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Introduction
What Is Copaganda?



If you’re not careful, the newspapers will have you hating the people who are being oppressed, and loving the people who are doing the oppressing.

-Malcolm X1



On the morning of June 20, 2023, I stood outside the Genesee County Jail in Flint, Michigan. Like nearly every jail in the United States, the one in downtown Flint mostly detains people who are presumed innocent and awaiting their day in court. Most of them are jailed solely because their families do not have the cash to pay for their release. Many of them will never be convicted of anything. The U.S. and the Philippines are the only two countries that use for-profit cash bail companies to determine which human beings are confined to jail cells before trial and which human beings can go home to their families.

In 2014, the Genesee County Jail banned in-person family visits. It prohibited children from visiting their incarcerated parents, spouses from visiting their partners, and parents from visiting their children. While many human beings take for granted the ability to hug their mother or kiss their child on the forehead or look into the eyes of their lover, people in Flint could not.

That morning, I took a photograph. It shows the sidewalk outside the jail, where children had written messages of love and drawn hearts and flowers in chalk for their parents. From the jail windows, parents could see the drawings and press their faces to the glass, hand-signaling hearts and other love symbols back down to their kids.

[image: Chalk drawings on a sidewalk feature a heart labeled “JP plus RP,” phrases like “Free JEN” and “U R NOT ALONE,” a rose, a tulip, a cake with candles numbered “38”, “LOVE U,” and “38” with balloons.]
Why was this happening? Since the early 2010s, many U.S. jails eliminated free in-person family visits when they signed contracts with the multi-billion-dollar prison-and-jail telecommunications industry, which is largely owned by private equity companies. The theory was: if jails get rid of free in-person visits, desperate people will spend more money on phone and video calls to stay connected with their loved ones. The companies got monopolies on calls at each jail through contracts they negotiated with sheriffs. By locking in high exclusive rates, they made hundreds of millions of dollars each year from the denial of human contact. And the contracts promised sheriffs a percentage of the profits. In return, many of the contracts required sheriffs to end free in-person visits, and also required that the government keep the jail population above a specified minimum capacity to ensure a large enough market.2

The Genesee County sheriff, Chris Swanson, achieved national fame after the murder of George Floyd in 2020. On May 30, 2020, Sheriff Swanson put down his weapon and walked with protesters in Flint, declaring that police “love” them.3 With cameras rolling, he pointed at a fellow police officer and told the protesters “that cop over there hugs people.” A few years later, he would be a featured prime-time speaker at the Democratic National Convention that nominated Kamala Harris for president. National news stories did not mention that the hug-loving sheriff had banned family visits. Nor did they mention that he was collecting hundreds of thousands of dollars every year from the families of people he detained before trial, a disproportionate number of whom were Black and extremely poor.4 Internal documents that my organization, Civil Rights Corps, obtained before we sued Swanson on behalf of children in Flint show that the contract he negotiated generates huge profits for the sheriff’s office and the telecom monopoly, even though research shows that eliminating visits makes both the jail and society at large less safe. But as one county official put it in an internal email: “A lot of people will swipe that Mastercard.” Children in Flint could no longer hug their parents because some people were making a lot of money, not because our society is better for it.5

Swanson was not alone. In the days after George Floyd was murdered, news stories across the country appeared, depicting police in city after city kneeling, marching beside, and even dancing the Macarena with protesters.6 Local news quoted Louisiana sheriff Sid Gautreaux saying he was “sickened and heartbroken to see such callous disregard for another human being.” The news reports of his compassion did not mention that more than forty human beings had died in Gautreaux’s secretive jail between 2012 and 2020 or that sheriffs in Louisiana take a percentage cut of every cash bail posted.7 The day after Swanson declared that police “love” and want to hug racial justice protesters in Flint, former Houston Police chief Art Acevedo removed his COVID-19 mask and appeared on the verge of crying as he offered reporters a chance to film his police escort to the funeral home for Floyd’s body. The Houston Police Department updated its profile picture on social media to display Floyd’s image. The coverage of Acevedo did not mention that Houston-area police had harassed, handcuffed, and caged Floyd repeatedly for years, ultimately prompting his relocation to Minnesota in search of a better life. While Chief Acevedo was grandstanding about his compassion for Floyd, he was quietly refusing to release video footage of six fatal Houston police shootings over a six-week period, the final one occurring on the same day Floyd was killed.8

There is a gulf between the image and the reality of the punishment bureaucracy. Copaganda creates that gulf. It is the system of government and news media propaganda that promotes mass incarceration, justifies the barbarities and profits that accompany it, and distorts our sense of what threatens us and what keeps us safe.

_________________

Watching police public relations officials across the country use the news media to portray themselves as social justice defenders after the murder of George Floyd marked a turning point in my career. It was an important time for copaganda, a rare moment when police, prosecutors, and prisons were vulnerable to exposure and mass rejection. More than a decade of widespread criticism against mass incarceration had made “criminal justice reform” a bipartisan issue. State and federal prison populations had been decreasing since 2009, and Michelle Alexander’s thesis in her bestselling The New Jim Crow—that mass incarceration was a contemporary form of systemic racial oppression—had become conventional wisdom among liberals. During the first three months of the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of people in local jails dropped by 200,000 after advocates sucessfully pressured local officials to prioritize public health.9 Mass movements led by the people most harmed by police and prisons led to Black Lives Matter protests in 2014 and 2015—and then, in 2020, the largest protests in U.S. history. Between 15 and 26 million people took to the streets in the first few weeks after the police murdered George Floyd.10 In one major poll taken the week after the murder, 54 percent of Americans said that the burning of a Minneapolis police precinct was either “fully” or “partially” justified.11 Calls to reduce the size and power of the punishment bureaucracy were ubiquitous, especially among young people and a new wave of political candidates running on that platform.

It was in that moment of mass movement, public consciousness, and potential change that I began to focus on how the news media supports the punishment bureaucracy. I had always been critical of how the news “manufactures consent” for inequality and oppression, to use Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky’s phrase from their landmark examination of the political economy of the mass media.12 But news media reactions to the 2020 uprisings alarmed me. Without subtlety or pretense to objectivity, the news seemed eager to undercut growing public consciousness about the failures of the punishment bureaucracy and to endorse a worldview that, by contrast, legitimized and valorized it. And so, starting in June 2020, I began to archive news stories on the punishment bureaucracy and to study the vested interests that use the news to shape the way we think about crime, safety, and the legal system.13 Punishment bureaucrats understand something important: the news affects what and who we are afraid of, and in turn, which solutions we conjure to meet those fears.

Once I started looking more closely, I saw copaganda everywhere in coverage of crime and safety. In the aftermath of the 2020 uprisings, the news stoked a society-wide panic about one kind of crime or another despite police statistics demonstrating that we were, and still are, living in a period with among the lowest number of police-recorded crimes in modern U.S. history. These manufactured panics were not focused on all crimes, but on specific crimes that the news associated with poor people, strangers, immigrants, and people of color. And most striking of all, story after story built up a consensus—one utterly contrary to scientific evidence—that giving more money to the punishment bureaucracy was the only serious solution to achieve public safety.

I started asking myself questions that became themes of this book: Why is this story news? Why are other potential stories about things that harm us not in the news? How did this story get to this reporter? Who are the sources interviewed, and who counts as an expert? Whose perspective is included in this story, and whose perspective is left out? Who benefits from how the story is framed, from what words are used, from what facts the reporter tells us, and from what the reporter ignores? What kind of person is created by consuming today’s news about crime and punishment?

I started to document patterns of how news coverage makes us afraid of certain people, fails to inform us of the things actually most likely to harm us, and misleads us about what kinds of social policies best promote human flourishing. I worked with crime survivors, scholars, community organizers, students, people in jail and prison, and the families most targeted by the punishment bureaucracy to study the reality of public safety—that the key to reducing interpersonal harm is addressing the underlying causes of interpersonal harm and violence by investing in things like education, housing, health care, human connection, and reducing inequality. Yet I saw over and over again how news outlets distort and obscure this reality. I began collecting a public archive of copaganda on social media and producing hundreds of threads and dozens of essays in a newsletter to illustrate how copaganda operates with daily examples. I met with hundreds of reporters, editors, producers, and news executives, and I was invited to provide trainings for some of the most prominent news outlets in the country. This book documents some of what I found and learned.

Documenting copaganda was a very personal project, and I want to say something about my own biases. I began my career as a public defender in Alabama and Washington, DC, representing people who could not afford an attorney. Then, as now, the U.S. was confining people to cages at six times its own historical average, five to ten times as much as comparable countries, and caging Black people at six times the rate of South Africa during Apartheid.14 I saw firsthand, in a way that I had not understood from books and law school, the sheer scope of the bureaucracy required to remove millions of people from their homes, schools, churches, jobs, and families and to transfer them into government-run courtrooms and cells. I also saw how the punishment bureaucracy transformed many of us working within it.

In 2013, I was fortunate to receive a grant from Harvard Law School that enabled me to quit my job and start a nonprofit organization that uses civil rights laws to challenge injustices in the punishment bureaucracy. I finally had the resources to take a deeper look at the punishment assembly line, and to try to do something about it. I made that career shift because I care about all people being safe.

Unnecessary violence—both violence perpetrated by the government and violence that exists because of our collective failure to promote the policies that will address it—has killed many of my clients and caused me and many people I care about to suffer enormously. If the U.S. had imprisonment rates comparable to other countries today or like those the U.S. itself had before 1980, U.S. life expectancy would be almost two years longer than it is now.15 Hundreds of millions of human life years are lost because of our society’s unparalleled focus on attacking social problems through punishment.

I have now been a civil rights lawyer for more than a decade, filing lawsuits and developing policies that challenge widespread violations of the Constitution. The organization I started, Civil Rights Corps, grew to over thirty-five employees. Our cases have ended modern debtors’ prisons in many cities in which tens of thousands of people were jailed for nonpayment of debts; gotten hundreds of thousands of people out of jail who were or would have been illegally detained before trial solely because their families were poor; prevented hundreds of thousands of illegal convictions; prevented tens of thousands of families from being separated; shut down companies profiting from illegally extorting people for cash with threats of jail; returned tens of millions of dollars to tens of thousands of the poorest people in our society; vindicated the rights of sexual assault, domestic abuse, and gun violence survivors when prosecutors illegally threatened them; won civil rights cases against dozens of police officers for brutality and corruption; enabled the return of driver’s licenses to hundreds of thousands of people who had been unable to drive anywhere because they owed debts; played a key role in blocking several billion dollars in new investments in policing and prisons; saved local governments hundreds of millions of dollars that they would have spent on jailing; and successfully sued more judges that anyone I am aware of in U.S. history.16

And yet, despite the success of our civil rights cases and the even greater successes of many other advocates, a core myth persists that the punishment bureaucracy is primarily concerned with, and effective at producing, public safety. That myth, which is consistently pushed in the news, has allowed the punishment bureaucracy to resist significant change and even to expand into new areas. Time and again, after our legal victories exposed corruption, ineffectiveness, and illegal government violence, the bureaucrats who created the problem would propose a “solution” that simply refashioned the profitable status quo: similar injustice, new label.

My years as an advocate for my indigent clients and their families led me to believe that things could be different if the news told different stories in different ways.


Who Benefits from Copaganda?

Copaganda is a specific type of propaganda in which the punishment bureaucracy and the powerful interests behind it influence how we think about crime and safety. I use the term “punishment bureaucracy” instead of “criminal justice system” in this book because it is a more accurate and less deceptive way to describe the constellation of public and private institutions that develop, enforce, and profit from criminal law.17

The government determines what things are considered a “crime” subject to punishment versus what things are permitted or tolerated even if they hurt people. Then, the government determines what kinds of punishments are appropriate for the conduct it prohibits. Across history and different societies, the definition of crime and how it should be punished has varied depending on who has power and what serves their interests, not an objective evaluation of what causes harm.

The following questions illustrate my point. Is it a crime to take food from a grocery store chain without paying for it if you’re hungry? To terminate a pregnancy? To sleep on the subway or in a park? To beg on a sidewalk? To ingest a substance so that you can feel better? To belong to a union? To refuse to grant mortgages to Catholics? To charge high interest rates? To steal your employees’ wages? To drill for oil? To release toxic liquids into the water? To seize land from Indigenous people? To participate in a lynch mob? To enslave people? To fire someone from a job based on their sexual orientation? To evict someone from their home for complaining about mold? To sexually harass someone at work? To hoard wealth? To decide not to vote? To abuse a family dog? To abuse thousands of pigs to make higher profits from their flesh? To donate money to a politician with the expectation that they will approve a real estate deal? To refuse to identify oneself to a police officer? To expose secret government misdeeds in the media? To hit one’s child? To boycott apartheid? To design voting boundaries based on race? To charge someone overdraft fees and change the order of their transactions to rack up more overdraft fees? To run a bank for profit? To raise the price on a life-saving medication after purchasing a monopoly on it? To force sex upon a spouse? To search a person without probable cause? To grow tobacco? To have oral sex with another consenting adult? To hold profits offshore? To sag your pants? To possess a gun? To possess a hunting rifle ten years after a marijuana conviction?

The powerful define crime to suit their interests, making some things legal and others punishable. They also decide how what is criminalized gets punished. Should the government execute or cage or whip people who break a law? Should the government mandate a public apology, permit survivors to initiate restorative processes, seize assets, require volunteer work, revoke a business or driver’s license, confine someone to their home, banish them? Should society show them love and give them help? Should society instead invest more in preventing certain harms from happening in the first place?

Having defined crime and punishment, the government also determines which crimes to enforce against which people. “Law enforcement” rarely responds to most violations of the law. It only enforces some criminal laws against some people some of the time.

These decisions, too, follow patterns of power, not safety. That is why U.S. police chose for many years to arrest more people for marijuana possession than for all “violent crime” combined. That is why police prioritize budgets for SWAT teams to search for drugs in poor communities over testing rape kits. That is why the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Office responded to proposed county budget cuts by threatening to cut the divisions that handle white-collar crimes and sexual abuse. That is why about 90 percent of people prosecuted for crimes are very poor. That is why no senior figures were prosecuted for the 2008 financial crisis or the U.S. torture program after 9/11. That is why police tolerate widespread drug use in dorms at Ivy League universities. That is why most of the undercover police operations in hundreds of U.S. cities target disproportionately Black, Hispanic, and immigrant people instead of other police officers, prosecutors, real estate developers, fraternities with histories of drug distribution and rape, or corporate board rooms with histories of tax evasion, fraud, and insider trading. That is why a playground fight at a low-income school results in a child being taken away from their parents and jailed with a criminal record, while the same fight at a prep school may result in a call to parents for an early pickup that afternoon.18

In an unequal society where a few have more money and power than the many, the punishment bureaucracy is a tool for preserving inequalities. It maintains the social order by using government violence to manage the unrest that comes from unfairness, desperation, and alienation, and it crushes organized opposition against the political system. These functions explain why the punishment bureaucracy expands during times of growing inequality and social agitation. Throughout history, those who are comfortable with how society looks tend to preserve and expand the punishment bureaucracy, even though—and largely because—it operates as an anti-democratic force. Those who have wanted to change certain aspects of our society—such as movements for workers, racial justice, women’s suffrage, economic equality, peace, ecological sustainability, immigrant rights, LGBTQ+ rights, and so on—have tended throughout history to combat the size, power, and discretion of the punishment bureaucracy. Why? Because it is almost always wielded against them.

A lot of punishment bureaucrats are involved in the system: police, prosecutors, prison and jail guards, probation and parole officers, judges, and other government employees who design and carry out the system’s policies. But the punishment bureaucracy has also been commercialized. Many people know about privatized prisons, but even bigger industries profit from nearly every aspect of the administration of public human-caging facilities, including medical care, food, telephone calls, digitized mail, cash transfer systems, “education,” tablets for entertainment, so-called “treatment” programs, and prison industries that make products for the world’s largest corporations with modern-day slave labor.

This commercial sector reaches far beyond the walls of our privatized prisons and jails. Companies profit from manufacturing guns, jail cells, detention centers, handcuffs, tasers, batons, uniforms, body armor, tanks, license plate readers, body cameras, facial recognition software, chemical weapons, and military equipment used by police. A multi-billion-dollar industry profits from discretionary arrest and pretrial release decisions by selling bail bonds. Companies make even larger profits from surveillance equipment, software, training programs, drug tests, electronic monitors, car towing schemes, police auctions of seized property, private halfway houses, forensic consultants, big-data databases, debt-collection contracts, and case management systems for courts, prosecutors, police, probation and parole departments, and prisons. On top of all that, the police public relations industry rakes in money while police unions, probation and parole officer unions, prison guard unions, and prosecutor unions maximize their members’ wages, overtime, pensions, and benefits worth tens of billions of dollars. Most broadly, there is a growing web of multinational consulting corporations who contract with police, prisons, border patrol, and military bureaucracies to help procure and market these commodities and services.19

The fact that many people benefit from mass incarceration does not necessarily mean that all punishment bureaucrats are cynical profiteers—although many of them are. The range of people who depend on the punishment bureaucracy for their livelihoods has created an ideological foundation that enables many of them to believe that their role in the bureaucracy makes our society safer. Professional bureaucrats themselves consume and believe copaganda, and they make some of its best ambassadors.

So, how does copaganda work? It has three main roles.



Job #1: Narrowing Our Understanding of Threat

The first job of copaganda is to narrow our conception of threat. Rather than the bigger threats to our safety caused by people with power, we narrow our conception to crimes committed by the poorest, most vulnerable people in our society. For example, wage theft by employers dwarfs all other property crime combined—such as burglaries, retail theft, and robberies—costing an estimated $50 billion every year. Tax evasion steals about $1 trillion each year. That’s over sixty times the wealth lost in all police-reported property crime. There are hundreds of thousands of known Clean Water Act violations each year, causing cancer, kidney failure, rotting teeth, damage to the nervous system, and death. Over 100,000 people in the United States die every year from air pollution, about five times the number of homicides. At the same time, most sexual assaults, domestic violence crimes, and sex offenses against children go unreported, unrecorded, and ignored by the legal system.20

Punishment bureaucrats feed reporters stories that measure “safety” as any short-term increase or decrease in, say, official homicide or robbery rates, rather than by how many people died from lack of health care, how many children suffered lead poisoning, how many families were rendered homeless by eviction or foreclosure, how many people couldn’t pay utility bills because of various white-collar crimes, how many thousands of illegal assaults police and jail guards committed, and so on. Sometimes the rates of various crimes go up and down, and we should all be concerned about any form of violence against any human being. But the first job of copaganda is getting us focused almost exclusively on a narrow range of the threats we face, mostly the officially-recorded crimes of poor people, rather than the large-scale devastation wrought by people with power and money.



Job #2: Manufacturing Fear

The second job of copaganda is to manufacture crises and panics about this narrow category of threats. After the 2020 George Floyd uprisings, for example, the news bombarded the public with a series of “crime waves” concerning various forms of crime committed by the poor even though government data showed that, despite some categories of police-reported crime rising and others falling at the beginning of the pandemic, overall property and violent crime continued to be at near-historic fifty-year lows the entire time.21 As a result of continual news-generated panics, nearly every year of this century, public opinion polls showed people believing that police-reported crime was rising, even when it was generally falling.22

Copaganda leaves the public in a vague state of fear. It manufactures suspicion against poor people, immigrants, and racial minorities rather than, say, bankers, pharmaceutical executives, fraternity brothers, landlords, employers, and polluters. Copaganda also engenders fear of strangers while obscuring the oppressive forces that lead to interpersonal violence between acquaintances, friends, and family members. (Police themselves commit one-third of all stranger-homicides in the U.S., but these figures are generally excluded from reported crime rates.)23 This matters because when people are in a perpetual state of fear for their physical safety, they are more likely to support the punishment bureaucracy and authoritarian reactions against those they fear.




Job #3: Promoting Punishment as the Solution

The third job of copaganda is to convince the public to spend more money on the punishment bureaucracy by framing police, prosecutors, probation, parole, and prisons as effective solutions to interpersonal harm. Copaganda links safety to things the punishment bureaucracy does, while downplaying the connection between safety and the material, structural conditions of people’s lives. So, for example, a rise in homeless people sleeping in the street might be framed as an economic problem requiring more affordable housing, but copaganda frames it as “disorder” solvable with more arrests for trespassing. Instead of linking sexual assault to toxic masculinity or a lack of resources and vibrant social connections to escape high-risk situations, copaganda links it to an under-resourced punishment system. Like a media-induced Stockholm syndrome, copaganda sells us the illusion that the violent abuser is somehow the liberator, the protector, our best and only option.

If police, prosecutions, and prisons made us safe, we would be living in the safest society in world history. But, as I discuss later, greater investment in the punishment bureaucracy actually increases a number of social harms, including physical violence, sexual harm, disease, trauma, drug abuse, mental illness, isolation, and even, in the long term, police-recorded crime.24 Instead, overwhelming evidence supports addressing the controllable things that determine the levels of interpersonal harm in our society, including: poverty; lack of affordable housing; inadequate healthcare and mental wellness resources; nutrition; access to recreation and exercise; pollution; human and social connection; design of cities, buildings, and physical environments; and early-childhood education.25 Addressing root causes like these would lower police-reported crime and also prevent the other harms that flow from inequality that never make it into the legal system for punishment, including millions of avoidable deaths and unnecessary suffering that exceed the narrow category of harm that police record as “crime.”

The obsessive focus by news outlets on the punishment bureaucracy as a solution to interpersonal harm draws away resources from investment in the things that work better, along with a sense of urgency for those priorities. It also promotes the surveillance and repression of social movements that are trying to solve those root structural problems by fighting for a more equal and sustainable society.26 Copaganda thus contributes to a cycle in which the root causes of our safety problems never get solved even though people in power constantly claim to be trying.

As you read the examples collected in this book with the above three themes in mind, ask yourself: what kind of public is created by consuming such news? If we see one of these articles once, we may not notice anything odd, or we may shake our heads at how silly, uninformed, and nefarious it is. But if we see thousands of them over the course of years, and we hardly see anything else, we become different people. It is the ubiquity of copaganda that requires us to set up daily practices of individual and collective vigilance.

_________________

This book focuses on copaganda in the news. I’m not going to analyze other common types of copaganda, including fictional copaganda in television, movies, and music. Cultural copaganda is all around us—from the CIA, starting in the 1950s, funding projects like the Iowa Writers’ Workshop or fronting literary magazines to influence modern journalism and fiction writing, to the DEA paying Hollywood in the 1990s to insert drug war propaganda into popular television shows, to the vast array of police and military consultants who shape every fictional TV series, podcast, or movie that touches on crime.27 Shows like COPS and Law & Order have done a lot to distort society’s understanding of what the punishment bureaucracy does. The creator of the latter, for example, explained that his goal was to help people understand that prosecutors were doing “God’s work.” The NYPD even signed Spike Lee to a $219,113 marketing contract before he made his movie BlackKkKlansman—perhaps the most flagrant copaganda that I have ever seen because of its simplistic good cop/bad cop depictions and erasure of the systemic functions of the punishment bureaucracy.28 (It’s also a very bad movie.)

The entire genre of police procedurals mythologizes punishment bureaucrats and the allegedly sophisticated technologies they wield. And it’s not just Hollywood—fictional copaganda planned and paid for by the police and their industry allies is on TikTok and YouTube, and it’s behind many community groups, online posts, neighborhood listserv emails, and charitable campaigns that seem genuine to the unassuming public. But all of that is beyond the scope of this book, which is about news coverage of crime and safety. Many of the lessons explored here, however, enable a more critical consumption of other kinds of copaganda too.

I also largely avoid self-consciously partisan right-wing media. The New York Post, Fox News, and a prodigious right-wing propaganda ecosystem are enormously influential, and they must be studied. But if I reference them, I will simply note similarities in ideology to what many people perceive to be more objective and trusted news. Although more “mainstream” news uses different words and methods, the ideologies and effects of its coverage are similar to a lot of right-wing media. The modest goal of this book is to reach people who do not have the goal of pushing society toward greater inequality and authoritarianism and are instead open to understanding the world more honestly and working for a better one.

I focus on the most prestigious corporate news outlets because their copaganda is often the most subtle and insidious, and because it is targeted at people who think of themselves as informed. These news outlets, such as the New York Times, also tend to set the agenda, to reflect the vibes and zeitgeist of people in power, and to play an important role in legitimating authoritarian repression among liberal elites. This should not be read as a judgment that crime stories in local TV news are not copaganda. To the contrary, the daily and nightly volume of crude local crime stories is perhaps the single most important feature of contemporary news copaganda. But my focus will mostly be on teasing out lessons from more sophisticated news sources that are also applicable to less sophisticated ones. And every example I discuss represents something pervasive that infects the larger world of media—it is chosen precisely because of its prevalence in the copaganda ecosystem.

Finally, this book is a creature of a particular moment. I analyze examples from the news about crime and safety from 2020 to 2024. This is not a comprehensive historical account of copaganda or a scholarly work with new theories on the media. I attempt only to apply replicable methods of critical thinking to news stories at a time when the punishment bureaucracy faced the greatest threat to its power in modern history and at a time of rising domestic and global authoritarianism.

I took a second picture that day in front of the jail in downtown Flint. The second picture shows how the punishment bureaucracy responded to children’s messages of love for their parents, who were jailed by the sheriff because their families could not make cash payments and who were now forbidden to have family visits because of a telecom-profit scheme. Employees emerged from the sheriff’s office and hosed down the sidewalk. The vibrant chalk drawings of flowers and hearts were reduced to splotches of muted color, like an abstract expressionist’s representation of bureaucratic cruelty. Police had mangled the messages of love from children to their parents—a distortion of human truth that made me think about George Orwell’s warning of an authoritarian propaganda apparatus so pervasive that it could challenge the notion that two and two make four. But the children of Flint, who would come back again and again to redraw their messages, understood something important: the forceful denial of honest communication is the forceful denial of a meaningful life.

[image: A wet sidewalk with uneven patches of water reveals faint markings, including the word “FULTS” partially visible on one section. The beginning of the word “FREE” can be seen on another section. Shadows of horizontal lines cross the surface.]






1
What Is Crime News?



St. Augustine tells the story of a pirate captured by Alexander the Great, who asked him “how he dares molest the sea.” “How dare you molest the whole world?” the pirate replied: “Because I do it with a little ship only, I am called a thief; you, doing it with a great navy, are called an Emperor.”

-Noam Chomsky1

It is said that the camera cannot lie, but rarely do we allow it to do anything else, since the camera sees what you point it at: the camera sees what you want it to see. The language of the camera is the language of our dreams.

-James Baldwin2



In 2022, I appeared on a Sunday morning news show in Los Angeles amid an increase in local news stories about theft. I pointed out patterns in which news stations devoted more coverage to low-level theft than to other behavior that causes more suffering, including larger forms of theft. The anchor incredulously asked me why the news should not be covering it when a man in a Ferrari is robbed and has his Rolex taken in Beverly Hills, which he explained was “one of the most affluent areas.” Referencing that anecdote and retail theft by groups of teenagers in clothing stores, he said, “I think we have an obligation to cover that, don’t you think?”3 How we think about his question depends on what one thinks to be the purpose of news.

Air pollution kills 10 million people each year and causes untold additional illness and suffering.4 It kills at least 100,000 people in the United States alone annually—about five times the number of police-reported homicides. But it rarely features in daily news stories. Police and prosecutors ignore pollution, much of which is criminal, and so do most journalists. For example, federal prosecutors charged twenty-three people with environmental offenses in 2020, and they charged more than 23,000 people with drug offenses in the same period.5 Daily news stories focus on the kinds of legal violations publicized by police and prosecutor press releases, usually involving poor people.

Why is this important? Because what the news treats as urgent affects what we think is urgent. It shapes what (and who) we are afraid of. It helps dictate what we demand from our political system, and from each other. Imagine if, every day for the last four years, every newspaper and TV station had “breaking news” stories and graphics about the thousands of deaths the night before from water pollution, eviction, lack of access to medication and health care, or poverty.6 Or debilitating injuries caused by workplace safety violations? Or tens of thousands of child labor violations? What about the death, destruction, cancer, infertility, and other harms to humans, animals, and ecosystems from criminal acts of industrial littering in cities across the U.S. every day?

Imagine a daily news segment on your local TV station called “Bad Landlord of the Day,” where the anchor reported on the worst building code violations that government regulators document each day. Imagine a “Bad Employer of the Week” segment for wage-theft violations that local, state, and national regulators find every day.7 Or a “Bad Insurer of the Week” story about fraudulent denials of health care benefits that lead people to suffer and die. Imagine if reporters reported stories every day from people who could not pay for diapers or food because of illegal lending practices? Or stories from nurses, doctors, or teachers about threats to well-being they see every day through lack of investment in health and education infrastructure? If we were bombarded with daily and nightly stories and press conferences about harmful legal violations and broader threats that cause far more harm than the kinds of legal violations reported in the daily news, how would that change political discourse and how would it change what investments we prioritize as a society?

Consider, for example, the frenzy over “retail theft” that took over local and national news after the uprisings over police violence in 2020. The same editors and reporters who wrote thousands of stories about low-level shoplifting from chain stores chose for years not to cover the estimated $137 million in corporate wage theft that happens every day, including by the same companies whose press releases about shoplifting they quoted. The news media’s obsession with shoplifting led to emergency actions by politicians across the U.S. to address the “crisis” of retail theft through hundreds of millions of dollars in new punishment investments. Politicians felt intense political pressure to pass laws, hire and assign thousands more police officers, and increase “enforcement” budgets to tackle a supposed “wave” of retail theft, even as police-recorded theft crimes were going down. These politicians and journalists nonetheless projected an urgency they have never shown for wage theft.8

Measured in dollars lost, total estimated wage theft is more devastating than all other police-reported property crime combined.9 And, unlike theft from big retail stores, wage theft is a crime committed by people with a lot of money against workers, many of whom struggle to meet their basic needs.10 In a society in which access to health care depends on having the means to pay for it, wage theft can mean not having enough money to buy insulin or asthma medication. It is among the most significant and common crimes in our society.

What about the 28,260 to 412,000 deaths caused every year in the U.S. because of toxic lead exposure? When a bombshell investigation by The Guardian revealed in 2022 that a huge percentage of pipes in Chicago, the third largest city in the U.S., contained unsafe levels of lead for children, the story was not covered at all by CNN, the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, USA Today, the Washington Post, ABC News, CBS News, or NBC News. Intentional action, incompetence, and corruption leading to delays in lead abatement is almost never covered in the news, local or national. As a result, cities like Chicago have exhibited little urgency to fix the problem: the current pace of lead abatement in Chicago would not finish the project for a thousand years.11

Or, to take another example, in many years fraudulent overdraft fees charged by banks total about the same as all burglary, larceny, car theft, and shoplifting combined.12 But the news doesn’t report on anecdotes of overdraft fraud crimes by bankers every day. Similarly, it is hard to grasp the scope of the news’s daily silence on the estimated $1 trillion in yearly tax evasion—this is 1,672 times the value of all U.S. robberies combined.13 What about the estimated $830 billion in other forms of corporate fraud each year?14 Addressing financial crimes could significantly alter the distribution of wealth, the array of life opportunities, and physical safety for hundreds of millions of human beings. But neither the police nor the media pay much attention to them, and they certainly don’t foment panic about them.

The same principle applies across public health, banking, manufacturing, employment, consumer protection, taxation, and the environment: the things that cause the greatest suffering and threaten safety for the largest number of people—many of which are crimes—receive a fraction of the attention that reporters devote to the things police press releases publicize as crimes. Most people don’t know, because the “news” didn’t tell them the night before, that bankers’ fraud crimes likely killed tens of thousands of people during the 2008 financial crisis.15 Hundreds of thousands of people become homeless each year because of illegal evictions by landlords.16 Almost none of this is reported each day even though there could easily be a housing-court beat reporter the same way many outlets assign a reporter to talk to police every day.

The same absence of urgently reported, daily anecdotal coverage applies to the great criminal littering epidemic: several trillion pieces of plastic are thrown illegally into our waterways each year, and they make their way into the bodies and bloodstreams of every living organism on the planet, with profound consequences for all of us. Are there local news anecdotes each day covering the “crime wave” of the intentional insertion of lead, mercury, cyanide, and cadmium into the ground? Or the tens of billions of dollars in fraud crimes committed by entities that are supposed to be providing hospice care for terminally ill seniors? At most, each of these issues is covered in an occasional, hard-hitting piece of investigative journalism, and then the news cycle moves on. They are not considered daily news of continuing alarm over public safety.17

None of this is to say that violent crime and property crime recorded by police doesn’t matter, or that we shouldn’t care about it. To the contrary, we should care about anything that harms people. But it is vital to be cognizant of what kinds of harm—by whom, against whom, in which moments, and to what end—are treated as “news.” The news about public safety is a social and political creation that contains judgment calls at every turn, one that creates winners and losers and that could look different if we wanted it to.

So, who is deciding to cover each subsequent example of shoplifting with hourly, “breaking news” urgency, but not other legal violations that leave adults and children dying, sick, and in poverty? Who is shaping what makes us feel scared? Why are they doing it, and who benefits? Identifying the gap between the reality of holistic safety and “the news” is the first step in understanding how so many people who care about creating a society that expands our collective safety end up prioritizing investments in a punishment bureaucracy that ignores the things that threaten us the most.







2
The Volume of Crime News



When they stopped killing witches, witches ceased to exist.

-Clarence Darrow1

How do you defend yourself from a fantasy? A fantasy that shoots real bullets?

-Fred Moten2



An issue related to what counts as “news” is how intensely the news focuses on what it chooses to cover. The volume, timing, frequency, and delivery method of news stories shape how we think about safety and crime.

About ten years ago, when I was first investigating the rise of modern debtors’ prisons, I asked a news editor if they could do a story on the thousands of human beings forcibly detained in jail cells each day solely because they owed debts. This seemed to be a big story for many reasons, including because it was illegal, because it was separating families and killing people who died because of our country’s terrible jail conditions, and because it revealed widespread predatory behavior by police, prosecutors, judges, and private debt-collection and probation companies in several thousand cities, affecting hundreds of thousands of people. In fact, I had successfully pitched the story to another outlet before. But this editor declined. Why? Another reporter at a major news outlet had “already covered the debtors’ prison story a few months ago.”

That was the first time in my career I had really thought about what is considered “newsworthy” and what isn’t. But it’s now something I encounter a lot. In late 2022, I got a similar response from a different editor when I asked a major news outlet to cover the more than 400,000 human beings jailed across the U.S. for the holidays because their families could not pay cash bail. Every night, new people are jailed in violation of the Constitution, and new families suffer the corresponding loss of housing, jobs, medical care, and intimate relationships. The story is an interesting and important one because courts have concluded, after evaluating the available evidence, that these constitutional violations cost tens of billions of dollars in economic damage, spread infectious disease, make our society less safe by increasing future crime, and harm millions of families for generations. But the editor told me: “There have been other good stories on the bail system over the last few years.”

In each of these two instances, the editor’s explanations to me raise important questions about the volume of news. What does it mean to have “already covered” a social problem that continues happening unabated to new people each day? News editors do not decline to cover today’s plane crash because they covered a previous one. Why is “the debtors’ prison story” or “the bail story” conceptualized as a single one-off news story while stories about kidnapping and ransom—the criminalized parallel to debtors’ prison—are seen as always new and newsworthy each time they happen?

If one were primarily focused on objective harm, one might expect thousands of new stories when so many parents are being illegally separated from their children solely because of their poverty in the wealthiest country in the world. What does the editor’s use of the phrase “a few months ago” suggest about how journalists evaluate the urgency and importance of illegal incarceration of the poor versus the theft of another Rolex in Beverly Hills?

By contrast, during a two-week period in December 2022, the New York Times published three long articles about a supposed “shortage” of police officers in the U.S. One article, headlined “As Applications Fall, Police Departments Lure Recruits with New Tactics,” regurgitated police union talking points, including that more police means more safety, that police need more money, and that this “shortage” is a crisis. The second article, “NYPD Officers Leave in Droves for Better Pay in Smaller Towns,” repeated these talking points by interviewing the reporter who wrote the first article. And the third article, “Why Police Officers Are Leaving: Low Pay, Overwork and High Costs,” was written by a different reporter who used similar sources and therefore gave the same talking points.3 What is the purpose and effect of editors approving three articles on this subject in a matter of days in the same news publication?

One of the most overlooked aspects of contemporary news analysis is how the volume of certain news stories distorts our understanding of what is important and reflects the priorities of those in power.4 Most issues have no hope of penetrating a public discourse in a world of limited attention spans unless they become sustained news themes as opposed to single-coverage novelties. You can tell which stories people in power care about by their volume. The charts below show how the volume of “crime” segments on Fox News, CNN, and MSNBC ballooned as the U.S. neared the 2022 election:5

[image: A line graph titled Mentions of topic relative to first six months of 2022 compares the percentage of 15-second segments mentioning crime across C N N, Fox News, and M S N B C from July to October. Fox News shows a significant increase in mentions from September to October, while C N N and M S N BC exhibit smaller rises. The y-axis ranges from negative 1 to positive 3, and the x-axis covers July through October. The data source is G D E L T Analysis of Internet Archive data, credited to “The Washington Post.”]
Look at what happened on Fox News as soon as the 2022 midterm election was over:6

[image: A line graph titled “Violent crime segments on Fox News” tracks the number of segments from September 5, 2022, to November 18, 2022. The y-axis represents the number of segments, ranging from 0 to 200, while the x-axis marks weekly intervals. The graph starts at 131 segments, drops to 87, and then fluctuates, peaking at 193 during the week of October 31 to November 4. It ends at 74 segments for the week of November 14 to 18.]
Fox News is a sophisticated propaganda operation that understands the importance of news volume. The volume of its coverage is not linked to any objective reality concerning public safety. This point is crucial: the increased number of “violent crime” stories does not coincide with any increase of police-reported violent crime. But it is linked to a political event—an election—and Fox News understands that the number of times a story is told affects how many people hear it and how urgent people think the subject matter is. And this analysis applies equally to all mainstream, corporate-owned news outlets.

In another example, look at what happened to the volume of “violent crime” news stories in New York City when Eric Adams launched his campaign and then, dramatically, after he became mayor:7


[image: A line graph titled “Sounding Alarms” tracks digital and print media mentions of violent crime from 2014 to 2022. The y-axis ranges from 0 to 1,000 mentions, and the x-axis spans years. Mentions drop distinctly right before Mayor Adams is elected, but increase sharply after Mayor Adams is elected in 2022, with an arrow marking his campaign launch in 2019. A dashed line separates De Blasio’s tenure from Adams’s, highlighting the surge in mentions.]
The volume of news references to “shootings” was not connected to the number of shootings. It spiked after Adams came to office and made talking to the news about shootings a focus of his public relations strategy:

[image: A bar graph titled “Media Mismatch” compares the number of shootings with the number of media mentions of shootings from January 2019 to 2022. The y-axis ranges from 0 to 1,000, and the x-axis covers time. Solid bars represent shootings, while striped bars depict media mentions. Media mentions frequently surpass the actual number of shootings, with a notable increase in 2022. A note states that mentions are localized to N Y C headlines, sourced from the New York City Police Department and Media Cloud.]
These graphs show an enduring, decades-long trend: fluctuations in news coverage of police-reported crimes are not determined primarily by police-reported crime rates. Instead, they are more responsive to political occurrences, campaigns, and agendas. Public safety “news” surges when someone wants police-reported crime to be news.

This same thing that happens during elections happens in the context of contested legislation. For example, stories connecting bail reform in New York to crime increased when politicians deliberated over rolling back bail reforms in 2022—even though the evidence shows that bail reform reduces crime:8

[image: A bar chart titled “Media Mentions of Crime versus Actual Rise in Crime in New York City” compares media mentions and reported index crimes from 2019 to 2022. The y-axis on the left represents media mentions (0 to 1500), while the right axis represents reported crimes (0 to 500,000). Bars for 2019 to 2022 illustrate rising media mentions, starting at 154 in 2019 and peaking at 1,328 in 2022. Gray bars show reported crimes, which remain relatively stable near 100,000 compared to media mentions.]
Perhaps the most famous instance of this phenomenon is the case of William “Willie” Horton, a Black man whose image and story were thrust into the 1988 presidential campaign through the sheer force of news volume. The Lawrence Eagle-Tribune alone published over 175 stories about Horton’s release from prison, his subsequent rape of a white woman and assault of her white husband, and the Massachusetts prison furlough system. The governor of Massachusetts was running for president, and he reacted to the high-volume coverage by reducing eligibility for a routine prison furlough program, even though more than 99 percent of people released through the program returned to prison without incident.

The coverage was later credited, including by the Lawrence Eagle-Tribune itself, with helping George H.W. Bush win the election. The paper ran a post-election headline, “Horton Strategy Pays Off for Bush.” More generally, the coverage contributed to an increase in public and political support for harsher sentencing laws and fewer release opportunities for people in prison all over the United States. Based on the social science evidence, these changes resulted in a net harm to public safety and had devastating consequences for Black people and poor people. The Lawrence Eagle-Tribune won the 1988 Pulitzer Prize.9

Many political, economic, and cultural forces distort the volume of news on public safety. The last several years have seen revealing examples. In the summer of 2021, a right-wing media personality posted a twenty-one-second video of a shoplifting incident at Walgreens in San Francisco with the hashtag #noconsequences and tagging the local district attorney.10 The video was posted amid a public relations push by Walgreens to spin the news about its pre-planned store closures, as well as a political campaign by police unions, far-right media, and billion-aires trying to recall the progressive district attorney in San Francisco.11 Each of these groups sought to drive fear around retail theft for their own reasons, and mainstream news quickly adopted their viewpoint, running thousands of stories about shoplifting. These stories, with their message about the need for more policing and imprisonment, fueled the reactionary backlash against racial and social justice campaigns seeking to reduce the size and power of the police bureaucracy. And the news coverage also served the interests of real estate investors and commercial retail companies eager to use police to clear out neighborhoods for gentrification and to socialize corporate security costs.

Journalists at Fairness & Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR) did an analysis and found that, within twenty-eight days of being posted, this single shoplifting video spawned 309 separate articles about the Walgreens incident. It was difficult to consume news in the U.S. without confronting this story in some format. At the same time, the researchers found not a single article about a multi-million-dollar wage-theft settlement that Walgreens paid to its California employees.12

In 2023, Walgreens admitted that the company had overblown its prior claims about retail theft, and investigative reporting debunked the hysteria by showing that reported shoplifting was decreasing and that the company had planned the store closures for unrelated business reasons. More broadly, the “shoplifting wave” narrative fell apart nationally after investigative reporters looked into the data and internal industry documents. In addition to the political campaigns by police, the reporters discovered another motive driving the timing of the stories: the retailers were lobbying for bills that would hurt their online competitors. Incredibly, by December 2023, it emerged that shoplifting had not actually increased from 2019 to 2023, and the leading retail trade group formally retracted its claims about the scope of U.S. shoplifting.13

But the damage had been done. As demonstrated by the following screenshot of five stories, all appearing on the San Francisco Chronicle’s web page on November 22, 2021, anecdotal news coverage had created a moral panic about retail theft.14

It wasn’t just the Chronicle. During a six-day period, CNN assigned three reporters to do different stories about shoplifting in San Francisco, repeating false statements by Walgreens and calling for bigger police budgets.15

The trend spread across the country. The NYPD public relations department announced a coordinated takedown of a dozen shoplifters using twenty-three arrest and search warrants, and then tweeted out the kind of photo usually reserved for multi-million-dollar drug cartel busts. This time, the arrests yielded a lot of diapers. During the highly touted shoplifting bust, police seized basic necessities worth an average of $150 from twelve people, some of whom were living in homeless shelters.16


[image: A news excerpt titled “Packs of thieves hit stores in Walnut Creek, Hayward, S.J. Any ties to Union Square…” discusses Bay Area retailers on alert after groups of thieves targeted Nordstrom in Walnut Creek, followed by stores in Hayward and San Jose, linked to Union Square looting. Below, headlines include: “S.F. leaders promise crackdown after night of Union Square looting. Looters hit Union Square luxury stores in wild rampage. S.F.’s Castro Safeway closing early because of ‘out of control’ shoplifting. Is shoplifting forcing Walgreens to cut back in S.F.?”]
[image: A tweet from N Y P D NEWS (at N Y P D News) reads, “After receiving larceny complaints in the Bronx, officers from the N Y P D 4 4 precinct arrested 12 individuals following an enforcement initiative targeting shoplifters. The arrests made led to the closure of 23 warrants and the recovery of 1,800 dollars worth of merchandise.” Below the text are two images: one of three officers standing in uniform and another showing recovered merchandise, including baby products and toiletries.]
Anatole France remarked in 1894 that “the law, in its majestic equality, forbids rich and poor alike to sleep under bridges.”17 One might now say that the news, in its majestic impartiality, covers the shoplifting of diapers by the rich and the poor with equal fervor.

Amid this barrage of stories about the manufactured “retail theft” panic, I noticed something weird while reading the Chicago Tribune. Many of the articles looked eerily similar. They started using the same words and phrases that appeared in industry and police press releases—“brazen,” “organized crime,” “flash mobs,” and “smash and grab.” During a period of nine days the Chicago Tribune, the Associated Press, and the New York Times each published a feature news article on retail theft becoming more “brazen,” with punishment bureaucrats calling for more money. Look at the sources cited in each article:18

The Chicago Tribune:


	CEO of a local retail lobby


	National Retail Federation


	Chicago Police


	CEO of Magnificent Mile, a Chicago retail business association


	CEO of Illinois’s Retail Merchants Association


	CEO of World Business Chicago


	President of the Illinois Restaurant Association


	CEO of the Illinois Hotel & Lodging Association


	CEO of a new luxury hotel


	Retail association CEO, again




The Associated Press:


	President of the conservative California District Attorneys Association


	“Authorities”


	President and CEO of the California Retailers Association


	“National retail groups”


	Director of California’s chapter of the National Federation of Independent Businesses


	San Mateo County Sheriff


	California Governor


	California Attorney General


	San Francisco District Attorney


	Pro-establishment non-profit


	Attorney for the California District Attorneys Association


	California Retailers Association, again




Finally, the New York Times:


	President of the California Retailers Association


	Vice President of Asset Protection at Home Depot


	“Retail executives and security experts”


	“Industry veterans”


	President of the Coalition of Law Enforcement and Retail


	“Some industry experts”


	Head of the California Retail Trade Group


	California Governor


	Coalition of Law Enforcement and Retail (twice)


	Sergeant from the Broward County Sheriff’s Office




The Tribune article on “organized” retail theft painted a picture of a city in chaos, calling for more investment in police and more felony prosecutions. Alarming phrases in the article included:


	“Organized crime and seemingly random assaults”


	“There’s nowhere that’s immune.”


	“Increasingly brazen retail thefts and assaults”


	“Growing fear of crime among travelers”


	“Criminal activity plaguing the city”


	“We hear about all these murders and shootings, and we’re afraid. We’re afraid to come there.”


	“The rise in crime may discourage new tenants.”


	“But getting crime under control . . . will require more than increased security by the retailers” (by a business leader blaming shoplifting on lenient criminal sentences).




This article was written in one of the premier news outlets in one of the largest cities in the U.S., at a time when property crime—specifically theft—was down from the prior year and near historic lows. The Chicago Police Department publishes the data:19



[image: Property Crime, 2020, 2021, percentage of change, Burglary, 8,752, 6,655, minus 24.0%, Larceny - Theft, 41,268, 40,583, minus 1.7%, Motor Vehicle Theft, 9,951, 10,566, 6.2%, Arson, 585, 516, minus 11.8%, Property Crime Subtotal, 60,556, 58,320, minus 3.7%, Index Crime Total, 85,197, 84,316, minus 1.0%]


During the late 2021 news media panic over retail theft, there were almost no stories run in major news outlets on far larger property crimes like wage theft, tax evasion, antitrust violations, and securities fraud. In the following chart, the Center for Just Journalism looked at several years of data on the number of stories about various crimes in the top ten newspapers in the U.S. compared with the economic harm done by those crimes.

