s going on with them. Most people have no idea because we're
never thinking about people who are incarcerated, and art gives prisoners a platform. It actually
has a really amazing impact on folks who are doing it, and the art is gorgeous because it's
coming from a very raw place. | love Cell Count so much for this, because the content is intense

and beautiful.

Bridget Liang: How can academic knowledge and practice be placed in service to or

engaged as part of activism against the PIC?

Rosina Kazi: | have a big problem with academia and the idea of researching a community
without being part of that community. | personally think if you’re not part of a community, and
haven’t built relationships with that community, you shouldn’t step near that community. Those
of us who are really engaged in community building on a grassroots level aren’t interested in
power, recognition, publishing, or money. We have to have a power within academia and then
share that power. Stop hoarding it and ladder climbing. When | walk into a room, | instinctively
tune into who is in the room, and who is not in the room. Are there ways to make relationships

and bring in more folks to participate?

It's like, who gets to go to university? You know, Jane and Finch is right there. Do half those folx
get to come here? No. Is there a relationship? | don’t really think so. And there could be. And
that could change the lives of that community, which is directly connected to incarceration and
power, right? So you know | think there’s a lot of work to be done. And don’t be afraid of the
language that you might come across, because when | first stepped into abolitionist organizing |
didn’t understand anything of what people were saying. Luckily a friend had invited me, but |

had to pull her aside and say that | don’t understand what you're saying, and if | don’t

Marvellous Grounds, 2021. http://marvellousgrounds.com


http://www.pasan.org/cell-count.html
http://marvellousgrounds.com

understand what you’re saying, then there’s a whole bunch of people who have no clue what

you’re saying. | still wanted to learn, so | guess, don’t be afraid to ask questions.

Aanya Wood: | think some people are doing really big work in academia. But at the same time,
the academy has been a site of medicalization, pathologization, and something that mobilized
eugenics, and how much has eugenics influenced the prison system? Incarceration is also
related to how people accumulate knowledge and then erase, murder and disappear people.

Sorry | just got really morbid (laughs).

Swathi Sekhar: It's really important if you're in academics to understand the racist, colonial
history of academia, and challenge everything that you're experiencing, do the internal work if
you’re mired in the academic systems. | think the big problem with academia, with also the legal
system, is just this huge gap between policy and practice. Policy doesn’t actually bear any
resemblance to how it works on the ground. Some people believe the law is just, and fair, but it's
not. Marginalized people are super fucked over by the law, and the law was actually designed to
fuck them over. Believe it or not, that is an incredibly radical view within the legal system. The
communities impacted are absent from policy writing, and it's really like a very top down sort of

approach where it’'s not really about how people are experiencing the law.

It goes back to what you said at the beginning Aanya about the constant unlearning of
everything that we’re being told within the academic system. You have to do your best to
challenge it and build a critical mass. Build networks of support and solidarity amongst
yourselves if you're doing this work, because you are coming up against big institutions and
people are gonna keep telling you that you’re wrong and that you won’t get published. You have
to be able to stand up against all those pressures, which isn’t something a lot of folks can do,
because the system is designed to not be beneficial if you're challenging it, especially if you're

marginalized.

Rosina Kazi: But | also think you have to know how to manipulate the system. How do we use
our imaginations to find freedom? Because, in my lifetime, do | think we’re gonna bring all this
shit down? No, | don’t think so. Unless it just dies on its own, which is a possibility! But, in my
lifetime, can | see multiple people doing small things, creating their own little world that’s fighting

against certain things? Absolutely.
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Bridget Liang: How do you imagine accountability and healing outside of the PIC and

address the hardest situations, like violence within our communities?

Aanya Wood: | don'’t think there’s a perfect answer. That’s the real tea.

Swathi Sekhar: Mmhmm. | do think it's hard for people, especially for folks who tend to ask
questions about the dangerous few: “What do you do with the rapists?” The way that society
exists, it is hard to imagine being able to step away from so many systems. But | have seen
models that work. We can deal with it without prisons, but it requires quite a bit of resources and
quite a bit of commitment. I've seen models of community accountability and transformative
justice work. I've seen this in activist communities as well, where we try to do alternative conflict
resolution. In the moment, alternative processes feel so hard and it is so much work. But
through this conflict resolution process that happened within an activist community of mine,
about a decade later the situation is good. That person didn’t go to jail, the police weren’t called,

and there has been healing.

It is difficult to find suitable alternatives to calling the police when we are faced with violence.
While organizing Convergence 2020, an upcoming abolition conference, there is tension
because some folks do believe that parts of the carceral system are necessary. For example,
the Inquiry response for missing and murdered Indigenous women included the
recommendation that there should be harsher sentences for men who have committed violence.
From an abolitionist perspective, that is not going to solve anything. | personally do not believe
in incarcerating people - especially Indigenous men, who have a history of experiencing
violence in prison. How is it really going to help? But | am not in the position of the women
experiencing this violence. Still, | do think that reading about community accountability models

actually works in keeping folks out of prison and providing other options.

