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COURSE DESCRIPTION & OBJECTIVES

Course Description

Recent heart wrenching examples
of police brutality have ignited
unforeseen momentum for police
and prison abolition. Online
activism and coordination has
helped to fuel this unprecedented
moment. Online organizing and
advocating has also enabled
crossover into the physical world,
sparking global protests. That
said, many of the tools that help
gain attention and support for an
issue may not easily provide the
nuanced ideas needed to sustain
this momentum or coalesce into
real social and policy change. We’ll
analyze and interrogate topics
relating to institutional justice,
systemic inequality and racism,
abolitionist thought, social
movements, and internet culture. 

To recognize and unpack the
narratives that characterize past
and present perceptions of ideas
such as "safety" and "justice"
To provide a detailed
understanding of alternative
public safety theories and to
encourage innovative and
imaginative design thinking 
To examine the role of
technology and social media in
today's social movements,
including how these technologies
may benefit or harm organizing
efforts
To enable students to consider
their role within communities and
to develop community-building
within and outside of the course
To enable students to
understand the research process
to produce rigorous and
thoughtful research

Our Goals and Objectives include:



2021 Teaching Assistants:
 

         jhalen@gov.harvard.edu
 

Instructor:
 

WidgetHenry

Course Format

Students will prepare for class with an assortment of readings and other media, including, but not
limited to academic readings, news articles, documentaries, content in online communities, TV
shows, and/or TikTok videos. 
I will also record and post short lectures providing background on topics as needed. I plan to
experiment with different styles and formats. Suggestions are welcome!
Students will engage with the topics on the class website using a blog post or another medium
(videos, digital artwork, etc.) of their choice. 

All course materials will be provided and available on the course website 

This syllabus, like all of us, is a work in progress.
The course content will be altered based on student interest.

Class Preparation: 

Additionally, there will be various opportunities to earn extra credit through after-class activities offered
throughout the semester.

Course Materials: 

*Notes: 

Jenn Halen, PhD

Primary research interests:

 Gov, tech, & politics

Public Policy

(In)equity and (in)justice

Education and Pedagogy

First-generation college grad

Maker of delicious vegan food

A little too excited about most

things

Pronouns: She/Her

Rescue Pup

Loves you

Equal parts adorable

and awkward

 Rescue Pup 

Absurdly cute  

Oddly Strategic

Classes will be held synchronously at a time that suits
everyone. This will be determined after enrollment.
Class will include discussions, case studies, simulations, and
other various activities. 

Class Meetings: 

 



2 VIRTUAL OFFICE HOUR CHECK-INS (5%)

CLASS PARTICIPATION (10%)
includes discussion, class activities, etc.

COMMUNITY CONTRIBUTIONS (10%)

WEEKLY POSTS (10%)

MIDTERM ASSIGNMENT (15%)

PROPOSAL (5%)

ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY (10%)

FINAL (TOTAL 25%)

PRESENTATION (5%) 

SEMESTER SELF-CARE ASSIGNMENT (5%)

Extra Credit:  
Community will be incredibly important in this class. Given this, there will be a
number of extra credit activities offered outside of class time. Some of these
opportunities are already listed, others will be more spontaneities based on class
interests and availability 

Course Requirements & Grading Overview
*More information can be found on the course website
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 Laptop/computer policy: Yes... you will definitely need a
computer in class. :)

Absentee Policy: Students should discuss any absences
with me as soon as possible so that we can agree upon a
plan to cover/make up any missed material or activities. 

Collaboration Policy: The exchange of ideas is essential to
strong academic work. For assignments in this course,
feel free to discuss your ideas with classmates. For your
research papers, you may find it useful to share sources or
discuss your thinking, particularly if you are working on a
similar topic. You may even read each other’s drafts and
provide feedback. However, you should ensure that any
written work you submit to me is the result of your own
research and writing and that it reflects your own
thinking and approach to the topic. You must be sure to
cite any books, articles, websites, lectures, etc. that you
draw on. 