To see this play out in real time, look at something that happened in January 2022. All of a sudden, in news outlets across the country, a new crisis emerged: a supposed wave of thefts from cargo trains in Los Angeles operated by a multi-billion-dollar monopoly company.20 The articles usually cited only police and railroad industry public relations executives, asserting that the crisis necessitated bigger police budgets to provide security for private companies.

[image: A chart titled “Media coverage of economic harm prioritizes crimes tracked by police” compares the annual economic impact of various harms and the number of articles in 10 major U.S. newspapers (2018 to 2022). Burglary: 3.9 billion dollars lost, 2,579 articles. Larceny/Theft: 5.9 billion dollars lost, 4,825 articles. Car Theft: 6.4 billion dollars lost, 1,243 articles. Wage Theft: 8 billion dollars lost in 10 states alone, 136 articles. Tax Evasion: 296 billion dollars lost, 723 articles. Bubble sizes represent economic impact, with wage theft and tax evasion having larger impacts but fewer articles. Data source: Center for Just Journalism.]
It later emerged that the avalanche of stories began with a letter from a railroad company lobbyist complaining about reduced punishment for theft from trains by the supposedly progressive district attorney in Los Angeles. Not coincidentally, that prosecutor was then the subject of a nascent right-wing recall campaign. The story went viral after it was picked up by CBS, ABC, Fox News, the New York Times, and others. Many of the stories contained the same quotes, sources, turns of phrase, and suggestions of more surveillance, more money for police, and longer prison sentences. A powerful corporate monopoly was portrayed as a hapless victim of “organized” bands of “homeless” people stealing from trains. Each new story gave the impression that the emergency was expanding.

The high-volume news pressure worked: almost immediately, the governor of California was videotaped standing on train tracks promising new expenditures on police to help the railroad monopoly—urgent action he had never taken with respect to wage theft, for example. With no evidence, the governor compared train thefts to the supposed wave of shoplifting and said, “The train thieves are equally organized and need to be prosecuted as such.” Then, a group of Republican senators sent a letter urging a national federal crackdown on train theft.21

In the course of a few days, police, lobbyists, and journalists combined to concoct a panic around a truly minor problem relative to, say, the cost-cutting by train monopolies that led to a systemic lack of train safety. In fact, the railroad hub at issue had long been the scene of petty thefts and littering, and not much had changed, except now news organizations had decided it was a news story. Other train companies were not experiencing the same supposed problem, and it later emerged that the train monopoly in question had been negligent by doing “little to secure or lock trains” and by decreasing its security staffing.22 By the time these facts became public, however, the panic had already occurred, taking its place in the series of similar panics about one petty crime after another, all of which came with suggestions that the solution was more police and prison funding. Only a tiny fraction of the people exposed to the high volume of panic-inducing stories about “organized” train theft ever learned the true context, because the investigation uncovering it received a tiny fraction of the news volume.

Hot on the heels of this panic, California news media was onto a new one: “burglary tourism” from wealthy homes near San Francisco.23

The scant evidence offered by the San Francisco Chronicle to substantiate the claim of an “international crime ring” was that “burglars in one instance were heard ‘speaking Spanish’ ”; “three years ago, one burglary had ties to a car rented by someone visiting from Chile”; and “two other police departments in the U.S. said some burglaries were connected to ‘South America.’” In reality, as the article admits, the number of burglaries in the town being profiled had grown from twenty-seven in 2018 to thirty-six in 2021. An increase of nine burglaries in three years. Strong evidence of an international crime syndicate run by Dr. Evil?

[image: A headline from the “San Francisco Chronicle” under “Bay Area // Crime” reads: “Is an international crime operation targeting the Bay Area’s wealthiest cities with ‘burglary tourism’?” The source is listed at the bottom.]
The point is not that no one ever steals from trains or commits burglary. But the volume of news stories on police-reported crimes dwarfs their relative importance on any conceivable metric of objective global and domestic harm. Such a barrage of reporting affects which harmful things we feel emotionally terrified of and which harmful things we rarely think about.

As with all news-driven panics, we must ask several questions about these panics: Why did police, politicians, and a multi-billion-dollar monopoly want us to think there was an imminent crisis at that moment? Why were the train thefts and burglaries portrayed as some sort of “organized crime” threat from vague but sophisticated bands of criminals? Why were the thefts linked to insufficient police funding and lenient prosecution? Why did the news treat it with more urgency than other issues that cause more harm? Why was it a national news story? Why, among all potential news stories, was it singled out for high-volume saturation?

The volume of public safety news is not driven by transparent, accountable, objective principles. News outlets make judgment calls using processes that are not made public to news consumers and that are often not written down, let alone audited after the fact. Most news outlets do not evaluate how many stories of certain kinds featuring certain sources get published. It’s remarkable that a field so important to our lives has not developed more rigorous practices for evaluating potential biases in how it selects which things the public should know. The result is that things affecting hundreds of millions of people’s safety and well-being, that kill millions of people, and that cause billions of dollars in harm are not even identified by casual news consumers as problems, while a small range of harms comes to dominate the public’s imagination.

The volume of news about police-reported crime is instead driven by factors that most people agree should not determine newsworthiness: who owns media outlets and what serves their interests; police PR spending; relationships between reporters and sources that are cultivated through for-profit consultants and elite social networks; racial bias about whose suffering matters and who is perceived as dangerous; the timing of political events; pending police union negotiations; the cultural or political interests of journalists and their social circles, and so on. More specifically, the amount of coverage is driven by political agendas of powerful people who can use their positions to get the media to keep covering an issue. Editors have, in my conversations with them, justified covering these powerful people’s priorities by saying that they are simply covering what the CEOs and politicians are talking about. But here’s the bottom line: in any of these situations, coverage volume choices are not driven by an objective analysis of well-being, safety, or human life.

There is a neverending battle to get news media to focus on particular stories and not others. Given who is funding and who stands to benefit from these choices in this war, it is not surprising that a bad thing is deemed worthy of high-volume coverage if poor people are doing it, especially if poor people are doing the bad thing to rich people and if the poor people are not white. But when rich people are doing something bad to poor people, it’s viewed as a niche story for boutique investigative pieces, not daily breaking news that the outlet must make sure everyone is aware of as a trend.

In my experience, reporters and editors nonetheless tell themselves that these public safety decisions are “objective.” Reporters tend to use little tricks to rationalize why this shoplifting of a Rolex is different from last week’s shoplifting of a deodorant by a different person. But when writing about systemic constitutional violations in the money bail system, for example, reporters have often told me that when a judge violates the constitutional rights of the alleged Rolex thief in the same way that a different judge violated the rights of the alleged deodorant thief, it’s the “same story” that doesn’t need to be reported twice.

There are many ways to make a low-level crime appear novel. In this story it’s a theft from Macy’s, in that story it’s a theft from CVS. Now it’s Walgreens! But wait, have you heard of train theft? We see the contrast, for example, with the almost complete blackout on stories about child labor violations, which are only covered every now and then in an isolated investigative piece. If you consumed news in 2023, I bet you did not know that the federal government found thousands of child labor violations that year, the most documented violations in two decades.24 But individual stories about vulnerable children are not told in high volume, unless it is a story about police arresting them for something.

What determines this differential treatment is whether powerful people benefit from something saturating the news or not. When trying to get news coverage about all the work that seeks to make our society more equal and just, those of us who talk to the media a lot know that the onus is always on us to come up with a new angle to make the story seem different. This is a bad situation if the story you really need to tell is that our society continues to do a lot of the same things—in the same ways—that harm the world’s vulnerable people, animals, and ecosystems every day.


Amplification

News volume isn’t just about the number of stories. It’s also about how the news gets those stories to us. In the 1980s, the executive editor of the New York Times explained: “Every journalist knows that a story on the front page or its television equivalent can interest the whole country, but that the same story, inside, often has no impact at all.”25 Journalists understand that this principle extends beyond an article’s physical placement on a website or the printed page.

For example, dedicated teams at most big media outlets decide which of their stories to promote and which details to emphasize in marketing the story. These include spreading some stories on social media with sensationalizing captions and sending push notifications to our phones to convey urgency, as the Los Angeles Times did in the heat of a misinformation campaign by the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department to oppose an ultimately successful local effort to reduce the sheriff’s fraudulent contract with the City of West Hollywood:26

[image: A tweet from the “Los Angeles Times” reads, “After stealing 19,000 dollars worth of watches, suspects flee West Hollywood in a Rolls-Royce.” Below, a black rectangle features the “Los Angeles Times” logo in bold white text.]
News outlets and their marketing teams also make editorial decisions about which stories get sent to the news outlet’s other platforms such as its daily podcast, web show, and weekly roundup newsletter; which get the “Live Blog” treatment with multiple reporters assigned and automatic page refreshing for each new update every few minutes; which get promoted on social media, and which aspects of each story are pulled out for promotion through summarized captions that may be the only thing most people ever see; which get selected for crossover stories on the nightly TV news partnerships; and which stories are so important that they get day-after-day follow-up coverage, with new stories about what people are saying about the initial story.

In 2015, the New York Times created an eleven-person team to focus on push alerts. “We used to be standing on a hill and shouting messages at people,” the team leader said. “Now, by comparison, there’s a growing number of users who only engage with us when we send a push.”27 Think about the potential urgency if local news sent a push notification every time a police officer illegally stopped, searched, and arrested someone. Or a push notification for every illegal eviction in your neighborhood. Or a push notification for every toxic dumping of chemicals that threatens the water that our families drink. Or for every time a local polluter exceeded emissions rules for toxic gas near a kindergarten. Or every time a general committed a war crime. Our political priorities as news consumers might look different.

The threat suggested by volume is not isolated to formal “news.” Neighborhood news apps like NextDoor and the dystopian Citizen have tens of millions of users who receive push notifications about police-reported crime around them all the time, including phone alerts like “Man with gun reported near playground” and “Suspect seen heading west” and “Officers are in pursuit.”28 In this profit-driven culture of surveillance and dread, news organizations use push notifications about crime to compete for fear-based attention.

Whether made by news outlets or surveillance companies, decisions about what information to bombard the public with are not made based on an editorial analysis of which stories are most important for the well-being of our world.








3
Moral Panics and the Selective Curation of Anecdote



WHAT ARE the British people most concerned about today? Wages? Prices? Immigration? Pornography? People are talking about all these things. But the Sun believes there is another issue which has everyone deeply worried and angry: VIOLENCE IN OUR STREETS. . . .

Nothing could be more utterly against our way of life, based on a commonsense regard for law and order. . . . If punitive jail sentences help to stop the violence—and nothing else has done—then they will not only prove to be the only way. They will, regrettably, be the RIGHT way. And the judges will have the backing of the public.

-Editorial, The Sun, October 13, 19721



By manipulating the volume of stories at particular times, the news media creates a society-wide frenzy concerning particular kinds of behavior by particular groups of people. Scholars call them “moral panics.”

When a moral panic is created, it almost always leads to the expansion of government repression. That’s what happened during the “crime waves” reported by the press in Victorian England, and in more recent U.S. moral panics like the 1980s panic about “crack babies,” the 1990s panic about “super predators,” the 2021–23 panic about “retail theft,” and the ongoing multiyear panic about “fare evasion” by poor people on public transit.2 Moral panics can also be acute creations of a particular news moment, such as the fabricated “Summer of Violence” in Denver, in which violent crime went down but increase in media stories about juvenile crime in 1993 led to expansion in the incarceration of children;3 the viral “train theft” story; the scientifically debunked panic about police officers overdosing on fentanyl by touching or being near it;4 and the 2023 panic about “carjacking” in Washington, DC.

In each case, there were almost immediate policy responses that increased the budgets of punishment bureaucrats, passed more punitive laws, and diverted the system’s resources from other priorities. For example, the shoplifting panic led California state lawmakers to furnish $300 million more to police and prosecutors so they could punish retail theft more aggressively. A few months later, the California governor announced yet another measure, the “largest-ever single investment to combat organized retail theft,” adding another $267 million to fifty-five police agencies. Justifying the move, the governor said: “When shameless criminals walk out of stores with stolen goods, they’ll walk straight into jail cells.”5

Similarly, while news outlets were focused on the supposed crisis of shoplifting in New York City, prosecutions for building code violations for fire safety went down 98 percent, after which seventeen people died from a preventable fire in the Bronx.6 When the New York Times covered the fire, it didn’t mention a pattern of code violations. It didn’t mention the criminal law at all. The news didn’t connect the fire to systemic conditions, or even mention the identity of the landlord.7 It wasn’t the kind of crime about which the news foments moral panics.

So, how do moral panics happen?

The seminal work on moral panics is the 1978 study Policing the Crisis by a group of British scholars led by legendary Jamaican-British sociologist Stuart Hall.8 In the book, leading social theorists asked whether it could be possible “that a societal reaction to crime could precede the appearance of a pattern of crimes.”9 They dissected how the British police, courts, and news media manufactured panic about “mugging” that resulted in more punishment and prosecution of Black immigrant youth from former British colonies. Indeed, the concept and terminology of “mugging” as opposed to, say, “robbery” was created as part of the panic, even though there was no evidence that this ill-defined criminal activity was increasing. This is similar to the creation of the term “carjacking” in Detroit in the early 1990s. The book is profound, and I constantly recommend it to journalists.

During the 1960s and 1970s in England and the U.S., the news focused on Black people, poor people, and immigrants as the source of uncontrollable “crime waves.” Their stories were nearly identical to what we see today: media panic about “crime waves” and quotes from police, prosecutors, and judges about the need to roll back so-called reforms framed as too lenient. The rhetoric of current punishment bureaucrats and pundits echoes almost verbatim the opinions voiced by conservative white business and police groups of the 1970s, although now there is more of an effort, as I’ll discuss later, to portray such views as “progressive” and demanded by marginalized people themselves. In each case, minor tweaks in bureaucratic policy or marginal reforms that could not, as a matter of empirical reality, have a significant impact on society-wide violence are vehemently debated. The evidence of the root causes of interpersonal harm—like that marshaled by the Kerner Commission, which studied U.S. crime in 1968 and recommended massive social investment to reduce inequality—is ignored.11 And the cycle continues: moral panic is followed by calls for more police surveillance, militarization, higher budgets for prosecutors and prisons, and harsher sentencing. Because none of these things affect violence too much, the problems continue.

Another important account is Mark Fishman’s book Manufacturing the News. Fishman describes his first-hand account of how a newsroom can conjure a “crime wave” out of thin air. In 1976, reporters in New York suddenly started reporting on crimes by young Black and Brown suspects against older white victims in neighborhoods undergoing demographic transitions. A single reporter (later followed by many more) ignored statistics showing a decrease in crime against the elderly and wrote a story falsely suggesting that true anecdotes of individual incidents were part of a broader pattern. Like bad scientists cherry-picking hypothesis-confirming evidence, reporters then looked for stories to fit the pattern, and a special police unit happily provided them with a stream of fresh daily anecdotes.

Fishman noted that “each story on the elderly seen independently might not have merited attention. Seen together, however, all of them were made newsworthy by the perception of a common theme.” Local news broadcasts began with multiple stories about crimes against the elderly, provided by police. Fishman explained:


As journalists notice each other reporting the same news theme, it becomes established within a community of media organizations. Journalists who are not yet reporting a theme learn to use it by watching their competition. And when journalists who first report a theme see others beginning to use it, they feel their original news judgment is confirmed. Within the space of a week a crime theme can become so “hot,” so entrenched in a community of news organizations, that even journalists skeptical of the crime wave cannot ignore reporting each new incident that comes along. Crime waves have a life of their own.12



As with moral panics generally, the reactionary backlash in Fishman’s example was swift. The mayor denounced the juvenile punishment system as too lenient and increased funding for a specialized NYPD force called the Senior Citizens Robbery Unit. State legislators introduced bills to increase incarceration of children, and national polls showed widespread anger and fear about juveniles targeting the elderly. Fishman, who happened to be embedded in a newsroom as part of a different project, began seeing that “the entire news production process was creating the crime wave it was reporting.” Even though many journalists privately had doubts about the existence of the trend, “no one could resist reporting it.” So, how did the panic finally end? According to Fishman:


The police policy of closely monitoring and reporting crimes against the elderly was only designed for a three-month period. About the time that the special monitoring stopped, coverage died down and the crime wave was over.




How to Tell a Lie with the Truth

The false story—about a new wave of crimes against the elderly by non-white youth for a few months in 1976—was made up of true anecdotes about individual incidents. It was the categorization and presentation of these true events into themes with particular causes and effects that distorted reality. It would be like making Michael Jordan appear to be a bad basketball player by compiling a highlight reel that consists entirely of every missed shot in his career. The selective curation of anecdote is an essential mechanism of copaganda.

Imagine two scenarios. A city had ten thousand shoplifting incidents in 2023, down from fifteen thousand shoplifting incidents in 2022. But in 2023, a local news outlet ran a story every day about a different shoplifting incident, while in 2022, the news ran only fifteen stories all year on shoplifting incidents. In which city do you think the public is more likely to believe shoplifting is a greater problem, even a crisis? In the city with more shoplifting, or the city with twenty-five times more stories about shoplifting?

A few examples illustrate the point. First, after months of crime coverage that downplayed overall decreases in police-reported crime but spotlighted short-term increases in murder in 2021, the New York Times pulled the old switcheroo when murders started to go down in 2022.13 Now, according to the paper, it was time to start worrying about “property offenses.”14

[image: A newsletter header titled “The Morning” features the headline “A Shift in Crime.” Below, the text reads, “Murders are declining, but other crimes are still disrupting American life.”]
It is pervasive in local journalism to lead with whatever police-reported crime statistic happens to be up and to ignore or downplay other statistics that are down, or to publish news stories when police-reported crime is up but not when it is down, or to select particular time periods within which to suggest a trend when choosing a slightly longer or shorter period could reflect a different trend. For example, a North Carolina headline stated: “Police in Charlotte Investigating 13 Homicides So Far This Month, Making October Deadliest Month This Year.” What fact is left out? Murders in Charlotte were down 14 percent overall that year.15

By cherry-picking anecdotes—indeed, even by using isolated individual pieces of data as misleading anecdotes—news reports can distort our interpretation of the world. Using a similar process, they can also distort our understanding of what other people—particularly people with whom we don’t interact—think about the world. Because one can find anyone to say essentially anything, reporters have leeway to select which “true” views of “ordinary people” to share and which to ignore. For example, amid news emphasis on a “crime wave” and as the governor of California was vetoing a popular bill named after Nelson Mandela to limit solitary confinement in California prisons, a news outlet influential with state officials, CalMatters, published a story in which the reporter managed to find one “former inmate” who “spent decades alone in 8-by-10 cells” and was opposed to the Mandela bill. The reporter granted the person anonymity to tell the public why “eliminating solitary confinement is a bad idea.”16 The anonymous person happened to mirror prison guard union talking points, omitted overwhelming evidence of pervasive abuse and ineffectiveness of solitary confinement tactics, and questioned the global scientific consesus that solitary confinement hurts people’s health. The person suggested solitary confinement was a necessary evil because “they have to have bad places for bad people.”

Because this person was anonymous, we don’t know whether they had connections to unions or lobbyists or how the reporter got connected with them. But the person’s views were used to distort public perception of how incarcerated people feel about long-term solitary confinement. None of the thousands of incarcerated people who hold opposing views were quoted. None of their families who organized for the legislation—and who convinced the California legislature to pass such a law—were quoted. Evidently, “true” voices matter only if they support punishment. The anonymous person was quoted to give people a reason to feel okay with an outcome that should engender outrage: a Democratic governor in a liberal state vetoing a bill that would place some limits on a practice the United Nations defines as “torture.”17

Finding the aberrational individual who may truthfully support the oppression to which the rest of their marginalized group is subjected is a staple of news reporting during moral panics. There is no more effective voice to validate how powerful people shape and respond to a moral panic.

One of my favorite examples comes from Copaganda Hall of Famer Martin Kaste, who for some reason National Public Radio still permits to cover the police.18 (I awarded Kaste this honor in absentia during a private ceremony attended by two cats and my research assistants in my basement.) In 2022, Kaste published an article and widely disseminated radio piece about a rise in shootings and murders during the pandemic.19 Murders were down nationally in 2022 when he published the stories, but they had increased in 2020 and 2021.20 As with much of Kaste’s police reporting, the article is a buffet for the copaganda gourmand.

Under the bolded heading “Less Risk of Getting Caught,” Kaste asserts that there is now “less risk of getting caught” for shooting someone in the United States. The support for that assertion was an ordinary person in Seattle:


Anthony Branch, 26, got into trouble for carrying a gun when he was a teen. Watching the gun culture in his neighborhood, he thinks more minors and felons are carrying guns illegally now for one simple reason: “Defund the police,” as he puts it.



Kaste reports as national news—without context or skepticism—a single person blaming “defund the police” for more shootings. Without presenting any contrary views, NPR delivers Branch’s views, accurately conveyed though they may be, as implicitly representative of other people who’ve been prosecuted and incarcerated and who live in poor neighborhoods.

In fact, police budgets were (and are) at all-time highs nationally. And a review of hundreds of police budgets showed that they received the same share of overall city budgets in 2021 as in 2019.21 So, the police were not defunded after the 2020 George Floyd protests. Their budgets have increased overall each year, including the year George Floyd was murdered.22 Thus, reduced police budgets could not have led to it being easier to get away with shooting someone in 2021 than 2019. The article’s thesis is impossible.

Knowing this national causal connection is unsupported, Kaste nonetheless boosts the claim by immediately noting that Seattle has “lost hundreds of officers after the protests that followed the 2020 murder of George Floyd.” But even in Seattle, which was an outlier in slightly reducing its police budget by about 10 percent, the reduction didn’t affect relevant police operations, and police executives themselves in internal memos identified non-essential duties that armed officers could cut without affecting enforcement of violent crime (such as parking meter ticketing). Indeed, as the local NPR station reported, debunking the “myth” that Seattle police were defunded, “not a single sworn officer has lost their job or pay due to budget constraints.”23

Even if we ignore that the NPR piece purported to draw national lessons and if we focus only on Seattle, there is no evidence that the kind of small reduction to unrelated categories in Seattle’s police budget in 2021 could have led to widespread changes in murder. Most damning to Kaste’s thesis, though, is that murders decreased in Seattle in 2021 even though the police budget decreased, which undermines the article’s thesis.24 Indeed, the police budget was larger in 2020 when murder increased the most. No person with a contrary view is quoted, nor is anyone included to explain the actual empirical evidence.

In both the CalMatters and NPR examples, I do not doubt that sources gave these quotes to the reporter. But by selectively choosing which people’s views to represent and which people’s views to exclude, the news can distort our perceptions. This is one of the pernicious functions of NPR here: to give liberal news consumers intellectual permission to support more funding for more police because, although it is baselessly connected to less murder, even marginalized people targeted by police supposedly want it.

This is how the curation of true anecdotes leads to false interpretations of the world. How the biased dissemination of real facts is the essence of the best propaganda. As French philosopher, sociologist, theologian, and World War II resistance hero Jacques Ellul explained in his landmark 1962 study of propaganda:


For a long time, propagandists have recognized that lying must be avoided. . . . It seems that in propaganda we must make a radical distinction between a fact on the one hand and intentions or interpretations on the other. . . . The truth that pays off is in the realm of facts. The necessary falsehoods, which also pay off, are in the realm of intentions and interpretations. This is a fundamental rule for propaganda analysis.25





The Most Panicked Are the Most “Informed”

I have a lot of conversations with people from different backgrounds about crime. Many of my conversations are with my clients, community organizers we work with, public defenders, and survivors of violence. But I also have conversations with elites who are positioned to shape how the punishment bureaucracy functions, including journalists, lawyers, judges, prosecutors, politicians, philanthropists, researchers, lobbyists, nonprofit employees, and professors.

One of many notable things from these conversations is how focused many privileged people are, at any given moment, on their belief that there is a “crime wave.” They are routinely in a state of panic about some crime or another—specifically, the narrow range of crimes for which police arrest mostly poor people—and they are often the people who consume the most daily news. Staying “informed” is part of their identity.

The reasons for panic are so self-evident to these plugged-in news consumers that they cannot fathom that the news is being organized into misleading themes for them, or that, at any given moment with enough resources, a sophisticated propagandist could make them believe that some other set of criminal events in the world (which are always happening and number in the millions) was also an urgent trend. It happened to be train thefts, but it could have been toxic train derailments due to corporate cost-cutting. They think each panic is real—not just in the sense that it describes true events, but that it describes a trend that is unique (i.e., that something different is happening now with respect to this crime as compared with before and as compared with other crimes) and important (i.e., that paying attention to it is a vital part of being—and being seen as—an engaged, caring person in our society).

I have noticed two themes in these conversations. First, the subjective view that there is a “crime wave” is accompanied by a contrary-to-the-evidence assertion, confidently made, that tweaking some kind of policy within the punishment bureaucracy will address the problem. These news super-consumers are particularly susceptible to connections the news media makes, without evidence, between a moral panic and something like bail reform, defunding police, lower prison sentences, or slightly different prosecutorial charging policies.

Offering such policy tweaks to remedy allegedly huge shifts in “crime” is reminiscent of the petrochemical industry pushing plastic recycling for decades as a solution to its prodigious global pollution, even though it knew that almost no plastic is recycled, that trillions of pieces of plastic will spew into the environment each year, and that the only way to stop it would be to reduce needless production of plastic.26 In many areas of public life, many proposed solutions serve the same interests that create the problem. Tweaks in punishment policy do nothing to remedy the root causes of criminal violence and pervasive “non-criminal” violence: inequality; poverty; trauma; lack of access to care, housing, early childhood education, and community programs; toxic masculinity; the number of guns manufactured; demographic shifts; lack of resources for restorative conflict resolution; and the general alienation and disconnection of people in contemporary society. But manufactured “panic” creates an environment in which anyone talking about “long-term” solutions is dismissed as unserious, even uncaring, about imminent harm.

Second, professional-class news consumers rarely feel personally threatened by crimes like wage theft, foreclosure fraud, tax evasion, building safety code violations, pollution, prison guard brutality, illegal police spying, political corruption, sexual assault of incarcerated people, or other widespread crimes that cause objectively greater degrees of harm in terms of physical bodily injury and illness, financial loss, decreased well-being, and death. They obsess about some crimes committed by some people some of the time, and this obsession is usually not correlated with a rational assessment of overall threat.

Professional-class news consumers regularly accuse any skeptic of the moral panic du jour of being an “elitist” who is “out of touch” with the most marginalized communities. I have been accused more than once by reporters at major corporate news outlets of disrespecting vulnerable people because I question the overall messages embedded in the latest crime headlines. This is a vital part of moral panics: you are treated as an obtuse, unfeeling person if you do not swim in the “irresistible sociological current,” to use Ellul’s phrase.

The role that the far right plays in this area is obvious, but it’s important to highlight the role of liberal and establishment pundits in creating moral panics, in claiming that the government must meet “out of control” crime with more repression, and in maligning the critics of repression as elitist cranks who lack compassion for the vulnerable.27 This view ignores the possibility that someone can care deeply about violence or marginalized communities and be skeptical about the moral panics that have historically been used to expand police, prosecution, and prisons.

We can hold these two views simultaneously because the evidence shows that the frenzied curation of crime anecdotes makes the public dizzyingly uninformed and, therefore, less capable of addressing the root causes of interpersonal harm. As Gallup polls—such as the one following—document, people consistently believe that crime is rising.28

Every year for the two decades preceding the publication of this book, most people believed crime was up from the year before. But, in that multi-decade period, property, violent, and total police-recorded crime went down the vast majority of years. So, most people believed something that was untrue. Moreover, the polls reveal something else interesting: people’s perceptions of crime are different when asked about their own neighborhoods. For example, according to Gallup’s Crime survey released in 2023, 63 percent of Americans said that “the crime problem” was “extremely or very serious.” However, only 17 percent of people said that “the crime problem” was “extremely or very serious” in their own local area.29 This reveals a pervasive effect of news media copaganda: people’s perceptions are more accurate and less fearful the more they are based on their own experience and the less they are mediated through the mass media’s coverage decisions. Another wrinkle is that people’s perceptions of crime are significantly affected by their political party, and whether the party they oppose is in power, as demonstrated in the following graphic.

[image: A table titled “Is there more crime in the U.S. than there was a year ago, or less?” presents survey data from 2009 to 2022. Two columns show the percentage of respondents answering “More crime” and “Less crime.” Highlights include: 2022 (Oct 3-20): 78 percent more, 13 percent less. 2021 (Oct 1-19): 74 percent more, 17 percent less. 2019 (Oct 1-13): 64 percent more, 24 percent less. 2010 (Oct 7-10): 66 percent more, 17 percent less. The percentage of “More” fluctuates but peaks in 2020 and 2022.]
It is remarkable that professional-class news consumers feel so confident about their erroneous and highly manipulated perceptions about crime. The introduction to the English translation of Ellul’s Propaganda explains that professional-class “intellectuals” are


virtually the most vulnerable of all to modern propaganda, for three reasons: (1) they absorb the largest amount of secondhand, unverifiable information; (2) they feel a compelling need to have an opinion on every important question of our time, and thus easily succumb to opinions offered to them by propaganda on all such indigestible pieces of information; (3) they consider themselves capable of “judging for themselves.” They literally need propaganda.30



[image: A line graph titled “Partisans’ Perceptions of National Crime, 1989-2022” compares perceptions of increased crime by Republicans, Independents, and Democrats. The y-axis represents the percentage of respondents saying “More crime,” ranging from 0 to 100 percent. The x-axis spans years from 1989 to 2022, with presidential administrations marked. Republicans peaked at 93 percent in the early 1990s and 95 percent in 2022. Independents and Democrats show lower peaks, reaching 74 percent and 61 percent respectively in 2022. Overall, Republican perceptions of more crime consistently exceed those of Independents and Democrats. Republicans also perceive more crime relative to Democrats and independents when a Democrat is president, and less crime when a Republican is president. Source: Gallup.]
More than sixty years later, this remains one of the most prescient observations about copaganda.







4
Policing Public Relations



Liberal democracies in the West were generally run for the benefit of the top, say, 20 percent of the wealth and income distribution. The trick . . . to keeping this scheme running smoothly has been to convince, especially at election time, the next 30 to 35 percent of the income distribution to fear the poorest half more than they envy the richest 20 percent.

-James C. Scott1



On the day Chicago police murdered Laquan McDonald, a seventeen-year-old Black teenager, in 2014, Chicago cops had six full-time public relations employees. As the city fought in court to keep evidence of the child’s murder secret and then later to control the uproar when a judge ordered it to release a video of the shooting, Chicago increased its police budget to pay for twenty-five full-time public relations positions. As of early 2023, Chicago cops had forty-eight full-time positions devoted to manipulating public information. The 2024 budget funded fifty-five.2

Chicago is not alone. Cities across the country spend enormous amounts on police PR, and even elected officials are often kept in the dark about it. In 2022, for example, I was asked to testify at a San Francisco Board of Supervisors hearing because something weird was happening: the elected leaders of San Francisco were struggling to find out from secretive police officials exactly how much money they spent on PR.3

In most cities, there is little information about such funding, including for elected officials who supposedly oversee police budgets. After the 2020 racial justice protests, a Los Angeles Times investigation found that the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department alone had forty-two full-time employees dedicated to shaping public information. The LAPD had another twenty-five full-time PR employees. Some of them made more than $200,000 a year. That’s sixty-seven cops doing public relations manipulation across just two departments in one county—and Los Angeles has almost fifty other municipal and state police forces that don’t report this information and that weren’t included in the Times’s investigation.4 A similar 2024 investigation in New York City uncovered at least eighty-six full-time employees in the NYPD public relations department, which doubled in size from 2022 to 2024 and includes many officers making tens of thousands of dollars in overtime pay.5


Police PR Is Bigger Than You Think

Just before my testimony in San Francisco, newly uncovered documents showed that the SFPD had nine full-time employee positions dedicated to “strategic communications” and “media relations.” These cops were “supplemented” by an undisclosed number of non-full-time cops who do PR work for the department but not as their primary job. Then, in a bombshell revelation, previously unreleased documents showed that SFPD employs a “full-time videographer” to make videos glorifying SFPD at a public cost of $120,941. Moreover, it was uncovered that the SFPD was quietly trying to get funding to hire a second videographer. Police employing video propagandists has become more common after the murder of George Floyd. For example, when a criminal gang of sheriff deputies was accused of murdering people and extorting other police officers, the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department used public money to rehabilitate their image with a Star Wars–themed promotional video that included droids, lasers, and military weapons.6

As the San Francisco hearings went on, the revelations kept coming. One document revealed that a sergeant had ordered that “all members of the Media Relations team should closely monitor social media for posts, video, etc. related to the [killing].” The board also learned that the SFPD has another secretive unit called the “Community Engagement Division,” which works closely to “plan messaging priorities.” Among other things, the unit does focus-group style “surveys” to help the police department manipulate public opinion. It also manages potential public outrage through strategic intervention with families of people killed by cops. To help prevent incidents from going viral, police try to get to these families as soon as possible to influence their reactions.


[image: A tweet from L A County Sheriffs (at L A S D H Q) reads, “Wishing everyone a Happy Star Wars Day and May The Fourth Be With You.” Below is a video frame with the text, “A short time ago in a hangar not so far away…” The timestamp is 0:02 of a 30 second video. The tweet is dated May 4, 2022, at 12:05 P M.]
[image: A tweet from L A County Sheriffs (at L A S D H Q) reads, “Wishing everyone a Happy Star Wars Day and May The Fourth Be With You.” Below is a video frame showing a B B-8 droid emitting a bright jet of light inside a hangar near a helicopter. The timestamp is 0:10 of a 30-second video. The tweet is dated May 4, 2022, at 12:05 P M.]

[image: A tweet from L A County Sheriffs (at L A S D H Q) reads, “Wishing everyone a Happy Star Wars Day and May The Fourth Be With You.” Below is a video frame showing a helicopter with “Sheriff” on its underside flying through a bright sky. The timestamp is 0:20 of a 30-second video. The tweet is dated May 4, 2022, at 12:05 P M.]
[image: A tweet from L A County Sheriffs (at L A S D H Q) reads, “Wishing everyone a Happy Star Wars Day and May The Fourth Be With You.” Below is a video frame featuring the text “MAY THE FOURTH BE WITH YOU” against a starry background. The timestamp is 0:25 of a 30-second video. The tweet is dated May 4, 2022, at 12:05 P M.]
Police PR budgets do not include the cash spent on branding, logos, slogans designed and printed on cop cars, swag, gear, and public events. Think of how every police car in your city is emblazoned with a slogan like “Courtesy, Professionalism, Respect.” Do an internet search for specialty police cars glorifying the commitment of police to solidarity with various groups that they have disproportionately targeted with violence, such as LGBTQ people and those with autism. You’ll find a wide range of rainbow-painted cop cars in city after city.7

In Chicago and hundreds of other cities, police PR units also invite the media to activities like basketball tournaments for kids or food giveaways for poor families. Chicago police PR officials even produced a video showing armed Chicago cops giving away food in neighborhoods most harmed by the city’s economic, environmental, and policing policies.8

Official PR expenditures, to the extent they are ever publicly available, significantly undercount the time and money devoted to the PR operations of the approximately 18,000 local, state, and federal police agencies in the U.S. For example, they do not count the separate public relations staff and consultants used by prosecutors.9 Police in most cities also coordinate with PR staff in mayors’ offices. In a particularly silly case, for example, staff of Mayor London Breed in San Francisco collaborated with cops to stage a press conference in front of Louis Vuitton because, a trove of police text messages argued, “that’s the visual for where the rule of law needs to make its stand” against the retail theft panic.10

The few attempts that have been made to quantify police public relations did not count similar programs run by police unions using dues funded by public money. Most major police unions have their own independent public relations teams and strategies, and they are supplemented by a network of multi-million-dollar private police foundations, non-profits, and political action committees that use a vast operation of publicly subsidized funding and professional relationships to affect news coverage.11 Finally, there is an industry of for-profit media consulting firms that cater to police departments for damage control after police kill people.12

Compare these enormous operations with most public agencies, which have either minuscule or no public relations teams at all. Police are secretive about this vast ecosystem because they want news coverage to appear spontaneous and not carefully cultivated.



Cultivating Friends in the News

In 2021, a national investigative journalist did a story debunking claims spread by a local TV news reporter to carjacking victims—telling them, wrongly, that charges had been dropped against the perpetrators by the progressive DA—based on false information that San Francisco police fed the reporter. In the aftermath, text messages were uncovered between the director of the SFPD propaganda unit, Matt Dorsey, and the reporter. In the exchange, Dorsey told the reporter, “Thank God for you.” The reporter then asked for cops to “protect” her. Dorsey responded that she had “a lot of fans” in “our department.” He ended: “Keep up the great work.” At the time, this director of the PR unit cost San Francisco $289,423 annually. And after this scandal, the mayor appointed him to fill a vacant spot on the Board of Supervisors, which controls the police budget.13

This image from police department files uncovered by San Francisco elected officials in the budget hearings captures the collaborative relationship between the police and media, with a police officer smiling on either side of two local TV news anchors seated at their studio desk:

[image: Two police officers stand smiling on either side of two local T V news anchors seated at a studio desk. The desk holds two tablets, and a cityscape with a bridge appears in the background.]
Photos of reporters smiling with police is one of my favorite sub-genres of copaganda. I’ve covered the bathroom of the Copaganda Hall of Fame with photos from various cities, and I created a visual poem in three stanzas, which I’ll reproduce on the following page, showing reporters in New Orleans coordinating blue outfits to show their “love” and “support” for police along with special blue heart emojis on social media.14

To see how this web of relationships operates, let’s look at what happened in Seattle after the 2020 protests against police violence. Seattle police conducted internal surveys of police commanders and determined that the police themselves thought that at least twelve of their service functions would be better handled by unarmed civilian employees instead of police—things including crisis intervention and homelessness outreach. These functions amounted to a huge percentage of police time, and an internal assessment concluded that “up to 45% of SPD patrol service hours do not require an officer.” But the department’s public-facing narrative was almost the opposite of its internal assessment. An investigative journalist unearthed a trove of emails that explained why: “Top-level communications and strategy staff within the department privately ridicul[ed] the idea of civilianizing certain police functions, all while working to clandestinely reshape the public conversation around police reform.”15


[image: A tweet by Sheba Turk (at ShebaTurk) reads, “The W W L T V morning crew wearing blue for Go Blue NOLA today to support the the New Orleans Police Department (at N O P D News).” Below is an image of four news anchors standing together, smiling, and dressed in blue attire in a studio setting.]
[image: A tweet by Sheba Turk (at ShebaTurk) reads, “(Heart emoticons) We love you guys! Thanks for all you do to keep our community safe.” Below, a reply from the New Orleans Police Department (at N O P D News) says, “Love it! Followed by emoticons, Go Blue Nola” in a highlighted box.]
[image: A tweet by the New Orleans Police Department (at N O P D News) reads, “Love it! Followed by emoticons, Go Blue Nola,” accompanied by the N O P D logo featuring a star and the department’s name in bold.]
In addition to producing misleading social media, the Seattle Police Department’s chief strategy officer used textbook copaganda tactics. For example, he provided research assistance to a former cop and current deputy mayor to write an op-ed opposing the changes endorsed by the department’s own private internal surveys. A local journalist found that the chief strategy officer also appeared to ghostwrite a first draft of another op-ed for a Harvard scholar and business consultant named Antonio Oftelie, who later published the piece under his own name during the 2020 uprisings.16

According to internal emails, the chief strategy officer shared the draft op-ed ostensibly by the Harvard scholar with several police staff, saying, “Do you two want to play around with this a little and then I will send to Antonio.” Upon seeing the Seattle police edits, the scholar responded: “Wow! This is fantastic at first read through. I’d like to work for you when you run for Governor! I’ll dig into this soon and get back to you. Stay strong . . .”

At that point, the team reached out to the police department’s “director of strategic communications,” to find the best outlet to run the op-ed: “I like this a lot—how do we help him [Oftelie] get it placed. Times would be ideal.” Neither Oftelie nor the news outlet disclosed the Seattle police official’s role in the published piece. A month later, with additional behind-the-scenes help from police, Oftelie was appointed to oversee the Seattle Police Department as the federal court monitor in charge of the civil rights consent decree against it.

I have seen firsthand this dynamic play out in city after city in which our civil rights work takes us. There is a complex, and often hidden, web of relationships—funded by public money—that manufactures and places police propaganda in the news. The result is “strategic” messaging laundered for public consumption—either as objective stories or opinion pieces by seemingly neutral observers compelled to share their expertise with the public out of a yearning for a better world and nothing more. If you’re an amateur, professional, or aspiring journalist in any city in the U.S., a good next story for you would be to dig into the budget and number of employees that your local police department devotes to all forms of public relations. There’s a reason they try to hide it.



The Reality of News Production

I was contacted in 2022 by several national TV news producers and an anchor for a local television station who read my copaganda newsletter. I learned a lot from conversations with them. Local television producers face pressure to fill twenty to twenty-four minutes of programming several times per day for each thirty-minute newscast. Depending on the station, this can include a morning show, a dinner-time show, and multiple late-evening shows. Mid-market news stations often produce even more content than that each day. National network and cable news producers face a different kind of crunch with different levels of resources, but some of the pressures operate in similar ways with respect to their coverage of public safety. One of the chief functions of the thousands of public relations employees in police departments and prosecutor offices across the U.S. is to provide content for news outlets desperate for stories to fill their shows in real time.

It is not just a matter of having a budget that enables police to pitch dozens of stories to news outlets about police saving baby ducklings—amazingly, “police-duckling” stories happen a lot and someone has even counted them.17 It is deeper. Police PR employees do not just call reporters and tell them about a story. They build long-term relationships of mutual benefit. When police PR teams prepare stories for the media, they often contain video, audio, screenshots of documents, charts, and other easy visuals that require less work for the journalists. Police and prosecutors pay spokespeople to be briefed and prepared for soundbite interviews, or otherwise make available employees who are prepared to be on camera, give quotes, or spend time with the reporter “on background” to shape the reporter’s understanding of the story. They also suggest “experts” they have vetted and connect reporters to those experts.

I talk “on background” with dozens of reporters every month, trying to provide accurate information about public safety and the punishment bureaucracy, so I know how time-consuming it is to provide context to reporters who are not specialists in criminal law. The amount of time and public money spent by police to do this with thousands of journalists across thousands of cities and counties every day shapes how our society sees the world. Police PR units literally produce content for the news, in a format that allows reporters, editors, and producers to exert as little work as possible. The replication and replacement by police PR officials of traditional journalist functions is particularly important given the prolonged and steep decline in the number of reporters and budgets in local newsrooms.18 Busy reporters, including those who aren’t necessarily punishment bureaucracy zealots, thus fall into place, generating daily streams of copaganda because it is the path of least resistance.



The Police PR Ecosystem

Police public relations has another function: creating an ecosystem of validation. On top of their message testing, focus groups, and cultivated relationships with reporters, police PR teams build relationships with ideological allies in academic institutions and opinion punditry. They build lists of experts, selectively provide them data, fund and cherry-pick research, and spend time working with researchers on talking points for journalists with whom they help the experts connect. These police officials—and their coordinated surrogates—routinely have calls with editorial boards and opinion columnists, who rarely seek public safety experts outside such networks. One of my favorite questions to ask journalists and pundits is who they have spoken to about a story and how they were put in touch with them.

A trove of emails obtained by community organizers at the Stop LAPD Spying Coalition in 2021 documents the way that the public comments of academic “experts” are often drafted, revised, and coordinated with police, and then the “experts” are either directly offered or indirectly suggested to reporters as independent validators of the police perspective.19 Over time, this process becomes more and more informal in a local ecosystem, with reporters coming to build their own relationships with experts originally introduced to them by police.

What develops is a sort of groupthink, and reporters and news organizations end up being exposed to only a small slice of opinion from a narrow social group with particular interests. Many of them come to view contrary perspectives as unserious because no one in their bubble shares them.

Your local government is spending a lot of money building an ecosystem of “conventional wisdom” that legitimizes the punishment bureaucracy as the primary solution to myriad social problems. The content of daily news would be different if the bureaucrats who test lead levels in water or who inspect safety code violations or who teach children had the same PR budgets and connections to shape the conventional wisdom about a concept like “safety.” Shifting public resources from police PR to other government agencies that care for people would change whether and how the public thinks about the issues these other agencies address and could demonstrate the role that institutions other than the punishment bureaucracy play in improving community well-being.20 So, pay attention to police PR budgets.







5
Whose Perspective? How Sources Shape the News



Thanks to the mass media, the individual finds himself outside the battle. . . . Freedom to express ideas is no longer at stake in the debate. . . . What we have is master and domination by the State or by some powerful groups over the whole of the technical media of opinion formation. . . . The individual has no access to them. . . . He is no longer a participant in this battle for the free expression of ideas: he is the stake. What matters for him is which voice he will be permitted to hear, and which words will have the power to obsess him.

-Jean Rivero1



Few of the things we see in the news are events we experience firsthand, or things we know a lot about. We rely on the sources presented to us to make sense of the world. Whose voices are included in the news to explain things to us and whose voices are ignored?

There’s a bustling world underneath the stories that we see. In crime coverage, many reporters rely on repeat sources to decide which events to report, describe what happened, choose which facts to include or exclude, explain why it matters, and suggest what can be done about it.

In December 2021, a CBS Los Angeles story warned tourists not to come to LA because “rampant crime continues,” evoking the dystopia of the film The Purge. Despite LA’s reported crime being near historic lows, the article was titled “ ‘We Can’t Guarantee Your Safety’: Head of LAPD’s Police Officers’ Union Warns Tourists Away.” The sources included in the article were:


	The police union president (who had shot six people; he was quoted twice)


	A woman who moved to LA six months ago


	A police chief (quoted three times)


	An anonymous tourist


	Unidentified “people out in Hollywood”


	A press release from the district attorney2




Here are the sources in a similar 2022 New York Times article about a short-term rise in shootings and “perceptions” of safety. No source mentions the concepts of poverty, inequality, medical care, housing, education, or the prevalence of guns:


	The NYPD police commissioner (quoted three times)


	A professor who is a member of the New York State Probation Commission (twice)


	“The police department” (twice)


	Anonymous police “officials”


	The chief of detectives3




And in a different Los Angeles Times article on the theft of a luxury watch:


	“Sheriff’s Department said in a statement”


	“The Sheriff’s statement”


	“Authorities said”4




Remember the train theft articles? Here are the sources in the main New York Times story:


	“The authorities”


	An LAPD captain


	“The police”


	The LAPD captain (twice more)


	Union Pacific Railroad (four times)


	UPS and FedEx (added to the article later)


	“A spokeswoman for the Association of American Railroads”


	The LAPD captain (again)


	An assistant professor of marketing at the Fowler College of Business (twice)


	Union Pacific Railroad (twice more)


	A spokesman for the district attorney


	The LAPD captain (four more times)5




What do these stories have in common? They select punishment bureaucrats and corporate representatives to tell us what is happening in the world that is supposedly relevant to our safety, why those things are happening, what and whom we should be afraid of, and what we can do about it. These people share certain characteristics, including that they are invested in emphasizing certain social harms over others and in advocating government surveillance and individualized punishment as a solution to those social harms.

In article after article, hundreds of times a month and tens of thousands of times during our adult lives, we are bombarded with a curated selection of facts about the world that depends on who is telling us the story. In ways large and small, this deluge makes us think more like the people we are exposed to.

Who tells the story often determines what is considered a problem, which problems are surfaced, how problems are characterized, and which solutions are proposed. For example, a story told by sources who are special education teachers about kids fighting at school will be different from the same story told by sources who are cops. The story of drug addiction will be different when told by public health sources than by prosecutor sources.

