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The police cannot be reformed; they can only be abolished.
 
Policing in the United States began with the slave patrol, white militias 
who undertook the task of surveilling and attacking enslaved people. To-
day, its basic purpose remains largely unchanged, as the police continue 
to murder and imprison countless Black people every year. During slav-
ery, policing served the plantation and today, it serves the Prison Indus-
trial Complex (PIC). In both cases, policing works to convert misery 
into profit. The pandemic is harvest time for the PIC—as more and more 
people find themselves kicked to the curb by their bosses and landlords, 
the PIC feeds on despair: more to harass, more to imprison, more to kill.  

Millions of people are captured and killed by the police, but the dream of 
freedom remains unbound. In the summer of 2020, the world witnessed 
an unprecedented uprising against the police. For the first time in US his-
tory, Black youths burned a police precinct to the ground. A better world 
is possible. 

We are resolute in our conviction that the police and prisons cannot be 
reformed, only abolished. As abolitionists, we recognize the police and 
prisons as sources of violence and reject their illusion of “safety” or “pro-
tection.” We understand “crime” to be socially constructed: in our coun-
try, corporations are free to steal from society while the survival strate-
gies of the poor are criminalized. Abusers go unchallenged by the police 
(and make up a substantial amount of their membership), while abused 
individuals who defend themselves are imprisoned. We have no interest 
in a “safety” that really means comfort for the rich and white. The police 
and prisons do not eliminate the causes of violence; they create and pre-
serve it. 

As students of USC, we believe our immediate priority is to abolish po-
licing as it exists at USC, chiefly represented by the so-called “Depart-
ment of Public Safety” (DPS). The DPS is no more than a corporate 

We Are A CollectiVe ofAbolitionist  Students at USC

police force—beholden only to the university’s administration, its patrols 
creep across the entire surrounding community. It harasses and arrests 
both community members and students, with all of University Park under 
its surveillance. Make no mistake, there is nothing to be reformed. This is 
the DPS operating as intended. 

We demand abolition now! The university’s “listening sessions” and “ad-
visory boards” are little more than a ploy to suppress real demands for 
radical change. We are instead committed to struggling for the elimination 
of policing and the enactment of transformative justice. This struggle de-
mands a grassroots movement between community members, students, 
and faculty, and it must center the needs of Black, Indigenous, Latinx, 
queer and trans women, and other marginalized genders. We have created 
this zine to reveal the violence of USC’s police force. We ask that you read 
this zine and share it widely. We hope to be fighting alongside you soon.
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http://criticalresistance.org/about/not-so-common-language/
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myths about dps
The USC Department of Public Safety (DPS) continues to operate despite years of misconduct towards students of 
color and local residents because it frames itself as a public service. Such a claim fuels misperceptions among 
the campus and local community that allow DPS to operate without restrictions and few penalties. 

Here are a few of these misperceptions: 

Myth #1: DPS officers are not real cops.

The name alone — Department of Public Safety — leads students to think 
the uniformed officers they see patrolling the campus are different from 
those employed by a “police department.” DPS employs sworn police of-
ficers who are trained by the Los Angeles Police Academy. DPS uses the 
term “public safety officer” to refer to these academy-trained personnel 
who are authorized to carry a firearm and have powers of arrest as stipulat-
ed in USC’s Memorandum of Understanding with LAPD. While DPS does 
employ non-sworn officers who do not carry firearms, students often mis-
takenly think this is the case for all DPS officers. Although they are campus 
police, DPS public safety officers have the same training and much of the 
same authority as LAPD.

Myth #2: DPS only patrols the campus. 

Although employed by the university to keep the campus safe, DPS patrols 
and surveills the local community outside of the campus boundaries. DPS 
has a patrol radius of two miles around the University Park campus. DPS 
operates over 100 surveillance cameras off campus in addition to cameras 
that are inside university buildings. In partnership with the Contempo-
rary Services Corporation, DPS has ambassadors (aka the “yellow jackets”) 
posted off-campus. Although DPS patrols and surveills local residents, the 
local community has no say regarding the presence of DPS in their neig-
borhoods.

Myth #3: DPS’ main function is to create 
safety. 

DPS claims that its purpose is to “take a service-oriented, defensive ap-
proach to safety. [Their] chief goal isn’t to investigate or solve crimes; it’s to 
stop them from happening.” In practice, what this means is surveilling the 
neighborhood and then sending cops after anyone deemed “suspicious”—
and for the DPS, “suspicious” always equals Black, Brown, and/or poor.   
DPS “safety” is really just the criminalization of Black, Brown, and/or poor 
peoples’ daily life—such as demanding Black students to show their uni-
versity ID at any time of the day or asking locals if they are on parole or 
probation without cause.  Real safety requires resolving the root causes of 
violence—it requires transformative justice.

