Building
Black
Feminist
Visions

A framework for building a transnational Black feminist agenda
to end the drug war.

"CINTERRUPTING BRUG
CRIMINALIZATION  RLLIANCE




Building Black Feminist Visions to End the Drug War

ince it was declared 50 years ago,
the “war on drugs” has played a significant role in fueling
skyrocketing rates of incarceration for women in the
United States, particularly for Black, Indigenous, and
other women of color. It has also been a primary driver
of fatal, physical, and sexual violence by police, prison,
probation, and parole officers, including the 2020 killing
of Breonna Taylor by the Louisville Metropolitan Police
Department and dozens more Black women and girls
across the U.S. over the past five decades, including
Frankie Perkins, Tarika Wilson, Alberta Spruill, Kathryn
Johnston, and Danette Daniels — the roll call of Black
women who are casualties of the war on drugs is both
hidden and long. The global ramifications of the U.S..-
driven drug war around the world are equally, if not more
devastating, fueling enforcement violence targeting
Black, Indigenous and other women and trans people of
colorin the Caribbean, Central and South America, and
at the U.S.-Mexico border.

Drug policy and enforcement have also fueled family
policing and separation, immigration detention and
deportation, and denial of benefits, education, housing,
employment, and protection from violence for Black,
Indigenous, and migrant women and trans people

of color, who already experience the highest rates of
poverty and structural economic, social and political
exclusion in the U.S. and around the world. And, it has
contributed to the criminalization of pregnant, parenting,
trans, and gender nonconforming people, which is now
intensifying in the U.S. and beyond in the context of
mounting attacks on sexual, gender and reproductive
self-determination and prohibitions focused on the
medications and health care that enable women, girls,
and trans people to exercise bodily autonomy.
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Mainstream conversations, advocacy,
and organizing aimed at addressing the
harms of both drug use and the drug war
through law, policy, and service provision
have largely failed to take into account

or respond to the experiences of women,
girls, and trans people. They have also failed
to address drug war logic — which prioritizes
and justifies enforcement of abstinence, drug
prohibition, criminalization, and punishment
to address the real and perceived health and
societal harms of drug use. Despite drug
policy reform efforts, drug war logic continues
to permeate systems and institutions
proffered as “solutions” such as treatment,
health care, and public benefits.!

Inthe U.S., drug war logic creates barriers to accessing
support and criminalizes women and trans people
seeking care. Public benefits systems (including

cash and food assistance for low-income people) are
shaped by controlling narratives 2 about Black women,
girls, and trans people rooted in racism, ableism,
misogyny, classism, and xenophobia. They often
perpetuate existing relations of power by distinguishing
between people who are deemed “deserving”
compared to those who are considered “undeserving”
of support — often along lines of race, gender, poverty,
and disability — and squarely frame drug users in

the latter category. This is most clearly illustrated

by constructed panics about “crack mothers” and
“welfare queens,” which have led to surveillance

and criminalization for suspected “fraud,” subjecting
recipients to discriminatory nonconsensual drug
testing as a condition of receiving public benefits, work
requirements, and a federal ban on benefits for people
convicted of a drug-related felony. Drug war logic also
fundamentally shapes the family policing system and
mandated reporting laws which require health and
social service workers to report pregnant people and
parents to authorities for alleged neglect or abuse.
Black women are subjected to discriminatory prenatal
and parental drug testing, and policed according to
ideals of normative parenthood by non-drug using,
straight, white, abled, middle-class nuclear families.
Meanwhile, the healthcare system criminalizes the
same groups when seeking medical treatment,
through discriminatory drug testing, denial of care or
undertreatment of pain, and prosecutions of pregnant
and parenting people rather than providing support.

Drug war logic prioritizes punishment while ignoring

the reasons people use drugs — including in an

effort to manage individual and collective trauma and
structural deprivation created by interlocking systems of

oppression operating in the lives of Black, Indigenous,
and other women and trans people of color. It also denies
the bodily autonomy of people who may use drugs for
pleasure, productivity, spiritual, or cultural purposes.

Executive Summary

Drug war logic also pervades the U.S.
education system through surveillance and
policing to create so-called “drug-free school
zones,” contributing to the criminalization of
students, especially Black, Indigenous and
migrant girls, trans and gender nonconforming
youth while underfunding programs to help
young people who may need support around
safe drug use.

The impacts of criminalization of controlled
substances extend beyond mood-altering
drugs to include pain medication and
medications for self-managed abortion and
gender-affirming care. This brings the fight
against the drug war squarely into the realm
of feminist struggles for gender, sexual, and
reproductive autonomy, health justice, and
cultures of collective care. As international
feminist drug user advocate and organizer
Judy Chang has pointed out: “[Patriarchy
and drug prohibition] are predicated on

the same objectives and principles, the
suppression and subjugation of difference,
the control of bodies, limitations on personal
choice and freedom and the silencing of
dissenting voices.”