A good illustration is the story told about the 2020 police killing of Breonna Taylor during an illegal home raid. The story of how and why police killed her as told by community members opposing gentrification and scholars of urban planning highlighted that Louisville was using increased policing in her neighborhood to support a lucrative real estate development project. The same story was told differently by police, who emphasized the supposed urgency of fighting the drug war with a no-knock warrant.6

Punishment bureaucrats also have professional and financial stakes in sustaining the punishment bureaucracy. They have a long history of manipulating crime statistics, lying, hiding the truth, making misleading claims based on true anecdotes, and covering up violence and corruption.7 Because most stories about crime and public safety are sourced from the punishment bureaucracy, they tend to narrow our conception of safety, generate feelings of fear, sustain the illusion that the punishment bureaucracy provides safety, and minimize the violent and ineffective nature of the punishment bureaucracy. The ultimate effect is to persuade news consumers—not just rationally, but emotionally—that systems of social control need more power and resources or else we will never feel safe. The dominance of these voices distracts people from thinking about other approaches and investments that would better address the root causes of harm.


A Reader’s Guide to Sources

When you see a news story about public safety, look at the sources reporters have chosen to tell the story. Ask yourself some questions:


	Whose voices are included?


	Who benefits from this point of view being presented as news?


	What harms to which people in which places at which times do the sources emphasize?


	Was anyone with a viewpoint critical of the punishment bureaucracy included? If included, where in the article were views challenging the narrative put forward by punishment bureaucrats placed? Whose voices were prioritized?


	How did the reporter choose which voices to quote and which to ignore?


	How might this source have gotten to the reporter?


	Which sources were granted anonymity and why?


	Did the reporter include skepticism for claims made by punishment bureaucrats, or note whether the source has a history of dishonesty or conflicts of interest? Did the reporter include skepticism for claims made by any critics of the punishment bureaucracy?


	How, if at all, would this story have been told by different groups of sources with different perspectives?


	What role do the ownership, consolidation, and business models of media companies play in determining which sources with what views are presented?






How “Expert” Sources Shape News

Journalists need to explain complex concepts by offering context and background, and one way they do this is by using sources who are “experts.” There’s nothing wrong with using experts; all of us, including reporters, lack the time or ability to master every issue that affects our lives. So, it’s helpful to turn to people who have accumulated knowledge through study and experience. But the selection of experts can also be a tool for manipulation, and the news media’s curation of experts exhibits patterns that promote the interests of the punishment bureaucracy.

A few examples from the New York Times illustrate these patterns. In September 2021, the paper published an article on an increase in the national murder rate.8 The article put forward several unfounded hypotheses about the short-term rise in homicides, which occurred at the same time as a decline in overall major police-recorded crime. According to the Times, among the reasons for the rise in murders were racial justice protests:


The protests that erupted after the police killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis were also an important factor, in 2020, although experts differ about why. Some argue that the police, under intense scrutiny and demoralized, pulled back from some aspects of crime prevention. Others put the emphasis on the public, suggesting that diminished respect for the police prompted more people to try to take the law into their own hands.



There is no meaningful evidence to support the idea that racial justice protests were “an important factor” in increased murder in 2020. So, how can a newspaper assert something when it lacks actual evidence? Experts. According to the paper, “experts” have a consensus that “protests” increased murder, and the only thing “experts” dispute is whether it is because police “pulled back” or because the public had “diminished respect for the police.” Notice a common copaganda tactic: asserting without evidence that a controversial opinion is uncontested, and subtly shifting the terrain of focus for readers to debating the reasons for the supposedly uncontested opinion. The message is: “No reasonable person disputes that racial justice protests cause murder; the only question among experts is why.”

As to the “why,” no evidence is provided—indeed, none exists—to support the notion that police were “pulling back” anywhere; that such “pullbacks” correlated with differences in murder in different places; that such changes in police behavior, even if they did occur, could affect society-wide murder rates; or that the “pullbacks” would have reverse effects on murder versus all other forms of violent crime, which decreased. Moreover, no evidence is offered to support the idea that “diminished respect” for police led more people to “take the law into their own hands” or that such a development would increase murder while reducing all other violence. And yet, this unexplained speculation is the entire universe of hypotheses offered by the reporter. He presented none of the many experts who had other opinions.

In the critical moment when the supposed consensus blaming racial justice protests for murder is introduced to readers, notice that the names of the “experts” are not revealed. It’s impossible to evaluate the biases in or bases for their opinions without knowing who the experts are, why they believe the things they are saying, and what evidence supports them. Moreover, if the opinion is later proven wrong, it’s impossible to hold anyone accountable for it or prevent them from being quoted anonymously again for millions of readers to consume. This is a recurring feature of expert anonymity—and a reason so many people who are so wrong so much of the time keep getting the platform to do it again.

The only expert named for the claim that police “pulled back” is Peter N. Winograd, a retired law professor and consultant for the Albuquerque Police Department, which between 2015 to 2021 had one of the highest per-capita rates of police shooting people dead in the country, six times that of NYPD.9 Winograd is no newcomer to misinformation. He had previously argued that reductions in local jail populations (for example by detaining fewer people who cannot pay cash bail) caused more crime, a debunked claim.10 Despite this track record, he is offered as an expert in a national news story. Without evidence, Winograd contends that police are “legitimately worried about being backed up by their superiors,” which contributes to “low morale among police [and] the fact that the police are being less proactive,” which in turn may be causing a rise in homicides across the United States.

Winograd provides no definition for or metric of “low morale” and no evidence of that supposed phenomenon. No proof is presented that “less proactive” policing causes more murder, let alone that it could conceivably cause the specific murder trends seen in the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdowns. Winograd does not even offer an explanation of what police “being less proactive” means. The newspaper does not ask him to substantiate the claim or provide evidence that anything had meaningfully changed with U.S. policing. In reality, the police were actually more aggressive, killing more people across the country in 2020 than they did in 2019 and more people in 2021 than they did in 2020.11 And total major crime collectively declined during the same period—hardly what one would expect under his theory if a police “pullback” had actually taken place and if such “pullbacks” affect criminal behavior.

Another individual in the article—offered as an expert on homicides—is Jeff Asher.12 The paper calls Asher a “crime analyst based in New Orleans.” The Times does not tell readers that Asher previously worked for the CIA, and then for the New Orleans police. While at NOPD, Asher worked with multi-billion-dollar surveillance technology corporation Palantir to deploy a “predictive policing” system that disproportionately surveilled and targeted Black people.13 None of Asher’s biases or conflicts of interest are disclosed. Interestingly, just days before the Times printed this article promoting the notion of “pullbacks,” Asher himself had written a similar piece in the Times, again with no disclosure of his professional and financial ties.14 In that article published in the paper’s section called “The Upshot,” which features “analytical journalism,” Asher linked the increase in homicides to, among other things, an alleged “pullback by the police.” The paper ignored his vested interests in the punishment bureaucracy and told readers only that Asher was “a crime analyst based in New Orleans and co-founder of AH Datalytics,” providing him a free ad for his business.

At the time, I wrote two criticisms about these articles and Asher’s undisclosed conflicts of interests that were viewed almost 10 million times.15 According to what I was told by a source inside the Times, the paper afterward decided that Asher would no longer write articles with a byline suggesting he was an analytical journalist. So, what happened next? Asher has been repeatedly featured as a seemingly neutral expert in stories written by other reporters. Readers were told that he was merely a learned person who “analyzes” these issues, perhaps out of the goodness of his heart or a lifelong commitment to intellectual curiosity, rather than at the behest of police and as part of a business.

If this “expert” were instead presented as a policing insider and profiteer with past connections to the CIA, his credibility as an expert among liberal readers would decrease. The Times lends credibility to Asher’s claims by omitting his ties to the punishment bureaucracy and suggesting that he is some sort of magnanimous public resource interested only in the neutral pursuit of knowledge.16

What evidence does Asher cite to support his claim about a “pullback” causing murder, a claim that repeatedly appeared in the news after he first made it? Like Winograd several days later, he provides none. In fact, he doesn’t even describe what a “pullback” is or provide any evidence that it happened at all. He merely relies on anonymous “analysts” to say they “pointed to” a “pullback” to explain the murder rate. Perhaps no one reputable would associate their name publicly with an evidence-free claim. But why did Times editors publish it? Will we ever know who these phantom “analysts” are? Is it the same two people referred to anonymously in article after article? Whoever it is, they managed to achieve copaganda Valhalla: repeated citation in the most widely read newspaper in the United States making a causal claim with no evidence—but treated as unquestioned consensus—blaming nationwide murder fluctuations on a concept they never explain or define but that vaguely suggests we need more policing.

A couple of months after these episodes, in November 2021, the paper published another article pushing the expansion of policing to combat murder, this time focusing on homicides in the Bronx. The article led with a false but alarming headline, claiming that murders had “doubled overnight” in the Bronx.17 The paper later quietly deleted the false claim in the headline after I noted its falsity publicly in a social media thread viewed more than 4 million times. But where did the misinformation come from? An “expert” named Peter Moskos, whom the Times presented to readers as “a professor at John Jay College of Criminal Justice.” Although the paper later altered the headline, it left in a quote by Moskos, which claimed that police “caseloads” were what “literally doubled overnight.” That was also false: detective caseloads did not “double overnight.” Not even in its “corrected” article did the Times tell readers something important: Moskos is a former cop.18 Current and former police officers regularly appear in the news offering the “expert” opinion that a given incident of police violence was justified or that police need more money and that police bureaucracies, which are at their highest level of funding ever, are short of cash.

A few months later, in January 2022, the Times published another article again promoting the idea that the U.S. needed more policing to stop rising murder, this time by Copaganda Lifetime Achievement Award winner German Lopez.19 Relying on data from Asher, the article again referred to an anonymous gaggle of “experts” who declared that there were only “three broad explanations” for rising murders in the United States. (Is “gaggle” the appropriate English-language term for a group of experts anonymously assembled to peddle copaganda? Perhaps “murder of experts” might be more appropriate.)

One of the “three” explanations for more murder was “changes in policing” resulting from “fallout from the 2020 racial justice protests and riots,” which the article says “could have” increased murders. The other two explanations were the pandemic, which the reporter largely dismissed for reasons that make no sense,20 and the presence of more guns.21 Here’s what the article said about “changes in policing”:


Changes in policing. The fallout from the 2020 racial justice protests and riots could have contributed to the murder spike. Police officers, scared of being caught in the next viral video, may have pulled back on proactive anti-violence practices. More of the public lost confidence in the police, possibly reducing the kind of cooperation needed to prevent murders. In extreme circumstances, the lack of confidence in the police could have led some people to take the law into their own hands—in acts of street or vigilante violence.



The nonprofit Fairness & Accuracy in Reporting debunked the article and, as I discuss later, there is no meaningful evidence that such “changes in policing” even could cause society-wide increases in murder.22 But, here, I want to examine how the article used experts.

First, the reference to anonymous experts enables the reporter to say things that would have otherwise been considered wild conjecture. The following claims by Lopez entail several layers of evidence-free speculation: (1) that widespread “protests and riots” “could have” made police “scared” of doing legally valid policing; (2) that cops “may have pulled back” on unspecified tactics because of this fear; (3) that this problem could be exacerbated by people “possibly” losing confidence in police; (4) that this loss of confidence made people more likely to be vigilantes; (5) and that something called “proactive” policing would otherwise interrupt this vigilante cycle to reduce murder. And neither does Lopez address the logical implication of his argument: that these effects of policing on murder would be directly the reverse of the effects of police on all other violent crime, which went down. Each of these claims is without support.

Second, most of the article’s claims contain no citation or evidence. The excerpted paragraph above is supported only by a prefatory assertion that, “while experts are also divided on why murders spiked in 2020 and 2021, there are three broad explanations they typically point to [the pandemic, changes to policing, and more guns],” and the following statement by a controversial pro-police expert: “ ‘All three played a role,’ Richard Rosenfeld, a criminologist at the University of Missouri–St. Louis, told me. ‘What’s difficult is to assign priority to one compared to the others.’ ”

Let’s pause and marvel at the hubris of this so-called expert. He confidently makes an assertion about the “three” causes of short-term increases in murder—a social phenomenon about which many learned people who study the issue for their entire careers disagree in good faith—even though he concedes he has no idea which of these causes has the greatest bearing on the trend or how they interact. He neglects other structural features of our society and other potential causes more grounded in evidence. But then again, this is the same person who once argued to the news media without evidence that reducing mass incarceration might increase murder and who peddled to the news media former FBI director James Comey’s famous “Ferguson Effect” theory that civil rights protests cause more murder.23 Shortly after the article was published, I awarded Rosenfeld the prestigious Walter Cronkite Award for Innovation in Baseless Speculation, which is not named after the famous news anchor, but after a one-eyed cat I used to live with whom we all called Wally for short. Like the Times, we often speculated increasingly outlandish scenarios to explain how he lost his eye—perhaps it was a police “pull back.”

What’s most remarkable, though, is that the article hid from readers that there are other experts who contest these assertions, who have different theories, who think that it is imprudent to explain short-term fluctuations in murder in this manner, and who believe it is implausible that unexplained changes in police officer morale supposedly caused by protests even happened, let alone that they could meaningfully alter national murder rates while having a reverse impact on recorded violent crime.

Lurking in the background of this portrayal of a simplistic and nonexistent consensus by the leading newspaper in the U.S was a significant question of public concern: will more people be murdered if police are made to feel bad about their unaccountable violence against the most vulnerable people? Instead of addressing important questions about murder with seriousness, the paper chose to make it seem like every knowledgeable person agreed. Something nefarious is going on when a reporter knows that an assertion is controversial and that experts across a number of fields of scholarly study dispute it, but nonetheless declines to tell readers about these debates. News consumers are denied the knowledge that something is contested. They are not alerted that the subject is even a domain for critical thinking. This is a quintessential form of “expert” copaganda: what the news tells us knowledgeable people dispute versus what the news assumes as true without indicating that anyone knowledgeable might disagree.

By contrast, when an article signals that something is contested, it invites people to learn more about an issue, and primes us to use our brain to think about who might be right and what interests each side might have in its respective conclusions. It encourages active mental engagement. But when an assertion is made without a hint that it could be contested, it becomes passively absorbed as conventional wisdom. The casual reader has no reason to suspect that anyone does, or even could, think differently.



Copaganda’s Small Team of “Experts”

The experts quoted in an article often play a role behind the scenes. Reporters who are not scholars of a subject rely on specialists to help frame their stories, decide when something is important enough to rise to the level of “news,” and suggest a list of other people to speak with to write the story. In this way, experts can steer reporters to ideological allies and manipulate how stories are told. The people regularly quoted in the New York Times as experts play this role, and there is a social and professional network of such experts consistently recommending each other to reporters. It is not a coincidence, for example, that Asher appears in most of the news stories in this chapter.

In March 2022, New York Times editors not only cited Asher yet again but also let German Lopez claim that “experts said” that “policing stops violence in the short term.”24 Since these experts are anonymous, it’s possible that all of these separate articles are repeating the same talking points of the same small group of people with ties to police. Unless there are strong, overriding reasons for anonymity, the news should name experts and require evidence of their claims.

Predictably, the article again does not tell readers that these “expert” opinions are contested. For instance, it claims: “Policing, in general, reduces crime and violence.” An anonymous group of “experts” is again referenced as if there is a consensus on this controversial point. And it evades questions that real experts explore, such as “What kinds of ‘crime’ do you mean?” and “By whom and against whom is the crime committed?” and “Which kinds of ‘violence’ do you mean?” and “Does policing work better than other kinds of interventions?” The attempt to hide from readers an important and interesting debate is a failure of journalism and a hallmark of copaganda.

It is noteworthy that, even after the widespread criticism the paper received for its late 2021 articles on this point from the watchdog Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting, such a dubious position like “policing reduces crime and violence” was still being passed off as a consensus in a news article months later. It calls to mind the fossil fuel companies’ decades-long public relations effort that included paying academic “experts” to tell news organizations that fossil fuels did not contribute to climate change. Such vague claims about policing reducing crime are disputed in almost every detail—for example, as I discuss later, none of the major studies I’ve seen pro-police experts rely on even include estimates of the crimes committed by police. Regardless, the largest meta-study of the sixty-two available studies published from 1972 to 2013 concluded that “the effect on crime of adding or subtracting police is miniscule and not statistically significant.”25 Can you imagine publishing an article claiming that “experts” share the opposite conclusion without telling readers about the most prominent meta-study on the topic?

The article’s selective use of experts is revealing in another way. In the March 2022 article, Lopez drops a quiet bombshell: he admits that even his cherry-picked subset of flawed pro-police research shows that policing has only limited “short-term” effects, and the positive effects evaporate over time. This proposition is dubious in its own right because, as I explain later, none of the studies establish that more police reduce short-term crime. But that is not my point here. Lopez concedes that even his anonymous experts agree policing doesn’t reduce crime in the medium or long term and that the key to medium- and long-term safety are social investments. And yet, he continues to argue for more money for more cops on top of the globally unprecedented amount the U.S. already spends. Even worse, Lopez neglects to share a different expert consensus: historians, sociologists, anthropologists, economists, and political scientists have shown that the police are a significant regressive political force. Not only do police and police unions openly support right-wing causes, but they also have used their influence, power, and budgets for over 125 years to block progressive policies like investment in housing, education, and redistribution of wealth. As I explain later, throughout U.S. history, police have turned to surveillance, violence, infiltration, SWAT raids, false-flag operations, lobbying, threats, assassinations, political advocacy, public relations, and intimidation to oppose progressive social movements. Therefore, it makes little sense to gesture at reducing inequality while advocating more money and power for cops, because the more money and power police get, the more they have used it to block that agenda.26

In April 2022, news editors invited Lopez and his band of experts back for yet another performance. The Times published an article about a mass shooting on the Brooklyn subway that quoted Asher, Rosenfeld, and a merry murder of anonymous experts reiterating the same unfounded contention about the “three” causes of murder.27

[image: The headline reads, “A Violent Crisis,” followed by the text, “The Brooklyn shooting and other headline-making violence are part of a broader trend.”]
The article cynically exploits the acute news emergency of a mass subway shooting to suggest that neutral experts are calling for more police. Lopez writes that “studies broadly suggest that more support for policing” “could help” in combating “crime and violence.” Again, this vague claim is controversial on many levels, but note for now its timing. Why are we talking about such studies after a mass shooting? There is no study showing that more money for cops reduces mass shootings—and there is a good reason for that. Remember, police departments spend 96 percent of their time on what they call “non-violent” crimes.28 So, what exactly is being advocated to stop mass subway shootings? That police should get more money, 96 percent of which will go to the policing of drugs, homelessness, and petty theft; mental health arrests; minor traffic stops; evictions; surveillance, infiltration, and targeting of progressive protests; municipal debt collection; and seizure of more people’s property through civil forfeiture? That doubling down on current policing priorities will stop events like the mass subway shooting? It is difficult to know what Lopez is saying because the conversation is so superficial, and the embedded links in the article that are supposed to support its assertions are often citations to prior posts by Lopez himself.29

Lopez cites himself a lot because the Times lets him publish a lot of stuff. Eight days after the article about the subway shooting, the paper published another one by Lopez, this time about the “perils of legalization” of drugs.30 Fighting legalization is an issue of monumental importance for police and police unions, because policing drug use by poor people has been one of the major, and most lucrative, focuses of police for almost fifty years. (Setting aside the trillions in public spending that filters to public and private actors in the punishment bureaucracy, police use drug laws to take billions of dollars in private property through civil forfeiture each year, much of which they get to keep as a sort of incentive payment.) Again, editors allow Lopez to assert a vague consensus of anonymous “experts” who oppose drug legalization. As in his other articles, he then mentions only what some pro-police experts think while pretending that there are not others who disagree. In the April 2022 legalization article, he primarily features a “drug policy expert” who has been publishing anti-legalization material for years but is cited as a neutral expert, representative of a consensus.31

In a classic straw-person argument, Lopez’s “drug policy expert” says that the people who want to legalize drugs argue that we can “legalize and all the problems will go away.” What does this mean? Who says that? We don’t know, because there is no reasonable attempt to present the actual arguments of experts whose research has concluded that our society should stop caging people for consuming criminalized drugs. We are left with the impression that their unexplained views are naive. Framed by Lopez, drug legalization sounds silly and poorly considered. But he is presenting a caricature of what pro-legalization experts argue. They argue many things, including that policing, prosecution, and imprisonment fail to reduce drug addiction and cause massive collateral damage.32 And they present an evidence-based case for other means for redressing the social roots of unhealthy drug consumption. None of the experts is given meaningful space in the Times to explain their views to readers. Lopez does briefly quote Kassandra Frederique of the Drug Policy Alliance, a leading authority on the public health consequences of the drug war.33 But rather than calling her an “expert,” he questions the objectivity of her position by stating that she leads an “advocacy group.” And he does not give Frederique any space to explain her arguments.

So, on the one side are “experts” who are dispassionate, learned, scholarly, realistic, and unanimous. On the other side, readers are presented with silly “advocates” who are portrayed as believing that the world will all be peaches and cream if only we could legalize drugs. Readers might even infer from Lopez’s failure to include substantial arguments for legalization that these advocates must not be able to articulate explanations, reasons, or evidence to support their views. This is another feature of “expert” copaganda: in the rare instances that it refers to critics of the punishment bureaucracy, it often does not explain the substance of their arguments or the evidence on which they are based, leaving news consumers with the impression that critics’ positions are nonexistent or not credible when compared with dispassionate “experts.”

Once concocted and hammered into us through repetition, this conventional news consensus is nearly impossible to combat with accurate information. In August 2023, Lopez published an article with the same “experts” and talking points criticizing Oregon’s decriminalization of drugs and suggesting that it caused a “surge” in overdoses.34 A flood of similar reporting appeared in many outlets. A few weeks later, the Centers for Disease Control published a study debunking that claim, saying that scientists found no evidence linking decriminalization of drugs in Oregon to an increase in overdoses.35 But the false consensus peddled by Lopez and punishment bureaucrats desperate to keep the drug war alive was too powerful for the evidence: the Oregon legislature significantly rolled back the decriminalization ballot measures overwhelmingly approved by the voters.36



A Footnote to the Lopez Affair

These examples are only a tiny fraction of the problematic news articles editors at the Times permitted Lopez to publish based on a selective and deceptive weaponization of “expert” sources. Indeed, years later, as I began turning parts of my archive into this book, Lopez was still using “experts” to suggest that “fallout” from protests after the police killings of Michael Brown, George Floyd, and Tyre Nichols “likely” caused murders and that more spending on the punishment bureaucracy will save lives.37

But by June 2023, one thing caught my eye. The newspaper inserted a two-paragraph qualification at the end of Lopez’s article, essentially undercutting his claims that the brief spike in murder in 2020 was caused by a reduction in police funding or morale:


What we don’t know

Experts caution that these three explanations are not proven. And it is possible that the rest of the year will be more violent than the first half. “I do think it’s a little premature to be making any strong conclusions about what it all means just yet,” Jeff Asher, a crime analyst who tracks the big-city murder data, told me.

The lack of certainty is typical in discussions about crime. Starting in the 1990s, crime rate plummeted. Yet decades later, after much scholarship, no consensus has emerged for why violence subsided. Crime is an incredibly complicated topic, involving personal disputes, the economy, social services, the political system and more. A few decades, much less a couple of years, is typically too little time to explain a trend definitively.



This is extraordinary. Suddenly we are told that, according to “experts,” the causes invoked by Lopez in article after article are speculation. Contrast Lopez’s use of the term “likely” to describe racial justice protests causing more murder with what the addendum says about the theory being “not proven.”



A Reader’s Guide to Experts

As we have seen, there are several common ways reporters and editors use experts to further copaganda. Here are a few overarching techniques to look out for:


	Reporters cite “experts” without providing background on who they are or conflicts of interest they have, including their connection to police. That can disguise bias, imply neutrality, and make people less prone to skepticism when evaluating an expert’s claims.


	“Experts” are referred to as a group, generating a kind of unaccountable anonymity that suggests a consensus even when one doesn’t exist. For example, many articles support otherwise unsubstantiated claims by prefacing them with “experts say . . .” or “analysts say . . .”


	Reporters use “experts” to offer opinions that have no basis in fact or that are false as a way of avoiding having to provide evidence.


	In articles about safety and crime, the most well-resourced news outlets tilt their “expert” roster toward those from the punishment bureaucracy and away from those in public health, education, poverty reduction, housing, urban planning, environmental justice, medicine, and other similar fields. The latter are often referred to as “advocates” or “activists.”


	News outlets also tilt their “expert” roster toward those with proincarceration ideologies. These “experts” justify and normalize state violence, and they almost always suggest more resources for the punishment bureaucracy in response to social problems.


	Experts are used to constrain the range of reasonable explanations, solutions, and policies on crime. Anyone with a view outside this range is explicitly or implicitly defined as too extreme to be credible.




The above examples from the New York Times demonstrate that the people held out as “experts” in the news aren’t necessarily the wisest thinkers with the greatest values speaking to you out of love for humanity. The thing they are an “expert” in is repeating talking points that powerful people want absorbed. The path to becoming an “expert” in the news is not through some kind of lofty intellectual trial—it is cultivating and using connections, and then collectively agreeing with everyone involved that there is mutual benefit in some things being said and other things being left unsaid.” So, when you read a news article that quotes an expert, ask yourself a few questions. Consider this a sort of Reader’s Guide to Experts:


	Who chose this expert?


	How did this expert make their way to this journalist?


	Who benefits from this expert opinion?


	Does anything about the expert’s background suggest a conflict of interest?


	Does the expert or the article offer a sound basis for their conclusions?


	Is this expert frequently chosen by news outlets to present this view?


	Does the article suggest that different experts have a difference of opinion on the issue?


	Does the article offer critics of the expert’s view a chance to explain the basis of and reasons for their disagreement?










6
Academic Copaganda



Outflanked on its student left, intellectual liberalism threw in the sponge without a fight, and many of its outstanding stalwarts, eloquent about academic freedom in general only up to the point where some actual, particular freedom was threatened, emigrated speedily to the extreme right, and made themselves over into the range-riders of discipline.

-Stuart Hall1

Intellectual activity . . . must be disinterested—the truth is a two-edged sword—and if one is not willing to be pierced by that sword, even to the extreme of dying on it, then all of one’s intellectual activity is a masturbatory delusion and a wicked and dangerous fraud.

-James Baldwin2



Two Harvard professors, Christopher Lewis and Adaner Usmani, published an article in 2022 titled “The Injustice of Under-Policing in America” in the American Journal of Law and Equality.3 The professors, who refer to themselves as “socialists” and “progressives,” call for “almost half a million” more armed cops, who they say will arrest 7.8 million more people per year, in what would be the greatest expansion of militarized police and surveillance in modern world history.

In this chapter, I analyze the proposal for 500,000 more armed police officers, as well as the strange responses from the professors to my questions. These two Harvard professors are not outliers; in fact, I focus on them because their bad arguments illustrate a pervasive lack of rigor among criminologists who appear frequently in the news.



What Do the Harvard Professors Say, and What Do They Hide?

The proposal by the Harvard professors argues that (1) the U.S. has way more prisoners than other comparable countries, and (2) that it has way fewer cops. This is bad, they say, because: (3) prisons bring little benefit for their costs, and (4) cops bring big benefits for their costs. As a result, they argue, we should add a lot more cops to achieve what they call the “First World Balance.”

Before I get into the main flaws with the proposal, I want to describe my brief interaction with the professors over email. I was immediately skeptical about the second claim above, and I worried that news outlets might mindlessly repeat the claim that the U.S. has below-median numbers of police officers. So I emailed the professors to better understand the origin of that claim. It’s notoriously fraught to count cops across countries with different local/national approaches to classifying civilian and criminal enforcement bureaucrats (including, in some countries, the identification of unarmed officers as police), so I asked for their data.

I noted to the professors that their U.S. data source appeared to exclude federal policing agencies (e.g., border patrol, ICE, FBI, DEA, ATF, Capitol Police, Park Police, military police, deputized national guard, etc.), potentially many non-local state agencies, and all private police forces.4 These exclusions were striking given revelations, for example, about the covert and illegal role border agents played across the country in helping local police crush the 2020 protests that the Harvard professors opened their article discussing.5

One of the professors responded that they chose to use the number 697,195 from an FBI survey, even though they knew many local police departments were excluded from it. So, he admitted, the number of police may be much higher, perhaps 900,000 if you include those and federal police officers. (Wikipedia, for example, at the time reported 900,000 based on a major police nonprofit source.) The professor then told me that the U.S. Census count was actually 1,227,788 police (a number they later corrected to 1,088,027). That’s 56 percent higher than the number they chose to publish. Using this number, he conceded, would mean the U.S. police presence truthfully is “1.1 times the median rate in rich countries.”

Recall that the published proposal had begun with the sexy assertion that the U.S. has fewer cops per capita than the median developed country. This was the key premise in Figure 1 of the article, the very first chart presented to readers. Nowhere in the article did the professors explain that they had intentionally excluded hundreds of thousands of cops that might undermine their glossy premise that the U.S. is significantly below its “First World” peers in per capita police.6 Instead of disclosing competing estimates and explaining their choices to readers, the Harvard professors used a knowingly wrong estimate that enabled them to suggest, falsely, that the U.S. falls below the median developed country in per capita police. This is the kind of assertion by “experts” that gets picked up by journalists, spread through the news in a circular web of citations, and turned into conventional wisdom because the reasons to be skeptical about it are hidden from the audience.

Relatedly, the professors also chose to omit from their discussion the higher police budgets in the U.S., owing in part to more advanced surveillance and weaponry, longer work weeks, and overtime hours, which make the policing footprint in the U.S. different than what their comparison suggested. Incredibly, the Harvard professors also did not tell readers that they excluded privately operated police forces. This omission would be puzzling to residents of Detroit, for example, who see private police forces taking over downtown, or to people familiar with many private universities and wealthy neighborhoods with armed, deputized police across the country.7 Many people do not even know whether a given police force is private or public. Indeed, as I was heading to my office to revise this chapter in the summer of 2024, I saw an interaction between an armed police officer and a rider on public transit, and I only realized after several minutes of internet searching that the cop was part of the privatized police force contracted to police the D.C. metro—which refers to itself as “a private law enforcement agency.”8 As of 2021, there were 1.1 million private police officers in the U.S. This figure alone, if it had been included, would have almost tripled the total number of police officers the professors reported.9

When I confronted them with these omissions, they switched course. They claimed that they were not interested in privately deputized armed police and that per capita police comparisons don’t actually matter much, even though it had been the starting point for their published proposal. They said they instead care about ratios of police to prisoners and police to homicides. Even a moment’s thought reveals that this focus on ratios is strange. Such ratios might merely show that the U.S. has way more prisoners than other countries and that the U.S. is also a violent society with lots of guns. The denominators in these ratios, prisoners and homicides, do not say anything necessarily about the numerator in terms of whether there should be more police—i.e., the main point of their article.

These manipulations in counting the number of police officers are not central to the argument about whether the U.S. needs more police, but they are revealing and representative of the way sloppiness can slip into public discourse about police. The two professors knew they had available data that would refute the headline-grabbing point on international per-capita police comparisons, and they chose to omit it. It’s perhaps less persuasive to start a proposal for 500,000 more cops with “the U.S. probably already has more police than most comparable countries and it is less safe than those countries, but we think it needs way more police!”



The “Core” Problem

In fairness, although the Harvard professors name their proposal for “almost half a million more police officers” the “First World Balance” and say in the article that the international comparisons “anchor this piece,” they correctly admitted to me that none of these international comparisons are important to their “core” points. Their “core” points relate only to the U.S. and are captured in argument #4 above about the supposedly big benefits of police. I agree that this is the core of the article, but this is also where the article goes off the copaganda rails.

The most glaring flaw is that the professors ignore the social costs of adding more police. They present the main social cost of their proposal as 7.8 million more arrests. They call this the “main downside,” and it is the only one they credit. They then conclude that the benefits of more police far outweigh the costs of 7.8 million more people arrested.

But more arrests are not the only social cost of “almost half a million” more armed cops. To start, the professors don’t mention that they are excluding millions of police assaults as a social cost of policing. They similarly exclude all pretextual and abusive police stops. Philando Castile, a school cafeteria worker who frequently paid for the lunches of kids who couldn’t afford to eat, was stopped for minor traffic issues fifty-two times before he was stopped for a broken taillight and shot to death by police with his girlfriend filming.10 They also exclude forcible searches, home raids, beatings, taserings, handcuffings, strip searches, sexual assaults, and property seizures. They exclude all the jail deaths, like that of Sandra Bland, caused by police arrests, and all the lost jobs, lost homes, dead pets, billions in bail bond and other jail fees transferred from the poorest people in our society to large corporations, the increased spread of infectious disease, lost medical care, and family separations attendant in 7.8 million more legal arrests. They further omit the robust research showing that more low-level arrests and prosecutions lead to more crime in the future.11 They also omit the downstream consequences from arming hundreds of thousands more people with guns in general, including the sale of police-issued guns. A CBS news investigation found that because police sell so many of their guns, between 2006 and 2024, “at least 52,529 guns once owned by police” were “later used in crimes.”12 Instead of accounting for all (or any) of this, Lewis and Usmani merely “guess” (their word) that adding more armed cops might “cause” there to be “less police violence,” which they measure only by police homicides. So, if cops engage in legal or illegal violence of the kind I mentioned above but don’t kill anyone, the professors don’t count it at all. And when they try to explain their “guess” on the anticipated decrease in police homicides, they do not support their contention with any evidence. They offer only “speculative reasons” that more police would make society safer, which they say might make policing less dangerous, which, in turn, might end in police killing fewer people. They therefore conclude that “it is not at all clear” that fewer police would reduce police homicides. This kind of armchair guesswork about police homicides, extrapolated to all forms of legal and illegal police violence, is unfounded at every level of inference.

The issue of domestic violence underlines a related category of social cost that the professors ignore. For decades, studies have found that families of police officers experience domestic violence at astronomical rates: between 24 and 40 percent of all families with a police officer report criminal domestic violence. That is a rate of domestic violence up to 400 percent that of the general population.13 Given how frequently domestic conflict turns violent, and that more police officers will have more guns, one might “speculate,” to borrow a term from the professors, that more cops could mean more murdered domestic partners. Already nearly half of all murders of women in the U.S. are committed by a current or former partner.14 The complete refusal to acknowledge, much less explore the implications of, these kinds of secondary effects for a society with more armed police officers is not unique to the Harvard professors—it is a feature of most summaries of the criminological literature purporting to balance the social costs and benefits of police.

More broadly, though, the professors ignore the social costs of the massive expansion in other bureaucracies that would result from the 7.8 million more arrests they call for, including: prosecutors, judges, probation officers, drug testing, stay-away orders, fines and fees, debt collectors, GPS monitoring, bail bond companies, the jail telecom industry, and consulting firms that, among others, would be involved with pretrial and posttrial supervision of millions more people. All of this leads to an unprecedented involvement of government penal institutions and corporate profiteers in the lives of tens of millions of additional arrested individuals and their families. Once these profitable bureaucratic institutions grow, it is nearly impossible for a society later to shrink them, because of the political power and inertia that they accumulate.

More fundamentally, many scholars have studied deeper social costs when a society increases the number of centrally controlled, armed government bureaucrats. These non-financial costs include, among others: the deterioration of privacy across society; expanded capacity for organized schemes of municipal political retaliation, reprisal, and censorship; greater ability of police to distort the news and public knowledge acquisition with hundreds of thousands more officers and tens of billions more in budgets, union dues, and consultant contracts; the international linkages and consequences for democracy in other countries of expanding the global policing industry by tens of billions of dollars; increases in overall masculine violence and aggression; increased power of the government to surveil, investigate, and interfere in people’s lives; and reduced infrastructure and capacity of people and communities to resolve interpersonal conflict.15

The professors casually dismiss such concerns without seriously considering them. They claim that, after adding 500,000 more police, “the United States could hardly be considered a police state.” To justify this conclusion, they assert (based on their earlier inaccurate numbers and exclusion of private police) that the addition of 500,000 police would make the U.S. look like “today’s Spain.” That is the entirety of the argument by two Harvard scholars for the claim that a historic expansion of armed surveillance agents would have little impact on private life in the United States.

But it gets worse. Perhaps the most profound social cost the professors ignore is the role police play in preserving inequality. A primary function of police for 150 years has been to surveil, infiltrate, and crush progressive social movements seeking to reduce inequality. It’s why police spied on, infiltrated, brutally repressed, and continue to crush labor, feminist, civil rights, anti-war, LGBTQ, environmental, reproductive rights, indigenous, and economic justice movements.16 To take one of thousands of examples, as I was completing a final edit of this chapter, the chief of patrol of the NYPD made a public announcement from his official social media account in the wake of the police violence against students calling for peace and justice in Palestine. He wrote:


Who is funding this? What is happening? There is an unknown entity who is radicalizing our vulnerable students. Taking advantage of their young minds. As parents and Americans we must demand some answers! I can’t speak for the rest of America, but in NYC we won’t rest until we find out! We will broadcast what we see and find. We will use the might of our Intelligence Bureau and our Federal partners to quite simply connect the dots. Follow the money!!!!!!17



I encourage you to peruse the archive of this repression collected by scholars that I have made available in the corresponding endnote.18 To take one vivid example that inspired me to study the issue further, the NYPD assaulted and arrested fruit and vegetable workers, who were deemed essential workers during the pandemic, for the “crime” of organizing for a $1 raise after the 2020 lockdowns.19

Apart from their role in destroying those organizing for progressive social change, the police are and have always been central to protecting private concentrations of wealth through selective enforcement of the law; gentrification; unlawful redlining; evictions; immigration enforcement and the management of migrants fleeing the effects of global U.S. policy; civil forfeiture; and many other forms of exclusion and predation.20 And they are preparing to play a central role in the enforcement of anti-democratic voter restriction laws sweeping the country, as well as laws banning books from libraries and anti-trans laws.21 How can two scholars write confidently about the social costs of police but not mention, for example, the prospect that, in about half the United States, police will now be tracking the communications of and arresting women and providers of reproductive medical care?

In addition to the authoritarian role that U.S. police play by selectively enforcing rules made by those with power in an unequal society, they also have a long history of both overtly supporting and actively being infiltrated by the far right. As professor Naomi Murakawa has documented, for example, during and after the 2020 protests that the two Harvard professors express sympathy for, police across the country helped far-right and white nationalist groups terrorize protesters, even calling fascists who showed up to civil rights protests as “armed friendlies.”22

In addition to what they do as police on the job, police are also political actors. In recent years, for example, police unions have used their financial and political capital to endorse far-right politicians like Donald Trump, Marjorie Taylor Greene, Ron DeSantis, Nicole Malliotakis, Elise Stefanik, and almost every contemporary prominent election-denier running for major office.23 And they have called on these politicians to increase border militarization; end the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, or DACA, program; support private prisons; and even roll back the Affordable Care Act.

Police unions are even more active in pushing right-wing agendas at the local level. They intervene in elections and privately pressure local officials such as judges, budget auditors, district attorneys, city council-members, and county executives. Over the years, numerous local officials have told me they cannot support reducing police budgets because they are terrified of retaliation by police, including of cops raiding their homes or stopping and harassing their loved ones.24 Such intimidation is a pervasive fact of daily life for local progressive politicians—and even of numerous judges who have confided to me about their fear of retaliation against their families by police. The Harvard professors don’t address any of these political ramifications when they talk about the effects on society of more—and more powerful—police.

The professors also ignore a related point: because police are both the front door and a crucial driver of the punishment bureaucracy, they use their political power to lobby for the large prison populations that the professors concede are harmful. This happens in many obvious ways both overt and covert, including through many of the same overlapping punishment-bureaucrat organized labor formations. The self-proclaimed “rigorous” academic article about what the professors call the political “feasibility” of reducing prison populations by two million to pay for 500,000 more cops therefore does not ask the question about what bad things, including more imprisonment, might come from a more powerful police lobby.25 The professors are essentially asking, “Imagine a fantasy world where everyone agrees to massively reduce prisoners by two million; what should we do with the resulting budget surplus?” Their answer is police. But if we could save money by freeing two million people from prison—which we cannot do in part because police drive mass incarceration through lobbying, pressure, and propaganda—why would we spend it on cops instead of on approaches addressing the root causes of violence that even the professors agree are better at producing safety and that don’t carry these costs? Their lip service to reducing prison populations is just that—it’s an attempt to feign “progressive” credentials and insulate themselves from attacks about the authoritarian nature of their proposal.

Ironically, the professors admit that greater social equality would be the best way of reducing violence. But the power of armed surveillance bureaucracies within local, state, and federal governments is one major reason we can’t fund many of the things that the professors admit lead to real safety—like the various social equality programs that police help block. And police threaten society whenever their funding is at risk—through organized work stoppages, misinformation, violence, or simple political campaign expenditures—so once you add all these police, there is no realistic chance of going back.26 The expansion and militarization of the police is one of the biggest political barriers to the “egalitarian” society the professors say they want.

I have seen this firsthand. In every place I have worked on civil rights and economic justice issues, police have organized to oppose us. They have lied in court and in the news; they have made threats to me, my family, and my friends; they have intimidated vulnerable allies of mine seeking progressive change for their communities, and they have spent huge sums lobbying against even modest changes that are backed by evidence. To take one example, a police chief I had publicly criticized once grabbed the back of my neck in a public hallway, looked at his hand, smiled, and commented that he now had my DNA before telling me the make and model of my rental car and wishing me a good day. To take another of many personal examples, a Harvard Law School student intern and I (traveling with a New York Times reporter doing a profile of our civil rights work) were illegally detained inside a small room at a courthouse by armed sheriffs after I asked a clerk at a public desk for public case records that could expose police and judicial corruption. That crime committed by the sheriffs against us met the elements of kidnapping. Millions of police assaults, kidnappings, and illegal searches and detentions like the one visited on me and my intern happen—mostly to vulnerable people or people advocating for social change—and they are rarely recorded. Professors Lewis and Usmani excluded illegal actions like this from their analysis, even though these actions collectively shape, at its very core, the kind of society we have and how safe many people feel fighting for a better one.

Finally, the social costs of police expansion are global. The rise of the policing-industrial complex in the U.S. has been a key driver of global authoritarianism through a web of lucrative and strategic training partnerships; task forces; shared infrastructure; and multinational intelligence, surveillance, weapons, and policing technology companies that promote authoritarian control to manage and preserve inequality across the world.27

It’s one thing to weigh all these social costs against supposed benefits, but it’s something different to pretend that the costs do not exist. I have gone into detail about what the Harvard professors omit because it helps reveal the purpose and effect of such scholarship. As with copaganda in the news, the selective erasure of profound harm committed by the punishment bureaucracy is a ubiquitous feature of pro-police scholarship. Incredibly, despite their refusal to consider most of the social costs, the professors are confident, proclaiming that the costs “pale in comparison to the benefits.” They call an alternative view on the social costs of police “implausible on almost any accounting.”



Copaganda’s Cynicism

This brings me to another of the proposal’s copaganda themes: its incoherent cynicism. The professors claim to acknowledge that a primary underlying root cause of violence is “concentrated disadvantage”—that is, the very inequality and maldistribution of social investments that cops protect.28

The professors admit that inequality is the biggest factor leading to violence, but they declare that increasing social investment to reduce inequality through programs like early childhood education is “infeasible.” So, two Harvard scholars conclude that they have no choice but to base an entire academic project on the assumption that it is impossible to make the world more equal:


We think that in the long run, a significant expansion of social policy would reduce crime by addressing its root causes and in turn reduce the need and demand for both policing and imprisonment. In other work, we argue that any coherent conception of distributive justice or economic efficiency entails that the United States should expand social policy. But a significant expansion of social policy requires significant redistribution from rich to poor. Redistribution of this magnitude would require the poor to wield some kind of leverage over the rich. Given the collapse of the American labor movement and the electoral fracturing of the American working class, we doubt we will see anything like this soon.29



In our email correspondence, the professors reiterated their “pessimism about what kind of social policy alternatives to policing are feasible.” I couldn’t believe what I was reading: two Harvard professors agree that violence is caused by structural inequality, but since they don’t think we can reduce inequality because the poor have little power, they advocate the only solution they think feasible: authoritarianism. Of course, 500,000 more cops to control oppressed people isn’t a surprising—or intellectually interesting—proposal if you start from the premise that social change and a more equal society are impossible!

As with a lot of the best copaganda that I analyze later, what makes this cynicism more pernicious is that Lewis and Usmani claimed to be “coming from the left” and that they “hated” their own conclusion. They wrote to me:


But we are, like you, coming from the left. . . . The conclusion Adaner and I have reached in this particular project is one we tried our hardest to avoid for a long time. But we have come to think it’s the only way to be consistent with our fundamental egalitarian and progressive commitments. We didn’t come into this project hoping to vindicate the under-policing thesis. We both hated the idea from the start and it is still uncomfortable to us.30



Elite criminology is awash in this kind of de-politicizing drivel dressed up as scholarship. Any solution—especially those that would require organizing, building power, political education, changing hearts and minds, reshaping institutions, and mobilizing marginalized people to shift the balance of power in our society—is treated as so inconceivable that it does not even merit discussion. Even immediately implementable alternatives that are currently working well in many places are not mentioned. Copaganda requires this sense of hopelessness to thrive. Two scholars at one of the most elite institutions in the country celebrate their own article as “rigorous normative argument,” which it is not. But it does serve powerful institutions, which benefit from more people sharing the authors’ cynicism about the possibility of progressive social change and ignorance of other potential alternatives—and which benefit from the call for increased investment in bureaucracies of social control. And so, like many political elites before them for over a century, they conclude, after a lot of fancy words in a prestigious journal whose title includes the word “equality,” that the response to inequality can only be . . . more government agents with guns.



A Circular Loop

The real core of the proposal is an empirical assertion that more police will reduce “serious crime”—which the professors define to exclude white-collar crime, environmental crime, police crime, and public corruption, to name a few. Thus, at bottom, the professors are merely arguing that police are better than anything else at reducing “serious crime,” so we should have a lot more of them. If this claim is incorrect, all their other conclusions would be invalidated. To make this claim, the professors offer no original research.

The core thesis, on which the entire argument rests, repeats a controversial claim by a few pro-police professors, whose 2017 article on this point the Harvard professors cite in a footnote. They do not cite the contradictory research that has for decades found that an increase in police officers does not reduce police-recorded crime, or other research showing that non-police alternatives are more cost-effective.31 A casual reader would have no idea that these other bodies of research exist.

Ignoring other research on whether police are effective at all and whether other alternatives are more effective, they “guess,” based on work by other pro-police professors, that adding 500,000 cops would lead to four thousand fewer homicides. It’s important to pause here to note that, even according to Lewis and Usmani, this is the main benefit of their proposal. Amazingly, even if this linear relationship between more police and fewer homicides were true, it would mean that, under their plan, the U.S. would still have about 80 percent of its current homicides.

Unsurprisingly, when discussing homicides, they ignore findings that policing increases non-homicide deaths in the short term and increases homicide in the long term by maintaining inequality. For example, police violence has been shown to increase infant mortality in Black children and to “substantially decrease the birth weight and gestational age of black infants residing nearby.”32 A few other examples demonstrate how 500,000 more cops could lead to more death. Recall that air pollution kills 100,000 people in the U.S. every year—about five times the number of homicides—and that cops crush environmental organizing and threaten even modest local protests about pollution, such as demonstrations against local point-source dumping and emissions that cause cancer.33 To take one widely reported example, a pipeline company paid Minnesota cops millions of dollars to target climate protesters.34 Adding more police will lead to more repression of people organizing to stop environmental destruction. The same can be said about police repression of organizing against foreclosures, evictions, lack of access to health care, poisoned drinking water, and labor exploitation, all of which lead to more social harm and death.

This approach is the scholarly equivalent of citing a big oil–funded study of climate change that contradicts other independent studies, and presenting the former as scientific consensus while not even mentioning the existence of the latter. As we saw when discussing the news media’s use of experts, one of the routine practices across the copaganda universe is permitting claims to be made without acknowledging the extent to which they are disputed. And often, having ignored most of the available evidence and making it seem like no one else disagrees with them, copagandists can then claim that they only came to their authoritarian conclusions reluctantly, as a last resort. These are not clerical errors or little boo-boos by meticulous scholars. They are omissions and distortions that undermine the integrity of scholarly discourse. An article arguing for reducing police by 500,000 officers resting on similarly weak and misleading claims would have put the career of non-tenured scholars in jeopardy.



