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The editors and contributors are to be congratulated for providing an urgent and 
much needed critical response to the global politics of harm and the local prac-
tices of violence that swirl around, in and through our collective psyches and 
our interdependent humanity. This Handbook is an indispensable criminological 
resource for activists, academics, policy professionals and students of justice.

—Bruce A. Arrigo, University of North Carolina at Charlotte, USA 

This groundbreaking book sets the tone for the criminological debate, making it 
clear that science can no longer be understood in isolation from social change. 
Crime, punishment and social control shape the lives of the most vulnerable sec-
tions of society, and their voices demand to be included in any transformative 
project that genuinely seeks to overturn existing injustices. The book raises this 
demand from a decolonial and intersectional perspective that includes Indige-
nous, abolitionist, transfeminist and Southern perspectives that make clear that 
Western-centred solutions are neither epistemically nor empirically sufficient to 
promote real transformation.

—Valeria Vegh Weis, Researcher, Konstanz University, Germany 

This Handbook constitutes a fundamental milestone and essential reading for all 
those in the criminological field who, beyond traditional views, claim a style of 
knowledge production politically committed to the current struggles for transfor-
mation and social justice.

—Máximo Sozzo, National University of Litoral, Argentina 

The Emerald International Handbook of Activist Criminology is a timely collection 
of cutting-edge contributions by established and emerging activist researchers 
and advocates. These are bold and creative interventions from a range of diverse 
perspectives, all unified with the common objective of resisting the epistemic 
violence of a discipline traditionally tethered to state and increasingly corporate 
research agendas that continue to be implicated in and directly reproduce social 
injustice, violence and harm. Together, they compose a bold and comprehensive 
response to a frequently asked question: should criminology be abolished? This 
book is an important, instructional and heartening manual for the growing num-
ber of radically oriented and activist researchers struggling on the margins of the 
discipline to build meaningful community, solidarity and intervention that result 
in genuine structural change and the dismantling of injustice and social harm.

—Bree Carlton, University of Melbourne, Australia
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Foreword
By Onwubiko Agozino
Virginia Tech

Abstract

This Foreword looks at the book, The Emerald International Handbook of 
Activist Criminology, and sees the formulation of  innovative theories, their 
application, and the contributions of  critical scholar-activism in trans-
forming society in pursuit of  a decolonised world with a counter-colonial 
future. The Foreword appreciates the radical critiques of  mainstream crim-
inology by critical activist thinkers who contribute to an understanding of 
the relationship between colonial experience and criminology. The Fore-
word considers the relevance of  Africana, abolitionist, Indigenous knowl-
edge systems to activist criminology. The Foreword prescribes the ‘commit-
ted objectivity’ approach to race–class–gender criminology investigations 
to come to terms with imperialistic and neo-colonialist criminologists who 
are even more activists in service to the state. The Foreword concludes that 
The Emerald International Handbook of Activist Criminology should be re-
quired reading for all criminologists.

Keywords: Africana; Abolitionism; reparative; classroom; decolonisation; 
Indigenous

Introduction
From the perspective of colonised Indigenous peoples, women and the poor 
worldwide, activist criminology has always been a paradigm in the field, though 
it was marginalised by control-freak conventional criminology (Agozino, 2010). 
It is welcome to see efforts by eminent colleagues to excavate and or renew the 
history of the ideas and practices that constitute the scholar-activist paradigm 
in criminology. It is a huge honour for me to be invited to write a Foreword for 
a book like this. Without spoiling the contents for those yet to read the book, I 
will offer an introduction to activism in criminology, show the similarities with 
scholar-activism in Africana Studies, highlight activist contributions from schol-
ars outside criminology, and conclude with the practical implications of activist 
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scholarship as a necessity in a conservative field like criminology dominated by 
right-wing activists.

The Emerald International Handbook of Activist Criminology (henceforth, 
Activist Criminology) has chapters by eminent scholars specifying the Activist 
Criminology Methods, ‘artivism’ or collaborations between artists and scholar-
activists, the role of cultural criminology in activism, defense of human rights by 
violence scholars in Brazil, the criminalisation of civil rights activism in Nige-
ria, and the deadly consequences of the militarisation of borders. Other chapters 
focus on the use of sports intervention among the youth in Italy, the history of 
the British Prisoners Strike of 1972, and one on why some critical criminologists 
resolve the contradiction between working as an agent paid by the state and criti-
quing the state at the same time, by quitting their day job as Frantz Fanon did in 
colonised Algeria, to have more time for activism and to preserve their ‘integrity’.

