
abolition geography and the problem of
innocence

abolition geography and the problem of innocence is a critical area of study
that explores the intersections between spatial justice, incarceration, and
societal perceptions of morality. This field interrogates how spaces of
confinement and freedom are constructed and maintained, and how the notion of
innocence complicates or reinforces these spatial dynamics. The problem of
innocence in abolition geography challenges traditional narratives that
separate individuals into categories of guilt and innocence, revealing the
spatial and social mechanisms that sustain systemic inequalities. This
article delves into key concepts of abolition geography, the contested
meaning of innocence, and the implications for justice and social change. By
examining these intertwined themes, the discussion aims to shed light on how
abolitionist perspectives can transform geographic understandings and
confront entrenched biases. The following sections will outline foundational
ideas, analyze the problem of innocence, and explore practical consequences
within abolitionist spatial frameworks.

Understanding Abolition Geography

The Problem of Innocence in Spatial Contexts

Intersection of Abolition Geography and Innocence

Challenges to Traditional Notions of Innocence

Implications for Justice and Social Change

Understanding Abolition Geography
Abolition geography is an interdisciplinary field that examines the spatial
dimensions of incarceration, policing, and surveillance. It centers on the
idea of dismantling carceral systems and reimagining spaces to promote
freedom and equity rather than control and punishment. Scholars in this
domain analyze how geographic locations such as prisons, detention centers,
and urban neighborhoods are implicated in broader systems of social and
racial oppression. Abolition geography challenges the legitimacy of punitive
infrastructures and advocates for transformative policies that prioritize
community well-being over incarceration.



Origins and Theoretical Foundations
The concept of abolition geography emerged from critical geography, carceral
studies, and abolitionist movements. It draws on theories of spatial justice,
critical race theory, and feminist geography to critique how space is used to
enforce social hierarchies. Influential theorists argue that incarceration is
not just a legal or criminal issue but also a spatial one, where geographic
segregation and institutionalized boundaries perpetuate violence and
inequality.

Key Concepts in Abolition Geography
Central concepts include carceral spaces, which refer to environments
designed to control and confine; spatial exclusion, describing the
marginalization of certain populations; and counter-spaces, which are
alternative spaces that resist or subvert carceral logics. These ideas
underscore how geography shapes experiences of justice, freedom, and
oppression.

The Problem of Innocence in Spatial Contexts
The problem of innocence in abolition geography pertains to the ways
innocence is socially constructed and spatially enforced within carceral and
non-carceral spaces. Innocence often functions as a moral and legal category
that determines who is deemed worthy of protection or punishment, but this
binary is deeply problematic in spatial justice.

Innocence as a Social Construct
Innocence is not an objective fact but a social narrative influenced by race,
class, and other identity markers. This narrative shapes who is seen as
deserving of freedom and who is subject to surveillance or incarceration.
Spatially, this translates into differential treatment in neighborhoods,
schools, and public spaces, reinforcing systemic inequalities.

Spatial Manifestations of Innocence
The geographic distribution of innocence is visible in the segregation of
communities and the placement of carceral facilities. Areas deemed “safe” are
often associated with populations constructed as innocent, while marginalized
neighborhoods are surveilled and policed more heavily. This spatialization of
innocence reproduces cycles of exclusion and control.



Intersection of Abolition Geography and
Innocence
The intersection of abolition geography and the problem of innocence reveals
how spatial practices can challenge or perpetuate the innocence/guilt
dichotomy. Abolitionist approaches seek to disrupt these binaries by
questioning the legitimacy of carceral spaces and the moral distinctions that
justify them.

Decentering the Innocence Paradigm
Abolition geography critiques the innocence paradigm by highlighting how it
obscures systemic violence and perpetuates carceral logics. By decentering
innocence, abolitionists emphasize the need to address structural causes of
harm rather than individual blame, advocating for spaces that support healing
and restoration.

Reimagining Space Beyond Carceral Logics
This intersection encourages the creation of spaces that do not rely on
innocence as a criterion for freedom. Examples include community centers,
transformative justice hubs, and restorative circles that foster inclusion
without judgment. These spaces embody abolitionist principles by resisting
the spatial codes of punishment and exclusion.

Challenges to Traditional Notions of Innocence
Traditional legal and social frameworks often rely on innocence as a
cornerstone, yet abolition geography exposes the limitations and harms of
such reliance. Several challenges arise when attempting to rethink innocence
within spatial justice.

Racial and Class Biases
One major challenge is the racialized and class-based application of
innocence. Marginalized groups frequently face presumptions of guilt, leading
to disproportionate policing and incarceration. Abolition geography
highlights these biases to advocate for equitable spatial policies.

Innocence and Victimhood Narratives
The conflation of innocence with victimhood can obscure the complex realities
of people affected by carceral systems, including those labeled as offenders.



This simplification can hinder transformative justice efforts by enforcing
rigid moral categories rather than understanding systemic harm.

Policy Implications
Reevaluating innocence challenges policymakers to develop frameworks that do
not depend on innocence as a prerequisite for rights or protections. This
shift requires innovative spatial and social policies that prioritize
community care and harm reduction over punitive measures.

Implications for Justice and Social Change
The dialogue between abolition geography and the problem of innocence has
significant implications for justice reform and broader social
transformation. Understanding these implications is essential for developing
effective abolitionist strategies.