Building a Black feminist approach to

ending the drug war offers an opportunity for
organizers and advocates to come together
across movements and borders to build

a shared analysis and a common agenda
shaped by the experiences and visions

of Black women, girls, and trans people
around the world. It creates the potential for
a cross-sectoral, internationalist framework
for resistance that exposes and challenges
the racially gendered controlling narratives
and carceral logics driving drug policy, and
advances liberatory approaches to individual
and collective healing and self-determination.
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In order to gain a greater understanding of existing
Black feminist organizing against the drug war
and bring Black feminist frameworks into the
mainstream of drug policy work, Interrupting
Criminalization, the Drug Policy Alliance, and

the In Our Names Network hosted a two-day
convening June 6-7, 2023 during the week Breonna
Taylor should have been able to celebrate her
30th birthday. The gathering brought together
dozens of Black feminist leaders and allies from
drug policy reform, narco feminist, reproductive
justice, and queer and trans liberation movements
from 6 countries to explore the possibilities for a
shared Black feminist vision and plan of action
toward a world that centers bodily autonomy and
self-determination in all forms. This document
summarizes the elements of Black Feminist
Visions to End the Drug War surfaced during
this gathering.

This is certainly not the first effort to articulate

Black feminist visions to end the drug war —
internationally, there is a growing narco feminism
movement, aspects of which are explicitly Black
feminist and abolitionist — that is exploring the
intersections of feminism, drug reform, and
liberation — and a world beyond the drug war. In
2019 a group of women gathered by the Association
for Women in Development (AWID) issued the
Barcelona Declaration, reproduced in the report
“Feminist Movements and Women Resisting the
War on Drugs.” In 2022, the Latin American Network
of People who Use Drugs (LANPUD) issued a
Feminist Anti-Racist Anti-Prohibitionist Manifesto
(original in Spanish and Portuguese available

here). In 2023, U.S.-based national Black feminist
reproductive justice organization SisterSong issued
the Visioning New Futures for Reproductive Justice
Declaration calling for an end to the drug war.

This framework is intended as a contribution to
these and ongoing efforts to articulate and advance
a transnational Black feminist agenda to end the
drug war rooted in the experiences, resistance, and
dreams of Black women, girls, and trans and gender
nonconforming people.

Our hope is that
it will offer helpful
guidance to:

* drug policy advocates;

* Black feminist organizers; and

« funders seeking to advance
progressive drug policies and
racial, gender, health, reproductive,
and economic justice.

“Black women and Indigenous
women are being disappeared.
We have been reporting that
women have been joining

the drug market because of
poverty because of violence as
well. Once in the drug market,
they are the main victims. They

are the target of this war.”
— Luana Malheiro, RENFA (Brazil)

“We have to understand that
this is a global issue and we
have to address this globally.”
— Andrea James, Executive Director,
National Council of Incarcerated and

Formerly Incarcerated Women and Girls
(United States)

Key facts and stats:

Drug-related charges are a leading
driver of criminalization and family
separation for women in the United
States and around the world.

Globally, incarceration
of women has
increased by 33% over
the past 20 years.

35% of incarcerated
women around the
world — nearly 60% of
incarcerated women

in Peru and the
Philippines, and 46%
of incarcerated women
in Colombia were
convicted of a drug-
related offense.

25% of incarcerated
women in the U.S. were
convicted of a drug-
related offense and,
since 1985, drug-related
arrests among women
increased by 216%.

Executive Summary

Impacts of the drug war on
Black women, girls, trans and
gender nonconforming people
include:

* Police profiling, harassment, searches, and raids

 Fatal, physical, and sexual violence by
police — sexual violence is a feature of the
drug war, taking the form of strip searches
and cavity searches by police, in prisons, in
drug “treatment” facilities, extortion of sex in
exchange for leniency, and targeting drug users
based on the assumption that they will not be
believed if they come forward

» Criminalization, incarceration, and barriers to
migration

» Forced sterilization
» Family separation

» Stigma, criminalization, abuse, and denial of
treatment when seeking healthcare

* Increased vulnerability to intimate partner,
community, and state-sanctioned violence and
exclusion from services for survivors

* Lack of access to treatment programs,
especially for pregnant, and parenting people
who use drugs

» Coerced medical interventions

» Sexual, gender-based, and transphobic
violence in treatment programs

» Targeting growers for chemical warfare and
criminalization

» Denial of access to necessary pain, abortion
and gender-affirming care medications
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A commitment to
dismantling all structures
and systems of oppression
shaping conditions of
possibility for Black women,
trans, and nonbinary people

“Black youth and women need
to be the protagonists in the
construction of the new model
of drug policy, along with

our communities that have
been debating and building
collective alternatives to the
infamous war on drugs.”