Myth #4: DPS can achieve racial justice 
with diversity and inclusion. 

DPS, like other law enforcement agencies, has responded to outcry over 
police violence by hiring people of color and mandating implicit bias train-
ing.  DPS claims a commitment to racial justice by putting forth the racial 
diversity among its officer demographics and informing the public that it 
offers internal professional development. However, studies have shown 
that police officer diversity and implicit bias training are ineffective in root-
ing out systemic racism in policing. Students of color, particularly Black 
students, and the local community have experienced misconduct and vi-
olence from DPS despite its racially diverse staffing and related training. 
This kind of shallow and empty response to violence and murder reinforc-
es our belief that DPS must be abolished, not reformed.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/59ead8f9692ebee25b72f17f/t/5b65cd58758d46d34254f22c/1533398363539/CR_NoCops_reform_vs_abolition_CRside.pdf
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USC + the Surrounding
        Community
The University of Southern California has 
waged war on the surrounding community for 
over sixty years.

USC’s relationship to policing is entangled with issues of real estate, city/
property development, and gentrification. In the 1930s, federal housing 
policy established the practice of redlining, which classified neighbor-
hoods and their property values based on racist perceptions of security and 
desirability, with desirable areas colored in green, and the least desirable 
as red, hence the term “redlining”. Redlining had enormous and enduring 
effects on neighborhoods like the ones surrounding USC, including the 
fear mongering that encourages USC students to view these communities 
as dangerous. USC has both profited from the economic oppression of the 
neighboring areas and has been a leading force in the gentrification of Los 
Angeles.

Comparing Redlining in 1940 Los Angeles to USC DPS Patrol Boundaries 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O5FBJyqfoLM&ab_channel=NPR
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USC + the Surrounding Community cont

The 2010s saw USC drive out long-time community businesses 
in the UV, in favor of a quasi-militarized “USC Village” 
dominated by multimillion-dollar corporations such as Tar-
get and Trader Joe’s. Since 2014, USC DPS has operated 
under a Memorandum of Understanding with LAPD that grants 
them jurisdiction outside USC property. 

Throughout all of this, USC has quietly supported luxu-
ry property developers by failing to provide affordable 
student housing on or around campus. This has drastical-
ly raised rents in these neighborhoods, thus displacing  
longtime residents and community businesses. USC’s greed 
has caused a terrible social calamity (including, but cer-
tainly not limited to, the tragic murder of two inter-
national students who, in search of affordable housing, 
lived off campus). USC then uses the symptoms of this ca-
lamity to justify a racist, corporate-police occupation of 
South Central LA.

In 1957, USC began a partnership with the Community Re-
development Agency (CRA) of the city of Los Angeles, one 
of the many “urban renewal” programs that James Baldwin 
described as little more than “negro removal.” Armed with 
the power of eminent domain, USC and the CRA spent de-
cades tearing apart bordering neighborhoods in order to 
expand the campus. In the wake of the 1992 LA Uprisings 
and dedicated community organizing, the 1990s offered a 
short respite in the conflict as the new USC president 
Steven B. Sample offered a vision to integrate USC with 
its surrounding communities. Despite this vision, USC’s 
expansive “redevelopment” continued, most obviously seen 
through the building of the University Village (UV) shop-
ping center in 1999. 

USC’s Department of Public Safety has been given jurisdiction over the entire 
University Park neighborhood, alongside other parts of South Central.

USC’s Department of Public Safety also has jurisdiction over the Health Sciences 
Campus where Keck County Hospital is located. Their patrol extends into the sur-
rounding Ramona Gardens community and beyond.

Campus Cleary Boundary

DPS Patrol Boundary

https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/eminent_domain
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W H O  I S  D P S ?
DPS Chief John Thomas
Chief Thomas is a former member of the LAPD’s anti-gang unit Commu-
nity Resources Against Street Hoodlums (CRASH). In 1997, CRASH was 
exposed as one of the most corrupt police units in U.S. history, guilty of 
framing civilians, torturing suspects, drug trafficking, and armed robbery 
among other crimes. Informant and former CRASH officer Rafael Perez 
claimed that 90% of all CRASH officers were involved in framing civilians 
and obstructing investigations.

DPS Assistant Chief Alma Burke
A former detective in the LAPD, Assistant Chief Burke was one of the 
investigators of the 2014 police murder of Ezell Ford. Her investigation 
ultimately claimed that the involved officers were justified in murdering 
Ford, even though the city of Los Angeles was later forced to settle a law-
suit by Ford’s family for $1.5 million.

Former DPS Officer Miguel Guerra
On December 3, 2015, Officer Guerra crashed his car into Rossier gradu-
ate student Kelsey Dresser’s car. She died from head injuries the next day. 