Earlier abolitionist struggles against slavery, the movement for universal suf-
frage, the decolonisation movement, revolutionary struggles for social justice, the 
civil rights revolution, the anti-apartheid movement, the right to reproductive 
health care, the recognition of marriage equality, the Black Lives Matter, Bring 
Back Our Girls, the legalisation of marijuana, and the #EndSARS movements 
by people of African descent, Indigenous peoples, women and the poor, and their 
allies worldwide, represent centuries of successful track-records in activist crimi-
nology that all criminologists should be required to study to deepen their knowl-
edge of the politics of deviance and social control. Abolitionism has won far too 
many struggles to be ignored by criminology which still obsesses with the penal 
turn (Garland, 1990). Even when the harms done are not always recognised as 
crimes under the imperialist reason of conventional criminology (Agozino, 2003), 
Zemiologists insist that they should be addressed by criminologists for the possi-
bility of harm reduction and for a more humane world (Canning & Tombs, 2021).

Activism Relevant to Criminology
Angela Davis (1981, 2003, 2005) theorised that prisons are obsolete and called for 
a more humane world to be imagined and struggled for by intellectual activists in 
alliance with progressive forces around the world. Given that militarised policing 
and the prison industrial complex never existed in Africa and in most Indigenous 
communities until they were imposed as part of the race–class–gender discrimi-
natory repressive fetishes of European conquest and domination, the example of 
how people of African descent and Indigenous peoples resisted these institutions 
can be seen as paradigmatic for activist criminology (Agozino, 2020; Blagg & 
Anthony, 2019; Cunneen & Tauri, 2016). Scholar-activism is the preferred para-
digm in Africana Studies (Agozino, 2016; Asante, 2007; Christian, 2007; Ker-
shaw, 2007) and criminologists can learn from the suitability of this paradigm 
for the study of all systems of oppression and to change the world for the better.

Activist criminology encourages scholars to take up the challenge of Angela 
Davis and imagine a more humane world without prisons, without the police, 
without racism, without sexism, without imperialism, without poverty, without 
homophobia, and without genocide and ecocide. These ideologies were recent 
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impositions by the capitalismocene ruling classes and they can be abolished along 
with racist-imperialist patriarchy for the benefit of humanity. Unfortunately, soci-
ologists and criminologists who are fond of citing The Sociological Imagination 
by C. W. Mills (2000) tend to find it difficult to imagine an end to racism, sexism, 
and imperialism. This is, perhaps, because Mills himself  ignored racism and sex-
ism while focusing only on poverty in his imaginary sociology of white men with 
the emphasis on what he called the Power Elites, who apparently determined every 
social change while the poor are supposedly always manipulated and exploited, 
but not a word about the civil rights revolution raging while he was writing about 
the sociological imagination of elite white men.

The editors of Activist Criminology introduce the book by calling for crimi-
nologists to shun the pretense of value-neutrality and boldly push for a

politically engaged research aiming to remedy not only the absence 
of meaningful state intervention in crime and harm but also 
expose the role of corporations and the state itself  in prosecuting 
and perpetuating crime and harm.

This approach is widespread across the world because of the interconnected chal-
lenges and crises that imperialism created and sustains. But criminologists tend 
to wrongly see the imperialist state and powerful corporations as the police offic-
ers and judges of the world, when they are active participants in harm causa-
tion, calling for activist intellectuals to hold such abuses of powers accountable. 
Criminological knowledge is vulnerable to abuse unless criminologists go beyond 
explaining the facts of crime and punishment to also oppose the absolute abuse 
of absolute power. Surely, criminologists should not abandon the task of mobilis-
ing, organising, and speaking truth to power exclusively to investigative journal-
ists, creative writers, musicians, and historians?

I completely endorse the warning of contributors to Activist Criminology that 
researchers should be wary of the seductions of value-free mythologies that do 
not exist in reality contrary to the misapplications of Max Weber to suggest neu-
trality as the criterion for objectivity when Weber (1949, p. 42) explicitly rejected 
by observing that topics chosen and writing priorities are always the ones the 
authors find to be ‘value-relevant’ given that social scientists have vested interests 
in the societies they study. I am pleased to note that the authors cite my view on 
this (Agozino, 2020) to remind activist intellectuals that the discoveries we make 
in our research cannot be dismissed as Left Idealism by Left Realism given that 
racism–sexism–imperialism exist as articulated systems of power that beg for fur-
ther decolonisation through scholar-activism. In other words, intellectual activ-
ism has shown that existing systems of injustice have been successfully challenged 
and sometimes ended by scholars, communities, and activists working together as 
Frantz Fanon (1963), Nelson Mandela (1994), Chinua Achebe (2012), and Her-
bert Ekwe-Ekwe (2019) exemplified, but mainly from outside the field of crimi-
nology. The book, Activist Criminology, demonstrates that there is a rich tradition 
of activism for social justice within the field of criminology and I concur without 
any need to rehash the evidence the authors marshalled.
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Committed Objectivity
The fact that activists are committed against injustice does not mean that they 
are biased, and the fact that conventional researchers are committed to maintain-
ing the status quo does not mean that they lack commitment either. I call this 
approach ‘committed objectivity’ to encourage all intellectuals to be open about 
what their commitments are and what their objectivity refers to so that the soci-
ety can hold all intellectuals accountable. To me, objectivity does not mean the 
absence of positionality but the exploration of positions taken without obfusca-
tion, obscuring, or distorting opposition (Agozino, 2003; 2018).