The Harvard Professors Respond

After I published a version of this analysis and coauthored a similar critique with the sociology professor Alex Vitale, the two professors posted a link to a PDF document on a Dropbox account entitled “Reply to Alec Karakatsanis.”35 I do not know to whom this “reply” was selectively sent, but I was alerted to its existence by another Harvard professor a few months later. The reply accuses me of trying to censor the Harvard professors, and it illustrates how scholars in fancy institutions become adept at using a lot of flowery rhetoric but operate without the transparency, curiosity, humility, meticulousness, and accountability that people who care about the advancement of knowledge should aspire to. I discuss the reply here because it is representative of how difficult it can be to get prominent academics to have a genuine conversation about the flaws that plague the field of pro-police criminology.

First, and most importantly, Lewis and Usmani’s reply does not address any of my main criticisms. Without explanation, they say in one sentence that most of my critiques are “unserious”:


In a recent Substack newsletter and Twitter thread, the lawyer Alec Karakatsanis has raised a number of objections. Most of these are unserious, and so we would have preferred to ignore them. But because his accusations of scholarly malpractice have garnered some attention, it has seemed necessary to set the record straight.36



I do not think it was “unserious” for me to point out—to take just a few examples discussed above—that professors recommending the greatest expansion of police in modern history did not consider the social costs of or alternatives to policing, the effects of the increased political power of 500,000 more cops, the impact on the criminalization of reproductive rights, or the research on increased infant mortality and reduced birth weight of Black babies. It is not a response to numerous careful criticisms to say they are all “unserious” but decline to explain why.

Second, almost the entirety of their reply is devoted to a distraction: the issue of how they count existing police officers, which all of us had agreed was not central to their argument. Despite my statement that their misleading assertion about the number of cops in the U.S. was not the “core” problem with their article, their reply calls it my “main accusation.” They conclude that our disagreement regarding the numbers of police across countries “has nothing to do with” their conclusion. I concur. But we are only talking about it because they decided to begin their paper with it as a public relations strategy and to name their police-expansion plan the “First World Balance.”

Third, their reply makes no effort to respond to anything Professor Vitale and I said about the social costs of policing, the political power of police, the role of police in disrupting progressive movements, the research they ignored showing the ineffectiveness of police in reducing “serious crime,” or any of our other points about the flaws and internal contradictions in their article. They only repeat the point that “serious crime” causes a lot of harm, so if they are right that more police are the best possible way to reduce “serious crime” without negative consequences, then yes, the U.S. should add 500,000 police. But that’s one of the big “ifs” we used evidence to dispute!

Finally, they conclude: “Karakatsanis has done nothing to sway us from our position.” That is hardly a rebuttal. One standard of scholarly discourse is to explain why one comes to one’s views, including the logical and evidentiary steps that would allow someone to follow one’s reasoning. The Harvard professors failed to do that in either the original article or their reply. And this is a feature of academic copaganda—it is difficult to get pro-police professors to respond to specific criticisms with any rigor. In this way, an entire bubble of scholarship can develop without anyone asking the most basic questions or holding each other intellectually accountable.

In classic copaganda fashion, the professors instead assure us again that they are “progressives” who care a lot about marginalized people. But a vow of compassion is no substitute for good scholarly work. Their reply opens with the assertion that they are “socialists” who care about inequality, especially racism. This is like the mayor of San Francisco saying that she cares deeply about solving homelessness while proposing armed police sweeps to put homeless people in jail because real estate developers announced they would object to any policy that involves more affordable housing. As I explain later in the book, doing authoritarian stuff while claiming to be “progressive” is a copaganda strategy designed to dissuade well-meaning people from asking hard questions.

Lewis and Usmani continue by asserting that any redistribution of wealth will require “the mobilization of the poor and the working class,” but since this is “a distant prospect,” the best we can do for now is more police. Their reply thus repeats the argument that social change, such as reducing inequality and investing in early childhood education, is not possible. Ignoring recent evidence, scholarship, and real-world examples being implemented across the U.S., they even double down, saying “there are no feasible social policy alternatives” to reduce crime.37 And, yet again, they ignore the scholarship, which I cited, that documents how increasing the power of police would hinder the very progressive movements and social policy campaigns they claim to support. Eugene Debs, the most prominent socialist leader in American history, imprisoned by police and prosecutors for his opposition to World War I, must be rolling over in his grave. (Then again, his grave would probably need to be dug up to make room for one of the several dozen new $100 million training facilities for 500,000 new cops.)

The professors were savvy to combine their call for an unprecedented expansion of police with a half-hearted assertion that they wanted to reduce imprisonment, something they know, but didn’t tell readers, is inconsistent with increased police political power. Unsurprisingly, the Washington Post later used the professor’s bad scholarship the way I predicted: it embraced their call for more police but said that the reducing imprisonment part isn’t politically feasible at this point.38 It argued, therefore, that we should dramatically expand police and then promised that, later, wink-wink, perhaps the reduction of mass imprisonment could be explored. I can find no attempt by the professors to criticize this use of their work.

The political right also embraced the professors. The San Francisco Deputy Sheriffs’ Association began urging people to read the article “in its entirety,” through a social media account paid for by its political action committee. The police union explained that the “study” showed “exactly what is going on in San Francisco. Little to no consequences and lack of police.” The police union then said that the article by the Harvard professors is proof that “the civilianization of police will go down in history as the biggest mistake any city can make.” In what can only be understood as a fascist warning, the police union then said: “Only a new leader that will make drastic changes can correct the course.”39

Similarly, employees of the far-right Manhattan Institute published an article, in the “Ideas” section of The Atlantic, called “We’re Underfunding the Police,” which cites the Harvard professors as a key piece of evidence.40 The right-wing weaponization of their arguments should not be surprising. It is to the advantage of the far right to use an article by self-proclaimed “progressives” to further entrench the punishment bureaucracy, justify authoritarian policies, and block social change.



Accusations of Censorship

After avoiding my arguments, the professors suggest that I tried to “censor” them:


The real shame of Karakatsanis’s reply is that he has pandered to our intellectual culture’s worst features. Students today too often graduate from college and graduate schools unable to engage people who disagree with them in good faith, or even to make the relevant counterarguments. Instead, they look to institutions to censor views which make them uncomfortable. This anti-intellectual tendency is a lamentable feature of our times. It undermines the integrity of scholarly discourse and, therefore, the research necessary for informed public policy.



The Harvard professors portray themselves as interested in debate and the “integrity” of scholarship, suggest that I am not engaging in “good faith” or making “relevant counterarguments,” and charge me with having a corrupting influence on impressionable students. In reality, I set forth counterarguments clearly relevant to the question of whether to add 500,000 armed police, which they entirely ignored. As for their aspersions about my fostering an “anti-intellectual tendency” and even advocating censorship, they do not and cannot cite a single word, clause, sentence, or paragraph as evidence. (This mistreatment also did not go over well with my grandmother, who doesn’t like when people are mean to me.)

More seriously, the accusation of censorship cheapens what is an important problem, and is an insult to the scholars around the world who are actually being threatened with the loss of their jobs based on the content of their syllabi or the bravery of scholarship that challenges powerful institutions. And, most profoundly, it is a perversion of the concept of “scholarly discourse.” Pointing out sloppy scholarship, debunking poorly constructed arguments that help powerful institutions maintain inequality, and calling out the manipulation of facts is not “censorship.”

The professors’ attempt to cast a critique of how criminology scholars support their arguments as “censorship” is perhaps the most alarming part of this episode. These are two powerful people. I have no doubt that their pro-police views will help their scholarship escape the scrutiny that would otherwise accompany an anti-police scholar in the tenure review process at Harvard. They will probably teach thousands of students at Harvard and have huge platforms to influence the most powerful people in our society, as evidenced by the Washington Post and The Atlantic quickly parroting their conclusions. They will become even more prominent public figures as the right-wing and corporate media embrace their plan for 500,000 more cops precisely because it comes from self-styled “socialists” and “progressives.”

I tried my best to marshal my experience and my safe position outside academia to explain why their proposal lacked rigor and honesty. I tried to explain why this kind of scholarship poses a danger to our society, particularly at a time of rising authoritarianism, because of the effect it can have on students and journalists, and because stuff like this adds a veneer of legitimacy to the proposals of a growing fascist movement. I didn’t do this because their opinions made me “uncomfortable”; I did it because there are consequences to Harvard professors making public proposals for 500,000 more police as right-wing mobs take over school boards, as university professors are fired for discussing race (actual “censorship”); as women, pregnant people, and healers are arrested for receiving or providing reproductive health care; as poor people are arrested for voting; as people forced from their homes are arrested for sleeping on the streets; as police beat striking union workers; as students and faculty calling for an end to militarism, apartheid, and genocide are violently arrested; and as people seeking to draw attention to ecological calamity are surveilled, shot, and imprisoned.

Writing an op-ed that criticizes the professors is not “censorship,” but by invoking that specter, they turn their own failure to address criticism into a moral crusade to protect the integrity of the academy. It is a scenario where, as Orwell would say, “two plus two equals five.” For these reasons, I offer the two Harvard professors, Adaner Usmani and Christopher Lewis, tenured chairs at Copaganda University—new positions made possible by a donation from an anonymous company that makes ecofriendly handcuffs. If things don’t work out for them at Harvard, they now have a home more suited to their work.




Harvard Students Contact Me

My critique of the 500,000 cops proposal became widely shared and referenced by scholars and in classroom discussions across the country. It appears that the “Reply to Alec Karakatsanis” may have been written as a form of damage control for their reputations among other Harvard professors, preparing them to make the argument that any critiques they face from students or other faculty are the inventions of a “woke” mob who cannot handle arguments that make them “uncomfortable.”41

After my critique was published and around the time of their “reply” (addressed to me but not shared with me), private armed cops employed by Harvard surveilled and crushed a student protest at Harvard Law School calling for more reproductive rights staff, more professors of color with tenure, and racial justice on campus.42 Harvard’s private police action was part of a long history of armed campus policing by privately deputized police.43 According to these two professors, though, these aren’t “police” worth counting and what happened isn’t a social cost worth considering. Shortly afterward, some Harvard Law School students contacted me and exposed how one of the two professors, Christopher Lewis, had used the stressful first-year final exams to get law students to do intellectual labor in furtherance of his scholarship. The students sent me the final exam question, which asked students to brainstorm potential counterarguments to his personal scholarship on police. I posted the exam questions on social media with some reflections about the ethics of an instructor forcing students to give free intellectual labor for pro-police scholarship on a final exam that is supposed to be assessing their proficiency in first-year criminal law.44 The students also told me that they had raised critiques similar to mine in class before I had published my article, confirming that at least one of the professors was aware of the omissions in his arguments but chose not to engage with them. Finally, the students informed me that the journal that published the “progressive” call for 500,000 more police by “socialists” was a recently created journal about “equality” that had been presented as one of Harvard’s major responses to racial justice uprisings and student protests on campus against police brutality in 2020. Just two years later, it was publishing shoddy articles with no meaningful original research, including one proposing the greatest expansion of police in modern history.



Academic Copaganda and Its Incentives

Many people within elite institutions know that the ticket to stardom—the key to tenure, lucrative grants, appointments to institutes, chairs, awards, fancy invitations, and access to op-ed pages—is to serve power. There is an academic wing of the copaganda ecosystem that churns out scholarship as simplistic as the work of the two Harvard professors featured in this chapter.45 As recent research has found, almost none of the punishment bureaucracy’s interventions have significant effects on interpersonal harm even when the most rigorous experimental techniques are used, and for good reason: the root causes of big problems in our society—like violence committed by human beings against each other—are deeper.46 But this reality of what actually influences social harm doesn’t stop an endless stream of studies, quotes, and op-eds focusing the public on tweaks to the machinery of punishment that won’t significantly reduce interpersonal harm but will enhance profit, control, and bureaucratic power. In this way, enormous effort is spent figuring out how to manage the chaos and suffering caused by poor material living conditions, rather than directing intellectual energy toward ameliorating those conditions. Some of it is well-funded and corrupt, but much of it is a more complex result of the culture and political economy of universities, as well as the systemic incentives in how to choose, get funding for, and publicly present one’s work. The whole enterprise is an elaborate effort at losing the forest through the trees.

An academic article by “progressives” proposing the greatest expansion of the militarized police surveillance bureaucracy in Western history is a moment of reckoning for well-meaning people in the academy. What standards should we expect from a “social scientist” and a “philosopher” at the most prominent university in the United States? What role should intellectuals play on the precipice of authoritarianism? How can well-meaning people in academic work with each other to preserve the integrity of the knowledge-production process? How can we instill in a new generation of students and scholars the ability to dream bigger, but also the obligation to be humble, accountable, critical, and thorough?







7
How Bad Academic Research Becomes News



The lower-class individual lives from moment to moment. . . . Impulse governs his behavior. . . . He is therefore radically improvident: whatever he cannot consume immediately he considers valueless. His bodily needs (especially for sex) and his taste for “action” take precedence over everything else. . . . [He] has a feeble, attenuated sense of self.

-Harvard professor Edward Banfield, proposing more policing in 19681



Let’s look at an example of how bad academic work makes its way into the news as conventional wisdom. A few weeks after Minneapolis police murdered George Floyd, the writer and 2020 Copaganda Newcomer of the Year Matthew Yglesias announced in a now-deleted social media post that he had developed “some thoughts on police.”2 He published a Vox article ostensibly using academic research to oppose the calls by a growing mass protest movement to curb the size and power of the policing bureaucracy.3

Yglesias was one of many. In that moment of mass consciousness in 2020, defenders of the way things are burst into action. Pundits in every corporate-owned outlet I tracked suggested that the social movement’s demands were naive and dangerous rather than an evidence-based call to curb an expensive, corrupt, discriminatory, unsafe, and ineffective punishment bureaucracy. Yglesias auditioned for a leading role in this journalistic chorus, contending simply that “police reduce crime.”

To make this argument, Yglesias and many other journalists made it seem like there was some sort of consensus on this controversial question by sprinkling hyperlinks to the research of the same cabal of pro-police professors relied on by the two “socialist” Harvard professors in their call for 500,000 more police officers. Because this “police reduce crime” argument from a few professors spread like wildfire throughout mainstream news, it’s important to unpack it.


There Is No “Consensus”

As a preliminary matter, the data available about the punishment bureaucracy is terrible.4 Scientifically determining causal inferences for complex social phenomena is inherently difficult, but one of the scandals of mass criminalization for over fifty years is that politicians have cared so little about whether the bureaucracy actually serves its stated goals that they have not invested in collecting sufficient data or studying it.

Journalists like Yglesias and German Lopez nevertheless used several studies based on police-reported data by pro-police professors to assert a consensus that more police and certain policing tactics—such as flooding “high crime” areas with armed officers—will reduce police-reported crime. You would not know from reading these mainstream news stories that other academic studies dispute the pro-police ones even on their own flawed terms.

Most broadly, for example, when pushing the “police reduce crime” mantra, mainstream news outlets ignore the comprehensive 2017 meta-study—a study of all other studies—that I mentioned earlier. It reviewed forty years of studies and concluded: “The effect on crime of adding or subtracting police is miniscule and not statistically significant.”5 Yglesias did not mention it, and I have never seen it referenced in the New York Times articles claiming that “experts” agree more police will reduce crime. More specifically, for example, several recent randomized controlled trials, the most robust form of testing the effectiveness of specific policing strategies, found that the short-term high-intensity policing tactics emphasized by Yglesias and other journalists have no effect on crime, even in the short term.6 Put simply, there is no “consensus” that doing more of what U.S. police do reduces even the narrow range of crimes police focus on. Anyone claiming that such a consensus exists is not trustworthy, and it is a red flag that journalism’s “police reduce crime” cult members don’t acknowledge that a lot of research exists finding that contemporary policing does not reduce crime,7 or even tell readers that other scholars contest the studies they rely on.8

Pro-police research is a closed loop of self-referential confusion and conflicts of interest, but my goal here is not to nitpick the many technical errors in pro-police research.9 I have read the studies on both sides of the narrow debate about whether police data shows that “police reduce crime,” and they are of almost no use in answering the most relevant policy questions about how society should improve overall safety. When promoters of the punishment bureaucracy invoke (one side of) this questionable police data and research in the news, they are having the wrong conversation.



Reducing “Crime” Misses That We Care About Overall Safety

Yglesias and many pundits in the news, like the Harvard professors, propose a trump card to begin and end debates about investments in police: “police reduce crime.”10 There is a lot wrong with that approach. First, there is a glaring problem: the studies they cite deliberately exclude estimates of crimes committed by police. Police do not record their own assaults or illegal stops and searches as crimes, even though counting these would add thousands of violent assaults in every major U.S. city each year.11 By declining to include estimates of such violence, these studies cited by Yglesias and others leave out millions of illegal police assaults each year,12 and hundreds of thousands of sexual and physical assaults in jails and prisons (including the sexual assuault of almost 10 percent of all children who are arrested and detained).13 Concluding that more police might reduce police-reported crime is an impossible proposition to maintain if you accurately counted, for example, every additional unlawful stop-and-frisk, home raid, arrest, or strip search as a physical or sexual assault—after all, such incidents meet the legal elements of various violent crimes. Thus, even if one imprudently focuses only on the question of whether increases in contemporary policing expenditures would reduce official “index crimes,” the news media consensus on that question relies on a body of research that selectively ignores crime committed by the police and prison bureaucracy itself.

On a deeper and more important level, limiting public discussion to police-recorded “index crimes” (which most of the research does) misses most of what matters for public safety. Over the last eighteen years, I have worked with many crime survivors, community organizers, and scholars, and no one I know is primarily concerned with asking the stand-alone question, do police reduce police-recorded crime? Most people I come across are more concerned with reducing violence in all its forms. They care about overall levels of harm, well-being, and the social costs and benefits of various approaches to safety.14 That is why critics of the punishment bureaucracy emphasize how narrowly “law enforcement” bureaucrats focus on enforcing only certain crimes committed by certain people, and how they largely ignore most social violence and harm. For them, crime isn’t the question and police aren’t the answer.

Many people I know who work in, study, and critique the punishment bureaucracy point out that the central function of the punishment bureaucracy has never been to “reduce crime” but to preserve whatever social, political, and economic order exists at any given time on behalf of those who benefit from that order, particularly people who own things.15 This is not a fact unique to the U.S.—the same applies to police, prosecutors, and prisons in England, Russia, France, China, and any other modern nation state, particularly those with greater inequality. As I noted when discussing the Harvard professors, in the context of the contemporary and historical United States, this has meant preserving class, race, religious, ethnicity, gender and sexuality, environmental, and other inequalities, and to prevent social movements from organizing for deeper change. Historians have demonstrated that the rise of modern U.S. police forces in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had little to do with “violent crime,” and far more to do with organizing and funding efforts to catch enslaved people who had liberated themselves and building government-funded squads to crush striking workers.16

And today, most of what police do has nothing to do with even what they themselves call serious crime: “violent crime” amounts to only about 4 percent of their time, and only 5 percent of all police arrests are for what the FBI considers serious “violent crime.”17 On top of sprawling politicized intelligence divisions, surveillance, and protest control, the vast bulk of what police do is arrest marginalized people for low-level offenses such as driving with a suspended license (11 million people have suspended licenses because of unpaid debts, and it is one of the leading police arrests in many places),18 trespassing, “disorderly” behavior (particularly that of unhoused people and people with mental illness), technical probation violations, and owing debts. Tens of millions of people have been caged and separated from their families for drug possession—by 2015, four decades into the War on Drugs, more people every year were handcuffed and put in a jail cell by police for marijuana offenses than for all “violent crimes” combined.19

So, for a lot of police-recorded crimes, police actually create their own police-reported crime through policy choices about where and when to look for it and then documenting the results of those choices. These choices about which behaviors and incidents to record as “crime” also erase the vast bulk of criminal activity from the public record by choosing not to look for or to document it. This is why, to take just one example, police-recorded “index crime” does not include most white-collar property crime, which by conservative estimates dwarfs by orders of magnitude the harm caused by all the property crimes recorded by police.

There is an even more profound problem for pro-punishment bureaucracy pundits and the studies they rely on. Remember, the vast majority of sexual assaults, child molestation, and violent incidents are never reported to police at all.20 This is true for many reasons, from survivors fearing punishment bureaucrats, to the legal system not offering appropriate resources to survivors, to the fact that most serious crimes happen between people who know each other. As a result, most people choose not to record harm with punishment bureaucrats. These facts show that the punishment bureaucracy undercounts social violence, because people deem the system to be ineffective in confronting or preventing most harm. For this reason, measuring public safety with police-recorded crime is an especially bad proxy for interpersonal harm.



Ignoring Alternatives

Let’s be blunt: the police do not even attempt to address all this social harm, which explains why most research consistently shows that the best way to reduce interpersonal harm is through other social investments.21 In fact, even a survey of leading pro-police researchers shows that, though they produce work used by police to secure higher budgets, these researchers concede when asked by other researchers that the overall research gives them more confidence that investments in housing, health care, and education will reduce crime more than increases in police.22 The obvious solution, based on the evidence—and the one news coverage largely ignores—is to prioritize spending public money on policies, programs, and systems that provide the highest marginal return on investment. This means interventions that best reduce social violence and harm, including unreported and unrecorded violence and harm.23

When arguing for a particular policy over other policies, it is incumbent on serious analysts not just to evaluate one method of achieving a stated goal, but to consider the other options. Instead of flooding neighborhoods with expensive armed police earning overtime cash, for example, what would happen if the neighborhood were flooded with members of the community paid living wages and trained to help each other and to de-escalate conflict? Or with well-paid poets, priests, and painters? Or Black Panthers?24 Or nurses, preschool teachers, basketball coaches, and dancers? Yglesias’s article reveals a remarkable theme of pro-police punditry that mirrors the errors of the Harvard professors: at no point in his article or in any of the studies he linked to does anyone compare the effectiveness of policing with that of alternative social investments, even short-term ones.

Many pro-police professors and pundits nonetheless take relatively narrow research findings about the marginal, short-term effects of police on police-reported crime and carelessly make public assertions that suggest this research supports paying for more armed police, which is not a responsible policy conclusion from a piece of research that does not evaluate alternatives.

There are many places where such alternatives have been implemented. In Chicago, for example, researchers found that simply placing unarmed civilian employees with neon jackets in areas of concern for a few hours each day was more cost-effective at reducing police-reported crime.25 One of my favorite examples is an initiative in Bogotá, Columbia, where officials disbanded their corrupt police traffic units and replaced them with mimes, who mocked or applauded people for breaking or following traffic laws. That led to huge reductions in traffic fatalities.26 Other researchers have found that expanding non-police alternative first responders can improve neighborhood safety.27 And cities across the U.S. are beginning to spend relatively small amounts of money on highly effective mental-health first responders.28

At best, a punditry consensus based on a few pro-police studies that don’t consider alternatives is like a salesperson selling you a gas heater for your house without telling you that the model they are peddling also leaks carbon monoxide and that other higher-efficiency heaters on the market create more heat without killing your kids.



The Costs of Police

Even if one believed that more armed government agents would marginally reduce a small category of police-reported crimes more than any other public intervention—and by that logic, we should consider hiring enough police to station one officer with a gun inside every person’s bedroom and outside every person’s home—one might still conclude that the costs of living in such a society would make it undesirable. George Orwell wrote a book called 1984 about that dystopia. So, what about the inequality, violence, and misery police preserve and create?

It is here that we can see the ripple effects of irresponsible academic practices like those practiced by the Harvard professors. Because of how pro-police scholars distort their academic work, when copaganda translates academic research for popular consumption, it likewise ignores wide swaths of research on the social costs of policing. Some pundits like Yglesias acknowledge “excessive force” like the police murder of George Floyd as a cost of policing. But none of the survivors of police violence I know are concerned only about “excessive force” that is already nominally illegal. They are just as concerned about what the “good cops” are doing every day, because law-abiding non-newsworthy policing has costs to public health, families, democratic participation, the economy, and more.29

Consider the well-publicized research of Aaron Chalfin, after whom the Aaron J. Chalfin wing in the Copaganda Hall of Fame is named. In a study promoted by Yglesias and later in the New York Times, Chalfin and co-author Justin McCrary claimed that every $1 spent on police brings $1.63 in “social return,”30 as if every additional armed officer adds linear and perpetual marginal net value to society. Setting aside that this study shares the data and design problems I describe above, note that this calculation is premised on particular monetary valuations of certain social harms but not others. For example, Chalfin’s study estimated that every sexual assault caused exactly $142,020 in damage.

More importantly, the study does not calculate almost any of the social costs of policing, including the most obvious: the cost of violent crimes committed by police or prison guards. Using the study’s own numbers, the cost of the one thousand police homicides every year plus 100,000 yearly sexual assaults committed mostly by government agents against people they arrest every year (a low-end estimate that is half the number of custodial sexual assaults federal researchers estimate) would be an additional $20 billion, altering the study’s results completely.31 And this does not count the hundreds of thousands of premature deaths caused by confinement in government-run cells resulting from arrests. These deaths alone amount to tens of billions of dollars in additional social costs under Chalfin’s own estimates.

What follows is not a comprehensive accounting but just a few examples of the social costs of policing not including rape and death, all of which the pro-police studies generally leave out:


	Millions of stops, car searches, home searches, strip searches, property seizures, arrests (both legal and illegal), beatings, chokeholds, and taserings. (It is important to emphasize that even such incidents ultimately ruled lawful still incur social costs, and recent ground-breaking research suggests that ordinary people view these costs as far higher than had been understood, including that they would rather be victimized by a violent crime than endure, for example, standard periods of lawful post-arrest detention.)32


	Hundreds of thousands of lost jobs, lost homes, starved pets with nobody to feed them, separated families, and children traumatized in group homes and foster care.


	Interrupted or completely severed medical and mental health care for hundreds of thousands of people.


	Expanded ability of the government to track and punish abortions and reproductive health care, to arrest and prosecute marginalized or unpopular people seeking to vote, to obtain gender-affirming care, to protest, or to engage in any other activity that a local, state, or federal government entity opposes.


	The spread of infectious disease inside and then beyond jails and prisons with enormous effects on public health more broadly.33


	Interference with community-based efforts to combat violence by political targeting of non-police violence workers.34


	Increased crime in the future caused by police performing more low-level arrests, which research I discuss later shows is criminogenic.


	Increased deportations.


	Massively reduced voting and civic engagement caused by police interactions.35


	Harder-to-quantify effects of widespread Orwellian surveillance on human relationships, progressive social movements, and privacy.


	Long-term effects of expanded policing established in the literature, such as intergenerational trauma and the negative effects of policing in terms of low birth-weights of Black infants, diabetes, obesity, the longitudinal impacts on children growing up with an incarcerated parent, and the cumulative loss of intergenerational wealth that contributes to the racialized wealth gap.




An estimate of these social costs is intentionally excluded in studies like Chalfin’s that make their way into mainstream news, because virtually any one of them, if quantified using conservative estimates, would reverse their marginal findings and invalidate the policy prescription of more policing.

Calling for a policy based on its supposed benefits without counting its costs is not objective science. It is also a form of academic deception to conclude, based only on counting the supposed benefits of police, that “U.S. cities are almost surely underpoliced.”36 To give the illusion of scientific status to this claim and similar claims like “U.S. cities are substantially underpoliced,” Chalfin and McCrary, the authors of the study cited by Yglesias and the two “progressive” Harvard professors, include equations like this one:

[image: The equation begins with zero equal to the derivative of V with respect to S, multiplied by the ratio of S to C. That is then equal to the derivative of y with respect to S, multiplied by the same ratio, minus the derivative of C with respect to S, again multiplied by this ratio. Finally, it simplifies to the negative product of w and S, divided by the product of n and C, minus epsilon.]
Do you see how this proves we need more police? If you don’t, look a little harder at it, and I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Here’s the thing: no matter how beautiful an equation, a researcher can mislead a journalist and the public when they make broad statements ostensibly based on the equation that are not supported by it. And a study can include pages of complex—and sometimes unimpeachable—math by the smartest people in the world, but if it asks and answers the wrong questions, then its conclusions on whether we need more armed police are useless.

In his popular article, Chalfin concluded that “increases in police in medium to large U.S. cities in recent years would have substantially improved social welfare.”37 Statements like this—in which pro-police researchers make claims that are not supported by their own data analysis—are among the most common forms of academic copaganda that seep into the news.

In another study based on other similarly flawed and limited research, Chalfin and a different co-author concluded that “the benefits of hiring police officers likely exceeds [sic] the cost of doing so.”38 I want you to pause for a moment and think about how unserious a piece of scholarship has to be in order to draw such a conclusion without counting the social costs of the thing being studied. This is what passes for research among pro-police professors who make public comments in leading news outlets about important issues of human well-being.

Chalfin is not just anybody; he is the “Graduate Chair of Criminology” at the University of Pennsylvania. Chalfin and other pro-police researchers cite each other repeatedly, establishing a self-referential “consensus” that more police would make society better overall that is entirely premised on ignoring the costs of policing. Many of them are funded by the same sources and some, like five-time Copaganda Conflict of Interest Award winner NYU professor Barry Friedman, lead non-profits who get funding from the police surveillance industry.39 As cringy internal emails obtained through the Freedom of Information Act reveal, many of these professors also rely on cozy relationships with police leaders to maintain access to the police-controlled data without which they could not get funding for their research—part of a smorgasbord of systemic conflicts of interest about which leading economists have started to sound the alarm.40

To be sure, there is pressure for researchers and journalists to take narrow research findings and make them seem relevant to complex public policy debates—which sometimes morphs their statements in the news into a sort of blending of research and personal political opinions. All of this is then thrust into the hands of police PR officials and their media networks.

In short, pro-police researchers will use funding from a small number of sources to design a study that looks at the (usually short-term) effects of police on police-recorded “index crimes,” obtain and manipulate police datasets in proprietary ways, produce a result based on dozens of biased assumptions and omissions, and spit out a result that they claim shows a general, indefinite marginal linear effect of police on police-recorded “index crime.” Most alarming, they will then falsely portray these findings as suggesting that more police are a good investment overall without having weighed the alternatives or counted the costs.

Unqualified pundits like Matt Yglesias and German Lopez then simplify and distort pro-police research even further for popular consumption in the most prestigious news outlets. It’s like a game of telephone, although one played with a megaphone and gone horribly awry on matters of great import. By the time it gets to us news consumers, what started as a few claims by a few pro-police researchers that are not supported by their own research becomes a “consensus” among “experts” about social policy questions that none of the experts had studied.41

Speaking openly about this cycle presents an important opportunity for people of good will in academia and journalism. Because it suggests a failure to grasp how to approach life-and-death questions with critical thinking, it is natural, when looking at the work of someone like Chalfin, Yglesias, Lewis, Lopez, or Usmani to ask: how can we trust anything that a person who would do this says or does? But we must also ask something more important: what are we to make of the institutions in which these individuals operate successfully—institutions supposedly about the advancement and dissemination of knowledge—who fail to help them become more serious? What do we make of their colleagues, who take unserious work seriously, who have not developed internal mechanisms of accountability, or who lack the courage to use those mechansims? It is remarkable that this kind of deception about costs, benefits, and overall “social welfare” is carried out in the corners of our society supposedly most committed to intellectual pursuit of knowledge. Would we tolerate such bumbling misrepresentation of empirical results in any other context? It would be career-ending for a doctor treating our child, an electrician wiring our house, or an engineer building a bridge to mislead us about their supposed weighing of costs, benefits, and alternative options. We expect people in every other area of our lives who make recommendations about the best course of action to weigh the costs of that course of action and of alternative courses of action. Why has such profound intellectual sloppiness been acceptable in the field of criminology? Because scholarship like this—and the ways that research is later characterized for popular consumption—undermines the rigor and reputation of knowledge-producing institutions generally, it will be up to the people who study and work in academia and journalism to organize together to correct profound flaws in our society’s organs of elite and mass popular education. A lot depends on whether we come together to do it.
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Keywords of Copaganda: Smuggling Ideology into the News



“The newspapers all say the same thing, that is true,” said the old prince, “but then so do all the frogs croak before a storm.”

-Leo Tolstoy1

But no, they appear to glory in their chains; now, more than ever, they appear to measure their safety in chains and corpses.

-James Baldwin2



People who produce the news smuggle political, ideological, and moral judgments into reporting through ordinary words and phrases. Using case studies of certain keywords, I illustrate how this happens and why it matters.


“Major” Reforms

A 2021 New York Times article touted the Queens district attorney’s new “conviction integrity unit” as a “major” improvement to a notoriously corrupt institution.3

However, many prosecutors have created such units. They typically review and remedy an infinitesimal share of the office’s problematic convictions in recent decades and, with a few exceptions, they rarely do anything significant relative to the office’s volume of illegal convictions. Conviction integrity units are thus used largely for public relations, to give the impression that prosecutors care about redressing injustice.4 The New York Times obliged, calling Melinda Katz a “major” reformer even though her office has not materially changed what it does every day. As it has for decades, it is still almost exclusively prosecuting poor people—disproportionately people of color and immigrants—for the same offenses in similar rates using the same laws, discretionary prosecution priorities, and theories of criminal liability. It is seeking similar sentences, engaging in the same widespread practice of coercing guilty pleas by threatening longer imprisonment, and exploiting the same police investigative priorities and tactics. It is a mass-incarceration machine. And, it is still not prosecuting police, prosecutors, judges, jail guards, landlords, employers, or wealthy people in similar rates. If an alien from a utopian world without the New York Times or a person from virtually any other legal system on earth were to observe the Queens DA office before and after her “major” reforms, they would have trouble telling the difference.

The article nonetheless makes a normative claim, reported as a fact in the reporter’s voice, that what Katz is doing is “major.” This characterization helps regulate the boundaries of the reader’s imagination about what kinds of changes are possible, let alone desirable.

Actual major reforms are inconceivable for the Times, including, for example: firing and charging the prosecutors in the office who violated people’s rights and intentionally withheld evidence; paying reparations to the office’s past victims; reviewing and reducing all prior sentences so that they are in line with those in the rest of the world; refusing to support illegal pretrial detention in thousands of cases; ceasing the prosecution of drug cases; and prosecuting wealthy people who violate New York criminal laws at the same rates as poor people. Neither the Queens DA nor the Times contemplates such policies. Instead, the list of supposed changes the article highlights are almost comically insignificant. They include: charging a single cop out of the thousands of police-committed crimes in Queens; hiring slightly more women and people of color to enforce largely the same prosecution policies as before; and ceasing prosecution of some low-level misdemeanor marijuana offenses.

The idea that this Queens DA is a “major” reformer on the issue of prosecutor misconduct is especially jarring for me. In the spirit of disclosure, my nonprofit organization, Civil Rights Corps, had to sue this DA after she violated our First Amendment rights and threatened us and the law professors working with us to publicize misconduct in her office.5 She threatened the law professors with the claim that the mere act of posting ethics complaints against Queens prosecutors (based on public court rulings of misconduct) on a website we created was unlawful. She and New York City’s Corporation Counsel, its top lawyer, then warned us that even telling the public about their threats against us was illegal. A federal judge ruled in our favor that she violated our First Amendment rights. In a scathing editorial supportive of our lawsuit, the New York Times editorial board called her threats a “prosecutor protection racket,” targeting people who are trying to inform the public about misconduct in her office.6 The Times declared, “This isn’t just shooting the messenger; it’s tossing the gun into the East River and threatening anyone who tries to fish it out.”

The Queens DA won her initial election by mimicking the “reform” rhetoric of her opponent, a progressive from the public defender’s office, while quietly signaling to rank-and-file cops and prosecutors that little would change. So, it’s obvious why she would want to convince New Yorkers that she was enacting “major” reforms while she maintained the wretched status quo. But why would the news be an accomplice in this propaganda?

A similar phenomenon pervaded the coverage of the Manhattan DA’s race in 2022. A Times article asserted that the new DA “campaigned on lenient policies aimed at making the justice system fairer.”7 By any objective comparison to other countries or the U.S. in earlier times, the policies he campaigned on were harsh, not “lenient.” That’s why public defenders in New York pointed out that his election would have little effect on the cases they handled. Portraying the policies as “lenient” has implications: it makes proposals that do significantly reduce harsh punishment seem radical and beyond acceptable boundaries. A person hearing about some of those more significant policies might exclaim, “Gosh, that’s too far. Not even the ‘fairer, lenient reformer’ went that far!” Characterizing minor tweaks to extremely harsh policies as objectively lenient decreases the public’s ability to conceive of more profound change and depresses its appetite to support it. Such lowering of expectations for radical change is a key feature of copaganda.

As I explained in Usual Cruelty, “reform” discourse often makes well-meaning people feel like those in power are working in good faith to improve society. This discourse can disguise the fact that people in power, the punishment bureaucracy, and the owners of media companies oppose changes to the legal system that would materially improve the lives of most people.

Announcing reforms as “major” and “important” is clickbait.8 Non-experts, or people who cultivate their knowledge by reading mainstream media outlets, will have little grounding in the punishment bureaucracy’s history of using the concept of “reform” to legitimize and further entrench mass incarceration. So, they accept reform discourse as genuine.



“Sweeping” and “Overhaul”

Another Times article, published in 2021, states that the U.S. House of Representatives “passed a sweeping police bill designed to address racial discrimination and excessive use of force.”9 The journalist uses the word “sweeping” three times and “overhaul” twice to describe three different proposed federal laws, none of which would have had any significant impact. In another article entitled “Can Policing Change?” the Times calls similarly inconsequential proposals pushed by police that include many of the same things on the local level “meaningful” and “substantial.”10

None of these laws, if passed, had any chance of causing measurable change in police behavior, and in reality none of them were even “designed,” to borrow the paper’s copaganda term about the intentions of punishment bureaucrats, in good faith to do that. But describing them with words like “sweeping” and “overhaul” makes it seem like there is no debate to be had about whether these would be “historic” changes. Wouldn’t the “paper of record,” which prints “all the news that’s fit to print,” tell me if knowledgeable people thought these bills wouldn’t do much?

“Overhaul” means to “take apart [something] . . . in order to examine it and repair it if necessary.” None of these initiatives “takes apart” any aspect of U.S. policing. “Sweeping” means “wide in range or effect,” but the article concedes that the vast majority of the U.S. didn’t see any changes at all to policing laws or policies, and years of data have confirmed my point: not only have various similar reformist tweaks at the federal, state, and local level not measurably changed what police do or who they target where they have been implemented, but as I discuss later, police killed more people each successive year between George Floyd’s murder and the publication of this book in 2025.11

The “overhaul” article above cites a different “overhaul”-themed article that describes a police reform bill, the George Floyd Justice in Policing Act, as a “sweeping” bill “aimed at combating racial discrimination and excessive use of force in law enforcement.”12 Of course, that could not be further from the truth. Lawmakers and congressional staff privately agreed with many civil rights and public safety experts in my professional circles that the bill was mostly symbolic: it would leave U.S. policing virtually unchanged. This was an open secret on Capitol Hill. Indeed, that was the point. There is not political support in either party to significantly change U.S. policing, hold police accountable, or reduce their power. But they want to look like they are doing something in moments of public outrage, and news outlets oblige them by making their charade look serious, even monumental.

The Times portrays the legislative debate over these bills as a partisan dispute, with Democrats “aiming” to “overhaul” the system against Republican opposition.13 In this way, consumers of news think that the entire range of possible or reasonable political positions lies between these two poles of calls for minor tweaks by Democrats and more “law and order” by Republicans. Left undiscussed is the substance of these tweaks, how little they change the punishment bureaucracy, and that most of them give it more power and make it more dangerous. No matter. The news assures us that there are serious politicians working on serious problems in a serious way, even if other politicians are blocking their efforts.

In another article on “police reform,” the Times portrays the outer boundary of “progressive” viewpoints with this framing: “We need police on the streets, well equipped, but we need them to have the cooperation and trust of the community.”14 No voice critical of the police is presented or portrayed as conceivable. The article repeatedly refers to police interests as “centrist” and politicians giving into police union demands as “moving to the center.” To the contrary, police unions are openly far-right political formations, and the news is normalizing them as a fictional “center” between the Democrats and Republicans. All those with more far-reaching criticisms of the punishment bureaucracy are ignored. No one is quoted to offer the perspective that the hyped-up tweaks were minuscule and would not change policing. The two perspectives presented are people fearmongering about the meaningless “reforms” and self-interested officials with an incentive to inflate the significance of their proposals. This framing makes readers think that serious change is being contemplated because it presents these two positions as in deep—even existential—conflict instead of being part of a symbiotic performance that keeps everything mostly the same.

Such copaganda invokes Noam Chomsky’s observation about how to control a population:


The smart way to keep people passive and obedient is to strictly limit the spectrum of acceptable opinion but allow very lively debate within that spectrum—even encourage the more critical and dissident views. That gives people the sense that there’s free thinking going on, while all the time the presuppositions of the system are being reinforced by the limits put on the range of the debate.15



Chomsky’s observation helps us understand why it is so pervasive for news outlets to characterize reforms to the punishment bureaucracy with language that inflates their significance. It’s useful to those who want to preserve things if people’s imaginations about the kinds of changes that are possible are constrained, and also useful if people come to believe that the individuals in power and in control over these bureaucracies are constantly doing the laudable work of making “significant overhauls.”

In this spirit, I recently undertook sweeping renovations to overhaul the Copaganda Hall of Fame, moving it from one wall of my basement to another.



“Quality of Life”

A 1994 New York Times article entitled “Police Announce Crackdown on Quality-of-Life Offenses” describes intensified policing of poor people as “pursuing Mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani’s theme of improving the quality of life in the city.”16 Almost thirty years later, in 2023, news articles described Eric Adams’s policy to increase stops, searches, putting metal chains on people’s bodies, and putting people in cages for minor violations as “focusing on quality-of-life offenses.”17 What does the news mean when it says “quality-of-life offenses” and what does this phrase reveal about its unstated goals? Whose “quality of life” is imagined and whose is ignored?

Recent “quality of life” articles describe police arresting poor people for things like “public drinking, public urination, dice games” and forms of “disorder” such as “fare evasion” and “trespassing.” News outlets are not talking here about the “quality of life” for people who are unhoused as a result of real estate development and urban planning policies, people unable to access medical treatment, people forced to work in jobs or live in apartments where safety codes are not enforced, or people severed from library programming that New York is cutting. The “quality of life” contemplated here is for those who benefit from our society’s inequalities but don’t want the fleeting discomfort of seeing the suffering of those around them.

By presenting the policing of poverty or mental illness as improving “quality of life,” the news puts a benevolent veneer on some of the most ruthless and empirically discredited policies of modern government.



“Officer-Involved Shooting”

Copaganda obscures the active role police play in doing bad things. Many people have criticized the police-invented term “officer-involved shooting” because it obscures who is responsible.18 It was first adopted by the LAPD in the 1970s, and the news now uses it widely. In a remarkable recent study, researchers demonstrated that “the media is significantly more likely to use several language structures—e.g., passive voice, nominalization, intransitive verbs—that obfuscate responsibility for police killings compared to civilian homicides,” and that news consumers “are less likely to hold a police officer morally responsible for a killing, and to demand penalties, after reading a story that uses obfuscatory language.”19

The news uses related tricks to obscure police culpability. For example, a New Mexico news channel described a police murder with the headline, “SWAT Standoff Ends with House Fire, 14-Year-Old Killed.” Another channel outdid that one, saying, “APD Standoff Ends in House Fire, 1 Dead.”20 What really happened? The cops brought a SWAT team to a house owned by a family who were not the target of the raid. With guns drawn, the cops deployed a drone and robots and launched gas grenades into the house that caught fire. They handcuffed the family outside, broke the doors and windows. A teenage boy—also not the target of the raid—was left in the house and died in the fire. The police initially claimed that the target, who had been visiting the house, was wanted for robbery and other violent crimes, but it turned out the warrants were for “unlawful taking of a vehicle out of Santa Fe” and a probation violation.21



A “Shortage” of Punishment Bureaucrats

After massive protests and calls in 2020 to reduce police and prison budgets, a series of news stories decried a supposed “shortage” of police and prison guards. For example, a New York Times article declared: “The shortage has prompted agencies . . . to broaden and intensify their searches for talent.”22

The article appeared in the news section, not in the opinion section, and was written by a reporter who “covers breaking news and criminal justice.” It frames the supposed “shortage” as a crisis: “the single most daunting challenge that policing has faced in decades.”

By taking the “shortage” as a given and focusing on recruiting efforts, news articles signal to readers that the factuality of a “shortage” is so obvious that no reasonable person questions it. This is drive-by copaganda—it carelessly shoots out as fact what should be presented as a controversial opinion on a debatable proposition. After reading something like this, a casual news reader might mindlessly mention to coworkers over lunch that there is a shortage of police, and this is how innocent bystanders become victims of copaganda.

News articles about “shortages” and “understaffing” do not appear out of nowhere; they are an effort by punishment bureaucrats, pro-police politicians, corporate profiteers, and a small group of academics to build a consensus that the U.S. needs more investment in the punishment bureaucracy. As with the articles about the mysterious police “pullbacks,” the “shortage” articles also tend to use pro-police sources to blame the “shortage” problem (hyped as an “exodus” by the New York Times) on civil rights “unrest.”23 Here are the sources in that Times article quoted above, in the order they appear:


	Police chief in Colorado;


	NYC police union president


	NYPD


	Head of a police policy organization who is a former cop


	Same police chief in Colorado along with his portrait


	Former Miami cop who works for a Florida police union


	Professor whom the reporter quotes as an expert without disclosing that she had been an Israeli police officer and sergeant in the Israeli Defense Forces


	NYC police union president (again)




The paper does not hint that anyone—let alone experts, crime survivors, directly affected individuals, and scholars—thinks that there are too many armed cops.

The article gives a prominent position to Patrick Lynch, the president of a local police union, presenting this purveyor of far-right misinformation as a credible source. His comments about the need for higher pay to combat “shortages” not only treat the shortages as a given fact but also elide the NYPD’s overtime bonanza and the sick-leave fraud epidemic.24 After printing the claim that New York does not pay a “market” wage for police officers, the reporter includes Lynch’s assertion about “the staffing shortage” as if “the shortage” is a fact:


Lower pay is exacerbated by other grievances, Mr. Lynch said. Many officers must work longer hours to make up for the staffing shortage to meet extra demands like patrolling the subway system, he said. Some officers feel frustrated when the people they have arrested are quickly released, he added.



There is a lot wrong here. Lynch is referring to the NYPD’s baseless criticisms of changes to the state’s bail laws and claiming that because criminals are running free, good police officers cannot take it any longer and leave. Inserting this (incorrect) grievance without correction, context, or explication bolsters the article’s controversial assumption that there is a “shortage” because offering an explanation for a phenomenon solidifies the impression that the phenomenon exists.

Lynch’s explanation for “the staffing shortage” and the “grievance” of “some officers” is also darkly amusing. It should feature on some sort of Rosetta Stone so that people of the future can piece together the role of copaganda in the fall of our civilization. It is essentially a complaint that the U.S. has a Constitution and that New York, like every other state, has laws that limit indefinite detention without trial. The inclusion of this statement normalizes an authoritarian mentality: the newspaper informs its readers that, if they want cops to keep their jobs during a crisis-level “shortage,” they need to allow police to indefinitely detain those they arrest. Otherwise, no one will want to keep us all safe.

One of the most consequential and vibrant debates in the contemporary U.S. is whether our society needs armed government bureaucrats equipped with military surveillance and weaponry at anywhere near the level that it currently employs them. This debate was thrust into the spotlight in 2020, when a nationwide mass protest movement coalesced on a simple demand: to reduce police funding. Tens of millions of people believe reducing overall violence requires reducing investments in the punishment bureaucracy and increasing investments in systems of care. Journalists reporting a “shortage” of police as objective fact assume that the protesting millions are so naive, so marginal, so irrelevant, that their perspective merits not even a nod recognizing it as a reasonable position, let alone detailed treatment of the evidence and arguments supporting it. The pro-police frame is offered as the only reasonable position.