Accommodations for Students with Disabilities: Students
needing academic adjustments or accommodations
because of a documented disability should present their
Faculty Letter from the Accessible Education Office (AEO)
and speak with the Professor within the first three weeks
of class meetings. All discussions will remain
confidential.

Childcare/Caretaking: For any students with children or
caretaking responsibilities, you are welcome to have 
 children with you during class. Please let me know, and I
will help to accommodate you in any way I can.

Course Policies



Class 1

Introductions:
Course Decisions, & Core Concepts

Illing, Sean. (2020). The “abolish the police”
movement, explained by 7 scholars and activists.
VOX.
P urnell. Derecka (2020). How I Became a Police
Abolitionist. The Atlantic
Is Prison Necessary? Ruth Wilson Gilmore Might

Change Your Mind. The New York Times

Dubler, Joshua, and Vincent Lloyd. "Think prison

abolition in America is impossible? It once felt

inevitable." The Guardian (2018)

Brené Brown with Ibram X. Kendi on How to Be an
Antiracist (Unlocking Us Podcast, 1 hour)

We need to talk about an injustice | Bryan
Stevenson (TED, 24 min)

Fill out Introduction Survey

Read:

Listen:

Watch:

Write/Do:

Introductions
AMA w/Prof

Class Activities to Include:
Course Overview
Review of Core Terms and Concepts

Course Choices
Discussion

https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2020/6/12/21283813/george-floyd-blm-abolish-the-police-8cantwait-minneapolis
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/07/how-i-became-police-abolitionist/613540/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c2tOp7OxyQ8&list=WL&index=315&t=0s


Hassett-Walker, C. (2020) The racist roots of American policing: From slave patrols to

traffic stops. The Conversation

Abolition for the People, Parts I: Intro & II: Police and Policing  (PDF  on Canvas) (30 pgs)

Parts I: Introduction
 Part II: Police and Policing  

Stevenson, B. Slavery gave America a fear of black people and a taste for violent
punishment. Both still define our criminal-justice system. the New York Times' 1619 Project
(3pgs)

American Police : Throughline : NPR (1h 4m)

Read:

Listen:

The History of Policing:
From Slave Patrols to the Prison Industrial Complex

“Like Jim Crow (and slavery),
mass incarceration operates as
a tightly networked system of

laws, policies, customs, and
institutions that operate
collectively to ensure the

subordinate status of a group
defined largely by race.” 

― Michelle Alexander

Class 2

review a Historical Timeline of Policing
by Critical Resistance
Watch 13th (2016  Documentary  by
director Ava DuVernay, 1h 40m)
Note: Available for free on Youtube

Optional

https://level.medium.com/abolition-for-the-people-397ef29e3ca5
https://theconversation.com/the-racist-roots-of-american-policing-from-slave-patrols-to-traffic-stops-112816
https://level.medium.com/abolition-for-the-people-397ef29e3ca5
https://level.medium.com/abolition-for-the-people-397ef29e3ca5
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/prison-industrial-complex-slavery-racism.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/prison-industrial-complex-slavery-racism.html
https://www.npr.org/2020/06/03/869046127/american-police


The process of empowerment
cannot be simplistically defined in

accordance with our own
particular class interests. We must

learn to lift as we climb.
 

- Angela Davis

Chua, C. (2020). Abolition Is A Constant Struggle: Five Lessons from Minneapolis.
Theory & Event, 23(5), S-127.
Shim, Jae Hyun. “Abolitionist developments in Minneapolis: Minneapolis Organizers Are
Already Building the Tools for Safety Without Police” Truthout (2020)

A Mutual Aid Explainer by Dean Spade (8 min)
What is Transformative Justice? (10m)
How to Support Harm Doers in Being Accountable? (16m)

Read:

Watch:

Abolitionist Horizons: 
Abolition in the short, mid, and long-term futures?

Class 3

What's in a name?
Reform? Defund? Abolish? 