Aanya Wood: Frankly, | believe our communities and society in general are not in a place to not
have prisons. | feel like a lot of abolitionists, academics and community organizers, don’t really
have the lived experience coming from communities where incarceration for other people who
are inflictors of violence is the only reality. Single mothers, like aunties of mine who had to send
their husbands to jail, kids who've had to send their fathers to jail, or their mothers, and had to

elect to go into the foster system, which is a whole other system of incarceration in this country.
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| think about abolition as building bridges; as the world that we all want to live in. Where people
are treated just, equitably, and have the same human rights as each other, and all that hippy
shit. But academics have been engaging in petty arguments about what intersectionality means
for two decades or what mass incarceration looks like in Canada versus in the States. Like who
gives a fuck? In the grand scheme of things, it's a distraction while people are sitting in cells. If
you actually believe in abolition, do something about it. Go visit people in prisons. Write them a
letter; support bail funds. There are a lot of other things we could be doing with our time that will

get people out of prison and get people out of pipelines to prison.

Swathi Sekhar: | know you keep saying some of it is hippy shit, but for me, alternative justice
models, being compassionate and open and willing to listen is actually embedded in Indigenous
frameworks. That’s not a white thing, that’s an Indigenous thing. We need to create our own
healing circles. Not cancel people out. Learn to de-escalate, and you can do it through training.

You’d be surprised how much you can de-escalate.

| think we place so much emphasis on published knowledge, or academic knowledge, or the
expert. When actually, in a room full of people, the information is there. Are we willing to listen?
Are we willing to shut up? Are we willing to re-imagine? | feel like that’s the crux of everything. If
we’re not willing to do those things and shift our own lives a little bit, how can we expect to take
down something much bigger? Again, it might not be in our lifetime that these things come

down, but | have to believe it is possible.

Rosina Kazi: I'm a South Asian person, my partner is Black, and my community is very mixed,
but I've never been harassed by the police. That’s a different reality for me. As such, my place in
the movement is not to take up space about how to challenge the police. My place is just to shut
up and listen and to use my resources to support. | believe it is important to be very mindful of

these things.

Bridget Liang: What have been some important moments in organizing against the PIC

locally?

Rosina Kazi: That’s very difficult for me to answer, because that way of thinking comes right
back to the question of what is more powerful than something else. If you say that one moment
was more transformative than another--it negates so much of the unseen work that’'s been done.

| don’t like to go there, because this is a continuation of work, so I'd like to see a timeline of
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everything. There’s all kinds of work that nobody knows about that was transformational for

maybe two people, but that's massive. Even in between the high profile things, there’s all this
other stuff that happened in order for it to get there. I'm more curious about the “in-betweens”,
I’'m interested in how we change the way we think that’s inclusive and not just picking the star

moments.

Swathi Sekhar: | agree. It’s difficult because what we end up thinking about is what the media

covers and what we end up seeing when there’s a critical mass around a certain issue.

Aanya Wood: For me, Prisoner’s Justice Day is something | partake in every year on August
10th. It's really similar to Black August, in the States, which is organized by a lot of Black
liberation activists, Panthers, BLA, all sorts of people from the African diaspora organizing for
decarceration in the States. In Canada, it happens every year, there’s usually a sunrise
ceremony and many ways to celebrate, grieve, mourn, people who’ve been murdered by the

system, who'’ve disappeared in the system.

Swathi Sekhar: Something that maybe everyone knows about, because it is in the context of
migrant detention, happened September 2013 in the Central East Correctional Facility. There
was the largest immigration detention migrant hunger strike involving 191 migrants on a hunger
strike against the conditions of their detention in a provincial prison, and the fact that they were

detained indefinitely. Over that time they launched EIDN (the End Immigration Detention

Network) and successfully got Ralph Goodale [then Minister of Safety and Emergency
Preparedness] to say no more immigrant detention in federal prisons, and make an actual policy

around that.

Rosina Kazi: In 2017, BLM-TO stopping the Pride Parade. That was pretty fucking massive,
especially when it was an anti-police statement that was strategic and smart. Also, my friend

LeRoi Newbold, an educator who runs Freedom School. was part of the group who got police
(School Resource Officers) out of schools. That’s huge!

Swathi Sekhar: The shelter sanctuary status campaign happened in 2014, when Toronto was

declared a sanctuary city. There was amazing work being done there to keep Canada Border
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Services Agency out of shelters and out of schools. As a result, public services couldn’t ask you

about your status.

Aanya Wood: This past year after decades of organizing for the abolition of the criminalization
of HIV non-disclosure, on December 1st of 2018 - World AIDS Day -, the federal government

decriminalized it. It wasn’t in the physical code, but it was very easy to prosecute someone who
was HIV positive and had sex with someone who was HIV negative. Unfortunately it's up to the
provinces and territories now to find strategies to enforce that and remove the criminalization of

people who are HIV positive.

Rosina Kazi: There is one for me as well, that really challenged me. It was a shifting point in my
life. There was an artist named Queen Nzinga. She’s a Black, queer woman from Costa Rica,
and had a show on CKLN [Ryerson’s old radio program]. She was dealing with immigration
stuff, while fully active in the community. Someone at Ryerson called immigration. This was 15
years ago. She was arrested on International Women’s Day while selling cupcakes for CKLN,
and then deported. We don’t know who called. That was huge for me because of her work, and
her presence. | think we got together pretty quickly to organize around that but unfortunately she

was deported.

Aanya Wood: | started this hashtag, #justiceformoka. Moka Dawkins was the first Black, Native

Trans, Two-Spirit sex worker, woman to be featured on the cover of Cell Count, a 30 year old

prisoner justice movement newspaper. Something I'm looking forward to, as a future in the next

months or years, is Moka’s release.

Postscript: Moka Dawkins was released soon after and, after facing continuing criminalization, is
now free. She did a roundtable with Kafia and Jaye, two other students on the ENVS 5073, that

is also published on this blog.
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