The “police shortage” articles assuming the need to preserve or increase the current number of armed police officers are really about something else: the question of whether our society wants to reduce key forms of inequality or not. If we do not, then we may have a “shortage” of police and prisons, because the amount of repression it takes to manage and enforce extant levels of inequality and predation is significant. This is what the specter of a “shortage” means to many of the sophisticated people invoking it.

Portraying a “shortage” in the midst of already world-record spending on police, prosecutors, and prisons is therefore ideological and political. (It was also comically incorrect on basic empirical facts. It later emerged, in the largest-ever study of the police labor market, that the total impact of the supposed “retention crisis” on the police labor force was only 1 percent, , and that it did not align with the 2020 civil rights protests.)25 Some journalists reporting coordinated police and prison guard campaigns about “shortages” and “understaffing” as objective fact may not even be aware that they are playing a role in a well-funded public relations campaign designed to influence policy at particular moments of political relevance. Campaigns like this—ultimately yielding billions in government funds—are coordinated at the highest levels, both formally in that many aspects of the PR offensive are planned and paid for, and informally in that people in politics, media, consulting, the nonprofit sector, and academia understand what their role should be; what opinions they should have; how, where, and when they should express their opinions; how they will be rewarded professionally for expressing the right opinions (pun intended); and how they will be harmed professionally if they speak differently. One job of journalism is to help people see these things, not obscure them further by repeating campaign positions as objective fact.

Instead, the Times published three articles in two weeks asserting a “shortage” of police—relying on the same set of sources, including the same police industry leaders—just as Democratic lawmakers in Congress were considering President Joe Biden’s plan for the biggest increase in police in more than a generation.26




The Enduring “Shortage” of Prison Guards

A few days before the barrage of police “shortage” articles, the Times published another article, this one about the sexual abuse of women detained in federal prisons.27 In an article that makes otherwise important facts known to the public, the reporter inserted the following paragraph:


The issue of sexual assault at the 160,000-inmate Bureau of Prisons, an agency hamstrung by labor shortages, budget shortfalls and mismanagement, has become increasingly evident in recent years. The perpetrators have included male employees at every level of the prison hierarchy: warden pastor, guard.



It is hard to convey how strange it sounds to anyone who has studied sexual violence in prisons to assume that the problem could be solved with more guards, who are themselves the greatest source of sexual violence, or larger budgets for a federal prison bureaucracy that has been violent, lawless, and unaccountable since before Eugene Debs wrote his indictment of federal prisons while running for President from behind bars in the 1920s.28 The article, like most in its genre, makes no reference to the fact that the U.S. cages six times more people per capita than its own pre-1980 historical average and five to ten times more than other countries, with a prison system that is one of the government’s most bloated bureaucracies. The paper could easily have presented the problem as one of overincarceration rather than understaffing. And, it is profoundly manipulative to use the issue of systemic sexual assault of incarcerated women to enlarge the very bureaucracy that victimizes them—a special kind of copaganda that gets well-meaning people to feel bad before inundating them with solutions that exacerbate the problem, with no indication that anyone with knowledge even thinks differently.

A defining theme in coverage of unspeakable conditions and abuse in U.S. prisons is that they are caused by not spending enough money on the punishment bureaucracy.29 To take one representative example, a story in the Texas Tribune about decades-long conditions of criminal torture in child jails in Texas frames the problem as follows:


	“The agency is so understaffed that teens have reported spending up to 23 hours locked in their cells, using water bottles to go to the bathroom. A staggering number have hurt themselves.”


	“Dangerously understaffed.”


	“The Agency has never escaped its problem of chronic understaffing.”


	“The short-staffing impacts every piece of the youths’ prison lives.”


	“And more and more, children are hurting themselves—sometimes severely—out of distress . . . in their isolation.”


	“In the last year, teens have forced springs from pens into their necks or pieces of metal into their urethras. . . . Many have used ligatures to strangle themselves.”


	“The staffing crisis only worsened following the pandemic and the subsequent wave of resignations throughout the country.”


	“Ultimately, the answer comes down to money.”


	“But while the governor and lawmakers have denounced agency failures, replaced leadership and demanded change after abuse reports in recent years, their outcries are not typically reflected in the budget.”


	“TJJD leaders were able to implement emergency 15% raises for staff earlier this year by postponing reentry programs and using savings from unfilled positions. But they said salaries are still too low.”


	“ ‘The first step in addressing these shortages and moving us out of survival mode is to provide a competitive salary.’ ”


	“The state of crisis has led the agency to scrap planned programs to help teens avoid being arrested again when they are released, and it canceled therapeutic programming targeting violent behavior.”30




You will find nearly identical articles and stories across the U.S. It is a feature of contemporary news, even from reporters who care enough to bring what’s happening in our dungeons into public view.31

Another way of framing the problem plaguing Texas and other parts of the country would be that there are too many children in cages or that there is something inherent in the project of jailing children itself that cannot be made humane through more jailers. But the news almost always ignores the elephant in the room: increases in human caging are a primary driver of the suffering behind bars. Moreover, news about horrific prison conditions almost always excludes discussion of several points: (1) much of the violence is intentionally perpetrated by guards; (2) chronic torture, brutality, isolation, and death are inherent to the construction, design, and management of U.S. prisons; (3) the punishment bureaucracy disproportionately cages people with physical and mental illness, often because of those illnesses, instead of treating them; (4) the institutions are managed to be democratically unaccountable and prioritize secrecy; (5) many aspects of the system are run for profit, including medical care, food, and communication with the outside world; and (6) many intentional policies unrelated to staffing contribute to violence behind bars.

Instead of reckoning with the role mass incarceration plays in our society, almost the entire body of news coverage about the scandalous state of prisons and jails focuses on getting them more money.

I want to end this discussion about the ostensible “shortage” of punishment bureaucrats with one of my favorite stories about U.S. prisons. After guards went on strike for two months at a prison in Walpole, Massachusetts, in 1973, prisoners took over the institution. Here’s a short account of what happened:


In protest of their loss of control, the guards walked off the job. They thought this act would prove how necessary they were, but . . . it had the exact opposite effect. For two months, the prisoners ran the prison themselves. . . . One observer recounted: “The atmosphere was so relaxed—not at all what I expected. I find that my own thinking has been so conditioned by society and the media. These men are not animals, they are not dangerous maniacs. I found my own fears were really groundless.”

Another observer insisted, “It is imperative that none of the personnel formerly in Block 9 [a segregation block] ever return. It’s worth paying them to retire. The guards are the security problem.”

Walpole had been one of the most violent prisons in the country, but while the prisoners were in control, recidivism dropped dramatically, and murders and rapes fell to zero. . . .

Many of the civilian observers and the corrections commissioner, who was soon forced out of his job, ultimately came to favor prison abolition. The prisoners who took over Walpole continued to fight for their freedom and dignity, but the guards’ union ended up with greater power than before, the media ceased talking about prison reform, and as of this writing Walpole prison, now MCI Cedar Junction, still warehouses, tortures, and kills people.32



The point of this example is not to argue that everyone should support immediate prison abolition or to deny the complexity of addressing mass incarceration. Precisely the opposite: because these are difficult issues, news consumers deserve to be presented with assessments of problems and solutions in their full complexity so they can engage in critical thinking and informed debate.



“Tough on Crime”

“Tough on crime” terminology normalizes the idea that the punishment bureaucracy is essential for our safety. Associating punishment with safety is so commonplace in the news that even those featured in articles who oppose aspects of the punishment bureaucracy on other grounds, such as its infringement of civil liberties or its disproportionate impact, often are not quoted questioning its connection to safety.

The news constantly links the problem, “crime,” with the solution, the punishment bureaucracy.33 This ironclad link is not supported by social science, which points to systemic causes of interpersonal harm. Police and prisons do not address those systemic causes, and in fact protect them. Nevertheless, it is a foundational myth of copaganda to pair being against violence with increased punishment.

Since the early 1970s, when Richard Nixon postured as “tough on crime” and attacked liberals as “soft” on crime, both Democratic and Republican politicians have used this rhetoric. Ronald Reagan weaponized the phrase “tough on crime” to expand punishment for drugs after the 1986 death of basketball star Len Bias. Bill Clinton employed it to promote his infamous 1994 crime bill that led to a prison construction boom and added 100,000 more armed bureaucrats to the public payroll. Democratic political strategists made a decision to operationalize the phrase to change the party’s political platform in the 1990s. Here is a Democratic consultant reflecting back on his role:


Mandatory minimums were originally a Democratic idea. . . . We produced crime attacks for both primary and general elections, targeting other Democrats and Republicans alike. In 1994, it reached an absolute fever pitch. My firm had about 30 clients, all Democrats, and we did tough-on-crime pieces for every single one. In many cases, we’d make ten or so different mail pieces for a client, and eight of them would be about crime. In other words, in every last race we worked on, every candidate was accusing every other candidate of being soft on crime. The highlight of my consulting career was when I lay down on a sidewalk so our photographer could trace around my body with chalk for a murder aftermath scene we staged.34



A lawyer for the House Judiciary Committee described the logic of Democrats who enacted mandatory minimum sentences for drugs:


They were told, look, you’ve got one month to put together your anti-drug agenda and then you’re . . . going to campaign the hell out of that agenda. . . . We had no hearings. We did not consult with the Bureau of Prisons, or with the federal judiciary, or with DEA, or with the Justice Department, to at least find out from those folks what would be the effect of mandatory minimums.35



This process was driven by electoral calculations, not an assessment of what would reduce violence.

Many people now view such political strategies as abhorrent. They also recognize them as pure politics. But everyday news discourse preserves some of their worst vestiges under the guise of objective journalism. While some of the most grotesque flourishes of the Nixon, Reagan, and Clinton rhetoric are gone, the association of “crime” with the need for “tough” punishment remains a news staple. Here are a few recent representative examples:36

[image: “The New York Times” logo at the top. Below it, a headline reads, “They Wanted to Roll Back Tough-on-Crime Policies. Then Violent Crime Surged.”]
[image: “The New York Times” logo at the top. Below, a headline reads, “As Adams Toughens on Crime, Some Fear a Return to ‘90s Era Policing.” A subheading reads, “With violent crime surging, Mayor Eric Adams is testing how much policing a changed New York City will tolerate.”]
This association mirrors tabloid press strategy. The editorial board of the right-wing New York Post, for instance, described President Biden’s plan to spend billions of dollars to add 100,000 cops as insufficiently “tough on crime” because some of the funding was also going to “public health” measures.37 It also wrote: “Biden’s plan wouldn’t do anything to address soft-on-crime district attorneys like Manhattan DA Alvin Bragg.” The right-wing Washington Examiner put it even more bluntly: “Soft-on-crime policy emboldens criminals to commit more dangerous crimes.”38

There are a lot of problems with the news portraying punitive policies as “tough on crime” and approaches that address the root causes of interpersonal harm as “soft on crime.” To start, the claim that more imprisonment would make us safer is wrong. The Justice Department adopted a highly regarded review of the 116 existing studies about whether incarceration makes people less likely to commit police-recorded crime in the future. The study concluded, “Compared with noncustodial sanctions, incarceration appears to have a null or mildly criminogenic effect on future criminal behavior.”39 Other studies have found that even a few days in jail after an arrest and before being convicted makes people more likely to commit police-recorded crime in the future.40 Why? Because it destabilizes their lives. The Center for Just Journalism has also produced a helpful summary of the research for journalists showing why both deterrence and incapacitation, lynchpins of the “tough on crime” approach, do not support increasing current punishment levels.41

By contrast, addressing root causes of violence with various social investments is more effective at reducing interpersonal harm.42 To take just one example, research shows that simply expanding Medicaid reduces arrests for violence by 19–29 percent over the following three years, and all police arrests by 20–32 percent. Another of the most widely accepted empirical findings is the impact of early childhood investments on crime. Children excluded from publicly funded preschool programs are 70 percent more likely to be arrested for a violent crime by age eighteen, and at-risk children are five times more likely to commit crimes repeatedly as adults if they do not have access to preschool programming.43

Given the evidence, suggesting that mass-incarceration advocates are being “tough on crime” when they push for policies that do not make people safer is like praising fossil fuel profiteers for mitigating global warming. It is one of the great achievements of modern copaganda that police, prosecutors, prison guard unions, bail bond companies, private equity firms, surveillance corporations, for-profit prisons, and politicians have convinced news outlets to call the policies that benefit them “tough on crime.” But it gets worse, because “tough on crime” groups are among the biggest proponents of shifting “law enforcement” resources away from investigating and prosecuting millions of much more threatening crimes by powerful people.44



“Real Public Safety Problems”

Every now and then, someone with power says the quiet part out loud and enables us to better see how ideology is smuggled into the news. Sometimes they expose malicious intentions, such as when a sheriff and county commissioner were caught on tape in 2023 discussing “hanging Black people by a creek.”45 Or when prosecutors in Chicago played what they called “The Two-Ton Contest” or “Ni**ers by the Pound,” which involved looking at the weights of the Black people charged with crimes and competing to see who could be the first to convict a combined total of 4,000 pounds of Black people, which often meant offering lenient plea deals for more serious crimes if the person was heavy enough in order to score big points for the game.46 The most infamous of these instances was when one of Nixon’s advisers discussed the real reasons the government began the fifty-year war on drugs: to target Black people and the political left.47 But only infrequently is someone caught saying something overtly nefarious like these examples. More often, they say something to a journalist that they believe to be fit for public consumption but that is unintentionally revealing.

An example is what happened after a high-profile murder of a tech executive in San Francisco in 2023. At first, when a homeless person was suspected, the news delivered hysterical wall-to-wall coverage about declining public safety. But it was soon revealed that the accused killer was another tech entrepreneur. In the aftermath of this revelation, a California state senator told the news that the stabbing murder “does not appear to have anything to do with” the “real public safety problems” in San Francisco.48

These moments of unintentional truth offer a chance for people to see how distorted and ideological the media’s depiction of safety is.49 As had been true for years, violent crime in San Francisco was near historic lows, and it was one of the safest big cities in the U.S. when the incident occurred. But the local media, tech industry leaders, and right-wing politicians used the murder to cast the city as a dystopian hellscape of homeless drug users engaging in so much random violence that “normal” people could not function.

It was in this context that the politician quoted in the news separated the horrific murder from the city’s “real public safety problems.” A human being stabbed another human being to death. But it somehow didn’t count as a “real” problem once we learned that it wasn’t committed by a homeless person. Because another affluent person was arrested for the crime, it was no longer a “real public safety problem.” I urge you to spend a few minutes thinking about what this quotation reveals about how people with power understand the concept of “crime” and how they use “crime” discourse in the daily news as a tool for ends other than the safety and well-being of everyone in our society.

It is one thing to know intellectually that police spend only 4 percent of their time on what they call “violent crime.” It is one thing to know intellectually that, for decades, police chose to arrest more poor people for marijuana possession than for all violent crime combined. It is one thing to know intellectually that the punishment bureaucracy chooses not to prosecute violations of drug laws, fraud, bribery, tax evasion, wage theft, environmental pollution, police brutality, and prosecutorial misconduct by elites, even though such crimes dwarf the harm of crimes they do prosecute. But it is quite another thing to see the ideology laid bare: harm committed by wealthy people isn’t what we mean by “public safety.” Or, to use his words, harm by elites isn’t “real” crime.

As we see here, copaganda also promotes the idea that interpersonal harms are committed by strangers. In reality, most violence is perpetrated by people who know the victim.50 Thus, it should come as no surprise that the tech entrepreneur knew the executive he was accused of killing in San Francisco. This fact alone, if more widely understood, would be damaging for the punishment bureaucracy because it suggests a different set of theories about what might reduce violence. Taking seriously why people hurt each other, especially people who know each other, would mean taking seriously problems in our culture and political economy. It would mean addressing things like toxic masculinity, trauma, access to medical care and therapy, and various material deprivations as “public safety” issues.

If all harms and who perpetrates them were reported more objectively, the picture would change. A more complex story would emerge: the line between perpetrator and victim blurs. We are all perpetrators and victims at different times. The survivor of an armed robbery may also be a person who shoplifts deodorant. A society with extreme levels of poverty, desperation, and isolation creates cycles of trauma and produces situations in which friends, families, and acquaintances hurt each other.

Because of the fearmongering about poor people and unhoused people through around-the-clock coverage of anecdotal stranger crimes, the news has conditioned people to misunderstand the nature of risk and vulnerability. To take just one local example, during the panic about supposed threats posed by homeless people, the San Francisco mayor shut down a community health clinic that had prevented 330 overdoses in favor of more spending on police surveillance and arrests of drug users.51 After its closure, there was a 41 percent increase in overdose deaths in the first three months of 2023. We are talking about hundreds of people dying preventable deaths, and yet investing in such a clinic was not portrayed as an urgent matter of “public safety.”

In general, we are far more likely to be harmed by wealthy people, the institutions that serve them, and people we know. But people in power suggest that the “real” threats come from bad poor people whose mode of living normal people cannot possibly understand or address other than through punishment. And the news uses the moral panic du jour—from violent crime to shoplifting, carjacking, public drug use, and juvenile super-predators; to car theft, fentanyl, and crack dealers; to people released on bail or people released on parole; to Central American migrants, etc.—to win support for increased funding for the punishment bureaucracy instead of providing care and safety for all human beings.

Stuart Hall describes how this ideological manipulation works:


The “moral panic” appears to us to be one of the principal forms of ideological consciousness by means of which a “silent majority” is won over to the support of increasingly coercive measures on the part of the state and lends its legitimacy to a “more than usual” exercise of control. . . .

Their typical form is that of a dramatic event which focuses and triggers a local response and public disquiet. . . . The wider powers of the control culture are both alerted (the media play a crucial role here) and mobilized (the police, the courts). The issue is then seen as “symptomatic” of wider, more troubling but less concrete themes. . . . In the later 1960s, these panics follow faster on the heels of one another than earlier; and an increasingly amplified general “threat to society” is imputed to them (drugs, hippies, the underground, pornography, long-haired students, layabouts, vandalism, football hooliganism). . . .

There is indeed in the later stages a “mapping together” of moral panics into a general panic about social order; and such a spiral has tended, not only in Britain, to culminate in what we call a “law and order” campaign, of the kind which . . . powered Nixon and Agnew into the White House in 1968.52



The same week as the San Francisco story, the Times ran a series of stories about serious problems in our society, including: the danger posed by the transportation of toxic chemicals on trains because of the risk of (often-criminal) derailments;53 thousands of child labor violations that federal “law enforcement” chose to ignore;54 and state and local courts engaging in millions of intentional constitutional violations by charging people excessive fees/fines and jailing people who can’t pay them (the article failed to mention that prosecutors, judges, and debt collectors were engaging in widespread federal crimes through this extortion).55

Stories like these are not treated as “real public safety” problems. They are not, as with street crimes by poor people, presented individually, one after another, as urgent illustrations of a crisis of “law and order” in the daily news. None of these stories described the repeated law violations as a “crime wave” or even labeled them “crimes” at all.56 This is because they are not considered “real” crimes or issues to be dealt with through surveillance and punishment of the people who commit them. Even when these threats are discussed as bad things or sometimes civil violations, their criminal component is rarely mentioned. The news doesn’t portray the criminal law as a place where we deal with the harms caused by the powerful.57

Using “tough on crime” or “public safety–minded” or “real threats” to describe the selective imprisonment of marginalized people has consequences. Although harsher sentences don’t reduce crime, they do kill people. The U.S. had a total life expectancy for the entire population of almost two years lower than if it imprisoned people at the rate it used to prior to the early 1980s—i.e. rates closer to other comparable countries.58 “Tough on crime” policies are destroying hundreds of millions of years of human life, yet the news allows proponents of these policies to present themselves as concerned with well-being.

All of this makes people think that if we care about the safety of the people we love—and who doesn’t?—then we must support more imprisonment. When it is assumed that authoritarian policies are required for safety, and the only tolerated debate is whether the tradeoffs with regard to discrimination and liberty are worth being less safe, then people fighting authoritarianism will probably lose. People will support authoritarian reaction when they are afraid.

The association between the punishment bureaucracy and “real safety” is not caused solely by language. Stock images also make this connection. Take the following example from the Washington Post.59

The Washington Post could have used a variety of images, including a photograph of the Fort Totten neighborhood. Or, imagine if instead of the stock photo of a police car standing in for incidents of daily violence, the paper featured a graph of local poverty rates, the photo of a gun manufacturer’s headquarters, charts showing levels of lead poisoning by neighborhood, a graph of divestment from affordable housing and public schools, or a chart comparing crime in places where politicians refused to expand Medicaid. These images would help illustrate more scientifically accurate links to violence; on a subconscious level, they would conjure in readers different sassociations, and on a conscious one, they would cultivate different political discussions.

[image: A post by “Post Crime (at post crime)” that reads, “Man fatally shot in Fort Totten area of Northeast Washington.” Below, a photograph of a police vehicle features the word “POLICE” prominently displayed. At the bottom, the source is credited as “washingtonpost.com” with the same text repeated.]
People are conditioned automatically to associate repressive bureaucracy with safety. Among all the deadly features of copaganda, the intuitive connection between increased repression and safety is one of the most important. No matter how good the logic or evidence supporting challenges to the punishment bureaucracy, they are likely to fail if, at an intuitive level, people connect safety to more police, prosecutors, and prisons.



The “Wave” and the “Surge”

The news relies on metaphors from nature to describe increases in police-reported crimes, calling them “crime waves” or “surges.” The daily news uses the terms to describe the collective behavior of marginalized groups, but almost never to describe crimes of powerful people. How often do you see a news story about a “surge” in tax evasion or a “crime wave” by bankers?

The choice of when and when not to use such metaphors is ideological. For example, although every day there are cases highlighting the widespread problem of domestic violence committed by police officers, when the news covers one of these examples, it does not aggregate the incidents into a coherent phenomenon like a “wave” or “surge.” The same reporters choose to use different conceptual frameworks for reporting on crimes depending on who commits them. Here are a few representative examples in headlines:


	Minneapolis Star Tribune: “Twin Cities Area Sees Surge in Carjackings, Putting Drivers on Edge”60


	New York Times: “San Francisco’s Shoplifting Surge.”61


	CNN: “New York City Crime Wave Continues into 2022 as City Rolls Out Safety Plan.”62


	NBC New York: “Surge in NYC Subway Crime Sets City on Edge.” The article begins: “Every day it seems there’s another violent attack on a subway or bus in New York City, a crime wave that has set many residents on edge—and one that has occurred despite Mayor Eric Adams’ pledge to crack down and flood transit with police officers.”63




“Crime wave” and “crime surge” convey powerful, uncontrollable natural phenomena.64 Each metaphor is an inaccurate way to describe the narrow range of police-reported crimes for which police arrest marginalized people, but they make people falsely believe that such crimes are increasing when they aren’t, as the following graph shows.65

And when people are scared, punitive policy becomes more popular.66 Journalists who use hyperbolic metaphors about crime are thus helping to fuel historic rates of punitiveness.

Most importantly, by focusing so much on changes in “crime,” the metaphors elide the relatively high levels of violence in U.S. society compared with other societies that have less inequality. The relentless focus in U.S. media on short-term fluctuations distracts people from examining the root causes of the consistently high levels of harm relative to those that would exist in an achievable society. Instead of looking to explain high levels of social violence generally, news stories speculate about what has changed, say, 4–6 percent from the month or year before.

Next, the news reports rotating policy tweaks suggested by some politician or police department to address these “surges” and “waves.” Ignored in the process are the features of our society that determine overall levels of harm. To play on the analogy, we should not be asking, “Are the waves slightly higher today than yesterday?” We should be asking, “Where is all this water coming from?”

[image: A line graph titled “Perceptions of Crime in the United States” compares public perceptions of crime and reported violent crime rates from 1990 to 2020. The y-axis represents percentages of those who perceive more crime, less crime, or the same amount as the prior year, and crime rates per 100,000 population. The x-axis covers the years 1990 to 2020. Four trends are presented: “More crime” starts high in 1990, hits its low in 2002, and ends high by 2020. “Less crime” starts low, rises sharply around 2000, and declines afterward. “Same amount” remains consistently low. The “Reported violent crime rate” peaks in the 1990s, declines steadily until 2000, then levels off. Source: Gallup Poll Social Series, combined chart by Sean Laney.]
A specter thus haunts crime reporting: the punishment bureaucracy looked very similar in 2022 to what it looked like in 2021. It still looked similar in 2023. Same in 2024. There have not been meaningful changes to the system that, as a matter of physical reality, could have caused significant changes in overall aggregate amounts of interpersonal harm under any prevailing understanding of the evidence, and any fluctuations pale in comparison to the level of total harm. Juxtaposing “waves” and “surges” with one or another policy tweak obscures this reality.

Moreover, one of the most harmful impacts of the “wave” and “surge” metaphors is that they suggest we shouldn’t or can’t grasp the root structural causes of violence and harm, just as people can’t really grasp big natural phenomena in our physical world. We are just mortals at their mercy. Obscuring the structural causes and ways to address them leaves people predisposed to accept police, prosecutors, and prisons, because those interventions thrive when people don’t care about or don’t believe we can tackle the root causes and instead are resigned to demand short-term protection from the ineffable dangers of life.

So, beneath these metaphors is an assumption about the natural violence of humanity. This was brought home to me when a student from the Federalist Society approached me after a lecture I gave at Harvard Law School. He told me that he hadn’t thought about many of the things I said and that, on reflection, he agreed with nearly everything I said about the punishment bureaucracy. However, he said, the difference between us was that he believed human beings are inherently evil and dangerous, and that I believed human beings are inherently loving and kind. As a result, he said, he tended to favor government spending on police and prisons because we will never be able to stop people harming each other and that the primary role of the government should be protecting people from the violence inherent in human nature.

But different human societies have had radically different levels of interpersonal coercion, violence, and harm. Not every society is as violent and alienating as every other one. The key decisions we make as a society—the institutions and culture we create, and the investments we make—matter.
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Copaganda Against Change



For a century and a half, the prison has always been offered as its own remedy: the reactivation of the penitentiary techniques as the only means of overcoming their perpetual failure.

-Michel Foucault1



Copaganda goes into overdrive when the punishment bureaucracy encounters threats to its size, power, and profit. The punishment bureaucracy crafts stories about its own violence and ineffectiveness to get people to support “reforms” that do not challenge and—even worse—often increase its size and power. A few representative examples demonstrate how the news gets well-intentioned people to support this cycle.


Copaganda Against the 2020 Uprisings

The coverage of the 2020 racial justice uprisings, and the subsequent murders of Tyre Nichols and Keenan Anderson in 2023 that threatened to reignite them, offers a case study in the perpetual cycle of police failure, protest, “reform,” and bureaucratic expansion.2

The two main New York Times articles covering the police response to the 2020 protests are among the best examples of how police and their allies shape public opinion about causes and solutions and how they leverage their own violence to acquire more money and power. The first article is about a report concluding that the LAPD “mishandled” the protests.3

The second article, which appeared nine days later, is about the release of similar reports criticizing the police response to racial justice protests in “city after city.”4

[image: A headline reading, “L.A.P.D. Severely Mishandled George Floyd Protests, Report Finds.” Below it, a subheading notes, “An independent report commissioned by the Los Angeles City Council faulted the department for its lack of planning and chaotic response.”]
[image: A headline reading, “In City After City, Police Mishandled Black Lives Matter Protests.” Below, a subheading states, “Inquiries into law enforcement’s handling of the George Floyd protests last summer found insufficient training and militarized responses-a widespread failure in policing nationwide.”]
These articles were not about police misconduct. They were about what official government reports said about police misconduct. As we will see, this distinction matters.

The articles, and the reports on which they were based, reinforced the misleading view that police who brutalized people in 2020 were not intentionally trying to repress protests for equality, but instead were hampered by a lack of money, “training,” “preparation,” and surveillance technology.

Both articles characterized the police response to protests as a series of “mistakes” and “missteps” that resulted from insufficient resources. Here is how the first article describes the factors underlying police violence against protesters:


	“Ill-prepared”


	“Mishandled”


	“Botched their handling”


	“Untrained officers”


	“There was a lack of preparation, a lack of planning.”


	“They lacked experience in managing peaceful protests and said they did not receive enough training to maintain order.”


	“Police department should prioritize the training [in crowd control] going forward.”


	“Their confidence resulted in them failing to plan.”




The second article uses similar language:


	“Poorly trained”


	“Stunningly unprepared”


	“Mistakes”


	“Police officers nationwide were unprepared to calm the summer’s unrest.”


	“Almost uniformly, the reports said departments need more training in how to handle large protests.”


	“Not planning for protests”


	“The lack of adequate planning and preparation”


	“They lacked resources devoted to intelligence and outreach.”


	“American police simply were not prepared for the challenge that they faced in terms of planning, logistics, training and police command-and-control supervision.”


	“Failing to train officers to de-escalate conflict, control crowds and arrest large numbers of people”


	“Kits were sometimes outdated,” “police . . . did not have enough computers,” “police did not have enough buses.”


	“Did not plan appropriately for field jails”


	“Planning anti-racism training for all officers”


	“Missteps”




This language is a politicized way to disguise violent repression.5 If any other group went around illegally beating, shooting, kidnapping, running over, chemically poisoning, torturing, mocking, taunting, tasering, and caging their political opponents before lying about it in written reports contradicted by video, would the New York Times say they “mishandled” things and made some “missteps”? What about if that group did those things in hundreds of cities at once?

The Times fed millions of readers the premise that police were trying to keep everyone safe during the protests and that, in doing so, they made some unintentional whoopsies. On this view, it’s not that powerful institutions benefit from repression of social movements seeking more equality or that the policing bureaucracy was designed to repress social movements that challenge inequality. Instead, the news is telling well-meaning readers that the police violence we all witnessed on video was a problem of insufficient “training,” “intelligence,” “preparation,” and funding. Framed this way, the solution to a problem isn’t to reduce the power of the police, but to give them more stuff.

In fact, tens of thousands of brazen acts of criminality were intentionally committed by thousands of police officers of all ranks. Many of them were coordinated and planned at all levels of the policing bureaucracy.6 Police leaders in city after city then chose not to discipline officers for their brutality or for lying about it. The police were doing what they were trained to do. The widespread training, planning, and coordination of police officers is one reason video archives compiled from tens of thousands of ordinary people in the streets show eerily similar intentional acts. All these officers and all these commanders across all these departments were well prepared and following time-honored strategies to crush a popular movement against injustice.

None of this is new. It resembles the tactics presented in counter-insurgency manuals and the colonial repression of protests across the world by police forces trained by U.S., British, and French military counterinsurgency specialists.7 And it bears a striking resemblance to archival videos, audio recordings, oral histories, whistleblower testimonies, and written witness accounts of police violence and repression of social justice movements from the 1920s, 1930s, 1940s, 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s.

When I hear about calling for more police training as a response to brutality, I often think back to one of the most remarkable moments in U.S. police history. On March 7, 1965, white police in Alabama beat hundreds of civil rights marchers—including fracturing the skull of civil rights icon John Lewis—as they walked across the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma on “Bloody Sunday.” The very next day, President Lyndon Johnson announced an unprecedented expansion of funding for U.S. police departments, including for “improved training of policemen.”8

In his history of U.S. policing, scholar Kristian Williams analyzed newspaper articles from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and found that, whether it was violence against enslaved people or striking workers or European immigrants or civil rights advocates, the violence was organized and intentional. It was so systematic and pervasive that it defined everyone’s understanding of “law enforcement” itself. And as with today, police were happy to look the other way with respect to the enforcement of most laws:


Contrary to the conventional wisdom, the police did not suppress vice; they licensed it. From New York’s Tenderloin to San Francisco’s Barbary Coast and from Chicago’s Levee to New Orleans’ French Quarter, they permitted gamblers, prostitutes, and saloon keepers to do business under certain well-understood conditions. These entrepreneurs were required to make regular payoffs. . . .

In this way vice laws, and the liquor laws especially, proved a useful tool for political machines to enhance their power. . . . Selective enforcement allowed political bosses to discipline their supporters and put their competitors out of business.9



Back then, the government pacified an uneasy public with assurances that police would receive better “training” and funding so that organized politicized violence wouldn’t keep happening. They poured money into “training” to combat pervasive law-breaking by police, prison guards, prosecutors, and judges.

But police training instills misconduct. Many people don’t know that the police training industry is one of the most corrupt, violent, and authoritarian corners of our society. For example, a 2023 investigation by the state comptroller of New Jersey found that a popular police training company “taught unconstitutional policing tactics, glorified violence, denigrated women and minorities, and likely violated a myriad of state laws and policies.”10 At least fifty-four government agencies in New Jersey spent public money on the training, and the company that provided it also trains police in forty-six other states. One of this profitable industry’s focus areas is to train police in how to be more violent, disrupt public protest, and spy on dissidents more effectively, including through popular trainings in which police are taught to be “warriors” with “a plan to kill everyone.” Other lucrative programs send officers from hundreds of U.S. police departments to train with the Israeli military to master tactics used in its occupation of Palestinian territory—an occupation that violates international law.11 The historian Stuart Schrader has documented how, in the wake of prominent public inquiries into state violence against racial justice protesters in the 1960s, police got funding to adopt numerous “reforms,” including what was billed as new “nonlethal weapons” and “riot-control training.” The result? Police killed more people than ever in the following years. Schrader exposed the vast international network of police and military training programs set up by the U.S. government during the Cold War. This network and funding for training enabled the U.S. and repressive puppet regimes to exchange ideas, strategies, and methods, which their soldiers and police used to crush progressive social movements throughout the world.12

Think for a moment about what it would look like if the news adopted a historically accurate framing of police violence rather than dismissing it as accidental or incidental. If the New York Times had framed the 2020 police violence as the impressive execution of a strategy to crush racial justice protests, then readers might conceive of different public policy responses to it. If the widespread police violence in the U.S. is instead framed as the product of counterinsurgency training, the coordination of tactical units in similar ways across hundreds of cities, and the expert use of surveillance and weaponry developed by Western militaries to crush liberation struggle in the Global South, then readers might reach different conclusions about whether the solution is to buy more of that stuff.

If one views police as sophisticated agents who have effectively infiltrated and repressed progressive social movements for 150 years, then their violence and spying on 2020 protesters cannot be mystified as anomalous or the result of a lack of “preparation,” “training,” or “resources.” And you can see this obfuscation in one of the most glaring omissions in the articles: they make no acknowledgment that police committed many thousands of intentional crimes. If the news acknowledged those acts as crimes, it would have had to turn a piece about a lack of “training” into one about why police, prosecutors, and federal authorities in virtually every city largely chose to ignore those crimes.13 And what would that story get people thinking about?

In sum, whatever your level of familiarity with this history, how the news talks about what went wrong shapes how people think we should fix it. During and after the 2020 uprisings, the news obscured what should have been a central question of public debate: should we spend billions more building larger garrisons of armed bureaucrats that consistently crush the poorest people in our society and smash people who organize for progressive social change? It’s the same question posed by the Church Committee, a congressional body empaneled in the 1970s to investigate repression and spying conducted by the CIA, FBI, and other intelligence agencies together with local police to repress the civil rights movement in the 1960s and 1970s.14 News outlets evade this question by presenting police violence as isolated and unintentional.

In response to my question of whether the police violence in the coverage of the 2020 uprisings should be described as unintentional, one reporter wrote, “I don’t write editorials or opinion pieces. This story was really about what these [government] reports said.” Two things in this statement stand out. First, the reporter was asserting the following: coverage that includes accurate historical context and is cognizant of the propagandistic connotation of words like “mistakes” and “missteps” would be considered an opinion piece. This is a standard journalistic dodge: in the eyes of reporters, challenges to conventional wisdom lack “objectivity,” while reporting based on pro-punishment bureaucracy premises, however contrary to evidence, is “objective.” Second, the reporter told me that the story their editors assigned was not about the police violence, its historical context, causes, and solutions to it, but about what official reports said about it. Here, a newspaper ceded its own editorial judgment to disseminate the talking points of officials. Parroting what those officials wanted to tell the public is typical protocol for state-run media that the Times might decry in other countries.

The reporter’s response brings me to another problem common to reporting on police reform: obscuring the background of sources they cite. For example, both articles portray the report about the LAPD violence—the subject of the article—as “independent.”

In reality, the “independent” report about the LAPD was written by six former LAPD officials.15 Every member of the “review team” was a former high-ranking LAPD official. It is journalistic malpractice to tell millions of readers that a “scathing” report was “independent” when it was written by former cops with decades of experience at the LAPD. One of the two Times articles didn’t acknowledge this issue at all, thus hiding the report’s origins from readers. The other, after calling the report “independent” in the subheading, waited fifteen paragraphs into the story to tell readers that the report was “completed by a panel of former police commanders and led by Gerald Chaleff, who has served on police oversight panels in Los Angeles dating back to the city’s 1992 riots.”16 Even this explanation, which stretches the meaning of the word “independent” beyond anything recognizable to dictionary owners, did not inform readers that Chaleff himself was a former LAPD official or that he had overseen “constitutional policing” at the LAPD and therefore had a vested interest in how systemic constitutional failures were described.17 Indeed, the efficacy of efforts he had led for the LAPD was the subject matter of the report! Here is another way to describe the “independent” report: the people who wrote it are among the individuals most responsible for, beholden to, and invested in how the LAPD (and police in general) appears to the public.

The punishment bureaucracy uses such “independent” panels and commissions to churn out reports that serve its copaganda interests. It’s something I hear government officials joke about in private. When some potentially uncomfortable thing becomes public or when they want to get buy-in for changes that might be unpopular, they’ll “appoint a commission” to study it. They know that either the urgency of the situation will dissipate while a commission prepares a report for release in two years, or, through controlling the composition of the commission, they can manufacture support for policies that would otherwise have caused concern. Their own policy preferences are then laundered as “independent” recommendations by experts. Journalists should expose the compromised nature of such reports, not help officials pass all this off as objective. Instead, the news routinely participates in this charade.

It benefits the LAPD to have the news describe recommendations for lavish new police spending as the judgment of neutral experts. Imagine what it would look like if an “internal” LAPD report or a report by the company selling police spyware had been the one to recommend more money for more spying on protesters in the wake of the LAPD’s widespread crimes. The news’s portrayal of the commission report about the LAPD as “independent” is an example of how reporting on police violence becomes a stage in the cycle of police violence.

Shakeer Rahman, an organizer, civil rights lawyer, and community-based scholar of the LAPD, describes this cycle well: “There’s a long history of this cycle (cops violently crush dissent, a police commission proposes reforms, police get more resources), going back to the disastrous Safe Streets Act of 1968 enacting the Katzenbach Commission’s police ‘modernization’ proposals after [the] Watts [uprising].”18 Not surprisingly, given who wrote it, the “independent” report that the Times called “scathing” also reads like a wish list of police fantasies: huge budget increases for new technology, weapons, and military counterinsurgency training. Better pay and “wellness” benefits for cops. And so on.

The Times also justified one of the report’s most disturbing recommendations for increased surveillance through the creation of a new bureau focused on “public order,” noting that “the department’s intelligence operations have become less effective as positions in that field were cut.”19 This is chilling. The report recommends strengthening the LAPD’s capacity to spy on Black people and civil rights leaders—through “intelligence” focusing on internet surveillance and operationalizing the monitoring of political activity—despite the department’s notorious record of violence and abuse of those communities, and the Times presents the analysis as objectively true.

So, under the guise of “reform,” the country’s leading newspaper helped former high-level LAPD officials use a moment of public consciousness to present what would otherwise be seen as extremist proposals for more LAPD spying by portraying such repression as a sober, serious, “independent” analysis.20

Rahman and other surveillance experts also noticed something else: the report says LAPD “shadow teams” infiltrated peaceful protest groups in 2020. But rather than analyzing the dangers of entrapment, First Amendment violations, or instigation of crimes, the report calls for better coordination of such infiltration.21 What’s remarkable about this is the utter lack of historical context; specifically, the LAPD used to have a public order division until it was disbanded in disgrace after a lawsuit found that it infiltrated civil rights organizations after the Watts uprising, blackmailed critics of the LAPD, and illegally shared surveillance information with right-wing extremist groups in a way that encouraged vigilante violence against progressives.

The LAPD is not alone—across the country, police forces have for years created large intelligence squads with the goal of suppressing movements for racial justice, social justice, labor organizing, LGBTQ rights, peace, and environmental sustainability. These squads carried out extortion and murder, alongside more routine violent felonies, surveillance, infiltration, false-flag operations, and wiretapping. During the peak of the civil rights era, for example, Chicago alone assigned over five hundred officers to spy on and infiltrate the civil rights movement.22

If people are to make reasoned judgments about police reform, journalists should inform them if the policing bureaucracy responded to previous instances of similar misconduct with similar reports and proposals, if those proposals were implemented, and if similar police misconduct still occurred after those similar steps were taken. Instead, the cycle of profitable bureaucratic “reforms” is left out of news coverage, making a lot of people think that our society is doing something helpful each time in response. And the choice to do a story only about what “independent” reports said about police violence gives readers who want to see something done about the problems they saw on video the illusion that the system is working well. Serious people are doing serious things to implement a system of checks and balances, transparency, after-the-fact evaluation, and oversight. The Times paints a fraudulent picture of an accountable punishment bureaucracy.

The news can thus obscure relevant history to present the system as fundamentally sound and capable of overcoming its problems once they are identified. This coverage of police violence would be like telling the story of the Trojan Horse but leaving out the part where hidden soldiers appear and conquer the unsuspecting recipients of the gift. Because the articles exclude sources who could provide that information, readers are led to believe that the widespread misconduct in 2020 was aberrational, that independent experts have identified the causes, that those were mishaps caused by insufficient resources for police, that once supplied with money and training those missteps will be eliminated, and that we have a functioning system that does rigorous good-faith audits of the punishment bureaucracy when it messes up so that it can become better.

We never learn from this cycle, because the next time attention is focused on the next police scandal, the news does not report what had previously happened, and the history that would enable people to make sense of what is happening vanishes into Orwell’s “memory hole.”23

Suggesting that certain systemic features of the punishment bureaucracy are accidents is part of a broader pattern in the news. Some bad things are painted as the intentional conduct of bad people, while certain systemic harms are treated as randomly materializing out of the ether. Look, for example, at how the news covered a series of decisions made by Kroger, a large grocery store corporation, to steal money from hundreds of workers across five states: “payroll mistakes that made their checks too small.”24

This is like saying mistakes were made at racial justice protests, resulting in some protesters having too much electricity in their bodies. Or take what happened in late 2022, when a woman died and babies and adults were taken to the hospital in Akron, Ohio, after a carbon monoxide leak at an apartment building.25 The corporate landlord had not installed carbon monoxide detectors. Many more people would have died had a paramedic not realized what was happening and evacuated people. A news article quoted the property management company as feeling bad about the death and offering to pay for hotel rooms for the sick survivors. But the reporters didn’t inform the public that the company had broken the law, which in Ohio requires landlords to pay for and install detectors.26 Instead, it was allowed to present itself as caring and responsive through a spokesperson, saying, “We feel terrible for the situation. It’s a terrible tragedy.” Not once does the news article suggest that a crime had occurred, that it was a systemic problem, that the police could treat it as a criminal matter if they chose, that police and government lawyers in Akron were not enforcing building safety laws, or that companies make intentional decisions about whether to comply with building codes based on profit.27

All of this is part of a pattern of the news describing as “accidents” things that are predictable, preventable, and the result of intentional decisions by powerful institutions.28 It is a form of propaganda used across related contexts. For example, when drones from the U.S. or its allies kill civilians, the murders are often portrayed as “mistakes” despite the deliberate military policy to, for example, classify all young men in a geographic area as military targets for assassination, or to bomb medical personnel who attempt to rescue people after a drone attack.29 These actions meet the legal definition of intentional murder under U.S. law.

By contrast, consider the language the news uses when other governments attack civil rights protesters. When a disfavored foreign government assaults crowds, it is often deemed a strategic response planned at the highest levels to curb dissent, not a series of isolated failures to properly “train” security forces or to give them sufficient technology. For example, it would never occur to U.S. journalists to describe the 2023 police violence against women’s liberation protesters by Iran’s “morality police” as a series of “mistakes” by an “unprepared” policing bureaucracy that could be fixed with more funding, surveillance technology, and training. In fact, in an ironic copaganda twist, the Iranian government seems to have studied the PR response of U.S. police, because it now recycles many of the same lines they use.30 In each country, the goal of the government in its public statements about its police violence, which media in each country parrot, is to spread the view that a particular institution is well-meaning and working to figure out what happened and how to make it better.

There is a similar dissonance in how the Times covered police violence against protesters in Cuba during the same summer as the George Floyd protests. The Times treated police violence and surveillance in Cuba as an intentional and coordinated government effort to “send a chilling message” to dissidents by “making an example out of people.”31 Characterizing the state’s response as intentionally “draconian,” the Times complained, without irony, about Cuban copaganda because Cuban “media outlets denounce demonstrators as vandals and looters.” Yet the news almost never describes police repression in the U.S. as consciously planned and carried out by police leaders, and it constantly demonizes demonstrators in broad brush strokes in the same way.

Similarly, in 2022, the Times published a deep dive into Chinese police surveillance.32 The paper says things about the breathtaking scope of policing in China that the Times does not permit its reporters to write about the U.S., including accurately describing the technological ability and desire of the government bureaucrats to track and control dissent. What the paper calls the “techno-authoritarian” capabilities of Chinese police are similar to U.S. policing, and total surveillance is one of the primary goals of the policing bureaucracies in both countries, as well as the consulting companies who develop those same systems for use by governments across the world. But in the U.S., the news promotes similar domestic surveillance as “data-driven policing” that is a well-meaning “reform” to make policing smarter and less unintentionally hapless—it can even be a suggested salve to a well-meaning public in the wake of police violence and corruption. Buried fourteen paragraphs into the article on China, the Times reveals a crucial detail: the technological infrastructure enabling authoritarian practices around the globe was a “police reform” invented in and produced by the U.S. and European policing industries.



Case Study: The Body Camera

The framing of the police body camera as a means of “reform” is one of the most significant achievements of copaganda in contemporary history.33 In the wake of the police shooting of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014, punishment bureaucrats and the news media widely called for body cameras as a solution to police violence that would make police more “accountable” and “transparent.”

What many people don’t know is that internal documents, public statements, and industry materials reveal that police officials and for-profit manufacturers of body cameras and related software had been clamoring for the technology for years. However, prior to Michael Brown’s murder, police and prosecutors had been unable to get local governments to spend the billions of dollars needed to outfit every cop with a mobile surveillance camera that the cops themselves control and that prosecutors would use almost exclusively against marginalized people accused of minor crimes. Several large companies—who were eyeing body cameras as a multi-billion-dollar industry—had unsuccessfully lobbied for years for government funding to help police procure the money needed to integrate body-camera data into cloud-based computing systems and artificial intelligence algorithms that operationalize facial and voice-recognition. In the absence of government funding, they had even turned to the vast world of private police foundations, raising millions in donations from people like Stephen Spielberg to privately fund body cameras because police wanted them so badly.34

After police shot Michael Brown in 2014, the cops, prosecutors, and companies seized their opportunity, taking advantage of public outrage and a willing news media to convince local government officials to pay for the most expensive expansion of police surveillance technology in modern history. They reframed cameras as a “reform” to control police violence, almost always excluding from media coverage the views of experts, social movement leaders, and directly affected people who were warning that the technology, in the hands of the police and prosecutors, would not only fail to stop police violence, but usher in a new era of state surveillance and big data–fueled repression.