McDowell, Meghan G., and Luis A.
Fernandez. "‘Disband, Disempower, and
Disarm’: Amplifying the Theory and
Practice of Police Abolition." Critical
Criminology (16 pgs)
Cineas, F. (2020). "What the public is getting
right — and wrong — about police abolition.
VOX 

Read:

Lipson, M. (2020) Reform vs Abolition: An Introduction. Forgive Everyone
(review) Reformist Reform vs. Steps to Abolition by Critical Resistance (2 pages)

Class 4

https://www.forgiveeveryone.com/post/reformvsabolition


Strategies for  Change and Resistance (Part I)
Class 5

 Selections from Engler, Mark, and Engler, Paul. This is
an uprising: How nonviolent revolt is shaping the
twenty-first century. Bold Type Books, 2016.
Selections from Bray, M. (2017). ANTIFA: The Anti-
Fascist Handbook. Melville Books
G reene, D. (2016) Executive Summary: How Change
Happens  Oxfam (12 pages)

Read:

Strategies for  Change and Resistance (Part II)

Class 6

Selections from Engler, Mark, and Engler, Paul.
This is an uprising: How nonviolent revolt is
shaping the twenty-first century. Bold Type
Books, 2016.
Selections from Bray, M. (2017). ANTIFA: The
Anti-Fascist Handbook. Melville Books

Prof Cass Sunstein on how social change
happens, and why it’s so often abrupt &
unpredictable, 80,000 Hours Podcast (1h, 45m) 

Read:

Listen:

https://oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/How-Change-Happens-summary-100616.pdf
https://oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/How-Change-Happens-summary-100616.pdf
https://oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/How-Change-Happens-summary-100616.pdf
https://80000hours.org/podcast/episodes/cass-sunstein-how-change-happens/


NPR’s We Insist: A Timeline Of Protest Music In
2020 
After Abolition, a Poem By Kyle Carrero Lopez
[Abridged] Normalizing Injustice: The Dangerous
Misrepresentations that Define Television’s
Scripted Crime Genre. (2020)  A report by the
Color of Change and Annenberg Norman Lear
Center (38 pgs)

Read/Listen:

The evolution of American protest music by VOX (7 min)
Tell Your Truth: Reframing The Narrative by Clint Smith
(11 min)
In racial justice movement, artists wield their art as a tool
for change | CBS (7 min) TW: A violent clip from a
police cam plays from 4:29 to 4:33

Watch:

The Art of Social Movements

Class 7
Social Media & Social Movements

Class 8

Saxon, Shani. What Went Wrong With
the #8CantWait Police Reform Initiative?
ColorLines (2020)
Selections from Jackson, Sarah J., Moya
Bailey, and Brooke Foucault Welles. #
HashtagActivism: Networks of Race and
Gender Justice. MIT Press, 2020.

Read:

Book talk with An Xiao Mina on Memes to
Movements: How the World’s Most Viral
Media is Changing Social Protest and
Power at Data & Society

Prompt response & Peer Comment(s) 

Watch:

Write:

https://www.thenation.com/article/culture/after-abolition/


The Political History of Locking Up Immigrants in the United States, LA Times, 2020
Lessons from the Pledge of Resistance in Central America by Mark Engler 2019
Selections from Davis, Angela Y. Freedom is a constant struggle: Ferguson, Palestine, and the
foundations of a movement. Haymarket Books, 2016.
Selections from Bray, M. (2017). ANTIFA: The Anti-Fascist Handbook. Melvile Books

Read: 

A Palestinian American and a Black American recount experiences of racialized
violence by Israeli and US police. *TW: violence shown and described (4 min)
Angela Davis Returns to Birmingham, Reflecting on Palestinian Rights & Fight for
Freedom Everywhere (15 min)
Spoken Word Poetry: Clint Smith - "Place Matters"

Watch:

 Solidarity: 
From #AbolishICE to the #BDS Movement

Class 9

JUSTICE IN AMERICA EPISODE 8: CRIMMIGRATION with Josie Duffy Rice and Clint
Smith, 2018 (55 min)

Listen:

(Documentary) The
Infiltrators 

Optional:

There will be an optional virtual
movie night this week based on
everyone's schedule! 

Note: topics for classes 10-13 TBA