As Assata Zerai (2002) demonstrated outside criminology, intellectual activ-
ism can be practiced in the classroom by designing the class policy to be inclusive 
with respect for diversity and equity, for example. For many different reasons, 
students tend to request for extensions to assignment deadlines. To be fair to 
those who submitted on time and to mentor all on the values of the prompt meet-
ing of deadlines, some instructors impose penalties for late submissions. Activ-
ist criminology indirectly invites us to reconsider the practice of punishment in 
our classes and consider abolishing deadlines which can be replaced with lifelines 
to the mutual satisfaction of both instructors and students. Penal Abolitionism 
should be extended to the classroom though many school districts still allow cor-
poral punishment in the USA and Africa (Agu & Ibe, 2020). Even banks give up 
to seven days of grace before interests are charged on late payments; but students 
need to learn that there are firm deadlines for the submission of applications 
and conference proposals, the semester does come to an end eventually and the 
game clock stops. Perhaps those who meet the deadline can be given the choice to 
resubmit. Since corporal punishment has been abolished in most schools and the 
powerful corporations and abusive state powers are rarely punished for the harms 
they cause, criminologists should be activists for reparative justice, especially 
in the classroom and also beyond the boundaries of the classroom, to embrace 
the demand for ‘reparative justice’ by people of African descent for the harms 
of hundreds of years of enslavement and colonisation to be addressed through 
reparative rather than through punitive justice (Agozino, 2001a and 2021b).

Scholar-activism can also be incorporated into course designs by requiring stu-
dents to volunteer with relevant organisations and report back what they learned 
beyond the boundaries of the classroom. Students may opt to help organisations 
that advocate on behalf  of prisoners to raise funds by organising a hunger-strike 
simulation 24-hour fasting with water and donating the money saved on food to 
such organisations; while learning what it might feel like to go on hunger-strike in 
prison, and also understanding their own bodies better.

In research, activist criminology is found in methodologies that allow scholars 
to advocate and participate in movements designed to achieve a more humane 
world. Even at the risk of losing ‘credibility’, a few scholars have defied the moral 
panic and openly advocated for the legalisation of marijuana for medical uses 
and recreation without being criminalised (Agozino, 2003, 2018). This is slowly 
becoming the law of the land around the world just as the abolition of the death 
penalty is associated by some with reducing the brutalisation of the conscience 
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of society by the murderous punitive state that spares the rich and kills the poor, 
especially the poor people of colour (Greenberg & Agozino, 2013; King, 1978). 
Stan Cohen (1988) rejected such made-for-export criminology and called for 
more activist scholarship especially in the face of a system of oppression like 
apartheid that he witnessed and loathed as a child. The struggle to make the 
world a better place continues and criminologists have a role to play in this raging 
global struggle.

Activist criminologists may be relatively few but there is indeed a lot of crimi-
nological activism that criminologists should pay attention to out there. Musi-
cians have produced lyrics that sound like criminological texts and Stephen Pfohl 
(1994) cited such lyrics at the top of his chapters in Images of Deviance and Social 
Control in a way similar to the prefacing of chapters in The Souls of Black Folk 
by Du Bois (1903). The work of Paul Robeson, Fela Kuti, Nina Simone, Bob 
Marley, Peter Tosh, Miriam Makeba, Mighty Sparrow, Victor Jara, Stevie Won-
der, Tupac Shakur, Alpha Blondy, Linton Kwesi Johnson, Mzwakhe Mbuli, 
Hugh Masekela, Sonny Okosun, Thomas Mapfumo, Bob Dylan, Mutabaruka, 
and countless others, should be required listening for all criminologists especially 
the activist criminologists who should not be shy to cite such work among their 
sources (Hall & Jefferson, 1989).

Activist criminology is also noticeable in the field of policy formulation by 
challenging repressive policies but also by formulating policies that the people 
themselves could implement. By running free medical clinics and providing free 
breakfast for children in poor communities, the Black Panther Party innovated 
the school meal program (Brown, 1992). They also indirectly taught the people 
the importance of being armed with breakfast to help reduce the violence in the 
community since a hungry person tends to be an angry person. Criminology is yet 
to recognise these kinds of activism as contributions to the field itself, contrary 
to the advocacy of Belknap (2015) or the demand by Feagin, Vera, and Ducey 
(2015) that we should go beyond Public Sociology and aim for Liberation Sociol-
ogy and by extension, liberation criminology (Agozino, 2020; Agozino & Ducey, 
2020). There is no reason why all the recommendations from researchers should 
be directed at the state and powerful corporations when citizen intellectuals and 
community organisers have proven that we can help to deepen democracy by also 
making recommendations beyond the state forces (Agozino, 2003, 2018).