In my 2024 study of body cameras, Body Cameras: The Language of Our Dreams, I show how police and their allies used the news to dispense talking points that police lacked funding for crucial technology to hold themselves accountable. In reality, in addition to new surveillance technology useful in intelligence gathering at protests and to protect against civil liability for individual officers, police and prosecutors wanted body cameras because the technology gave them a powerful new form of evidence: an outward-looking camera that government agents control in terms of what it captures, from whose perspective, when video is publicly released, and how videos are edited. Body-camera videos are now routinely used in every courtroom in the U.S. to convict people of things like drug possession and trespassing and are almost never used against police. They help the punishment bureaucracy process more arrests because police, prosecutors, and judges use the videos to pressure people to plead guilty more quickly and to secure harsher punishment with that increased leverage. This is precisely the future police chiefs and corporate sales representatives envisioned over a decade earlier. The leading manufacturers of the cameras and purveyors of the software, like Axon (renamed from TASER), grew by billions in net worth, and many of the largest companies in the world—including Microsoft and Amazon—are making a lot of money from the perpetual surveillance technology contracts for software, databases, storage, and training.35

The news media collaborated every step of the way in this charade. In the nine years of media coverage I examined for my study, nearly every article characterized body cameras as a “reform” offered to promote police “accountability” and “transparency.” I demonstrate that the news used buzzwords and carefully chosen “experts” to disseminate police talking points with little critical perspective, and never mentioned the actual history about the long-standing desire that punishment bureaucrats and surveillance companies had for them or why. A common police refrain parroted by cherry-picked “experts” was that the cameras were a “win-win.” Even the growing number of detailed news investigations in recent years that accurately discuss the evidence from the government’s own studies concluding that body cameras do not make police less violent or more accountable nonetheless erase the true history that body cameras were not intended as a well-meaning police accountability measure. Copaganda manufactures both consensus for dangerous policies and powerful mythologies about the intentions of the punishment bureaucracy.

Provided with the illusion that body cameras could protect marginalized people from police violence—the opposite of why they were created and how they were marketed to police and prosecutors internally—it is no wonder that huge percentages of people supported the technology despite knowing very little about it. Meanwhile, the news’s focus on individual police body-camera videos after each new incident of police violence steered conversations away from deeper systemic questions about the purpose and function of policing, why police violence was still increasing, and the nature of policing reform.

In the wake of the 2023 murder of Tyre Nichols, New York City mayor Eric Adams went on national television to explain his decision to resurrect a controversial police unit similar to the SCORPION Unit that killed Nichols in Memphis. He argued that the NYC squad would be trained to “keep your body cameras on,” and he used Nichols’s murder to celebrate body cameras (even though they had neither prevented the murder nor provided the definitive footage of it).36 The mere existence of the body-camera technology was now used as an excuse to engage in the practices that had been protested. The dots had all been connected, the circle completed.

The police, prosecutors, courts, prisons, and probation and parole officers, along with the multi-billion-dollar industries that evolve in symbiosis with them, use their own violence, waste, and ineffectiveness to justify securing ever more power in a perpetual cycle of “reform.” Each failure becomes a reason to hoard more money doing the same things.37



Case Study: Bail Reform

A significant part of my career for the last decade has been bringing and winning civil rights cases to challenge the cash bail system. In much of the U.S., when a person is arrested, they are free to go home if their family pays a form of conditional release called cash bail. If the families can’t pay, their loved one remains in jail. For much of U.S. history, most people were released without requiring any upfront cash payment, but the rise of mass incarceration over the last forty years saw an explosion of cash bail.38 If a person is wealthy enough to pay the amount required, they can get the money back when their case is over. If the person’s family cannot afford the full amount, they can pay a non-refundable premium, usually 10 percent but sometimes offered for less upfront with installments, to a for-profit bail bond company. If the person is too poor to pay even a substantial fraction of the amount required, they languish in jail. The for-profit bail industry has become a multi-billion-dollar industry, which exists only in the U.S. and the Philippines.39 Every night, hundreds of thousands of families cannot afford even the small non-refundable payment. Can you imagine what it feels like to be a mother whose child is trapped in a jail cell, and you cannot bring them home because you don’t have $350? I have watched families go door to door in some of the poorest neighborhoods in the country asking neighbors for $5 or $10 just to help bring a child or a pregnant spouse home. The bail industry worries that any exposure of its corrupt and ineffective practices would threaten this profitable operation with extinction.

Dozens of judges have privately told me that they agreed the cash bail system was unfair, unsafe, and ineffective. As one judge put it to me, they didn’t want to separate presumed innocent people from their families just because they lacked cash but, they said, every judge knows that if they release someone and they are one of the few people who commits a serious crime, “the media will blame me, and no judge wants to be in the news.” As a result, the judge said, it’s in their interest to keep people in jail before trial even if it’s bad for overall safety. In contrast, every judge knows that when a person dies or is sexually assaulted in jail because they lack cash to pay for their release, the news will not mention the judge’s name. Judges understand whose misery—and whose role in that misery—is deemed newsworthy. If, however, police feed reporters a story about one of the rare instances in which a released person commits a serious crime, local news will devote sensational coverage to it. The inverse is true regarding positive outcomes: if a judge releases a thousand people and they keep their jobs such that their children don’t become homeless, no one will tell the public about it on the nightly news. Bad curation of anecdote leads to bad policy.

As energy grew across the U.S. in recent years to join other countries in moving away from the notion that who is in jail and who is free depends on who has money, police, prosecutors, and bail industry lobbyists embarked on a campaign of false information about “bail reform.” They were successful in getting the news to spread disinformation that demanding people pay cash to get out of jail makes society safer.40

Why did they do this? Cops, prosecutors, and judges like cash bail for a different reason: they depend on pretrial detention of low-level cases to coerce guilty pleas, and to do it quickly. In a civil rights case that my organization brought in Houston, the chief judge of the federal court made several important findings applicable across the U.S.:


	Of the roughly fifty thousand people arrested for misdemeanors in Harris County each year before our lawsuit, about twenty thousand of them were detained, even though they were presumed innocent, solely because they couldn’t pay what was usually a few hundred dollars or less. These individuals pled guilty 84 percent of the time. The median time before conviction? 3.2 days.


	However, people who could pay a few hundred dollars for release were likely never to be convicted. And their cases lasted a median of four months while a lawyer worked on their behalf. Because so many arrests are bogus and don’t have the evidence required for conviction, and because courts can’t process so many cases, most low-level charges are dismissed if people fight them.


	After our lawsuit ended the practice of jailing people in the most minor cases solely because of poverty, about 19,000 fewer people are detained every year on misdemeanors in Houston alone, and there are about 24,000 fewer misdemeanor convictions each year. Now, most misdemeanor cases never result in convictions because, if forced to prove them, police and prosecutors can’t.41




Seven years after our 2017 success in reducing misdemeanor pretrial detention in Houston, the data collected from hundreds of thousands of cases shows that the decreased number of people jailed resulted in more public safety and huge economic benefits.42 These findings have been confirmed time and again. For instance, the court in Los Angeles County came to the same conclusion when reviewing all the available empirical evidence after we brought another case that struck down the cash bail system there in 2023.43

These are among the most important facts you will ever need if you want to understand the punishment bureaucracy: the U.S. arrests so many people for so many low-level things that it could never provide adequate defense lawyers, investigation services, prosecutors, judges, or jury trials for them all even though the Constitution requires it. The Constitution wasn’t designed for mass incarceration. If all people could exercise their constitutional right to a fair trial and a zealous lawyer, the assembly line would grind to a halt because no society in modern history has attempted to arrest and prosecute so many people per capita. The crushing volume of cases is what the for-profit bail industry exploits. The industry didn’t exist when the Constitution was drafted or in the century that followed it, and before the 1990s, release without requiring cash was more common than release requiring cash. But as court dockets became overwhelming, cash became an efficient point of leverage for bureaucrats to coerce more people to plead guilty quickly. Most of these people are released with time served if they plead guilty, and are almost always charged fines and fees that police, prosecutors, and courts then collect as revenue. Thus, the system profits from its own injustice, and tens of millions of poor people are trapped in a cycle of debt collection and jailing for years.

Even on its own terms, this system has nothing to do with “safety” because most people are released immediately if they either pay money, which they don’t lose even if they commit a crime, or if they agree to plead guilty and accrue debt. They are typically put on probation for additional fees, and many have their driver’s license suspended for unpaid fees, incurring yet more fees. As of this writing, the licenses of 11 million people are suspended solely because of these coerced debts.44 Police, prosecutors, and judges understand that business as usual would end if people couldn’t be quickly jailed. The machine on which their jobs, overtime, and consulting contracts depend would crash to a halt.

Every court to look at the evidence has made an additional crucial finding: empirical studies of millions of cases demonstrate that cash bail does nothing to protect the community or encourage court appearance.45 In fact, it makes people more likely to commit crime in the future because short periods of detention destabilize people’s lives—they lose their shelter, jobs, and kids. Their medication for physical and psychiatric care is disrupted, and they contract infectious diseases that spread through society. They are often physically traumatized and sexually assaulted in jail. It costs taxpayers billions in public money and local economies even more.

In the face of a system that is unconstitutional, unfair, and that makes everyone less safe, a small number of jurisdictions tried modest but meaningful changes. Take New York, for example. In 2019, the state legislature passed a law to reduce the number of people jailed before trial solely because of poverty.46 People charged with misdemeanors and nonviolent felonies were to be released without having to pay cash, but cash could still be demanded for more serious offenses. By eliminating the use of cash to secure detention in lower-level cases, the state’s pretrial detention population was predicted to shrink 40 percent, saving hundreds of millions of dollars and reducing crime.

The media backlash was swift. Over and over again, reporters cherry-picked anecdotes to whip up public frenzy on the false premise that “bail reform” caused various crimes. A comprehensive study of New York coverage found:


Many news outlets printed irresponsible articles that falsely portrayed bail reform as harming public safety, stirring up public fears. This onslaught of bad press began before the reforms were even implemented and only ramped up after bail reform took effect on January 1, 2020.47



The volume of fearmongering stories was unlike anything I’ve tracked. Journalists even started inserting criticisms of bail reform into articles about other topics. For example, in the middle of an article about mental illness and adding cops to the subway, the New York Times quoted a politician falsely suggesting that “bail reform” caused crime, without correction.48 The NYPD commissioner led the police counter-offensive against bail reform. He spent months making baseless claims blaming bail changes for various crimes, which the news media printed. Finally, at a hearing before the legislature, he admitted that he had no basis for the claims the news had spread.49

Support for bail reform had been popular after the death of teenager Kalief Browder, who spent three years enduring beatings and solitary confinement on Rikers Island after being falsely accused of taking another child’s backpack.50 But after the police counter-offensive, support dropped precipitously. In April 2020, just months after the reforms went into effect, New York rolled back some of them.51

I have documented backlash to local bail reforms in many cities such as Houston and San Jose, as well as in many states considering modest changes, such as Wisconsin, Illinois, New Jersey, and California, to name just a few.52 The media typically includes a deluge of stories in which police blame “reforms” for anecdotal crimes while ignoring actual data. Ironically, upon inspection, the crime anecdote chosen by police usually isn’t even related to bail changes.

Although “bail reform” was blamed for crime across the country between 2020 and 2022, there had been few meaningful changes to bail policies in many places. The pretrial punishment bureaucracy in 2022 was very similar to what it was in 2020. Even in the places that implemented substantial bail reforms, the pretrial assembly line still looked similar in court rooms each day, especially in more serious cases. All of the available evidence shows that, where attempted, reforms to reduce the use of cash bail reduce crime.



Case Study: Overturning Local Democratic Change

The punishment bureaucracy uses the news to relentlessly target progressive reforms, however small. A tweet by Ashley Parker, a senior Washington Post reporter, is an example of a fake frenzy about a minuscule reform:53


[image: A tweet by Ashley Parker that reads, “Crime in D C is out of control. It’s depressing the Washington Post Ed Board even needed to write this: ‘Washingtonians have a right to feel and be safe. At the moment, it would be hard to say this is the case.’” This tweet is in response to a tweet by James Hohmann from March 3, 2023, that reads “New Washington Post editorial: Feeling forced to choose, President Biden picked public safety over home rule for the capital city. Despite our grace concerns about the law, it shouldn’t have come to this. Washington’s leaders should have acted on their own.”]
Parker’s tweet referred to a law, passed the previous November by the local city council, that would have modernized DC’s criminal code, adding new crimes while also slightly reducing the maximum possible prison sentences for certain serious crimes. The new code would still have maintained sentences that were longer than most of the rest of the world’s and longer than what people are actually sentenced to in practice in DC. So, this part of the law would have had no discernable effect.

When Parker made her comments, police-recorded crime in DC was at half-century lows, lower than at any point in the entire span of her life, as evidenced in the following graphic.54

Yet Parker wrote that she was so distraught by crime that it was “depressing” her. As a journalist with more than 400,000 Twitter followers and who regularly appears on TV and in the pages of one of the world’s most influential newspapers, posting a statement like that weaponizes Parker’s feelings in place of facts. She added that the newspaper’s editorial board needed to intervene because people in DC have a right not just to “be safe” but—and she listed this first—to “feel” safe. A lot of the post-2020 copaganda backlash boiled down to this sentiment: “Yes it’s true that the statistics don’t back up our claims about safety, but we ‘feel’ more afraid of strangers and poor people.”

By the time Parker made her public statement, the news had coalesced around the “conventional wisdom” that the city’s majority-Black elected officials should not be permitted to pass the reform. Parker shared a post by James Hohmann—a member of the Post’s editorial board with no business writing about these issues but who nonetheless parlayed his access to the internet into a Copaganda Rookie of the Year Award. Hohmann produced an editorial and social media post in which he suggested: (1) increased “sentences for violent crimes” are necessary for safety, contrary to overwhelming evidence; (2) DC residents “want” increased sentences despite a veto-proof body of elected representatives approving the law, which was also supported by federal prosecutors; and (3) safety and democracy are mutually exclusive because safety requires more imprisonment, so if democracy produces less imprisonment, it must be overruled.55


[image: A dashboard, titled “Washington, D C Crime Incident Dashboard” dated March 7 2023, includes several sections: Crime Type: Lists assault with a dangerous weapon, homicide, robbery, and sex abuse. Crime category: property and violence. Weapons used are categorized as gun, knife, or other and none. Filters: Dropdown menus allow filtering by district and ward. A rolling days filter is set to 365 days. Line Graph: “Incidents Rolling Over Time” shows crime incidents from 2010 to 2022, with a gradual decline from a 2015 peak of around 7,000 to around 4,000 in 2022. Table of Year-to-Date (Y T D) Crime Incidents: Compares current year data with the previous four years for each crime type. Assault with a dangerous weapon stands at 232 this year, and total incidents are at 725. Bar Graph: “Incidents By Year” displays yearly crime incidents from 2010 to 2023, with a peak in 2014 (6,592) and a steady decline to 725 in 2023. A note at the bottom credits the data to the D C Metropolitan Police Department and cautions about potential discrepancies.]
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	Crime Type

	This YTD

	Last YTD

	2 Years YTD

	3 Years YTD

	4 Years YTD




	Assault W/Dangerous Weapon

	232

	240

	248

	263

	253




	Homicide

	38

	29

	31

	29

	30




	Robbery

	422

	507

	349

	328

	319




	Sex Abuse

	33

	15

	28

	36

	31




	Total

	725

	791

	656

	655

	633






[image: Bar Graph: “Incidents By Year” displays yearly crime incidents from 2010 to 2023, with a peak in 2012 (6,592) and a steady decline to 725 in 2023. A note at the bottom credits the data to the D C Metropolitan Police Department and cautions about potential discrepancies.]

The social media posts and editorial were timed to influence deliberations of Democrats in Congress, who were considering whether to overrule the local DC democratic process—something Congress (in which DC has no voting representation) can do because DC is not a state. The Post—whose masthead declares “Because Democracy Dies in Darkness”—used its platform to call, based on misinformation, for authoritarian intervention to overturn the local law.

After similar interventions from a horde of journalists, President Biden announced on social media that he would sign a repeal of the law, supposedly because it reduced the maximum penalty for carjacking from forty years (a sentence no one got in practice) to twenty-four years (about nine years longer than the typical carjacking sentence).56 Based on this single articulated reason, a supermajority of Democrats in the Senate and dozens of Democrats in the House voted with Republicans to overturn the democratic process in the District of Columbia.

The episode was based on copaganda, including: a distortion of what the new law did;57 misinformation about crime rates; and lies about longer sentences reducing violent crime. Bipartisan acceptance of this effort to overturn a democratically produced law is one of the most significant instances of copaganda I have witnessed during my time working against the punishment bureaucracy. DC imprisons Black people at nineteen times the rate of white people.58 Faced with the most minor prospect that people would hypothetically (but not in reality) face reduced punishment after decades in prison, news outlets urged national politicians to appease authoritarians, while also adopting their lies and their framing of the problem. Among them was Arkansas senator Tom Cotton, who stated, “I’m glad President Biden agrees that Washington, D.C. is unfit to govern itself. D.C. must never become a state.”59

[image: A tweet from President Biden (at POTUS), dated March 2, 2023, reads: “I support D.C. Statehood and home-rule – but I don’t support some of the changes D.C. Council put forward over the Mayor’s objections – such as lowering penalties for carjackings. If the Senate votes to overturn what D.C. Council did – I’ll sign it.” The tweet notes 14.5 million views.]
Mainstream news and right-wing authoritarians had agreed: there can be no safety without preserving the greatest levels of imprisonment in world history, and if there is a conflict between democracy and a slightly reduced number of human beings in prison cells, which the Washington Post now asserts that there is, then democracy itself must give way.
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Progressives Want a Pro-Crime Hellscape



I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen’s Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate. . . . Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will.

-Martin Luther King Jr.1



On June 8, 2022, the day after national primary elections, the New York Times published a story announcing what it called “the shifting winds on criminal justice.”2

[image: A headline reading, “California Sends Democrats and the Nation a Message on Crime.” Below it, a subheading reads, “The recall of a progressive prosecutor in San Francisco and the strong showing by a former Republican in the mayor’s race in Los Angeles showed the shifting winds on criminal justice.”]
The article reported that voters had rebuked progressive policies on crime and “delivered a stark warning about the potency of law and order as a political message in 2022.” This conclusion was based on two individual races, the primary for mayor of Los Angeles and the recall of the district attorney in San Francisco. Using only these examples, the newspaper declared a national reckoning on progressive public safety policy. The message: Democrats must move right on crime.

Virtually every paragraph of the article is a case study in misinformation, beginning with the inaccurate reporting of the results themselves. Because the article purported to analyze the meaning of the election before many of the votes in Los Angeles were counted, the paper told readers that the more “law and order” candidate (a luxury real-estate developer who had switched from the Republican Party to become a Democrat) had a “strong showing.” The newspaper told its audience that “he is currently the top vote-getter,” hinging the article’s thesis about the message being sent to national Democrats on this fact. But throughout the day and the following days, as votes were counted, the election turned into a landslide victory for the other candidate, who was running on a more progressive platform. Not only was the “law and order” candidate not the “top vote-getter,” but he ended up losing the primary by a wide margin, with 64 percent of the voters rejecting him. He had outspent the winning candidate ten to one, using $80 million of his own money and boasting endorsements from celebrities like Elon Musk, Kim Kardashian, Gwyneth Paltrow, Katy Perry, and Snoop Dogg.3 (He later spent even more money in the general election on a “law and order” platform and lost by even more—about 10 percent.) But the news had already told the public what the election results meant without waiting for the election results.

More broadly, there were progressive victories throughout California on that election night on “criminal justice” issues, and the Times chose not to cover them. The paradigmatic candidate for “tough on crime” politics, who ran a campaign against the more progressive California attorney general, got trounced 54 percent to 8 percent in a statewide election that Politico had called, prior to the election, a “bellwether” that “could be the most consequential contest” to “gauge the public’s commitment to criminal justice reform.”4 The Times article ignored it. Very near San Francisco, in Contra Costa County, home to 1.2 million people, another progressive district attorney targeted by police unions and “tough on crime” Democrats won easily.5 The Times article ignored it. As a local journalist pointed out, just one subway stop away from San Francisco, in Oakland, a progressive reformer won the district attorney primary.6 The Times ignored it. In Los Angeles itself, an insurgent candidate for city controller, who ran on a campaign of auditing and defunding the LAPD, walloped a longtime city councilmember and machine politician running on a pro-police “law and order” platform by a margin of 19 percent. The controller ran on one of the most progressive platforms in the country focused on public safety issues, with billboards and wildly popular TikTok videos explaining wasteful spending by police. (In the general election a few months later, the progressive accountant beat his pro-police opponent by almost 27 percent, receiving more votes than the winning mayoral candidate. The Times also ignored that.)

So how did the article ignore election results all over California to declare the electoral death knell of progressive policy on “criminal justice”? Here’s how the article began:


LOS ANGELES—Progressive Democrats were knocked on the defensive in their own party over crime and homelessness on Wednesday after voters in two high-profile California races delivered a stark warning about the potency of law and order as a political message in 2022.



Notice that the phrases “voters . . . delivered” and “results” were false statements at the time of publication. But the selective “results” were nonetheless portrayed as a “vivid” warning that even “progressives” were “frustrated” with progressive policies: “The two results made vivid the depths of voter frustration over rising crime and rampant homelessness in even the most progressive corners of the country.”

After a flood of criticism, including my own, the newspaper eventually made changes to the article, including: changing the headline, changing the sub-headline, adding sources, deleting paragraphs, changing words, and inserting a reference opaquely suggesting that the original article’s thesis about crime was misleading. One later insertion was a paragraph that undermined the thesis of the article by acknowledging, with no specificity, explanation, or retraction, that “two elections in two cities, of course, do not fully capture the dynamics of an issue as complex as crime politics. And even on Tuesday, the left did not only suffer losses in prosecutor contests but scored a few victories.” None of these corrections were noted as corrections, and they were seen by a fraction of the people who saw the original article. For example, the paper quietly altered the above sentence to replace the phrase “rising crime and rampant homelessness” with the phrase “quality-of-life issues.” This was a key alteration because the misleading statement that crime was rising was critical to the article’s thesis that this (nonexistent thing) was the cause of a putative (but nonexistent) electoral rejection of progressive policy.

Even more bizarre was the Times’s attempt to portray California’s results as a “stark warning” for an entire nation. Aside from the progressive California victories that the Times ignored, candidates running elsewhere on a platform to challenge the punishment bureaucracy did well in the June 2022 primary elections, continuing a multiyear trend.7 The Times didn’t mention any of the victories from around the U.S. in its post-election coverage of what it said was a national trend.

But there was another important distortion in the article. It neglected to tell readers that the progressive policies of the San Francisco district attorney were popular. He championed reducing the prosecution of children, reducing the use of cash bail, creating a unit to investigate wrongful convictions, empowering a unit to investigate companies for worker protection offenses, and prosecuting more corrupt cops. In detailed polling, his policies received overwhelming support from constituents.8

Imagine if the Times article had told readers that the “law and order” candidate in Los Angeles had lost decisively and that the policies that differentiated the San Francisco prosecutor from his opponents were widely popular. It would have been forced to explore other explanations for why a single politician pursuing popular policies had lost a particular recall race. These explanations might have included that the lavish spending disparity fueled by Republican billionaires9 and police union organizing had made people dislike the incumbent even though they liked his progressive policies;10 that the news coverage and a flood of attack ads had confused people about who supported which policies; that once wealthy interests spend enough money on signature gathering for a recall, many sitting politicians would lose in up-or-down recall votes, as the San Francisco school board had found out four months earlier; that something specific to the economic, media, political, and racial environment was going on in San Francisco that might not be broadly applicable to progressives ideas across the U.S. The list goes on. There are many theories that do not involve the notion that progressive voters across the country now favor more authoritarian policies. And, given that the Los Angeles results turned out to be the opposite of what the paper reported, the thesis that a national trend existed was now predicated on one recall election in one city. Had the Times included these facts, the newspaper could not have concocted its narrative for tens of millions of liberal-leaning readers about voters rejecting progressive policies.

Fifteen paragraphs into the Times election-night story, the paper provides a disclaimer that “turnout was low” and that “there is always a risk of over-interpreting local races.” After that brief flirtation with reality, it gets back to the main message: Democrats need to get tough on crime. Then, twenty-three paragraphs into the piece, readers are treated to a copaganda gem, which was also later deleted by the Times with no explanation:


The extent to which crime is actually up depends on the category being measured and the particular jurisdiction. But strategists in both parties said that whatever the data shows, there is a widespread sense that daily life in big-city America is no longer as safe as it once was.11



This is a striking paragraph. First, it contradicts the article’s original (now deleted) claim that “rising crime” was motivating Democrats. Second, it dismisses concern for facts with the phrase “whatever the data shows.” In reality, according to the evidence available to the reporter when the paper published the story, both “violent crime” and “property crime” as measured by police were near historic lows. Here are the national crime statistics reported by the FBI from 1985 to 2022:12

[image: A line graph titled “Rate of Violent Crime Offenses by Population” plots United States violent crime rates per 100,000 people from 1985 to 2021. The y-axis ranges from 322 to 800, and the x-axis spans years. The rate rises steadily from 1985, peaking around 1991 at about 750, then declines significantly through the 1990s and early 2000s. The trend flattens after 2014, showing a stable but lower crime rate.]
[image: A line graph titled “Rate of Property Crime Offenses by Population” plots United States property crime rates per 100,000 people from 1985 to 2021. The y-axis ranges from 1,502 to 6,000, while the x-axis spans years. The rate starts near 5,000 in 1985, remains relatively steady until the early 1990s, then steadily declines through the 2000s and 2010s, reaching its lowest point by 2021. The source is noted as “F B I Crime Data Explorer.”]
A good rule of thumb is that, when a news article contains the phrase “whatever the data shows,” it is about to say something silly. A fun game at dinner parties is prefacing almost any outlandish statement with these ten words: “Whatever the data shows, there is a widespread sense that . . .” You can complete the sentence with almost anything and people will laugh and invite you back to their next party. Like, for example, “. . . a circus clown named Rick played a role in the early development of antibiotics” or “. . . no one who has had a pet cat has ever started a war.” If anyone questions you, just tell them that you read it in the New York Times (but the paper later deleted it.)

Third, this paragraph isn’t coverage that cares about accurately reporting evidence about public safety. Instead, it reports what hand-picked “strategists” say many people “sense” at a time when progressive policies were gaining traction against the punishment bureaucracy. The broader function of such reporting is to create and deepen the “widespread sense” of evidence-free fear that it identifies. Such reporting sits at the apex of a predatory copaganda feedback foodchain: once the news churns out a barrage of similar stories, those stories themselves help create a “widespread sense” that we are not as safe as we were. Having generated that “widespread sense,” the news publishes stories about that feeling itself. Then, more articles are written with “strategists” speculating about what impact this feeling must be having on various political races. This is followed by yet more stories about how people seeking to reduce the size and power of the punishment bureaucracy are out of step and must abandon their goals if they want to compete in those races given what “strategists” are saying about the apparent zeitgeist.

Most news stories targeting progressive policies critical of the punishment bureaucracy never tell readers either the specifics of the policy being criticized or the empirical evidence on safety. “Strategists” say progressive candidates must promote authoritarian policies, even though the available evidence supports progressive safety interventions. “Strategists” say progressives must be more authoritarian, even if the evidence shows it has not been a winning strategy for progressives in the past.13 “Strategists” say progressives must adopt authoritarian narratives and policies, even if victory on those terms creates a fearful electorate and political commitments that render progressive change difficult or impossible even if they prevail. The role of news becomes to report what establishment strategists are saying about vaguely reported feelings, not to help us understand what might create a safer world.

The starting point for understanding an article is to identify its sources. In the Times election-night story, we have:


	Political consultant and former adviser to conservative Democrat Joe Lieberman, known for criticizing progressives


	Anonymous “strategists and leaders in both parties”


	Pro-police former mayor (three times)


	Pollster for the former Republican who switched parties to run for Los Angeles mayor and then lost in a landslide (twice)


	A real estate developer, adviser to former Republican mayor, currently a Los Angeles police commissioner


	The pollster for the former Republican (again)


	Pro-police chief of staff to New York mayor Eric Adams


	Anonymous “strategists in both parties”


	Head of a super PAC for House Republicans (twice)


	Pro-police, pro–drug war mayor of San Francisco who was caught lying about seeking to have homeless people removed from nearby her at lunch.


	San Francisco DA


	Jesse Jackson (I know, this is a weird article)


	Anonymous Democratic strategist


	Sean Patrick Maloney (a “law and order” politician who is not an expert in winning 2022 elections, having lost his own)




These sources have political and business interests in promoting the punishment bureaucracy. The article surgically excludes any other perspective, including the many progressive strategists and candidates who won on the opposite message. Many of those people believe, based on evidence, that attacking the root causes of inequality and violence by giving people better housing, schools, care, and working conditions and safe water/food/air is a more popular political strategy for Democrats than authoritarian fearmongering to promote the interests of police unions and real estate developers. Instead of explaining these other perspectives, the Times mocks them without describing the substance of their views. The article dismisses them as the “activist left” and the “activist class,” and it even gives space to eighty-eight-year-old male former San Francisco mayor Willie Brown to make a joke about a progressive leader, this time about “A.O.S. or A.O.C. or whatever that woman’s name is.” He was not quoted ironically to show how out of touch powerful people are. It was an attempt to suggest through ridicule that progressive approaches are beyond the pale while the authoritarian perspective is the only position serious people consider, and the one popular with voters.

The article is not an attempt to educate people based on evidence about different potential electoral strategies for Democrats, and it does not feature experts who disagree so that readers can decide what they think is the most well-founded approach for progressives to win elections—or, having won, how different ways of campaigning can shape a political climate in which progressive change can actually be enacted afterward. This highlights something essential about copaganda: it is hard for a consumer of daily news in the U.S. to get an explanation of the views held by critics of the punishment bureaucracy or the evidence supporting those views. As a result, many people have misconceptions about what critics of the bureaucracy believe, what they are proposing, and how effective and popular a lot of those views are.

The paper instead misleads the public with straw-person caricatures of progressive positions. According to the article:


For Democrats, the issue of crime and disorder threatens to drive a wedge between some of the party’s core constituencies, as some voters demand action on racial and systemic disparities while others are focused on their own sense of safety in their homes and neighborhoods.



The implication is that it’s an “either/or” situation. Experts and politicians with more progressive views on “racial and systemic disparities” cannot, at the same time, care about “safety in their homes and neighborhoods.” The election results say that people either want justice or safety. And it goes further, implying that the two are conflicting values splitting the Democratic Party because “voters” cannot be “focused on” the safety of their neighborhood if they also care about systemic injustice.

Does anyone seriously believe that the tens of millions of poor people, Black people, young people, immigrants, teachers, nurses, public health experts, faith leaders, crime survivors, public interest lawyers, scholars, and so on who have been fighting against systemic injustices and inequality don’t care about “safety in their homes and neighborhoods”? In fact, researchers showed, for example, that it is exactly the neighborhoods with the most gun violence that most support more progressive prosecutors.14 But copaganda routinely counterposes progressive policies like fairness and justice against safety.

The morning after Larry Krasner won a landslide reelection victory on a progressive platform against his “tough on crime” opponents in Philadelphia, the national media did not have an article ready to go by 5:00 a.m. with anonymous quoted experts and political strategists celebrating a national progressive trend. To be clear, I’ve been one of the most vocal critics of “progressive prosecutors”; no set of prosecutors has the tools to solve the deep-seated inequality that the punishment bureaucracy both thrives on and preserves. Local prosecutors cannot enact sweeping environmental policy or universal health care or build worker power or fund early childhood education or cancel predatory debt or build more housing. But it is not difficult to observe the differences in how more progressive candidates are covered. By contrast, the recall of DA Chesa Boudin in San Francisco was used in dozens of major outlets to suggest that progressive approaches to safety don’t work, are unpopular, and should be abandoned. This is all the more bizarre because “tough on crime” prosecutors do not lower crime, and more right-wing states with harsher sentencing policies have higher murder rates.15 This differential treatment between stories that confirm punishment bureaucracy narratives and those that complicate them is particularly pronounced in news coverage in the context of contested elections.16

The other election-night front-page article by the Times in its summer 2022 election coverage, titled “6 Takeaways from Tuesday’s Elections,” was filled with similar misinformation. The paper wrote:


And in San Francisco, where voters once were moved by Chesa Boudin’s plans as district attorney to end cash bail and reduce the number of people sent to prison, they ran out of patience with seemingly unchecked property crime, violent attacks on elderly residents and open drug use.17



Property crime was down in San Francisco under Boudin, but the election-night article told readers that it was “seemingly unchecked.” I don’t know what “unchecked” means, and neither does the Times. But it sounds scary. Words like “unchecked” are copaganda because they create a sense of vague panic that is hard to combat. The connotation it means to conjure is false; property crime was both lower than in the past and not “unchecked” in that it was still very much prosecuted in San Francisco.

The second article nevertheless had the same message to readers, placed in a large bold font: voters want Democrats to move right on crime.

[image: A headline reading, “California called for order.” Below it, the text reads, “Wracked by pandemic, littered with tent camps, frightened by smash-and-grab robberies and anti-Asian-American hate crimes, voters in two of the most progressive cities sent a message on Tuesday: Restore stability.”]
Let’s take these claims apart step by step. First, the premise is false. Voters in Los Angeles did not send the message the paper is asserting because they rejected the candidate that the paper says was for “order.” Second, voters in San Francisco disapproved of many standard “law and order” policies in polling even as they recalled the district attorney. Third, other election results in California that were not recall elections were contrary to the San Francisco result, electing candidates who ran on progressive public safety platforms. Fourth, one cannot make a claim about national trends based on one local result while ignoring contrary local results. That makes a mockery of the concept of a trend. The paper’s use of the word “California” in the second article is thus fraudulent because, in many of the elections in California, voters sent the opposite message. Fifth, what are highly charged words like “littered,” “frightened,” and “smash and-grab” doing in election coverage? What does it mean to “restore stability?” Is the paper suggesting a return to some prior time in history when things were more “stable” despite reported crime being near historic fifty-year lows? Sixth, whose “stability” is the newspaper invoking?

The Times’s election-day spin was part of a pre-planned narrative. Days before the recall vote, another article gave San Francisco’s pro-police mayor a platform to claim that her increases to police funding supposedly to crack down on drug addiction and homelessness were borne of a genuine desire to “counter rampant street crimes” attributed to the progressive district attorney, as opposed to, for example, criminalizing homelessness to help the real estate interests who donated to her.18 In printing her claims about who bore the blame for “rampant street crime” in the city and specifically in the Tenderloin neighborhood, the Times did not tell readers that crime was down in San Francisco generally and in the Tenderloin specifically since the district attorney had taken office. (As I explain later, Boudin took office in January 2020. Compared with pre-Boudin numbers from 2019, violent crime in San Francisco was down 19 percent and property crime down 11 percent in 2021, the last full year Boudin was in office.)

Then, setting the tone for its two election-night articles, the pre-election article claimed that the district attorney’s “policies have taken much of the blame for what critics say is San Francisco’s passive response to rising crime.” This sentence belongs on the marble facade of the National Copaganda Museum and Gift Shop. It foists one false premise (crime is rising) on top of another false and incoherent premise (there has been a “passive response”). It does this not by asserting facts, but by quoting “critics” who are “saying” something. The article then declares, obliquely, that progressive policies “have taken the blame.” What a house of cards. Crime was not rising under the progressive district attorney, the policies he implemented have been shown in rigorous studies to reduce crime elsewhere, a response to something that was not happening cannot be called “passive,” and unnamed policies cannot be anonymously blamed for an occurrence that never occurs.

A sentence like this offers a window into how copagandistic the 2022 election reporting climate became in response to any candidate pushing policies opposed by the punishment bureaucracy. For example, even a news article about the lack of data transparency from local judges, which is a genuine problem the district attorney and others were combatting, became occasions for a local newspaper to muse in a headline, “Think Chesa Boudin Is Letting Criminals Roam Free? You Have No Idea, Because SF’s Court Records Are a Mess.”19 Phrasing a headline that way is like asking: “Think the San Francisco Chronicle is a CIA front? You have no idea because the CIA won’t tell us who its collaborators are.”

The pre-election Times article nationalized this local propaganda war against progressives. It included a gratuitous joke from Willie Brown, the same former mayor who mocked Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez during the Times’s election-night coverage, about the district attorney being so soft on “nonviolent” crime that he wouldn’t want to jail Donald Trump for his financial crimes.20 When it came time to market the article, the reporter shared the article by quoting the former mayor’s joke mocking the progressive district attorney for being lenient. The official New York Times Twitter account reposted the reporter’s quotation of the joke to its tens of millions of followers, with neither the paper nor its reporter informing readers that crime had gone down in San Francisco or that empirical evidence showed the district attorney’s policies reduce crime.

Such journalistic malfeasance is unsurprising from this reporter, who previously retweeted a plea on Twitter that “I don’t want another story giving NYC crime stats, telling me it’s not as bad as 1989.”21 Let that sink in. A reporter is amplifying pleas to news organizations to withhold crime statistics if the data show that crime is—contrary to people’s feelings—down, so that people are free to draw authoritarian conclusions based on vibes. Of course, as Noam Chomsky pointed out decades ago, if this reporter were sharing positions that threatened people in power, such violations of journalistic standards would not be tolerated.22

News stories in key moments of political contention tend to serve the interests of those who benefit from the punishment bureaucracy. Journalistic practices that would not be tolerated in reporting critical of powerful institutions are weaponized against people who are proposing change. In the period following the 2020 racial justice uprisings and leading up to the 2022 elections, U.S. society exhibited unprecedented energy for challenging mass incarceration. Thousands of local officials, although still in the significant minority nearly everywhere, began at least proposing reduced funding, less discretion and power for police, changed prosecution priorities, greater scrutiny of bloated contracts, fewer military weapons and technology, curbing civil forfeiture, transparency, and accountability for corruption. This occurred while the federal government was allocating hundreds of billions of dollars to local governments for COVID-19 relief. Cities, mostly controlled by Democrats, faced a choice between spending that money on programs like medical care, housing, urban and suburban ecological transformation, and schools, or diverting it to police, prosecutors, and prisons. In addition to reconstituting the mass-incarceration zeitgeist after it came under threat, diverting massive streams of pandemic relief money to the punishment bureaucracy was seen by punishment bureaucrats as one of the primary stakes of defeating people critical of the punishment bureaucracy in the 2022 elections. Indeed, although data on the question of local expenditures is deliberately opaque, investigative journalists were able to uncover that, of the pandemic “rescue” money sent to local governments prior to the 2022 midterm elections, only 10 percent seems to have gone to “public health” and over half—more than $25 billion—appears to have gone to the punishment bureaucracy.23

The reporters who wrote these various Times election articles—Shane Goldmacher, Alexander Burns, Shawn Hubler, and Jonathan Weisman—bombarded tens of millions of people with the message that political experts agree progressives need to become more authoritarian and invest more in the punishment bureaucracy, a conclusion based on nonexistent patterns in uncounted election “results.” In recognition of their achievement, each reporter received a prestigious Academy Award for Copaganda at a small private ceremony that I conducted in my living room in front of an elderly black cat with one tooth.24


Targeting Politicians Who Pose a Threat to the Punishment Bureaucracy

Several months after the 2022 primary elections, another group of punishment-bureaucrat unions, profiteers, and right-wing donors launched a campaign to recall District Attorney George Gascón in Los Angeles, attacking him for policies that were not authoritarian enough.

A recall would have been a major boon to police unions, the prosecutor union, the $3.6 billion budget of the Sheriff Department (who wanted to sign lucrative contracts to expand the jail), real estate developers (who wanted to coordinate on harsher prosecution of unhoused people), the for-profit bail bond industry (which saw Los Angeles as its most lucrative U.S. county),25 and private equity firms investing in surveillance, incarceration, and supervision technology such as GPS electronic monitoring.26

With only a few days left to collect signatures, it was uncertain whether the recall campaign would get on the ballot. Enter the Los Angeles Times. At this crucial moment, the paper wrote about the murder of an elderly Asian immigrant, which had occurred two months earlier.27 The paper told the story of the tragedy from the perspective of his daughter, who shared haunting family photos and recounted her father’s murder as an example of the American Dream destroyed. The emotional and political conclusion of the story was her plea for the recall of DA George Gascón.

If copaganda were an Italian opera, this article would be one of the last dramatic arias before society’s slide into authoritarian dystopia. In a classic example of the Willie Horton effect, the article uses a terrible tragedy to stoke outrage and suggest that replacing the local prosecutor with a more authoritarian one would prevent these kinds of tragedies. This suggestion has no basis in evidence. Nevertheless, the LA Times promoted the article about “a Korean man’s shocking killing on the streets of LA” through social media posts highlighting its most sensational aspects and purported connection to Gascón’s policies:28

[image: A tweet from the Los Angeles Times (at L A Times that reads, “Detectives presented a case for felony assault with a deadly weapon, but prosecutors rejected the filing. Instead, they passed it on to the city attorney’s office for misdemeanor consideration on May 4. Lee was killed the next day.” Below the text is a grayscale photograph of a woman gazing thoughtfully, accompanied by a caption: “A Korean man’s shocking killing on streets of L.A. sends his daughter searching for answers.” The post is timestamped at 3:28 P M, on June 30, 2022.]
Like a ventriloquist, the LA Times uses a person of color to suggest: if you care about this person of color, his family, and people like them, you should support the recall just like his daughter does.

The article has a number of flaws. First, it admits its own thesis is bogus, acknowledging that nothing would likely have been different under the previous, more authoritarian prosecutor: the assistant prosecutors on the case, who used to work for the harsher predecessor, handled the case in the same manner they would have under their previous boss. And the article cites no evidence to support the assertion that any different policy of the new district attorney would have either caused or prevented this murder, nor does it offer any evidence that tweaks in a local prosecutor’s policies could cause or prevent racially motivated hate crimes. And there is none. Such hate crimes have little to do with the policies practiced by local prosecutors. Neither the article nor its sources identify a single policy of the new prosecutor that played any role in the tragic murder.

When reading an article that criticizes a more progressive approach to the punishment bureaucracy, you should always ask: Is the person being quoted arguing for something different? What, in specific terms, is that different thing? Is there any evidence offered to believe that doing this different thing would affect the problem that the person has identified? Much news coverage about public safety is merely vague innuendo that something—we are not told what or how—might be better or different or safer about the world if we just did something else more punitively.

Second, the article suppresses evidence that supports the policy changes the new prosecutor implemented, like reducing cash bail, charging fewer people with low-level crimes, and reducing prosecution of children as adults. The journalist chose not to report the studies, evidence, or experts explaining that these policies reduce crime and the harmful impact of the punishment bureaucracy.

Instead, the article used a sympathetic victim to present right-wing campaign misinformation that contradicts this evidence. The reporter didn’t ask the woman featured in the story to support the factual claims she was making and didn’t provide readers the evidence they would need to evaluate them. It merely used her personal pain to make the recall campaign’s policy arguments, making it harder for would-be critics to respond without appearing callous.

In doing so, the article omitted an obvious fact: if this prosecutor’s policies are supposedly increasing hate crimes, why were reported anti-Asian hate crimes increasing across the country, including in places with harsh prosecutors? In reality, anti-Asian racism and hate crime are the products of broader political, economic, social, and racial factors. And tragically, the article ignores how its proposals for harsher policies would disproportionately incarcerate people of color, including Asian and Pacific Islander (AAPI) immigrants. Nonetheless, it presents as fact the daughter’s opinion that the Los Angeles prosecutor was at fault for hate crimes, and portrays his status among the daughter and other “hardworking” immigrants as “embattled.” This is particularly odd reporting because the district attorney himself is an immigrant, former Republican, and former police officer. (After many decades in the punishment bureaucracy, he adopted slightly more progressive policies to win his election as a reformer in a landslide.)

Third, the article excludes dissenting voices, including from AAPI leaders and experts in Los Angeles, which is troubling because the story claims to be reporting views that represent “L.A.’s diverse Asian and Pacific Islander communities.” These dissenting voices could have offered different views about how to reduce anti-Asian racism and hate crimes. For example, the article could have quoted AAPI crime survivors in Los Angeles who are campaigning to address hate crimes with investments in systems of care. Many of those people have challenged the district attorney because he has failed to go far enough in changing his authoritarian predecessor’s policies. But editors routinely exclude opponents of the carceral state.

Like so much copaganda claiming to express concern about survivors, the article does a disservice to many of them, especially those working to address the root causes of hate-based violence: white supremacy, inequality, poverty, systemic trauma, profitable hate-spewing algorithms on social media, toxic masculinity, and mental illness. This damage is more severe because the article claims to be a news story, not an opinion piece. That gives it the appearance of reporting objectively and comprehensively about reasonable policies to redress hate crimes.

Finally, in classic copaganda fashion, the reporter disguises the paper’s service to authoritarian principles by portraying the daughter as progressive. He quotes her as saying she “supports criminal justice reform” and believes there are “systemic injustices” that “need correcting.” The article fails to identify those policies or injustices, and it does not call attention to the contradiction that her support for the recall and its reimposition of old unjust policies would make the problems she mentions worse. In fact, the recall’s public relations operatives themselves packaged its campaign as “progressive.” To be successful in a city like Los Angeles, they knew that they had to disguise the right-wing forces behind the campaign. So, they presented their plot to restore racist, cruel, and authoritarian policies as one supported by people calling themselves “progressives.”29 As we explore later, the articulation of progressive sentiment while proposing regressive policy is one of the main features of copaganda in the contemporary era.



Manufacturing Confusion About Progressives

Rendering the public unable to distinguish between change and the status quo is one of the main goals of copaganda. In an iconic example of this trickery, New York City mayor Eric Adams, who has an online masters from Copaganda University, announced the appointment of a new NYPD commissioner in front of a mural of mostly Black social movement leaders whom police once tried to (and sometimes did) imprison and kill:30


[image: A group of individuals stands in front of a mural featuring prominent historical figures. The mural includes images and names of Nat Turner, Malcolm X, Angela Davis, and Huey P. Newton. The individuals are dressed in formal attire, some at a podium with a seal, and stand near U.S. and other flags. The mural highlights symbolic imagery, such as a raised fist, and birds with the words “hope,” “peace,” and “love,” painted on their bodies.]
One of the most interesting features of copaganda is how brutal, senseless things are laundered with progressive language in order to be marketed under a new label. This is what one of my clients once called “covering a turd with M&Ms.” This propaganda strategy creates a state of confusion and chaos about who and what to believe and trust that makes the public too disoriented to engage in the informed debate that a tolerant, democratic, participatory society requires.31

The prosecutor recall efforts are a case in point. The progressive district attorney in San Francisco was elected at the end of 2019 on a detailed platform, including using diversion (i.e. steering people away from criminal punishment and toward other interventions) more frequently because it can reduce recidivism and other harms; prosecuting police misconduct; and going after corporations for wage theft and consumer violations. Police unions, corporations, and the real estate lobby mobilized against him before his policies went into effect, and the campaign was funded in large part by a Republican billionaire. But even though the point of the campaign was to preserve regressive and authoritarian policies, its public relations strategy was to portray itself as “progressive.” One of the key players in this charade was a pro-police San Francisco Chronicle journalist who produced a series of significant copaganda articles leading up to the campaign. She was later rewarded by being named San Francisco bureau chief of the New York Times. In one memorable instance, she called Brooke Jenkins—a Black woman and the media star of the recall campaign who was eventually installed by the mayor to replace Boudin after the right-wing recall—a “progressive prosecutor.” It was journalism designed to deceive:32

[image: A headline about the Bay Area by Heather Knight: “Why a progressive prosecutor just left D.A. Chesa Boudin’s office and joined the recall effort.”]
Jenkins was anything but progressive. She was a former corporate lawyer who had represented big business before she became a prosecutor. While the Chronicle was calling her “progressive,” she was busy hiring a talent agent and appearing on TV news shows like Real Time with Bill Maher, spewing right-wing misinformation.33 A local news outlet exposed that she committed egregious prosecutorial misconduct while prosecuting poor people. After a scandal in which she tried to violate California law by sending a legally insane person to prison against the wishes of the crime victim’s family and medical experts, she resigned from the prosecutor’s office before being found by an appeals court to have committed prosecutorial misconduct. In another instance, she publicly admitted to engaging in criminal conduct by illegally sharing confidential information about a teenager. As of late 2024, she still faces numerous pending ethics complaints filed against her by retired judges and prominent law professors. They set forth a litany of violations of her sworn duties, including instances alleging various crimes.34

Around the time that the Chronicle published the article holding her up as “progressive,” she was signaling to police unions and Republican donors (who it turned out were paying her, a fact hidden in disclosures and the subject of one of the ethics complaints) that she supported regressive crime policies.35 She made clear that she would seek longer prison sentences for the predominantly poor people her office prosecutes, cage more people whose families cannot pay cash bail before trial, use “gang conspiracy” laws to target young people of color and poor people, charge more children as adults, and prosecute more homeless people and people with mental illness. She later received praise from Fox News, Sean Hannity, and other far-right figures.36 By every metric, she was planning to be not just more regressive than Boudin, but more regressive than previous authoritarian prosecutors in the city. And here’s the key: she was being platformed specifically because she portended regressive actions. She would not have been newsworthy otherwise. Words have lost all meaning when Brooke Jenkins is called “progressive.”