Former DPS Officer Steven Sickles 
In 1997, Officer Sickles was arrested on two felony charges of sexually 
abusing a 14-year old member of the USC Explorers program.

Anonymous Officers
Only a fraction of the DPS’ violence ever comes to light, and even then 
the DPS is quick to protect its own. For instance, on October 11 of 2019, 
for instance several DPS officers brutalized Liliana Cortez and confiscat-
ed her bicycle (her primary means of transportation) for the “crime” of 
hugging a tree in front of a sorority house. It is unclear who these officers 
were, and if DPS ever addressed their abuse. 
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What would dps abolition 
Look   like?

What might a campus without police look like? For many students, those 
of us who rarely or never interact with campus police in our time here, it 
would look the same. But, for students whose presence on the campus is 
constantly questioned— in particular Black students and neurodivergent 
students—a campus without police is a safer place. It  means investing in 
the local community; rather than perpetuating the stereotypes that paint 
South Central as a violent area, USC could commit to being a part of South 
Central and work to support and benefit the neighborhood rather than 
police it. For students in crisis, it means access to trained mediators and 
the resources they need when they need them, rather than being policed 
and punished for mental illness. It means reevaluating campus policies, 
questioning what “violence” means on a university campus, and how we 
engage with criminalization on campus. And for the students who com-
mit harm, it means an investment in transformative justice that centers 
healing for victim(s) and perpetrator(s). As an alternative, transformative 
justice shifts focus away from punishing an individual; instead, it situates 
the transgression within the context of the perpetrator’s life, in order to 
understand and change the conditions that led to the act. Abolishing DPS 
requires reevaluating what it means to create a university community, what 
values that community embraces, and what justice can mean at USC.

What might a campus without police look like? 

src

https://www.disabled-world.com/disability/awareness/neurodiversity/
https://why-me.org/2016/restorative-justice-and-mediation-when-to-deploy/?doing_wp_cron=1612509270.4684228897094726562500
https://thebasebk.org/conflict-resolution-building-towards-prison-abolition/
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Abolition Beyond USC’s DepartMENT of Public SAFETY
Our campaign is working towards a society where policing, prisons, Our campaign is working towards a society where policing, prisons, 
and the conditions that produce—and depend on—policing and prisons and the conditions that produce—and depend on—policing and prisons 
have been abolished. We borrow our vision from abolitionist organiza-have been abolished. We borrow our vision from abolitionist organiza-
tion tion Critical ResistanceCritical Resistance: “Prison Industrial Complex (PIC) abolition is a : “Prison Industrial Complex (PIC) abolition is a 
political vision with the goal of eliminating imprisonment, policing, and political vision with the goal of eliminating imprisonment, policing, and 
surveillance and creating lasting alternatives to punishment and impris-surveillance and creating lasting alternatives to punishment and impris-
onment… Because the PIC is not an isolated system, abolition is a broad onment… Because the PIC is not an isolated system, abolition is a broad 
strategy. An abolitionist vision means that we must build models today strategy. An abolitionist vision means that we must build models today 
that can represent how we want to live in the future… Abolition is both a that can represent how we want to live in the future… Abolition is both a 
practical organizing tool and a long-term goal.”practical organizing tool and a long-term goal.”

As an organizing tool, abolition challenges the perception that surveil-As an organizing tool, abolition challenges the perception that surveil-
lance, policing, and incarceration keep us safe. Instead, true safety ne-lance, policing, and incarceration keep us safe. Instead, true safety ne-
cessitates that everyone’s basic needs are met, so that people can not only cessitates that everyone’s basic needs are met, so that people can not only 
survive, but thrive. Addressing the root causes that manifest in economic, survive, but thrive. Addressing the root causes that manifest in economic, 
social, and political problems, such as food insecurity, houselessness, and social, and political problems, such as food insecurity, houselessness, and 
impoverishment, is the step forward.impoverishment, is the step forward.

As a goal, abolition goes beyond tearing down prisons and getting rid of As a goal, abolition goes beyond tearing down prisons and getting rid of 
the police force; it’s about dismantling the capitalist system that dictates the police force; it’s about dismantling the capitalist system that dictates 
our lives, that maintains inequities, and oppresses people through vio-our lives, that maintains inequities, and oppresses people through vio-
lence. Anyone who threatens the status quo or defends themselves and lence. Anyone who threatens the status quo or defends themselves and 
their communities from capitalist violence is punished, even more so if their communities from capitalist violence is punished, even more so if 
they are Black, Brown, Indigenous, LGBTQ+, or have lower income. Only they are Black, Brown, Indigenous, LGBTQ+, or have lower income. Only 
when all cages—both literal and metaphorical—have been taken down, when all cages—both literal and metaphorical—have been taken down, 
can we be free.can we be free.