Conclusion
Students ask and are entitled to know what the job potentials of interest in 
activist criminology would look like. This is required in the UK and elsewhere 
under the guise of ‘employability’, aiming to embed skills and abilities sought 
by ‘employers’ and to ensure that students are exposed to all the potential jobs 
relevant to their education. This raises the question, given the perpetual crises of 
the economy and precarious job conditions, would students not be disadvantaged 
in the job market if  they subscribe to activist criminology? This question can 
be answered by inviting students to say if  they know many unemployed activist 
criminologists, an oxymoron. All the chapters in Activist Criminology are written 
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by colleagues whose jobs are relatively secure, including a still very young Emeri-
tus Professor, among the editors.

The question of the Uses of Literacy (Hoggart, 1957) and Learning to Labour 
(Willis, 1981) or why working-class kids get working-class jobs, and everyone lets 
them, are old questions that remain relevant. Jude the Obscure, stonemason of 
Thomas Hardy and Macbeth-Raeburn (2014), who only dreamt the ‘unrealistic’ 
dream of university education, can now afford to gain admission to universities 
and graduate at huge costs in terms of scary loans for fees and all of that, but 
without an attractive job prospect. The pressure is to apply university courses 
more than the theoretical one, even though theoretical contributions tend to be 
more influential in every field of study than applied job training. However, con-
ventional criminologists are also activists but in service to the dominant interests 
of racist, imperialist, and patriarchy. It is not only activist criminologists that 
practice activism. There are right-wing activists and left-wing activists in every 
discipline.

Since most criminologists are conservative activists, being a progressive activ-
ist criminologist may carve a niche in academia for some enough to be in demand, 
often with initiative from students and colleagues to bring in more critical contri-
butions. This was the way students successfully demanded the creation of Black 
Studies programs in elite institutions in the United States with the support of 
community allies (Asante, 2007). However, activist criminology is not about job 
training. Graduates tend to change jobs every so often and what the universities 
can provide are generalisable skills like critical thinking and theoretical rigour. 
No matter what work scholars and activists do, this book suggests that the ques-
tion of how the work could contribute to the making of a more humane world 
should be a prerequisite. This is especially so in a field like criminology that con-
tributes to the education of future law enforcement officers who could use their 
discretion and awareness of activist criminology to refuse discriminatory enforce-
ment of the law. Others could become journalists or creative writers specialising 
in crime stories. It is ‘weird’, as Stephen Pfohl put in in his wonderful foreword 
to Agozino, 2003) when criminologists start questioning activism against injus-
tice when they should join in the activism against injustice. Activist Criminology 
should be a required text and course in criminology for the benefit of all students. 
It should not be optional, in keeping with the Baker clause.

Above all, activism against injustice is not full of threats, woes, and troubles for 
scholars and intellectuals who choose this path. It is often fulfilling work that is 
done with the feeling of the ‘thrilling’ tale of Moses walking down to old Pharaoh 
and telling him to let my people go, as Martin Luther King Jr. (1986) observed in 
his Nobel Peace Prize lecture and as the first man on the moon, Louis Armstrong, 
Paul Robeson, Sweet Honey From the Rock, among many others, baritoned with 
big smiles. Any glance at photographs and videos of protest marches will show 
lots of gumboot dancing, singing, smiling, posing, despite the ever-present threat 
and experience of violence from the authorities or opposing right-wing activ-
ists. Yes, critical scholars do get picked on and sometimes are jailed, maimed, or 
killed but some conservative scholars also face cliques that turn against them and 
whenever European masses were mobilised to fight for unjust causes, millions of 
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them paid with their lives, especially during the two imperialist tribal world wars 
over which imperialist power would have more colonies in Africa (Du Bois, et al, 
1951; Luxemburg, 2016).

The activist attitude to the job is to understand that most criminologists, 
including activist criminologists, are privileged members of the petit bourgeoisie. 
We are not the oppressed illiterate peasants of Paulo Freire (2007) who dreamt 
of becoming landlords to get a chance to oppress other peasants. Most crimi-
nologists enjoy the work of contributing, no matter how modest, towards ideas 
and activism that advance freedom and humanity. Such progressive achievements 
would be a thing of joy to anyone who is not a mean sado-masochist with the 
knowledge and power to do otherwise.
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