But it was precisely this label that the Chronicle chose for its headline, not as something up for dispute but as a fact. The journalist could easily have told Jenkins’s story with the headline “Why This Prosecutor Just Left D.A. Chesa Boudin’s Office and Joined the Recall.” When you realize that adding the word “progressive” was unnecessary, you see that the point was to mislead people about how to interpret Jenkins’s political intervention. It is designed to get readers to exclaim: “Oh, wow, even a progressive Black woman now opposes the DA!” That framing gives people who don’t know much about prosecutorial policy and the punishment bureaucracy the rationale to support the recall campaign while still believing themselves to have progressive values. This is an important copaganda tactic in disorienting and winning over the large block of well-meaning people who may not know a lot about the details but who want to support changes to things that are ineffective and unjust.

The political class in San Francisco engaged in a similar campaign for Matt Dorsey, the former head of public relations at the San Francisco Police Department. I noted earlier that Dorsey was caught sending scandalous texts to journalists encouraging copaganda. Shortly after the mayor appointed him to a vacant seat on the Board of Supervisors (without an election, as with Jenkins), a prominent Democratic Party political organization called him a “progressive activist.”37 His paid job had been to manipulate public perception of police to expand the war on drugs, increase surveillance, and minimize accountability for police violence, and he was now installed into the city’s governing body as a “progressive.”

After both Jenkins and Dorsey were in office, they spearheaded a reinvestment in the war on drugs in San Francisco. The city shut down a treatment center and saw huge increases in overdoses, and the Board of Supervisors approved new spending on incarceration and cops. The jail population rose over 30 percent after Jenkins’s first thirteen months in office. In her first year, she dismissed every single prosecution begun by Boudin of a shooting by a police officer, and also began blocking future investigations.38 At the same time, violent crime went up.39 But there was a dearth of news stories blaming the rise in violence on the district attorney and the increased investment in punishment.

When it comes to designing the special copaganda recipe of authoritarian policy cake with progressive icing on top, San Francisco is a Michelin-star chef. But it is far from alone. One of my all-time favorite examples is when the Detroit Free Press profiled a Black woman assistant Detroit prosecutor.40 In the article, the prosecutor claims that Angela Davis—the Black radical and one of the recognized founders of the modern prison-abolition movement—inspired her to become a prosecutor. The article goes on to portray the prosecutor as a racial justice activist, whose mass human-caging policies are so benevolent that even the parents of children she sends to prison thank her for convicting their children because prison saves lives. Ignoring rampant police brutality in Detroit, she told the newspaper, which did not correct her statement, that “the type of police brutality that we have seen in other places has not been tolerated in Wayne County.”

Finding and profiling Black women prosecutors and portraying them as progressives in the tradition of Angela Davis is copaganda. It allows punishment bureaucrats to rebrand toxic policies with organic artisan labels.

Copaganda that portrays authoritarian policies as “progressive” invokes George Orwell’s “Ministry of Truth.” The function is to disorient people who think of themselves as wanting a more equal and just world so that they support a wretched status quo. Oil companies paint their websites green; the bail industry calls cash bail a “civil rights issue” because it supports small, Black-owned bail-bond businesses; real estate developers that demolish homes talk about “building community with our neighbors”; corporate landlords frame eviction moratoriums during a global pandemic as hurting “immigrant landlords of color.”41 Up is down, left is right. Prison abolition is the same thing as sending more people to prison. Only by confusing a lot of people can a small group of people get enough support for policies that destroy our connection to each other and our natural world while not making us safer.

We must develop defense mechanisms against these attempts to befuddle us. When evaluating what a punishment bureaucrat says, pay less attention to labels they use for themselves or to labels the news puts on them. Ask yourself: How have they chosen to spend their life’s work? Who is funding them? Who do they associate with in their social circles? Who are they accountable to, powerful or working-class people? Do their proposals give more money and power to the punishment bureaucracy or to themselves? Have they been fighting for the most vulnerable people in our society or exploiting them?



Editorials Against Change

Opinion writing plays an important copaganda role at key political moments by reinforcing pro-punishment perspectives as conventional wisdom. Let’s look at how some of the same progressive challenges to the punishment bureaucracy were covered in editorials as opposed to news reporting.




The Washington Post

Several days after the 2022 primary elections, the Washington Post editorial board covered the San Francisco recall election.42 The Post’s editorial copaganda is similar to the efforts I have tracked across the country against officials who propose reducing the power of the punishment bureaucracy.43

The editorial is entitled: “The San Francisco District Attorney Saga Set Back Criminal Justice Reform.” Like the Times election-night stories, the Post attempts to use the San Francisco recall to create a consensus that “criminal justice reform” has gone too far. But the Post editorial board takes spreading misinformation to the extreme.

The thesis is that the progressive district attorney didn’t serve the public “carefully” and that, therefore, his “tenure served to discredit . . . more effective and humane approaches to public safety.” This is a bold claim: that “humane” and “effective” approaches were “discredited.” We would be in trouble as a civilization if treating people humanely had been discredited!

Nearly every factual assertion in the Post editorial either lacks a citation to support it or links to a citation that doesn’t support the assertion. The leading claim that Boudin didn’t give “attention to people’s safety and quality of life” is striking for three reasons. First, at the time the article was written in mid-2022, total property crime (down 19.4 percent) and total violent crime (down 21.4 percent) had decreased under Boudin compared to before he took office at the beginning of 2020.44 Second, as noted earlier, Boudin’s major policy changes were popular, not discredited. His personal popularity did decrease after Republican billionaires and police unions spent $6 million on personal attacks, and the media spewed out a wave of misinformation.45 But his popular policies reduced local incarceration, released wrongfully convicted people, saved tens of millions of dollars for families, saved a lot of children from adult prosecution, prosecuted more police misconduct, and pursued major wage theft and consumer protection cases. Third, as noted earlier, the scholarly evidence backs these progressive policies.

So, how does the Post support its thesis that the person implementing more humane and evidence-based policies had “discredited” those popular policies? Let’s dismantle the charges line by line because they are revealing and somewhat funny.

“Mr. Boudin failed to address the fentanyl trade in his city.” First, the article omits that Boudin proposed a multi-agency fentanyl task force that would have included prosecutors and public health officials. But the mayor refused to fund it. The omission of that fact invalidates the Post’s charge. Second, and more importantly, the editorial board suggests a lone prosecutor could fix the opioid epidemic. It omits that other, non-progressive prosecutors had likewise not ended the fentanyl trade with more authoritarian policies. As always with copaganda, pay attention to whether the news identifies a different policy that could have been implemented. The Post does not offer any suggestions. Third, if the answer to addiction were more prosecution and prison—as it seems the Post is implying—then that means every prosecutor for the last fifty years failed.46 Despite spending trillions on policing and punishment of drugs, overdoses are higher than ever, and dangerous drugs are more available than ever. The editorial board omits the consensus among public health experts that the government can’t reduce drug abuse through criminal punishment.

“Burglaries climbed 45 percent during his tenure.” This is a good old-fashioned lie. I rarely discuss lies because I focus on more sophisticated copaganda, which is more effective than obvious falsehoods. But, as the data reporter for the San Francisco Chronicle reported using actual information, burglaries were at “their pre-pandemic rates” (i.e., the same as the period before Boudin took office).47 So, how did the Post come up with the figure of burglaries going up by 45 percent? It cited another Post opinion piece from the day after the election that made the same claim with no support.48 This self-referential loop is the kind of Trumpian performance art that one finds in major news editorials when it comes time to discredit critics of the punishment bureaucracy. As Hannah Arendt said in her last public interview, “If everybody always lies to you, the consequence is not that you believe the lies, but rather that nobody believes anything any longer.”49

“Businesses closed rather than face petty crime.” The editorial board appears to have fallen for a right-wing conspiracy theory promoted by recall campaign election ads. Although its citation for the business-closure claim was a May 2021 Yahoo! article, the claims were later debunked.50 In the most prominent example of these false viral election ads funded by right-wing dark money, a local businessowner claiming to have closed his store because of Boudin had actually shut it down in 2019, before Boudin was either elected or took office.51

“Mr. Boudin oversaw an exodus of prosecutors from his office, some of whom left because they say they were pressured to relax charges on major crimes.” This assertion is, to use a technical term from propaganda analysis, gobbledygook. First, offices see staff turnover when a new elected official with a different political vision takes over, whether conservative or progressive. Second, the Post doesn’t explain its terms—“exodus” or “pressured”—and neither of them is supported by evidence. One of Boudin’s campaign promises was to reduce unnecessary severity in sentencing and to end the use of certain racially biased sentencing enhancements. The single citation for the article’s claim is not firsthand accounts from anyone with knowledge of the issue, but an opinion essay by Nellie Bowles, an heiress from one of the wealthiest families in California history, which, as I show later, is riddled with false claims and embarrassing errors.52 Although the Post does not state why it links to this piece to support this factual claim, it appears to be referencing Bowles’s anecdote about a single prosecutor, Brooke Jenkins, leaving the office. Remember, Jenkins resigned after Boudin refused to let her violate ethical rules in a case where she was later found to have violated the law. She went on to be a paid operative for the recall campaign, without disclosing it. This would be like me claiming that the Washington Post is widely considered the worst news publication in the world and supporting that assertion by linking to a blog post where someone explained that they had heard someone talk about a bad editorial the Washington Post published.

“San Francisco writer Nellie Bowles in a Wednesday article in the Atlantic [said] ‘the D.A. said from the beginning that he would not prioritize the prosecution of lower-level offenses.’ ” The board’s final reason for its thesis about “humane” and “effective” policies being “discredited” is that a random wealthy writer with no expertise on these issues said something in The Atlantic. But all prosecutors in the U.S. claim to “prioritize” the most serious cases. That’s what everyone wants them to do. Imagine what would have happened if Boudin had said that he was going to prioritize the least important crimes? And Boudin’s policy of not prioritizing some low-level offenses has been shown to reduce crime, as the Post’s own reporters previously reported.53

Overall, the editorial board is vaguely suggesting that expanding prison and prosecution is the way to solve drug abuse, homelessness, and petty crime without coming out and making that claim so explicitly that it could be accused of doing so or forced to back it up with evidence. This is like pretending to care about climate change while backing more fossil fuel extraction without noting the evidence linking the two. And the Post portrays brutal, discredited policy as enlightened, beginning by listing the progressive things it supports in theory:


Those suffering from drug addiction should be treated rather than incarcerated first. Early mistakes should not ruin the rest of a person’s life. Fewer human beings should be warehoused uselessly in prisons on sentences that are too steep for their crimes. Police should no longer be the nation’s default front-line mental health responders. De-escalation should be every officer’s routine first response. Authorities should not use efforts to police petty crime and quality-of-life matters as cover to harass minority Americans. There would be less crime if the government better addressed root causes—poverty, poor civic services, substandard education and a lack of decent, affordable housing.



This is a common move by elites who want readers to support something terrible: they tell us up front they share our desire for equality and human flourishing. This is the moment M&Ms are placed delicately with tweezers onto the turd.

As the editorial board was assuring us what it likes in theory, it was common knowledge that the mayor, Republicans, police unions, bail companies, and profiteers behind the recall would pursue policies that frustrate each of those progressive values. Many more people would be jailed for mental illness, drug addiction, and being unhoused—which would do nothing for public safety. Then, as we saw with recall activists in California and the Harvard professors claiming to be progressive socialists, the Post assures us that it cares:


As longtime advocates for criminal justice reform, we are as frustrated as anyone at the seemingly slow pace of change in the face of police misconduct, racial disparities in the justice system and worsening mental health and addiction crises that call for innovative public safety solutions.



I cannot stress enough how important this tactic is for contemporary copaganda. Before promoting something with indefensible and authoritarian consequences, pundits preface it with, “Look, what I’m saying can’t be bad because I’m a well-meaning person and I care about making things better too.” Everyone knows these policies wouldn’t be supported if they were portrayed with clarity for what they are: expansions of a profitable status quo. Pundits and institutions portray themselves as progressive while cynically opposing every attempt to implement progressive policies in practice. It’s like when someone says every time you meet them at a dinner party that they’d love to hang out with you, but it turns out that they pretend to be busy every time you propose concrete plans.



The Houston Chronicle

The editorial board of the Houston Chronicle took copaganda to another level during the 2022 elections. In a bewildering piece, it endorsed a far-right Republican candidate for Harris County judge, the county’s highest elected position, against the progressive Democratic incumbent.54 The election was one of the most significant local government elections in the U.S., as the office wields unique power over executive and legislative affairs across the third largest county in the country.55

In its editorial, the board agrees with the progressive candidate on virtually every issue, and throughout the article it lays out the case for rejecting the far-right candidate:


We have always appreciated the dynamic mix of wonkishness and progressive optimism of Harris county’s first Latina [executive]. She’s an inspiration to many and, if given the choice, we’d rather live in Hidalgo’s vision of Harris County, where government is inclusive, transparent and ethical, policy isn’t tainted by politics, the air is cleaner, the streets are safer, more children can attend pre-K, and climate change is treated with the urgency it deserves.



The piece also conveys how troubled the Chronicle’s board is by the far-right candidate’s policies, including the defunding of early childhood education (the board singles out for criticism her proposal to defund early childhood education in order to hire a thousand new cops), ignoring preventable environmental pollution catastrophes near Houston, rolling back reproductive rights, denying equality for LGBTQ people, and blocking gun control. The piece also notes that the far-right candidate lied in campaign ads, and that her campaign’s website featured statements of support from fascists.

The editorial board then goes on to override its own values, arguments, and evidence to endorse the far-right candidate. It cites concerns about “crime,” even though the board’s chosen candidate has never worked on crime issues, holds positions on crime that the board opposes, and lacks, in its words, “experience in government.” In defense of its choice, the board cites the views of a crime victim’s family member:


“If I have cancer and I’ve been stabbed and I’m overweight, I’m going to handle those in a certain order,” he said.

He’s right. Some call it triage. . . . Harris County must treat the stab wound: the murders and violent crimes being committed by repeat, violent offenders who are enabled by an underfunded criminal justice system that’s paralyzed by severe backlogs.



The editorial is a smorgasbord of copaganda—a kind of incomprehensible manifesto of journalistic mediocrity and cowardice in the face of authoritarianism. Let’s start with a remarkable aspect: the board endorses the candidate it disagrees with on almost every issue because of fears about “crime,” even though the editorial admits that statistics show crime is down in Harris County.

But reason, evidence, and civics are secondary to anecdotes about “feelings” on crime. In a cavalier dismissal of evidence, the editorial weaponizes the person it found whose family member was a victim of crime, stating: “Statistics, of course, mean little to those such as Paul Castro.” This is like saying it felt colder one day last week to someone the board spoke to, so statistics on global temperature increases don’t matter. The board continues with the observation that “the seemingly infinite ticker tape of suspect mug shots on the 10 o’clock news has us looking over our shoulders and praying.”

Having established that data doesn’t matter, and that everyone is afraid because of incessant media stories about crime, the paper zeros in on the reason for its endorsement, which is the far-right candidate’s supposed compassion for crime survivors. It explains that “her heart for victims and their families will guide her budgeting priorities.” Based on this vague sentiment, the board hopes that she will address the one specific problem it identifies: a court backlog. It is this issue on which the endorsement hinges. Indeed, there was a yearslong backlog of cases in Harris County, but the elected office that was the subject of the endorsement is not responsible for the court backlog. To the contrary, police, prosecutors, and judges have control over the backlog, and they refused to implement independent recommendations for clearing it that were commissioned by the county government because those punishment bureaucrats sought to use the backlog as pretext to obtain more money.

The Chronicle then claims that the court backlog is responsible for increasing people’s fear of crime, even as it acknowledges that actual crime is going down (violent crime was down about 10 percent in Houston in 2022).56 The editors merely go on to assure readers that pre-K programs “aren’t essential,” so it’s not that bad that the Republican they are endorsing to clear the court backlog wants to cut early childhood education to hire more cops, even though such programs are one of the most proven strategies to reduce crime.57 (The board doesn’t explain how the Republican candidate’s planned expansion of police, which would increase the number of low-level arrests, would not exacerbate the court backlog.)

Finally, the editorial states that it would be a “deal breaker” if the far-right candidate tried to reinstate the old misdemeanor cash-bail system (which my organization’s civil rights litigation showed to be unconstitutional, bad for public safety, and terrible for the local economy), even though this is exactly what the candidate promised to do.58 (It was a particularly silly campaign position because a federal court order in our case required changes to the bail system that the politician could not change.)

It is alarming to see a newspaper reject evidence and reason so openly. It is the editorial coda to a symphony of coverage whose movements are performed by news article after news article covering anecdotal crimes. In this collective mystification, the social brain shrivels on the drug of fear. The editorial board concludes that, while we all might want a better world, our only option is to promote authoritarianism. The conclusion is based on a nihilistic rejection of logic and evidence. It is the human spirit fully surrendered to copaganda.

After hard work by a lot of dedicated advocates, the far-right candidate lost the election.




Thoughtless Think Pieces

As these editorials popped up in the 2022 election cycle, fancy magazines ran opinion pieces criticizing would-be reformers. In particular, they attacked so-called progressive prosecutors, claiming that attempts to shrink the punishment bureaucracy were destroying our society. Here are a few examples about San Francisco:59

[image: An article titled “Boudin and the Debacle of Urban Left-wing Politics” from “The National Interest,” dated June 9, 2022. The subtitle reads, “Why the left and liberals are fighting in the cities.” Below, the author is noted as Jonathan Chait, a New York political columnist since 2011. The background includes a halftone portrait of a man. An article titled “Why San Francisco Fired Chesa Boudin” under the section “The Political Scene.” Below the title, a subtitle reads, “Does the district attorney’s recall reveal the limitations of progressive criminal-justice reform?” The author is Benjamin Wallace-Wells, with the date June 8, 2022, noted alongside a small portrait.]

[image: An article titled “The People versus Chesa Boudin” under the section “Ideas.” Below the title, the text reads, “San Franciscans do not feel safe and secure.” The author is listed as Annie Lowrey. An article from “The Atlantic” under the section “Ideas.” The title reads, “How San Francisco Became a Failed City.” Below the title, a subtitle states, “And how it could recover.” The article is authored by Nellie Bowles, with photographs by Austin Leong.]
Like a lot of writing about crime in liberal magazines, the articles use flowery writing as an aesthetic façade to mask a lack of intellectual rigor. Each of these “think pieces” has the same problematic features as the election cycle’s news coverage: misleading assertions, one-sided sourcing, misrepresentation of empirical evidence and law, and omission of necessary context. But the think pieces share one special fraudulent theme: Various progressive ideas and tweaks in punishment policy have made San Francisco a “failed city”—as demonstrated by “disorder,” homelessness, tents, filthiness, mentally ill people in the streets, low-level theft, and open-air drug use.

Several of the articles express a facade of compassion for drug users and homeless people. For example, The Atlantic laments:


A couple years ago, one of my friends saw a man staggering down the street, bleeding. She recognized him as someone who regularly slept outside in the neighborhood, and called 911. Paramedics and police arrived and began treating him, but members of a homeless advocacy group noticed and intervened. They told the man that he didn’t have to get into the ambulance, that he had the right to refuse treatment. So that’s what he did. The paramedics left; the activists left. The man sat on the sidewalk alone, still bleeding. A few months later, he died about a block away.



The writer relies on anonymous sourcing for a dubious anecdote to support a claim that progressive policies have been a holistic failure in U.S. society. Notice how she insinuates that progressive policies with “the very best of intentions” are “cruel” because it was their fault that this homeless person died:


Petty crime was rampant. I used to tell myself that San Francisco’s politics were wacky but the city was trying—really trying—to be good. But the reality is that with the smartest minds and so much money and the very best of intentions, San Francisco became a cruel city. It became so dogmatically progressive that maintaining the purity of the politics required accepting—or at least ignoring—devastating results.



There are several problems here. First, these claims have nothing to do with reality. The premise that major cities have actually implemented “dogmatically” progressive social and economic policies on crime, punishment, and public safety is false. San Francisco did nothing of the sort. Its urban planning policy remained in the control of real estate developers, tech industry billionaires, the political establishment they bankroll, and the punishment bureaucracy that protects them. It is ludicrous to claim that progressives with the “smartest minds” and “best intentions” have been in control of policing, incarceration, housing, and economic or social policy there. The city never abandoned mass incarceration, ended the war on drugs, addressed racial disparities, provided universal health care, reinvested in mental health care, created sufficient affordable housing, or mitigated widening economic inequality.

Instead, the overlapping constellation of state police, federal agents, sheriffs, local cops, and privately deputized security have grown enormously during the period The Atlantic is discussing. At all times, the city has been subject to the same California and federal criminal laws as every other city, which are separately enforced by a range of federal and state agencies. So, it is incorrect to imply that abolitionists and socialists took over San Francisco and implemented their program. And, since that has not happened, there is no basis for the claim that the radical left program has failed and is responsible for the city’s condition. The “cruelty” of a person dying on the street has nothing to do with the “purity” of “progressive” rule under any conceivable understanding of recent San Francisco political history.

What was occurring under the new district attorney was a modest but meaningful reduction in the severity and reach of the local incarceration system. He couldn’t implement reforms that would bring the city in line with practices in other liberal democracies, but he began to point the city back toward where the U.S. was prior to its fifty-year period of mass incarceration. For example, at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, when jails threatened to become sites of incubation for the coronavirus, local officials reduced the jail population by about 50 percent. Fewer children were being prosecuted, bail industry profits were down, more police officers were being prosecuted, fewer people were being sent to state prison, more cases were being rejected because of improper police behavior, several more companies were being investigated for violations that hurt workers, and more old cases of people in prison were being reexamined for errors. In the culture and economics of the local punishment bureaucracy, these were just nascent seedlings of change.

Second, many of the think pieces before the recall election portray San Francisco as some sort of criminal dystopia. In fact, San Francisco is one of the safest big cities by police metrics. At the time, crime was decreasing according to traditional metrics. Property and violent crime went down under the new district attorney. As public defender Peter Calloway explained using police data:


Rape, robbery, and assault *decreased* by 47% (-191), 27% (-851), and 6% (-160). So, violent crime (which the SFPD categorizes as homicide, rape, robbery, and assault) decreased by 19% (-1187). Property crime . . . is down by 11% (-6083).60



The articles maneuver around these facts with the skill of Olympic breakdancers. Like many of the news articles about the 2022 election, they both assert and manufacture a general feeling of “disorder.” And so, despite the facts, a record number of people believed crime was increasing prior to the 2022 election.61

Third, the think pieces all make a similar move: each article’s central theme is that the removal of the “progressive” prosecutor is a natural response to inequality, homelessness, drug abuse, and mental illness. They all imply that the blame for those social and economic issues lies with the prosecutor for not punishing people enough. None of the articles explains how this could be. None explains which specific prosecutorial policies are responsible for specific harms. Which policy increased homelessness? Which policy caused the fentanyl epidemic? Which policy caused mental illness to spiral in public? Which prosecutor policy would fix them, based on what evidence?

At a time of historically low crime, the news was blaming anecdotal manifestations of the city’s growing inequality and lack of public health infrastructure on a prosecutor with almost no power to affect the root causes of crime one way or another. This is like blaming an earthquake on a group of schoolchildren jumping up and down too much after there having not been an earthquake.

Notably, none of the think pieces contains a statement of what the authors are specifically advocating. Life in prison for drugs? A mandatory ten-year sentence for a homeless person for sleeping in public? Detention camps and involuntary electroshock for the mentally ill? Caging more people who can’t afford to pay cash bail? Prosecuting all children as adults? Detaining children in places where they will continue to be sexually abused? Whipping people in the public square if they urinate because they couldn’t find a public bathroom? Because none of the think pieces contains analysis of concrete policies, one question becomes unavoidable for the copaganda aficionado: Why are none of these smart people discussing the actual policies at stake in the recall? They all know what the right-wing proponents want: more criminal prosecution (except for police who kill people, who will never be prosecuted); more prison for poor people (but not for company executives under investigation by Boudin’s worker protection unit); and more profits for consultants with punishment bureaucracy contracts. They all know that the consequence of a recall will be jailing more poor people and separating more poor families. But none of them mention these consequences to their liberal readers. They do not come out and say that they are advocating for more imprisonment or that such a policy will have disparate consequences.

Why? I think there are two main reasons. First, these pundits know that a new pro-punishment prosecutor won’t solve the problems. Little policy tweaks of the kind a prosecutor has power over are not that consequential a factor in huge social phenomena such as the extent to which people harm each other and the extent to which people are seen suffering in public. A new pro-punishment prosecutor would not solve these problems, just as the progressive one didn’t create them. Indeed, police-recorded crime and overdoses got worse after the recall. No one could pen a coherent article that links the prosecutorial policies at stake in the San Francisco recall to creating a safer society.

So, one consistent theme of this book is that many people writing for elite publications do not want to talk about safety if it means discussing the social changes necessary to address the root causes of interpersonal harm. Solving these problems is not what such punditry seeks. This probably explains why typical standards for journalistic ethics—fact-checking, a pretense of neutrality, knowledge of the subject matter, respect for evidence, the inclusion of contrary perspectives—are dispensed with. Creating a shroud of innuendo around a poorly curated anecdote is the only way to blame San Francisco’s material problems on a recently elected prosecutor.

Second, these writers know that—at least in their current political environment—they could not pass themselves off as liberals at dinner parties and write for fancy publications if they openly stated their support for more authoritarian policies, such as disbanding prosecutorial units that find wrongful convictions and illegal sentences; caging people for being homeless, being mentally ill, or using drugs; closing cases against police and corporate offenders; expanding indefinite detention of children; increasing racial disparities; and enlarging the number of people detained solely because they cannot pay cash. That’s what right-wingers want, and they are supposed to (pretend to) disagree with those people. That’s the discredited position Hillary Clinton took against “super predators” in 1996. They can’t say those things openly anymore, largely because social movements made them unacceptable in public debate. So, they must obfuscate. They lament “disorder,” blow the dog whistles, and attack reformer after reformer seriatim without stating out loud the consequence of this whack-a-mole strategy: no one ever changes what the punishment bureaucracy does. The function of “think pieces” like this is to achieve the same outcomes without saying the quiet part out loud.

These articles are copaganda catnip for liberals. They sedate readers with the illusion that they can be progressives while opposing the people who would implement progressive policies in practice. Elite magazines and newspapers commission and publish these pieces during election season to corral people otherwise attracted to more progressive positions back into the carceral status quo. They trick them into thinking their communities’ problems don’t have root causes that need social and economic investment, but are instead problems that can be solved by slightly tweaking punishment policy and giving more money to the bureaucrats who enforce it.

The fancy think piece, then, is perhaps more like fentanyl than catnip. It’s like pumping a drug into the veins of liberals to give them the momentary bliss of thinking that we don’t need structural changes to make our society more equal. Consuming stuff like this is killing us fast, and it’s often laced with fake ingredients.







11
What We Don’t Know Can Hurt Us



A really efficient totalitarian state would be one in which the all-powerful executive of political bosses and their army of managers control a population of slaves who do not have to be coerced, because they love their servitude. To make them love it is the task assigned.

-Aldous Huxley1



In September 2022, as Congress debated police reform, the New York Times dropped a bombshell. Buried in an article about “drama” between Democrats over whether to authorize more funding for militarized police, the paper told millions of readers that “civil rights groups including the NAACP” were “pressing” for more police funding:


Civil rights groups including the N.A.A.C.P. are also pressing for passage of the legislation, making the case that additional police funding should be paired with accountability measures.2



This statement is false. Let’s unpack how and why misinformation like this routinely characterizes reporting on efforts to curb the size and power of the punishment bureaucracy.

First, neither the NAACP nor any “civil rights group” of which I am aware supported the police-funding bills, and none was “pressing” to pass them. The letter from civil rights groups (which the organization I founded, Civil Rights Corps, was involved with drafting) that the article quotes in the next paragraph to support its assertion says nothing of the kind. The letter says the opposite: it calls for investments in non-police alternatives to public safety instead of more funding for police.3 The letter said, repeatedly: “We request that the House not advance these bills” and “we stand together to urge the House of Representatives not to advance” the legislation. The error is glaring in the context of our letter, which criticizes the police-funding bills and promotes different legislation to increase investments in public safety programs that aren’t police-based.

Second, can you imagine how big this revelation would be if it were true? The paper is telling millions of liberal readers that the “civil rights” community, including the most famous Black civil rights group in the U.S., now supports more militarized police funding. A reader may reasonably think: “If the civil rights groups want more police funding, who could possibly oppose it?” That impression helps punishment bureaucrats marginalize the view that the U.S. spends too much on an ineffective and violent militarized bureaucracy.

Third, the misinformation in the article is elaborate. The paper bolsters the core falsity with the claim that the Congressional Black Caucus “pressed successfully for the package to include measures to strengthen accountability for police misconduct.” On that basis, it asserts that civil rights organizations are also “pressing” to pass the legislation because it is “paired with accountability.” This is nonsense. The text of the bills did not include anything that could be characterized as “accountability” measures. The article does not explain what it means by that term. But the reader, without being able to mention let alone evaluate a single example of an “accountability” measure, may now infect others with whom they converse with the idea that new “accountability” policies were proposed. After all, they read in the New York Times that this was the reason people who care about civil rights wanted expanded police funding to pass.

Fourth, the paper uses the phrase “civil right groups” to suggest that the entire civil rights community supported more police funding. Even if the NAACP did support more police funding, which the letter in the reporter’s possession made clear it did not, nowhere are the many organizations that opposed more funding for police, prosecutors, and prisons acknowledged. The coverage makes no attempt to educate readers about why experts, survivors of violence, and millions of people oppose more surveillance, armed police, and incarceration—or even the fact that they oppose those things.

So, how did this happen? It likely stems from the fact that there were other pending bills that civil rights groups did support. Those other bills included the Mental Health Justice Act, which proposed more non-carceral responses to people suffering mental health crises, and the Break the Cycle of Violence Act, which proposed non-police methods to handle community violence.4 The Democratic leadership had strategically packaged these bills that the civil rights community supported with controversial bills that increase militarized police funding, which the civil rights community opposed. As for how the Times article came together, the most charitable scenario I can speculate is that none of the three reporters credited as having contributed to the story nor any of their editors had sufficient background knowledge, critical thinking habits, or contacts in the civil rights community to know the difference, and that none of them bothered to make a phone call before publishing a story on what would be a major pro-police shift in the civil rights community.

Together, these reporting blunders represent a systemic flaw in news coverage of public safety. It stems directly from the ideological and economic incentives of corporate-owned news—which affect everything from who works at the outlets to what stories are told—and the endemic problem of journalists misrepresenting the views of people who seek to reduce the size, power, and profit of the punishment bureaucracy. There is a persistent lack of interest in deeply understanding the issues, lack of skepticism of government sources, lack of pressure to be thorough, and lack of time spent cultivating connections to sources critical of the status quo. Because the Times excludes sources who could explain what is important and what is not, it focuses on a supposed “drama” among Democrats about vague “accountability” measures rather than the deeper point: a debate about unexplained measures masks the fact that most Democrats were not proposing consequential reforms. To the contrary, several powerful Democrats, including President Biden, were trying to quietly provide funding for 100,000 more police. Democratic leaders were using rhetoric about “accountability” to obscure what most of them agreed on: more policing. That’s what the civil rights groups opposed. But what is treated as “news” is not the vital concern raised by the civil rights groups of whether our society should make the biggest investment in militarized policing in a generation, but a manufactured horse race between “progressives” and “moderates” within the Democratic Party fighting about something meaningless that is never explained. The mere illusion of fighting over “accountability” measures thus serves as diversion for the larger project of dramatically expanding policing.

This framing—that politicians are fighting without telling people exactly what they are fighting about—is an important form of copaganda. Countless stories report political conflicts without explaining the differences between the various positions or the reasons for those positions—or, importantly, that many of the positions are often quite similar. Those omissions prevent the public from learning about the substance of the views of people challenging the way things are. Manufactured ignorance enables the punishment bureaucrats to maintain, and even expand, destructive policies.

The article made several other omissions that exemplify the worst aspects of how copaganda makes people ignorant. First, it omits information that a reasonable reader would need to understand the debate. The article caricatures the “progressive” position as leaving Democrats “without an answer” to Republican attacks that they are “soft on crime.” The only way to make this claim is by ignoring the answers progressives are proposing, including the other bills pending before the House. By omitting progressive policies from the article, the Times can portray progressives as without any ideas at all on crime and safety:


House Speaker Nancy Pelosi has pledged for weeks to bring up a package of bills that would provide funding for hiring more police officers, increasing salaries, investing in officer safety and training and body cameras, as well as mental health resources for officers.

But the measures . . . have become mired in a yearslong internal feud about the politics of crime, leaving the party without an answer to Republican attacks and some of its members livid.



The omission suggesting progressives have no “answers” is especially harmful because it validates the long-standing narrative that they are “soft on crime.” Progressives have a lot of proposals for improving safety, and those ideas are detailed and well supported, but the relentless refrain in the news is that progressives don’t care about the issue and have therefore not developed specific policy proposals that would make people safer.

Second, the article tells readers that bills funding police have support from progressives because they include “accountability” measures that are neither identified nor explained. This is false. When police violence reemerges as a sustained news theme every few years, the words “accountability” and “transparency” are sprinkled into story after story and used as a substitute for informed discussion about the terrible track record of specific policies and broader discussions about how and whether it’s even possible to make armed police forces less violent and corrupt as they are currently constituted. After vague calls for “accountability” in 2020, police killed more people in 2021 than in 2020. Then police killed even more people than that in 2022. And even more people than that in 2023, and even more in 2024.5 To my knowledge, there has not been a specific “accountability measure” implemented in contemporary U.S. history that has made U.S. police meaningfully less violent and more responsive to democratic oversight. Readers are nonetheless given the impression that there are good “accountability” measures written into a pending federal bill and that conscientious congresspersons are tirelessly pushing for them. So, there’s no reason to worry about more funding for a bloated bureaucracy because it will be “paired” with “accountability” measures.

Third, the article quotes a former CIA employee and sitting U.S. representative falsely claiming that she isn’t aware of evidence-based objections to her police-funding bill. She refers to any opposition to billions of dollars on more militarized cops as “generalized excuses” that amount to nothing more than opposing policy based on random weather events:


“I haven’t heard a whole host of reasons for people wanting to excuse inaction,” said Representative Abigail Spanberger . . . who is in a difficult re-election race in a competitive district . . . and is a lead proponent of the legislation. “The sort of generalized excuses—I’ve heard it a lot. Tomorrow it will be, ‘It’s raining.”



Publishing this quote while omitting the context that would enable readers to evaluate its falsity makes a mockery of journalism. The article chose not to quote civil rights leaders and scholars explaining the reasons they oppose her bill. This is like publishing an article on global warming that doesn’t quote any climate scientists, argues that the solution to global warming is more coal mines, and quotes West Virginia senator and coal-industry tycoon Joe Manchin saying he’s never heard any reason to oppose fossil fuels.

Fourth, the assertion that more funding for cops is necessary for Democrats to win reelection is unchallenged. Eric Adams, the poster politician for “tough on crime” policy—portrayed by the national press in the 2022 election cycle as some sort of crusading visionary for other Democrats to emulate—was wildly unpopular in New York when the article was written. According to a Times poll taken around that time, he had a 29 percent approval rating, with only 21 percent of respondents saying he was doing a good job on “fighting crime.”6

Fifth, the article also omits the harm done by increased police funding. For instance, amid widespread criminalization of abortion, Spanberger’s proposal to dramatically expand police threatened to surveil, arrest, and jail more people seeking reproductive care and their medical providers. As demonstrated by the Republicans’ targeting of funding for the IRS to reduce enforcement of the tax code, the level of enforcement for something across society is not fixed. This principle applies to the number of police and level of technology targeting abortion care. Laws become real in their enforcement—and many people in Democratic circles were talking about sending more police to right-wing states at the same time those states were criminalizing reproductive health care. The Times made an editorial choice to omit the potential impact on abortion enforcement and other examples of the known, immediate consequences of Spanberger’s police funding. As the electorate—and liberal Times readers—supported measure after measure to protect abortion rights across the U.S., imagine how differently it would have responded to calls for expanding the punishment bureaucracy in 2022 if the news told them it would empower police to track and arrest more people for violating laws that criminalize abortion?

As often happens, the paper issued a correction to the article after I and others publicly documented these falsities.7 It edited the paragraph describing the position of civil rights groups to state: “Civil rights groups including the N.A.A.C.P. are making the case that additional police funding must be paired with accountability measures.” This “correction,” however, again misstates the position of the civil rights groups, who were not in favor of the increases in police funding at all, and who instead were supporting different legislation. The “correction” actually doubles down on the article’s central falsehood, suggesting that the groups supported the increased police funding so long as it contained “accountability measures.” Thankfully, dedicated people across the country countered this wave of misinformation and made it clear to Democrats that the civil rights community would not tolerate Spanberger and Biden’s police expansion plan, and together we successfully prevented it from passing.


Erase and Distort

As the police-funding coverage demonstrates, the news either ignores or distorts the ideas of those challenging the punishment bureaucracy. As a result, many people have almost no understanding of what critics of the punishment bureaucracy are proposing or why. And when people are informed about such proposals, they tend to agree with them. For example, I have found in my career that the more someone knows about police budgets or the research on alternative social investments, the more likely they are to support significant change. Even police leaders I’ve spoken to privately almost universally believe that their budgets are full of waste, overtime fraud, and misplaced priorities—and that large portions should instead be transferred to civilian alternatives.8 Perhaps that’s why the news keeps people ignorant of such alternatives.

For example, in 2023, journalist Glenn Greenwald interviewed reporter Lee Fang about policing.9 Fang claimed that the people who oppose expanding the punishment bureaucracy are wealthy elitists who don’t care about poor people’s safety. Fang unleashed a tirade of cartoonish falsehoods and conspiracy theories about racial justice protesters.10 Then he made a key point, on which Greenwald concurred, that mirrors the messaging of corporate news generally. According to Fang:


There’s another faction of Black Lives Matter that’s just kind of this catchall liberal bandwagon that’s angry at, you know, 40 different issues that just wants to abolish policing altogether but has no solutions for how to keep a community safe.



Greenwald agreed that critics of the punishment bureaucracy have no vision about alternatives to policing and that anyone seeking to reduce policing was “born into this privilege bubble” and “spewing hatred at whatever institutions they can find only to kind of elevate their own image without any concern with results because they don’t actually care because none of these problems affect them.”

These are not good-faith arguments. I share their skepticism of many non-profit and academic elites, but both Fang and Greenwald know that there are detailed, evidence-based policies being proposed, and that they are widely proposed by working-class people and survivors of violence.11 This is a common copaganda tactic throughout contemporary corporate news: avoid dealing with the substantial arguments of a social movement to improve safety—led by people who are the most harmed by the punishment bureaucracy—by erasing those arguments.

The news consistently fails to explain the substance of legitimate critiques of police, prosecutors, and prisons. Instead, it recycles far-right police union arguments, fails to mention evidence or counterarguments, and questions the motivations of anyone who might oppose authoritarian policies as “privileged” “outside agitators” seeking only to “elevate their own image.” Because news articles do not tell people what critics of the punishment bureaucracy believe and why, those Trumpian talking points are absorbed into conventional wisdom.

Such coverage validates the idea that people fighting for a safer society must have self-serving intentions because they offer nothing of substance, which leaves news consumers uninformed about solutions that knowledgeable and passionate people are building. And this ignorance makes news consumers cynical about anyone trying to both increase liberty and safety.

As silly as Greenwald and Fang sound to the survivors and experts who have devoted their lives to coming up with inspiring, workable solutions to problems of social violence but who lack the power and money to get our society to adopt them, they are typical of mainstream news. One representative example is a New York Times hit piece on New York City councilmember Kristin Richardson Jordan.12 Describing her as “a revolutionary activist and poet” who wants to abolish the police, the article claimed that Jordan’s views on police were out of touch, especially after someone killed two cops in her district. Ignoring her election victory as evidence that a lot of voters liked her positions, the journalists quoted one person on the street to prove her unpopularity. The random person stated that police were “underpaid,” that they were necessary to “keep order,” and that he was opposed to their abolition. Where did the intrepid Times reporters unearth this supposedly ordinary person? Outside a memorial for the two police officers at a police station.

The article quoted a series of political figures bashing Jordan: “Asked to assess her performance so far in office, Keith L.T. Wright, the chairman of the Manhattan Democratic Party, replied, ‘I’ve never had a conversation with her, and I don’t know what she does.’” The paper then gives space to Patrick J. Lynch, the leader of the pro-Trump Police Benevolent Association: “We are aware of her public statements about police officers and public safety,” he said. “They don’t reflect what police officers hear from her constituents.”

I want to highlight something: the profile of the councilmember never explains her views. Unwittingly, the Times offers up a new corporate motto for its entire coverage of those critical of the punishment bureaucracy when it quotes its leading source: “I’ve never had a conversation with her.”

The closest the article comes to saying anything of substance about Jordan’s positions is repeating her general view that “New York City should invest far more in social services while cutting spending on law enforcement.” That single comment in a lengthy profile leaves readers ignorant of her extensive platform—and instead suggests that this is the extent of it. Even a brief visit to Jordan’s website reveals a range of policy proposals, including alternatives to the punishment bureaucracy relating to sex work, drugs, and mental health treatment, building community-based safety systems to replace some of what police do, removing police from certain mental health situations, halting their surveillance of the subway, ending cooperation between police and immigration authorities, and much more.13 I don’t know Jordan, but it took me four minutes and thirty seconds to find this information and write the previous sentence.

Jordan is a survivor of domestic violence and a Black woman. She and the working-class people and people of color who elected her in Harlem are proposing tangible, often beautiful policies, all of which are backed by evidence. There is no reason to believe that she and they don’t care about their collective health and safety. They are not “outside agitators” shipped in from a moon of millionaire faux-anarchists orbiting a distant planet as Fang’s all-too-common tirade suggests. But Jordan and the people who voted for her are routinely portrayed in the news as naive dreamers with nothing concrete to offer but platitudes. This should alarm people; by distorting and suppressing views of domestic violence survivors like Jordan using their trauma to envision and create greater safety for everyone, the news impedes rather than enables democratic debate about the role of the punishment bureaucracy in our society.

I sat down at my piano and created a little musical tune called “I’ve never had a conversation with her” as the copaganda motto for how corporate-owned news covers critique of the punishment bureaucracy. The pattern of not telling people what critics of the punishment bureaucracy are proposing or the evidence behind it characterizes hundreds of news stories that I reviewed from 2020 to 2022 leading up to the mid-term elections. In many cases, articles asking whether Democrats were too lenient on crime failed to mention a single non-carceral policy.14

This genre of reporting—about the partisan implications of critiques without describing those critiques, alternative proposals, or why people advocate them—is one of the most consequential forms of copaganda because it enables a deeper fraud: cultivated ignorance of progressive policies enables the news to claim later, falsely, that progressive policies were tried and failed. Here’s an October 2021 example from the Times covering calls to “defund” the police:15


[image: A headline reading, “A Year After ‘Defund,’ Police Departments Get Their Money Back.” Below, a subheading reads, “The abrupt reversals have come in response to rising levels of crime, the exodus of officers, and political pressures.”]
The paper claims that “abrupt reversals” in police budget policy “have come in response to rising levels of crime.” The claim that “police departments [got] their money back” after an “abrupt reversal” is untrue. Only a tiny number of police agencies saw small reductions, those rare reductions did not affect operations, and overall spending on police increased in 2021.16 But this claim was bolstered by an outright lie about “rising levels of crime.” Recorded crime was down in 2021. The FBI estimated that the “violent crime” rate went down by about 3 percent and “property crime” rate went down by about 6 percent in 2021.17

By cultivating ignorance about what defunding police means and whether it happened, the paper manufactures a false narrative that progressives implemented their policies, which then failed. Most of the article is about Dallas, but it doesn’t tell readers that Dallas did not reduce police funding at all.18 The article claims that a progressive policy, which was never implemented, caused an increase in crime, which did not happen, and that therefore funding, which was never cut, is now being restored.

It goes on to suggest that, by adding more cops, cities led by Black mayors are going back to “prioritizing public safety”: “In prioritizing public safety, Mr. Johnson, a Democrat, had drawn a connection between his approach and that of other Black leaders.”

Here, the claim that spending more on police means “prioritizing public safety” is presented as so unarguable that it can merely be assumed without identifying it as a contested claim, let alone as one requiring support. As one philosopher of propaganda put it, “Presupposition can be used to smuggle in content that one would not necessarily accept if it was presented as the content asserted.”19 Connoisseurs of copaganda know that this subtle insertion of controversial assumptions as fact is one of its most prevalent tactics.

It gets worse. In contrast to the article’s vague assertions about nonexistent progressive policies being tried and then failing, the article specifies in detail how Dallas police are returning to an “old-school” approach of “hot spot” patrols that flood poor neighborhoods with police. The paper tells readers that “criminologists” agree this makes people safe. As I explain in chapter 7, even pro-police research on “hot spot” policing does not support that assertion, and many experts and more recent randomized control studies find that it does nothing to improve safety.20 All of this is ignored in the article.

Instead of being engaged, inspired, activated, and able to ask hard questions to learn more and participate in public life, people are left to assume that there isn’t a debate, that critics aren’t serious, and that there aren’t immediate, concrete proposals out there to make their lives better other than more cops, which works great. And to top it off, they are told that, if there are progressive interventions that could help, whatever they are, we’ve tried those unexplained things, they didn’t work, and punishment bureaucrats are back to save us with well-considered interventions that experts universally support.21



Copaganda as Obscuring

We have seen how the news uses vague words and insufficient reporting of detail to describe proposed reforms without educating people about what the policies do. Based on my conversations in 2020, for example, none of the Democratic political leaders issuing press releases about finally delivering “accountability” and “transparency” for police after 150 years either knew what specific policies their staffs were proposing, or intended to change anything that would make the punishment bureaucracy accountable to democratic control.

One of my favorite examples is a fawning 2022 New York Times profile of Fani Willis, the Atlanta-area district attorney who prosecuted Donald Trump for conspiracy to undermine the 2020 election results.22 The article ignores what prosecutor offices like hers do systemically: ruthless prosecution of poor people, mostly for minor offenses. It omits how Willis, like all U.S. prosecutors, oversees a bureaucracy that covers up and benefits from police corruption and ignores corporate crime. The role of such articles is to mislead people about what prosecutors do and therefore what kind of policy changes to support.23 Many readers will internalize its portrait of Willis as a skilled, brave crusader rather than a ruthless bureaucrat overseeing mass incarceration in the same ways as other contemporary U.S. prosecutors.

The reporter cherry-picks a few high-profile cases to suggest this is a “no nonsense” specialist of uncommon skill and bravery. The article quotes a spokesperson from her office boasting that she has a “90% conviction rate.” What does this mean? Who knows! To understand the significance of that number, the reader would need more information. For instance, which cases are charged and which crimes ignored? Does it count the weak cases that are dismissed before trial or only the ones that make it to resolution? Does it include coerced guilty pleas to lesser charges? It’s likely, for example, based on similar statistics from other offices, that the conviction rate in low-level cases masks bad or corrupt performance in more serious cases, because one way of getting lots of convictions is to overcharge people or to charge them when their rights were violated by police as a strategy for coercing low-level pleas that protect police against civil liability. Without such context, the phrase “90% conviction rate” is no different than the misleading claims in a used car commercial.