Transformative Justice Practices
By moving beyond innocence, transformative justice practices focus on
healing, accountability, and community restoration. These practices challenge
spatial confinement and promote inclusive environments where harm can be
addressed without exclusion or punishment.

Spatial Reconfiguration for Equity
Reconfiguring spaces to support abolitionist goals involves dismantling
carceral infrastructures and investing in community resources. This spatial
transformation supports social equity by addressing the root causes of harm
and reducing reliance on incarceration.

Policy and Activism
Activists and policymakers informed by abolition geography advocate for
decarceration, investment in social services, and the creation of non-
carceral spaces. These efforts seek to dismantle the spatial mechanisms that
uphold systemic injustice and reimagine community safety.

Recognition of spatial inequalities driving incarceration

Promotion of community-based alternatives to punishment

Focus on healing and restoration over innocence and guilt



Implementation of equitable urban planning and resource distribution

Frequently Asked Questions

What is abolition geography?
Abolition geography is an interdisciplinary field that explores the spatial
dimensions of incarceration, policing, and abolitionist practices. It
examines how spaces are shaped by systems of oppression like mass
incarceration and envisions alternative geographies that promote justice and
freedom.

How does the concept of 'the problem of innocence'
relate to abolition geography?
In abolition geography, 'the problem of innocence' refers to the ethical and
political challenge of who is deemed 'innocent' or 'guilty' within carceral
systems. It critiques how innocence is used to justify punishment and
exclusion, arguing for a geography that recognizes the humanity of all
individuals beyond simplistic innocence/guilt binaries.

Why is 'the problem of innocence' important in
discussions about prison abolition?
The problem of innocence is important because abolitionist movements
challenge the logic that only 'innocent' people deserve freedom or rights.
This critique exposes how the justice system marginalizes many people and
calls for dismantling systems that rely on innocence as a criterion for
humane treatment.

What role do spaces and places play in abolition
geography?
Spaces and places are central to abolition geography as they reflect and
reproduce systems of control and oppression, such as prisons, policing zones,
and surveillance areas. Abolition geography seeks to transform these spaces
into ones that foster community, healing, and freedom rather than confinement
and punishment.

How can abolition geography inform policies aimed at
addressing systemic racism and incarceration?
Abolition geography provides critical insights into how spatial practices
reinforce systemic racism and mass incarceration. By highlighting the



geographic dimensions of oppression, it informs policies that focus on
decarceration, community investment, and the creation of equitable, safe
spaces that challenge punitive systems.

Additional Resources
1. Abolition Geography: Essays on Race, Space, and Justice
This collection of essays explores the intersection of geography and
abolitionist thought, examining how spaces of incarceration shape racialized
experiences. The contributors analyze urban landscapes, carceral zones, and
the politics of spatial justice. The book challenges readers to rethink
geography as a means of fostering abolition and social transformation.

2. Innocence on Trial: The Geography of Wrongful Convictions
This book investigates the spatial dimensions of wrongful convictions and the
criminal justice system. It highlights how geography influences access to
legal resources and the visibility of innocence claims. Through case studies,
it reveals systemic biases and spatial inequalities that contribute to the
problem of innocence.

3. Mapping Abolition: Spaces of Resistance and Freedom
Focusing on the physical and metaphorical mapping of abolitionist movements,
this book traces the geographies of resistance against incarceration. It
illustrates how communities create alternative spaces free from carceral
control and imagines futures beyond imprisonment. The text serves as a guide
to understanding abolition as a spatial practice.

4. The Problem of Innocence: Race, Justice, and the Carceral State
This critical work delves into the concept of innocence within the racialized
framework of the carceral state. It interrogates how innocence is constructed
and contested in legal and social contexts, often reflecting racial
hierarchies. The author argues that innocence is a problematic category that
can obscure broader injustices.

5. Carceral Geographies and the Politics of Abolition
Examining the geography of prisons and detention centers, this book links
spatial analysis with abolitionist politics. It discusses how carceral spaces
regulate bodies and communities, reinforcing systemic oppression. The work
advocates for dismantling these geographies to achieve social justice and
liberation.

6. Innocence, Evidence, and Place: Legal Geographies of Justice
This interdisciplinary study analyzes the role of place in the adjudication
of innocence claims. It shows how geographic factors influence evidentiary
practices and the outcomes of trials. The book sheds light on the spatial
politics embedded in legal processes and the quest for justice.

7. Abolitionist Spatial Practices: Reimagining Justice Beyond Prisons
This volume explores innovative spatial practices that challenge the
traditional carceral system and promote abolition. It includes case studies



of community-led projects that create safe, just, and non-carceral spaces.
The authors argue for a radical rethinking of space as central to
abolitionist praxis.

8. The Geography of Innocence: Trauma, Place, and Memory in the Justice
System
This book investigates how places of trauma and memory influence perceptions
of innocence and guilt. It connects geographical theory with psychological
and legal perspectives to understand the spatial dimensions of justice. The
text emphasizes the importance of acknowledging place-based experiences in
reforming the justice system.

9. Spatial Justice and the Abolitionist Imagination
Bringing together theories of spatial justice and abolition, this book
proposes new ways of imagining a world without prisons. It critiques existing
spatial orders that perpetuate inequality and advocates for the creation of
equitable, inclusive spaces. The work inspires readers to envision abolition
as both a spatial and social transformation.
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