Thus, we are building a world without police or prisons and believe in Thus, we are building a world without police or prisons and believe in 
filling that absence with vital support systems that invest in jobs, housing, filling that absence with vital support systems that invest in jobs, housing, 
education, and healthcare. Abolition asks: how could we resolve dispari-education, and healthcare. Abolition asks: how could we resolve dispari-
ties and provide for people’s basic needs, instead of criminalizing people ties and provide for people’s basic needs, instead of criminalizing people 
for trying to survive? How do we transform punitive systems into kinship for trying to survive? How do we transform punitive systems into kinship 
systems of collective care?systems of collective care?
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http://criticalresistance.org/about/not-so-common-language/
https://community.amplifier.org/art/another-world-is-possible/
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TAKE ACTION
Feeling moved, angered, or inspired by the content 
of this zine? 

Get involved with us! We are a group of USC graduate 
and undergraduate students committed to abolishing the 
DPS and changing the university’s relationship with the 
local community. Our campaign demands urgency, numbers 
and diverse perspectives. We welcome members who be-
lieve in a better future for USC — one that is shaped 
by and for all community members. 

Read, sign, and share these demands from Reimagine Pub-
lic Safety USC.

Email us to get involved and attend our next meeting! 

We look forward to connecting and building solidarity 
with you here: 

t: @USCabolition

e: usc.abolition@protonmail.com

w: uscabolition.wordpress.com

src

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScWD6LUYlTDGsrEuEVgfnkJhJxfnwi9cLa-ajEBBtKyK89MQg/viewform
https://twitter.com/uscabolition
mailto:usc.abolition%40protonmail.com?subject=
http://uscabolition.wordpress.com
https://abolitionjournal.org/studyguide/
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Resources / More Info on Abolition
ARTICLES
“California must lead the way in abolishing school and university 
campus police” by Angela Davis, Melina Abdullah, Robin DG Kelley
 
“How I Became a Police Abolitionist” by Derecka Purnell

“On the heels of the George Floyd killing, colleges have a moral 
imperative to not work with local police” 
by Charles HF Davis III and Jude Paul Matias Dizon

“How Police Unions Enable and Conceal Abuses of Power” 
by Steven Greenhouse

“Against Innocence: Race, Gender, and the Politics of Safety” 
by Jackie Wang

“The Lavender Scare in Homonormative Times: Policing, Hyperincar-
ceration, and LGBTQ Youth Homelessness” by Brandon A Robinson

Confessions of a Former Bastard Cop

ORGANIZATIONS
Hacking/Hustling Collective
StopLAPDSpying Collective

BOOKS
Are Prisons Obsolete? 
by Angela Davis

Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis and Opposition in Globaliz-
ing California 
by Ruth Wilson Gilmore

The End of Policing 
by Alex Vitale

OTHER MEDIA
Campus Policing: A Guide for Higher Education 
Learners by USC Rossier Pullias Center for High-
er Education

Intercepted Podcast: Ruth Wilson Gilmore on Abo-
lition

Community Compilation on Police Abolition by 
Sarah-Ji and Monica Trinidad

cover image sources
abolish prison | shut it down | abandon punishment

https://www.sacbee.com/article248636275.html
https://www.sacbee.com/article248636275.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/07/how-i-became-police-abolitionist/613540/
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2020/06/02/heels-george-floyd-killing-colleges-have-moral-imperative-not-work-local-police
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2020/06/02/heels-george-floyd-killing-colleges-have-moral-imperative-not-work-local-police
https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/how-police-union-power-helped-increase-abuses
https://www.liesjournal.net/volume1-10-againstinnocence.html
https://www.academia.edu/42260615/The_Lavender_Scare_in_Homonormative_Times_Policing_Hyper_incarceration_and_LGBTQ_Youth_Homelessness
https://www.academia.edu/42260615/The_Lavender_Scare_in_Homonormative_Times_Policing_Hyper_incarceration_and_LGBTQ_Youth_Homelessness
https://medium.com/@OfcrACab/confessions-of-a-former-bastard-cop-bb14d17bc759
https://pullias.usc.edu/download/campus-policing-report/
https://pullias.usc.edu/download/campus-policing-report/
https://theintercept.com/2020/06/10/ruth-wilson-gilmore-makes-the-case-for-abolition/
https://theintercept.com/2020/06/10/ruth-wilson-gilmore-makes-the-case-for-abolition/
https://issuu.com/ftpzines/docs/gbnf_zine_all
https://www.nlg.org/nlg-adopts-resolution-supporting-prison-abolition/
http://www.usprisonculture.com/blog/2011/01/24/an-exchange-with-a-former-prisoner-about-the-bad-people-and-the-need-for-prisons/
https://justseeds.org/product/abandon-punishment/