— Ingrid Farias, RENFA/Free School
of Harm Reduction and National
Network of Anti-Prohibitionist Feminists
(Brazil), in Feminist Movements and
Women Resisting the War on Drugs

A Black feminist framework to end
the drug war prioritizes:

Leadership of Black women, girls, trans
and gender nonconforming people who
use drugs or participate in drug economies

Radical Inclusivity — it resists the notion
that access to meeting basic needs must
be mediated through narratives of relative
“innocence” fueled by dichotomies
between “non-violent” users and others,
or through arrest and collaboration

with police, prosecutors, courts, and
carceral, abstinence-based treatment and
community services

Recoghnition of lived experience as
expertise. Starting from the experiences of
Black women, trans and non-binary people
helps us understand:

« the extent and depth of the web of
criminalization of people who use
drugs in all institutions of society, from
the family to the state

* that the drug war perpetrates sexual
and reproductive violence and fuels
intimate partner and gender-based
community violence

» we don’t make choices independent of
the conditions under which we live

Harm Reduction

A Focus on Underlying Conditions. A
Black feminist vision to end the drug war
requires that we focus on the “broader
contexts of violence within which drug
policies are situated — organised social
abandonment, interpersonal harm and
state-sanctioned organised violence of
policing, prisons and surveillance...” and
resist punitive approaches

Abolition

Reproductive Justice

Radical Black feminist inclusivity includes a

steadfast commitment to creating space for the most
marginalized members of our community to shape our
work and agitate our visions of what a just world for
Black folks looks like and for everyone.

“Then | would say as a principle
just lived experience as an
expertise — viewing one’s position
at the nexus of various identities
and oppressive systems as one
of possibility and power instead of
a disadvantage. People who are
most exposed to different forms
of oppression and most impacted
by the harms understand best
how to dismantle them and are

closest to the solutions.”
— Janaé Bonsu-Love, National Black
Women'’s Justice Initiative (United States)

“l come to drug policy reform as a black, queer,
neurodivergent, drug-using, gender nonconforming
abolitionist. | want to imagine a drug policy that can
hold all of those complexities — that does not require
an abandonment or shrinking of these experiences —
and then to work towards a world that celebrates them.”
— Imani Mason Jordan (fka Robinson), in Towards an
Abolitionist Drug Policy Reform (United Kingdom)

“Harm reduction, rather than repression and
punishment, is one response that allows us to put
feminist values into practice. It destigmatises drug

use while curbing harmful impacts. It’s a philosophy
that embraces a whole range of practices, including
needle exchanges to reduce disease transmission and
providing safe environments to use drugs and avoid
violence or other stresses.(Continued on next page).
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Like feminism, harm reduction encourages us to “We flght back against prohibition

do away with the false distinction between ‘good’ . . .
and ‘bad’ women: those that deserve support A Black feminist vision to end the with SOIIdarlty’ mutual support and

and those that don’t. It rejects solutions that see drug war requires that we: Ieadership, bUIIdlng our networks
people as disposable and exploitable, and helps from the grassroots to the g|0b3.|

us understand how prison-based responses do * Tell stories about drugs that are not
not work. These responses don’t end drug use, criminalizing or stigmatizing from immediate action to Iong-term

but they do penalise those most marginalised in

society and make them more vulnerable. They  Make feminist spaces accessible and strategies to end this war on womxn

disproportionately impact Black and Brown, welcoming to women, trans and gender who use drUgS We embrace
indigenous people, trans people, sex workers, nonconforming people who use drugs . . : ! . _
poor communities and other historically oppressed intersectional and antl'pr0h|b|t|0n|3t

groups already at higher risk of violence and * Not substitute one form of

criminalisation...the US-led so-called “War on criminalization for another feminism that integrates queer/

Drugs” put tho§e already exp.erier?cing oppression . Understand that care cannot be trans-inclusive and non-ableist
because of their gender, immigration status,

class, race and other factors, in the crosshairs of carceral, punitive, or violent approaches, racial justice and the

even m.ore violence. Femini_st respo!'lses must - Build radically different care networks rlght to use drUgS and experience
recognise this.” — Fenya Fischler, in Why Drug while fighting to abolish harmful ones

Policy is a Feminist Issue, AWID 2019. pleasure. We work to reclaim
et oottt . bocil sovereignty, ncluding
“ mini ramewor .
ABNIE SIS led by Black women, trans and gender rlghts to the full range of sexual

to end the drug war can’t be nonconforming people

i collective action
framework... in order for to use drugs. We do not ask for
. . s » Understand that we all have a stake in . . .
it to be a Black feminist charity but for solidarity. We demand

. . ending the drug war
agenda, itneeds to live up to to live in safety and freedom.”

abolitionist ideals. A Black P — The Barcelona Declaration (
feminist framework is that - 2m )
of transformation. ... It is the \

belief that our liberation is

outside of the framework that

we are currently operating in...”

and reproductive health, gender-

— Kassandra Frederique, Drug
Policy Alliance (United States)
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