The article only once discusses the substantial problems with her office, and it obscures those concerns by letting Willis avoid and discredit her critics:


“But she’s drinking the Kool-Aid,” said Mr. Griggs, who added that she was focusing too much on incarcerating poor Black people and not doing enough to address social ills.

In response, Ms. Willis rattled off a list of innovations she had implemented, including changes to alternative sentencing and diversion programs, and a criminal justice class for public school children.

“Mr. Griggs,” she said, “don’t know what he’s talking about.”



The paper provides no detail or context to help readers understand these differing perspectives. But, it gives the last word to Willis to dismiss the critic as ignorant.

The Times knows that most readers can’t know much about the content of “alternative sentencing,” “diversion programs,” and a “criminal justice class.” But they might sound good to a liberal reader skimming the paper over coffee. Many of these “reforms” are fairy tales that make the problems identified by the critic worse. “Alternative sentencing” has led to the expansion of discredited programs such as lucrative privatized probation supervision and surveillance, a system that Georgia uses more than any other state on a per capita basis.24 “Diversion programs” that are run for profit (often with a cut going to prosecutors) often enable officials to arrest, prosecute, jail, and make money off more people. And “criminal justice classes” can be unregulated boondoggles where police indoctrinate young people with propaganda. These “innovations” are usually part of the problem, not the solution to her office prosecuting too many poor and disproportionately Black people for low-level crimes. They don’t begin to respond to that critique. Nevertheless, the reporter lets Willis use these inconsequential, irrelevant, and even harmful programs to counter criticisms of her office’s role in the ruthless and ineffective mass incarceration of marginalized people.

Readers are left thinking that it was the critic who is ignorant and uninformed. This is an insult to the critic, who happens to be the state president of the NAACP. But the newspaper does not permit him space to explain his criticisms or cite evidence for them, making them appear to be unfounded. The most prestigious publication in the U.S. ensures that its readers are less informed than when they began reading the news because they have now been told that reforms they do not understand are fixing criticisms that are never explained.

Such obfuscation typified the wave of articles in 2020 responding to millions of people demanding the transformation of policing. Consider the “reforms” celebrated in Camden, New Jersey.25 Some outlets sensationally claimed the city had “disbanded” its police department. The Times presented Camden’s reforms as “the key to the future of policing,” with the reporter bragging about the article appearing on page A1 of the Sunday edition:26

[image: A headline reading, “Could This City Hold the Key to the Future of Policing in America?” Below, a subheading reads, “As protesters across the country call for police departments to be defunded and dismantled, Camden’s experience offers some lessons.”]
The article used terms like “transform” and “dismantled” and “drastic steps” to suggest that what Camden implemented was “what some activists are calling for elsewhere.” In reality, Camden did not “disband” the department; it just fired the police officers and then rehired more cops at lower salaries.27 This charade produced a police force that was larger than before. It carried out more low-level arrests of poor Black people and separated more Black children from their parents than before. The role of this article and similar ones is to confuse people about what exactly a reform is, present superficial tweaks that reify the status quo as the only realistic changes, and narrow the conception of what is possible.28 Tens of millions of readers of the Times are left unable to distinguish between what happened in Camden and what advocates for defunding the police were proposing.

Instead of describing the content of the changes, the story offers cute anecdotes of police leaders marching with protesters and watching children play basketball. It does not quote the local opponents of the charade or explain their deeper criticisms about the role of police in a highly impoverished city. And it does not include a single sentence explaining their policy proposals. To the contrary, Camden’s expansion of policing and surveillance is portrayed as “offer[ing] some lessons” for “protestors” calling for police to be “defunded.” In a conclusion worthy of The Onion, the article ends by depicting a cop letting kids stay on a playground past curfew as he expresses his agreement with one of the happy children that “Black lives matter.”



Being Vague Makes Bad Things Possible

Defenders of the punishment bureaucracy cultivate and exploit people’s ignorance about it. Time and again, status-quo defenders attack critics of the punishment bureaucracy without explaining what the defenders are defending.

Do these status-quo defenders support the war on drugs? Human caging for possessing cannabis, mushrooms, or other scheduled substances? Caging people for sex work? ICE raids? SWAT teams raiding homes at night for drug possession? Do they want more children arrested by armed cops in schools? Do they oppose armed traffic enforcement? Audits of police overtime fraud? Mental-health first responders? Police using facial recognition and license plate readers? Do they support the resources cops spend on tanks, chemical weapons, spying divisions, civil forfeiture, or infiltrating racial justice, environmental, reproductive, and anti-war activist groups? Do they agree with police currently using a plurality of their budgets to cage people for driving on licenses suspended for owing debts, trespassing, shoplifting, protesting, and drug possession? Do they want harsher sentences than every comparable country? Why or why not? The list of specific questions they evade is endless.

By ignoring substance, defenders of the punishment bureaucracy suppress discussion about what it does with its money and time. In the process, they avoid having to voice out loud their support for ineffective violence against the most vulnerable people in our society. The last thing they want is a debate about police, prosecutors, and prisons, where they would be compelled to defend the details of authoritarian policy positions. That’s why copaganda is so devoid of substance. If they had to spell out the logical consequences of their views, it would horrify the well-meaning people they are trying to manipulate into preserving things mostly as they are.







12
Polls and Making Cops Look Good



Presentations of public opinion are then often enlisted by the controllers as “impartial evidence” of what the public, in fact, believes and wants. . . . [But] the media play a critical mediating and connecting role in the formation of public opinion, and in orchestrating that opinion together with the actions and views of the powerful.

-Stuart Hall1



Copaganda uses “public opinion” to manufacture “public opinion.” The news coverage of a 2022 Loyola Marymount University poll was both revealing and representative.2 The poll found that 63 percent of conservatives, 68 percent of moderates, and 76 percent of liberals supported “reallocating parts of LAPD’s budget to social workers, mental health-care, and other social services.”

Almost 70 percent of those surveyed supported reallocating parts of the LAPD budget to social services. That is a stunning repudiation of the punishment bureaucracy. It is difficult to find anything that 70 percent of people in the U.S. support, let alone significant majorities across all demographic groups and political identities.


Would you support or oppose reallocating parts of LAPD’s budget to social workers, mental healthcare, and other social services?




	

	Liberal

	Moderate

	Conservative






	Strongly support

	25.7

	16.5

	18.7




	Somewhat support

	49.6

	51.5

	44.0




	Somewhat oppose

	17.0

	17.5

	16.6




	Strongly oppose

	7.8

	14.5

	20.7






Sources and notes: Thomas and Dorothy Leavey Center for the Study of Los Angeles, Loyola Marymount University. 1,755 adult respondents of the 2022 Police and Community Relations Survey. Response options inverted.

Would you support or oppose reallocating parts of LAPD’s budget to social workers, mental healthcare, and other social services?




	Strongly support

	21.1




	Somewhat support

	48.6




	Somewhat oppose

	17.2




	Strongly oppose

	13.2






Sources and notes: Thomas and Dorothy Leavey Center for the Study of Los Angeles, Loyola Marymount University. 1,755 adult respondents of the 2022 Police and Community Relations Survey. Response options inverted.


Another of the poll’s findings is even more interesting. Support for reallocating the police budget to social services is actually higher among people who live with a police officer than people who don’t:

Would you support or oppose reallocating parts of LAPD’s budget to social workers, mental healthcare, and other social services?




	

	Police force member in household

	No police member in household






	Strongly support

	32.1

	20.2




	Somewhat support

	43.2

	49.0




	Somewhat oppose

	16.2

	17.3




	Strongly oppose

	8.6

	13.6






Sources and notes: Thomas and Dorothy Leavey Center for the Study of Los Angeles, Loyola Marymount University. 1,755 adult respondents of the 2022 Police and Community Relations Survey. Response options inverted.

Much could be said about this broad support for reallocation of police funds to social services, but for now let’s focus on how the news covered the poll. Unsurprisingly, these findings were ignored. The Los Angeles Times published an article about the poll and didn’t report any of the findings I just mentioned. Instead, the headline declared:3

[image: A headline reading, “Survey: Most Angelenos have a favorable view of L A P D, despite lingering concerns around bias.”]
The paper distorts the results to give the impression that people “remain generally supportive” of the LAPD, stating that “the public’s confidence in the Los Angeles Police Department has improved slightly.” Once again, opposition to police is framed as opposition to racial disparities and bias, but it is rarely focused on the idea that police are ineffective at producing a safer society. This false dichotomy is key to maintaining the political narrative that, if you care about safety, you must support the punishment bureaucracy, even if that means some tradeoffs to vague notions of fairness. But look at how the paper distorted the issue of police budgets: “Asked whether they supported a broader proposal to ‘defund the police,’ however, a strong majority—nearly 69%—said they were either strongly or somewhat opposed to the idea.”

The paper’s reporting of this result is misleading. It highlights opposition to the word “defund” but suppresses the poll respondents’ support for reallocation of resources away from police. In reality, every self-described “defund” campaign I’ve seen is focused on exactly that: reallocating some money from police budgets to mental health care, non-police emergency response units, housing, education, and other social services. Thus, accurately understood, the poll results document opposition to the label “defund” but support for the policy demand. The newspaper thus misleads readers by reporting that people don’t support such demands when they do in overwhelming numbers.

It is hard to overstate the importance of this manipulation. It might be the most important thing in this book. We constantly have fake, uninformed debates that lead to paralysis and confusion instead of implementing effective, popular policies. Journalists and politicians widely ridiculed the term “defund the police,” and one of the most common refrains I heard in my conversations with journalists from 2020 to 2022 was that defunding the police was widely unpopular. But the news rarely discussed what proponents meant by the concept, their specific proposals for changing budget priorities, and why they gained so much traction among marginalized people, health workers, educators, and scholars. Indeed, a closer examination of polling data revealed widespread support for the policy positions in “defund the police” campaigns, especially among marginalized people, including two-thirds of Black voters and Democrats.4 (Remember the internal survey of Seattle police I discussed earlier, where even police themselves agreed their department was bloated and could be trimmed.) Instead, the news distorts and downplays support among wide swaths of the population to reduce spending on the swollen punishment bureaucracy and redirect it to programs that are more effective at reducing social harm.5 As a result, people talk past each other on an industrial scale.

News outlets help powerful people concoct a “conventional wisdom” about what people think that is at odds with what people actually think. And, of course, since polling is expensive, who is doing a poll, what is asked, which of its findings are made public or kept secret, and the timing of its public dissemination are influenced by people in particular demographics and with particular incentives, biases, and agendas. The failure of many polls—and, especially, reporting on polls—to ask more meaningful questions based on more specific context is one reason so many journalists and other news consumers so confidently believe that people don’t support shifting resources away from the punishment bureacucracy when those changes are widely popular.


Talking Past Each Other

About a year after “defund the police” became a controversial topic, I gave a lecture at a prominent political science department. A group of Ivy League professors took me out to dinner, and we started to discuss “defunding the police.” The level of discussion about “defund” was no better than that in the Los Angeles Times. Just like news reporters, the professors made no effort to define the terms they discussed, and therefore talked past each other the entire time. Despite being self-described liberals and having strong opinions against “defund,” none of them had any facility with the police bureaucracy, its budget allocations and procurement policies, standard features of large police contracts, spending on public relations, surveillance technology, or the history of repression of marginalized people and social movements. Almost everyone kept pointing out that it was a foolish idea to discuss the topic because “the public won’t ever support defund.” But then I found that their views were so superficially held that their minds were easy to change with a few basic definitions, facts, and evidence.

The conversation mirrored others I had with dozens of journalists in the year after George Floyd’s murder. Many of them casually told me that “people don’t support defund” and that “progressives will get killed because of defund.” But when I asked them what policies progressives were specifically proposing, I got a wide range of mutually exclusive answers. Most strikingly, when I asked them why they were so confident that people rejected “defund” and its associated proposals, the reporters answered that it was the general sense they got about public opinion from other news stories. On the rare occasion a reporter found a poll that corroborated their “sense,” I pointed out how the poll’s questions skewed the results. Then they expressed surprise and agreement at how difficult it was to divine any meaning from the surveys given how the questions were worded and the lack of context provided in them. All of a sudden, they were not so sure that “the public opposed defund” because they saw that it depended on what you asked people.

The same is true of policymakers. I once had a conversation with a conservative local politician who began the conversation saying that they were opposed to defunding police. We walked through a few line items in the police budget and estimated how much money the police spent on drug possession arrests, police overtime, debt-based driver’s license suspensions, militarized weaponry, and marketing. The politician was furious that they had never been presented with these budget numbers before and agreed that much of this spending would be better spent on care for their constituents than on police. This more specific conversation resulted in a different outcome than if I had merely asked the politician if they supported reducing the police budget generally or “defunding police.”

As these conversations with professors, journalists, and politicians demonstrate, public discourse since the 2020 uprisings about proposals to reallocate some money from police budgets to social investment is encased in layers of erroneous but intentionally manufactured assumptions about what people think. The news media’s vague, incoherent, and internally inconsistent discussion of reforms only adds further layers of confusion. The punishment bureaucracy is the beneficiary of this situation in which everyone is confused, confident, and wrong about what other people might want.

Most people don’t read polls, only news reports or headlines about polls. This coverage typically ignores something: poll results depend on what questions are asked, how they are asked, and what background participants are provided before the answer. Thus, not only are people misinformed about what other people currently think regarding the punishment bureaucracy because of what is asked and how, but neither the polls nor the news coverage provide information about what people would think if they were differently informed, much less what they would think about specific proposals or, importantly, how intensely they would be motivated to come together with other people to do things in the world to make those things happen or to prevent them from being implemented. Polls therefore don’t explain how social movements can begin with a small amount of self-conscious support but then turn into mass struggles that make initially unpopular (or in some cases seemingly unpopular) positions common sense.

In virtually every other area of public and private life, reasonable people understand that neither meaningful knowledge nor consequential decisions can be based on such a profound lack of accurate information. If one wanted to predict, for example, how someone will behave in the future or whether a business will be a successful investment or whether a sports prospect will succeed in the major leagues, one must examine the underlying fundamentals of the situation. This includes, for example, how a person or group of people would behave if they possessed certain information as well as the likelihood of them coming into possession of that information. This is why a Friday evening poll showing a candidate leading by ten points is useless to a campaign manager who knows that a catastrophic scandal will be made public on Monday morning.

This is also a reason for optimism. People’s daily experience of the world, mass consciousness events like the 2020 uprisings, and the hard work of many people raising awareness about the punishment bureaucracy every day—including vulnerable people, crime survivors, organizers, teachers, dedicated journalists, and scholars—to build shared knowledge about what makes all of our lives better can combine to produce an enduring bulwark against the copaganda that I discuss in this book.

So, we should interrogate whether initial, uninformed “popularity” of vague terms—as measured by people who have the money to conduct a poll that asks particular questions in a particular way—is the best gauge for deciding what change to advocate. For example, few people remember that Martin Luther King Jr. was “unpopular” during his lifetime.6 As civil rights leader Thomas B. Harvey documents, King had a 75 percent disapproval rating at the time of his death, and 60 percent of Americans said that they opposed the March on Washington when it took place in 1963.7 The same is true of historical fights against the theft of Indigenous people’s land, women campaigning for suffrage, and LGBTQ advocates organizing for same-sex marriage. They were unpopular in polls and attacked by the press for being naive because of their supposed unpopularity. But now most Americans hold those fights in high esteem because social movements can both reveal and change mass consciousness. But copaganda portrays its already distorted “public opinion” as an unchangeable consensus that dooms all possible reforms, making futile the project of significant change. It uses this general cloud of cynicism to consolidate support for the establishment, discredit dissent, and demoralize, deflate, and depoliticize people who might want to lead struggles to make the world better.

News coverage of police budgets is an example of how unserious a discussion can become in a perfect storm of incompetence and incentive to distort. Setting aside people who have a financial interest in the punishment bureaucracy, in eighteen years of working in the punishment bureaucracy I have met very few people who oppose reallocating at least some money from policing, prosecution, and prisons to other social investments that better address the root causes of harm. In fact, this view is commonly held by frontline workers in the punishment bureaucracy. It would be even more widely held if the news provided better information. Copaganda is so prevalent because punishment bureaucrats could not in any way justify the current levels of spending if people had full information about their specific expenditures. Polls about public safety are a key tool of their disinformation, and news reporting on polling is a tool of influence, not a device for uncovering a true, static, meaningful, objective will of the masses.
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The Bad Apple



I can’t breathe. I have my ID right here. My name is Elijah McClain. That’s my house. I was just going home. I’m an introvert. I’m just different. That’s all. I’m so sorry. I have no gun. I don’t do that stuff. I don’t do any fighting. Why are you attacking me? I don’t even kill flies! I don’t eat meat! But I don’t judge people, I don’t judge people who do eat meat. Forgive me. All I was trying to do was become better. I will do it. I will do anything. Sacrifice my identity, I’ll do it. You all are phenomenal. You are beautiful and I love you. Try to forgive me. I’m a mood Gemini. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Ow, that really hurt. You are all very strong. Teamwork makes the dream work. [Crying.] Oh, I’m sorry I wasn’t trying to do that. I just can’t breathe correctly. [Vomits due to pressure exerted on his chest and neck.] I can’t fix myself. [Vomits again and goes unconscious.]

-Elijah McClain1

The male resisted contact, a struggle ensued, and he was taken into custody.

-Aurora Police Department report concerning Elijah McClain’s murder2



When the news talks about bad things the punishment bureaucracy does, it downplays their systemic nature and singles out “bad apples.” Two examples illustrate how copaganda does this: coverage of the police murder of a fourteen-year-old girl in Los Angeles and police marching with protesters during the 2020 protests.


Spinning Police Murder

In December 2021, an LAPD police officer killed fourteen-year-old Valentina Orellana Peralta while she was trying on a dress in a changing room at a Burlington Coat Factory store. The week after, the New York Times published two articles that show how police spin the public narrative after a police killing. On the day of the shooting, the headline of the first article blamed a mysterious bullet for killing Valentina:3

[image: A headline reading, “Stray Police Bullet Kills Girl as Officers Fire at Suspect in Los Angeles Store.”]
The paper later published a longer article that presented a sensitive portrait of the cop who killed Valentina with a headline emphasizing his progressive views:4

[image: A headline reading, “Officer Whose Bullet Killed a 14-Year-Old Girl Wanted to ‘Change’ the Police.”]
Putting aside that the second headline again blames the bullet, let’s focus on how these articles spin police murder. First the background: an LAPD cop named William Dorsey Jones Jr. killed Valentina with an assault rifle when he indiscriminately started shooting at Daniel Elena Lopez, a man having a mental health crisis and wielding a bike lock inside the store. Jones also killed him. These killings were part of a series of almost four dozen police killings in Los Angeles in 2021, including five people that week.

Unlike the paper’s coverage of low-level crimes by the poor, the articles avoid using terms like “surge” to describe the increase in Los Angeles police killings. In fact, neither article mentions the other police killings, let alone suggests to readers that this incident was part of a pattern of police killings in Los Angeles. It is an editorial choice to portray an event as isolated rather than to situate it within broader trends. A local grassroots group created this graphic to illustrate the omissions, using the format that the news typically uses to cover “violent crime” not committed by police:5

[image: A poster contains bold text on a dark background with the headline “2021 L A P D Shootings Up 56 percent.” Below, statistics are presented in bright white lettering: “42 Reported Victims; 17 Murdered by L A P D; 5 L A P D Shootings This Week Alone.” The background includes faint visuals of protests, with a visible sign reading “Defund Police.”]
Here are the sources in the first article:


	The police (three times)


	Assistant police chief (twice)


	Police chief


	Assistant police chief (four times)


	Attorney General


	Burlington Coat Factory




Here are the sources selected for the second article after a week of reporting:


	Spokesperson for police union


	Police union lawyer for the cop who killed Valentina


	Person mentored by the cop


	Another person mentored by the cop


	Attorney General


	Professor (former cop, but that is not disclosed)


	Lawyer for Valentina’s family


	Police union lawyer for the cop (twice more)




The second article, which came out after the Times had a week to decide how to cover the story, reserves the first two and last two positions—the most important in the article—for the police union and the lawyer for the cop. The last line of the article defends police for “following their training and procedure” without treating that claim with skepticism.6 Unlike the Times, local news coverage in Knock LA informed readers that Jones had actually disobeyed the commands of other officers on scene. Knock LA showed readers what happened based on the various videos of the encounter, and the images undermine the Times’s account.

Then things get weirder. The Times trots out an “expert”—a Bowling Green State professor who we are told “studies police violence.” His opinion is sympathetic to the cop, laying the groundwork for a narrative about how hard the case will be to convict Jones. What doesn’t the paper say? The professor is a former cop. Different experts would have expressed the opposite view, pointing to the recklessness of Jones, his disregard of the commands of other officers already on the scene before him, the number of shots he fired, and the position of Elena Lopez when Jones shot him. The Knock LA reporters even quoted another active cop, who said: “That is one hundred percent a shooting that should have never happened.”

As I explained in chapter 4, police consultants work hard to head off such comments making it into the news. Their crisis management teams select experts and offer them to journalists. It’s worth asking why editors did not find it relevant to tell readers that the LAPD employs over twenty-five full-time public relations staff as part of an operation that responds to shootings to control the initial narrative and prevent them from going viral, connects reporters to “experts,” and limits which facts are publicly reported.

The Times uses its sources to craft a story of Valentina’s killing as an isolated tragedy. The article goes out of its way to portray it as an exception, not part of a historical and recent orgy of preventable police violence. Editors chose to print the article without a single source or expert with a critique of police violence as systemic. Valentina’s killing could have been a moment to deepen popular awareness of intentional policy choices that make the recurrence of such violence preventable, and indeed, they have been prevented in most other countries. Instead, the editors depoliticized a police killing as an exceptional and unfortunate accident.7

Then comes the more salacious copaganda. The core of the article offers a sympathetic profile of the shooter as a “good guy” cop who loves children. This is a script the media turns to after police violence: it finds examples of “good cops” doing things like taking presents to kids or playing sports with troubled youth. One classic example is the Times coverage of Christopher Schurr, a Grand Rapids, Michigan, cop who in April 2022 killed Patrick Lyoya, a Black man, with a shot to the back of the head while pinning him to the ground. The article features photos of Schurr surrounded by smiling Kenyan children and claiming that he helped “widows and orphans.”8 In the Times story about Jones, reporters claim that his social media profile exemplified his commitment to mentoring kids and determination to “confront head-on the issues of racism and policing.” This is a stunning misreading of Jones’s social media posts. Other journalists who dug into them showed readers that Jones repeatedly defended police brutality and used pro-Trump talking points, including those promoting voter suppression and strange fascist mythologies.9

To bolster its portrayal of Jones as a crusader against injustice, the Times lifts him up as a paragon of the LAPD’s “community policing” efforts. Of course, the paper gives no background on what “community policing” means or its long record of surveillance, brutality, infiltration, and violence in Los Angeles.10 The term “community policing” is etched into the marble facade at the International Institute for the Glorification of Copaganda for a reason: it is referenced in the news as something vaguely positive, but the news never tells people what it is. Very few laypeople know what “community policing” means, let alone its history. In short, it’s a form of counterinsurgency derived from colonial military strategies used to “pacify” native populations, particularly in Africa, the Middle East, and Asia.11 Its goal is essentially to build allies among a targeted native population to make at least some repressed people trust and support the colonial oppressor so that the oppressor can continue its profitable policies while minimizing unrest by recruiting ambassadors within the repressed community. In 2021, for example, student opposition forced Harvard to cancel a course in which a professor proposed to get students to help him and local police study data on military counterinsurgency tactics they had implemented in Black communities in Massachusetts, in his words, based on strategies developed by “some army buddies of mine who had served in Iraq and Afghanistan.”12 In Los Angeles, well before the Times published its articles on Valentina’s killing, residents impacted by LAPD violence produced a comprehensive report on the history of “community policing” in Los Angeles. Their history of “community policing” counterinsurgency and its contemporary abuses contradicts the rosy picture gestured at by the Times.13 While their report, Automating Banishment, is one of the great community-based histories and analyses of police repression, it’s the kind of perspective surgically excluded from the news.

Whatever these obvious flaws with the article’s portrayal of Jones, its entire premise is flawed. We cannot understand police violence by delving into the personal motivations and character of a cop who shoots a child trying on a dress. We can only understand recurring police violence by giving people the context that enables them to think structurally about why, despite decades of “reform,” a summer of uprisings in 2020, and so many “good cops” everywhere, the police shot and killed more people in 2021 than 2020, more people in 2022 than in 2021, more people in 2023 than in 2022, and more people in 2024 than in 2023.14



Good Cops Kneeling for Racial Justice

Copaganda frames police violence as the product of “bad apples,” which it contrasts with the supposedly benevolent behavior of most police.

Remember Sheriff Swanson in Flint and Chief Acevedo in Houston, whose public grandstanding about racial justice in 2020 I discussed in the introduction? The viral images of these “good cops” were used as an antidote to videos of officers in body armor shooting rubber bullets, launching gas grenades, spewing pepper spray, and swinging batons at protesters and journalists. Liberal leaders and pundits praised police for sympathizing with protesters, and called for more investment in the policing bureaucracy so that the good cops could hold the bad ones “accountable.”15

During the period when Swanson and Acevedo rose through police ranks to the very top, the U.S. was jailing Black people at six times the rate of South Africa during Apartheid.16 And in 2020, under their guidance, both Flint and Houston had higher rates of incarceration than the U.S. average—with severe socioeconomic and racial disparities. But Acevedo and Swanson were leading one the most important narrative battles of their generation. Their strategy was to depict most officers as “good cops,” and, in times of unrest and crisis over visible police violence, to decry “bad apples” like Derek Chauvin as outliers that they could root out with more money. At the time, Acevedo controlled a nearly $1 billion annual budget—just a fraction of the total policing expenditures in the Houston area, which has about sixty different local police agencies.

In my years as a civil rights lawyer, I have seen virtually the same cycle in city after city: Politicians respond to the fallout from an incident of police violence by pledging various “reforms” that are either meaningless or things the police had been asking for anyway. These pledges are followed by increases in police budgets. Overall police violence then grows, and the cycle repeats.

The federal government took the same approach in 2014 after Michael Brown was killed by police in Ferguson, Missouri. According to a federal lawsuit in which I was one of the lawyers for tens of thousands of disproportionately Black clients, the city averaged 3.6 arrest warrants for every household prior to Brown’s killing.17 Most of these warrants were for unpaid debts to the city. The lawsuit described that, when a person was arrested, their family faced what can only be described as institutionalized ransom: pay arbitrary amounts of cash to the police or let their loved one languish in a cage. Police negotiated and renegotiated for amounts like $100 or $300 with family members each day. People whose families had no money to spare, including my client Keilee Fant, were jailed for days or weeks with no access to a shower, sunlight, their children, or even toothpaste. As public pressure mounted after our investigation and lawsuit, the Department of Justice, which is the largest incarcerating force in the U.S., also sued Ferguson but demanded, as part of its settlement, that the city get more money for police technology, training, and more officers.18 What does it say when federal bureaucrats see this situation and think, “We need more policing”?

Ferguson is not unique. Like thousands of other U.S. cities, it converted its police force into an assembly-line bureaucracy of surveillance, brutality, profit, and family separation. As we all watched police kneeling for cameras in 2020, I couldn’t help but think about one of my clients in another case who had spent months away from his wife in an overcrowded jail cell after being charged with driving on a suspended license, which was taken away because the family was too poor to pay old debts. Or another client in a different case who, because she owed fees the police were trying to collect, was sleeping next to a toilet along with many other women on a concrete jail floor covered in feces, blood, mucus, mold, and urine.19

This everyday violence is not as visible as the image of George Floyd being suffocated under the knee of a police officer. And although every major police department that I have researched has in recent years had systemic scandals of abuse, lying under oath, and coordinated cover-ups, all of that misconduct pales in comparison to the scope of the daily violence of standard lawful policing: one that subjects poor people to mass surveillance and harassment, takes billions of dollars in personal property through civil forfeiture, traps people in abusive jails, coerces plea deals, imposes harsh sentences with no connection to empirical evidence, separates individuals from friends and family, leaves pets to starve alone, and marks tens of millions with a criminal record that closes off opportunities for employment, health care, and housing. Police leaders do not want to talk about the everyday brutality of the punishment bureaucracy. Condemning Chauvin as a “bad apple” is a safer tactic. But it is not “bad apple” police officers who make 10.6 million arrests every year and who, since 1980, have helped quintuple the rate of incarceration in the U.S from its historical average.20 It is not “bad apple” police officers who purchase tanks and grenade launchers for themselves or who enforce cash bail. It is not “bad apple” officers who criminalize people in poverty for not having places to live or treatment for an addiction. And it is not “bad apple” officers who have made the local jail the largest mental health services institution in almost every major city. This destruction is what “good cops” do in the modern U.S.21

The “good cop” rhetoric is so prevalent that the news frames justice and injustice as the result of “good” or “bad” individuals making “good” or “bad” choices. But the punishment bureaucracy was five times smaller per capita for the entirety of American history until 1980, and it is five to ten times smaller in other comparable countries.22 None of that is the result of individual choices by good or bad individuals.

To see why police push the “good apple” and the “bad apple” narrative, it’s helpful to see that they have a hierarchy of public conversations they prefers:


	Deny any problems.


	Blame any problems on individual bad cops.


	Blame any problems on bad units, squads, precincts, or particular police chiefs.


	Blame any problems on bad police departments.


	Discuss the role of armed police in a society of deep inequality.




Police will attempt to push public conversations up this hierarchy. When they must acknowledge a problem in a particular instance, if they have their preference, the public will talk only about “bad apple” officers. But it often becomes necessary for police to engage and even encourage public conversations within the other categories, applying the same “bad apple” reasoning to each successively larger group of officers.

Under no circumstances do police want the public to entertain conversations about problems with policing itself as a method of social, racial, and economic control. In fact, conversations about each of the other categories are designed to avoid the deeper conversations. “Bad apples” can be thrown under the bus, fired, and occasionally even sent to prison. Bad squads and units can be scapegoated and temporarily disbanded, as happened with the cartoonishly corrupt gun squad in Baltimore and the SCORPION Unit after its murder of Tyre Nichols in Memphis.23 Bad police departments can also be singled out—indeed, one of the remarkable and darkly humorous observations I have made from my years of work across the country is that local clients of mine in each city assume that their local police force is generally recognized as one of the worst nationally. People assume that police must be better elsewhere.

When necessary, such as with the LAPD after the Rampart corruption scandal or Ferguson after the 2014 uprisings, police themselves will support this narrative that entire departments are in need of “reform.”24 As noted earlier, after the 2020 uprisings, liberal politicians pointed to Camden, New Jersey, as a model because the town had “disbanded” its police force after repeated police violence, but then left out the part that the city rehired more officers on lower salaries, expanded surveillance contracts, and made even more arrests of almost exclusively poor people in the subsequent years for low-level crimes.25 In this process, it is also common for local or state officials to ask the Department of Justice to investigate an entire police force, as dozens of mayors, governors, and even police chiefs have done in recent years. They do not do this out of a belief that federal intervention will make their police force behave very differently or reduce their power—everyone involved knows that federal intervention will not dramatically change what a police force does in our society. Instead, it’s largely a public relations move to reaffirm the legitimacy of the system generally and to distract from local energy for more radical solutions. This distraction always happens through federal intervention because of the well-understood, well-trodden path such intervention takes: periods of delay, consulting contracts, recommendation and rationalization of more resources that then becomes court-ordered additional spending, and pacification of liberal residents who are mostly interested in hearing second-hand that something is being done.26

In this narrative set piece, state and local officials who request federal intervention are asserting that the police force in question is somehow deviating from standards acceptable to federal bureaucrats and not acting in basically the same way U.S. police forces always act.27 It attempts to cast a police force as an outlier from the norm—a “bad apple” in an otherwise legitimate, good-faith system. But this act itself is one of propaganda; it reinforces the idea that nonviolent, democratic standards of U.S. policing exist, and that the department in question is a deviation from that conjured myth.

After years of studying policing, I have found no evidence that any major department is a significant outlier. Every one I have investigated—and that I have seen anyone else investigate—is substantially similar in terms of what they do and do not do. Just as with “bad apple” individual cops, the creation of this category implies that there is a meaningful category of different police forces such that the mass harms that the prison industrial complex causes are attributable only to the bad ones.

This kind of scapegoating of police forces is often welcomed by police, not just because it tends to lead to more resources for those “bad” officers, squads, precincts, and departments for “training” and technology, but because talking about the “bad apples” distracts people from asking too many questions like: “Is there something about this bureaucracy, and the social and economic arrangements it protects, that is not amenable to change because its primary function is not to promote holistic human safety, equality, and flourishing?”

In this way, the news is engaged in something of an absurdist Groundhog Day charade—hundreds of cities are simultaneously and repeatedly, year after year, discussing how violent and unaccountable their police forces are, but the public discourse is not connecting these conversations together because the conversation is only grounded in isolated events.

At the same time, a parallel national conversation flares up every few years about how police are violent and unaccountable, but the public discourse is not connecting this to the conversations that society just had several years before. What might it suggest that each local police bureaucracy in each of thousands of cities and counties have similar policies, similar technology, similar demographic disparities in arrest and surveillance decisions, similar statistics of activity and arrest patterns, similar infiltration by right-wing groups, similar political activity, similar public relations strategies, and similar recurring scandals of corruption and violence? What might it suggest that for the past 125 years, every generation in the U.S. has had a similar conversation in newspaper editorial pages about police corruption, violence against marginalized people, and spying on progressive social movements?
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The Big Deception



Bruce Wayne, with all the money in the world, can’t seem to think of anything to do with it other than to design even more high-tech weaponry and indulge in the occasional act of charity. . . . It never seems to occur to Superman that he could easily end world hunger or carve free magic cities out of mountains. Almost never do superheroes make, create, or build anything. The villains, in contrast, are relentlessly creative. . . .

[Batman and Superman] aren’t fascists. They are just ordinary, decent, super-powerful people who inhabit a world in which fascism is the only political possibility.

-David Graeber1

What if we were to ask a different question of institutions and activities than the narrow neoclassical question of how efficient they are . . . ? What if we were to ask what kind of people a given activity or institution fostered?

-James C. Scott2



The news deceives the public about the motivations of punishment bureaucrats and the processes by which public safety policies come to be. It is copaganda’s Big Deception.

The level at which the news discusses the reasons that powerful people pursue public safety policies is superficial, simplistic, and silly. If our theory about why things are happening is wrong, then we won’t be able to do much about the things we don’t like.


Understanding the Big Deception

The Big Deception mystifies why consequential things happen in our society, specifically about how politics and power work. It leads people to assume that punishment policies are the product of reasonable leaders carefully weighing different options rather than of organized interests asserting their power. So, investment in police, prosecutors, and prisons appears to be the natural, good-faith response to “crime” and not, say, a political concession to powerful interest groups.

We see the assumption that punishment policies are pursued for good-faith safety reasons in virtually every aspect of contemporary crime reporting. It shapes the words and phrases used in news stories. It leads reporters to quote officials about their motivations without skepticism or context. It explains the absence of perspectives that posit different reasons for the punishment bureaucracy’s policies. Most subtly, it underlies daily editorial decisions that juxtapose things like drug abuse, homicide, youth violence, and homelessness with punishment policies and not, say, housing, public health infrastructure, early childhood education, toxic masculinity, or the isolation and alienation inherent in contemporary monopoly capitalism. In fact, the choice to center police, prosecutors, and prison bureaucrats in discussions about interpersonal harm is itself a form of deception about what their institutions do and why. If the news publishes thousands of stories per year merely mentioning two concepts together—say, sentencing policy and violent crime—people necessarily start to develop a view that they may be, and might be intended to be, causally connected. Conversely, if the news hardly ever juxtaposes two things—say, free medical care and violence—the public may fail to draw any connection between them.

A lack of understanding about why things happen and, thus, how to change them affects the views and behavior of journalists, ordinary people, and people in power. It causes people to:


	Focus our attention on relatively inconsequential issues while ignoring issues of greater significance like material inequality


	Blame the wrong people and institutions for problems


	Spend time and money working on or donating to social change strategies that won’t work. Much of the nonprofit world’s approach to the punishment bureaucracy is the equivalent of trying to stop oil drilling by presenting Exxon executives a scientific report linking fossil fuels to global warming and then inviting them to a panel discussion about it with snacks afterward


	Design rules, policies, or laws that pay insufficient attention to how existing systems might not be able to implement them as a technical matter despite the intentions behind them


	Promote reforms that entrench the same problems because the causes are not addressed


	Choose careers and jobs that don’t satisfy us or advance the things we care about


	Argue about the motivations and character of individual politicians, bureaucrats, or pundits instead of focusing on material North Star goals such as limiting the concentration of wealth and the power of centralized authoritarian bureaucracy


	Focus disproportionately on individual candidates and politicians instead of building effective institutions, relationships, political formations, technologies, and interventions




Before discussing how the news media carries out the Big Deception, let me give you two examples from my life. First, I have spent almost a decade filing lawsuits and otherwise advocating against the cash bail system in the United States. If I believe people in power are genuinely trying to ensure overall safety, equality, and justice, I might adopt a strategy based solely on trying to convince them to pursue more effective policies. I might sit down and explain to legislators and the for-profit bail industry the social-scientific evidence proving that cash bail not only does not promote safety, but leads to more crime, lower rates of court appearance, and staggering economic and public health costs because of the lives destroyed by pretrial detention. Hopefully they would agree, and the bail system as we know it would go away after a few meetings.

However, if I believe that the bail system looks the way it does because it benefits organized interests notwithstanding its ineffectiveness, I might adopt different strategies based on a different theory of change. This might include working on a campaign that combines research, educating the public, base-building, protest, journalism, scholarship, strategic litigation, the arts, and forming coalitions to build organized power that compels those in power to change their policies.

Similarly, having a sound theory of which interests created something we hope to change helps us prepare for predictable responses from those in power. For example, if jail populations decrease, companies and investors who profit off the bail and carceral telecommunications industries might pivot from selling bail bonds or jail phone calls to selling electronic monitoring and drug tests to people released on non-financial conditions. To do this, they may push for the creation of a new pretrial supervision industry if they see the bail industry under threat. Or, because assembly-line pretrial detention is so vital to coercing large percentages of people to plead guilty quickly, police, prosecutors, and judges might attempt to shift from cash-based detention to jailing people on other grounds. For instance, a well-meaning campaign by liberals eliminated wealth-based detention in federal courts in 1984 on the theory that detaining poor people solely because they couldn’t pay cash was wrong and ineffective. But, predictably, the “Bail Reform Act” granted more discretion to judges and prosecutors to detain people in more cases for other reasons without using cash—for example by letting prosecutors “presume” detention in drug cases. As a result, overall pretrial detention in federal courts tripled over the following four decades, from about 24 percent to over 75 percent of arrested individuals, and the people detained were more disproportionately poor, Black, and immigrant than they were before the “reform.”3

A second example from my recent experience is my academic study on the history of body-camera copaganda that I summarized in chapter 7. One theory about why body-camera sales exploded after Michael Brown’s killing in 2014 was that police and other people in power suddenly became interested in “accountability” and “transparency.” It was this theory that the news media spread. In fact, prosecutors, police, and companies had demanded body cameras for years to increase surveillance, compel quick pleas, shield themselves from liability, control the public narrative after police violence, expand facial and voice recognition technology, and rake in profit. But they were unable to convince the government to spend billions on the technology until they came up with the idea to use their own violence to justify it. Understood in this context, the explosion of body cameras was the result of a plan embraced by punishment bureaucrats for reasons diametrically opposed to “accountability” and “transparency.”

The following table illustrates how these different worldviews shape political strategy. Worldview 1 is the product of the Big Deception, while Worldview 2 is the product of a root-cause analysis.4

The table is simplified to make a crude point: developing an accurate understanding of why things happen and what forces are pushing for them is essential to predicting what will happen and to building a theory of how to change things. Remember three key points as you read my examples of news coverage:

First, in Worldview 1, the strategy is simpler because it assumes that once people in power are informed of the best arguments, they will voluntarily improve things. This approach emphasizes rational, good-faith thinking as the foundation of public safety policy and deemphasizes the role of mapping and contesting power in organizing for social change. The media overwhelmingly relies on Worldview 1, and this leads to brainworms in the minds of news consumers concerning how social change happens. For example, the news often gives credit to a mayor or a governor or a president or a body of elected leaders for enacting a reform. But they omit the organizing, relationship building, strategizing, research, study, investigative journalism, and pressure by groups of people who together changed the political conditions over a period (sometimes years) of hard work that made elected leaders do something they otherwise would not have. Focusing on Worldview 1 erases that work—and more accurate conceptions of how progress happens. Virtually no celebrated progressive change in U.S. history took place because people in power wanted to do it—it was the result of building and shifting power.

[image: A table contrasts two worldviews: Worldview 1 and Worldview 2, regarding bail and body cameras in the context of policy development. Worldview 1 (Good faith pursuit of shared values drives policies of punishment bureaucrats): Bail: Strategy involves informing the public and officials that cash bail does not improve safety or court attendance. The outcome assumes governments develop better pretrial care systems. Body Cameras: The strategy involves educating the public that body cameras do not reduce police violence but increase surveillance, power, and profits. The outcome assumes governments avoid large expenditures on body cameras, and body camera corporations dissolve voluntarily. Worldview 2 (Profit motives and structural conditions are major driving forces of policy): Bail: Strategy focuses on addressing structural causes of the cash bail issue through public education, reducing entrenched interests’ power, and staying vigilant about profit-seeking interests. The outcome involves governments being forced to address inequalities and power imbalances. Body Cameras: The strategy mirrors the bail approach, targeting structural causes of police violence and entrenched power. The outcome involves governments being forced to tackle inequalities and democratic control over public safety institutions.]
Second, Worldview 1 privileges a narrow skillset that lawyers and highly educated researchers are trained in, such as written argument and expensive, published studies. I’m all for making the best arguments, investigating the facts, using evidence, doing critical analysis, and publishing research. (Indeed, I wrote this book critical of how the news manipulates us in service of powerful institutions because pursuing knowledge and relentlessly telling the truth is vital to developing informed views, critical thinking, and a population capable of creating a more just world.) But are they the only set of skills necessary or always the most important for social change? What does Worldview 2 say about the skills helpful for changing society? This is more complex. It suggests that you might need organizers—people who understand how to build relationships and power by bringing people together. And courage to pressure powerful institutions in myriad ways (legal and, often, illegal), along with perseverance for long, hard battles. And specialists in critical analysis who can communicate that analysis to educate and inspire sufficiently large numbers of people. And strategists who develop ideas about how different forms of action, resistance, and political education fit together. And people to communicate compelling narratives about what is happening. And experts who understand systems and implementation because you know that you cannot trust the government bureaucracy to implement something, even after a policymaker has been convinced it is a good idea in theory.5 Implementing ambitious policy change across large institutions is always hard, and this difficult task is made even more daunting when deeply embedded institutional cultures are resistant to it—for example, if it seeks to reduce the power of punishment bureaucrats or put some of them out of a job.

Third, when we develop a more accurate perspective on the causal chain behind why policies come to be, we see that the news media and nonprofit world’s push toward thinking about and working on issues in silos is limited. When we are stacked against powerful interests, it’s hard to win change by focusing only on, say, bail reform, to the exclusion of other issues. That is because the interests promoting the cash bail system are essentially the same as those promoting police surveillance technology, new prison construction, court-debt collection, and longer sentences. They all fight for these priorities to receive the bulk of bureaucratic budgets. This also means that it’s hard to pursue “criminal justice reform” without talking about bigger issues like health care, labor, financial predation, housing, inequality, education, racism, migration, loneliness, trauma, and the environment.

Thus, to fight against the bail system or drug laws or police surveillance, we must move beyond good policy arguments in one area and build a broad political coalition with a social base capable of compelling the powers that be to invest in improving society holistically. We must target bigger-picture features of our society that cannot be fixed by the hyper-specialization pushed by the media, political, and philanthropic trendsetters, which does not foster the power to win big victories.

Daily news overwhelmingly confines itself to Worldview 1. As a result, a lot of well-meaning people spend a lot of time acting as if we are in Worldview 1.



An Example: The War on Drugs

The war on drugs offers a compelling example of the Big Deception. The public statements by politicians about their reasons for launching the drug war bear no resemblance to the actual reasons that they embarked on it. We know this because President Nixon’s Assistant for Domestic Affairs admitted it later:


We knew we couldn’t make it illegal to be either against the war or black, but by getting the public to associate the hippies with marijuana and blacks with heroin, and then criminalizing both heavily, we could disrupt those communities. We could arrest their leaders, raid their homes, break up their meetings, and vilify them night after night on the evening news. Did we know we were lying about the drugs? Of course we did.6



Nonetheless, for decades the news has reinforced the stated reasons of politicians for the drug war without providing the evidence people could use to develop skepticism about those reasons.

Over fifty years into the war on drugs, the U.S. has spent trillions of dollars to detain tens of millions of people for hundreds of millions of years and separated tens of millions of children from their parents. It has chemically destroyed millions of acres of ecosystems in South America and killed hundreds of thousands of people. It has stopped, searched, sexually violated, and arrested hundreds of millions of people and surveilled the communications of billions of people globally. Through civil forfeiture, it has stolen tens of billions of dollars in private property. And it has deported hundreds of thousands of people. Criminalizing drugs has also denied tens of millions of people therapeutic treatments for cancer, trauma, mental illness, PTSD, chronic pain, and other afflictions. It has kicked millions of families out of public housing and off public benefits, put tens of millions of poor people into a cycle of debt, and cost tens of millions of people their jobs at the cost of hundreds of billions of dollars to the economy.

Despite all these costs, human and financial, as of 2024 prohibited drugs are more potent than ever and overdose deaths have skyrocketed to their highest levels in U.S. history.7

People in power who make drug policy are not universally incompetent. They know the above facts. I have rarely encountered a punishment bureaucrat who believes that prosecution, punishment, and prisons are an effective way to reduce drug use, even assuming that is a genuine goal. For example, every major government and academic body has conceded there was no policy or pharmacological basis for the 100-to-1 disparity between punishment of crack cocaine and powder cocaine that became federal law in 1986. The DOJ and Congress nonetheless enforced and reaffirmed such disparate treatment even after they acknowledged that it had no basis. In 2010, after public outcry—including in the scientific, public health, civil rights, and mainstream political circles—Congress reduced the differential to 18 to 1 (another random number it chose for no articulated or justifiable reasons in a bill euphemistically called the “Fair Sentencing Act”), enshrining a still-indefensible disparity for decades to come.8 Congresspeople will admit in private that the disparate treatment has no basis, just as Nixon officials did.

A U.S. attorney prosecuting my client for a nonviolent drug offense (and seeking a sentence of ten-years-to-life in prison) once confided to me in the parking lot outside the federal courthouse that he knew sending my client to prison and potentially sending their newborn child to foster care would not benefit society. The Big Deception keeps the public from understanding the reasons that the U.S. government sent that prosecutor to that courthouse that day to do it anyway. For decades, news stories have portrayed the drug war as a good-faith effort to reduce drug use. Here is how the New York Times, in 1971, described Nixon’s efforts when he “tried to get at the problem”:


The Nixon Administration has not been indifferent to the menace of drugs in America. It has tried to get at the problem at the source. It has used its political and economic power to cut off the supply of drugs . . . and it has poured Federal money and manpower into breaking up the drug peddlers in this country.9



Here is how the Times described the motivations of Governor Nelson Rockefeller in passing some of the most repressive drug laws in history:


In 1973, Gov. Nelson A. Rockefeller promised the elimination of drug abuse in New York. He believed that the drug treatment programs he had once strongly supported had not worked, so he moved to the other extreme, putting his faith in a . . . law that was the toughest in the country. He predicted it would quickly clear the streets of pushers.10



Here is how the Times, with no explanation of the U.S. government’s role in managing much of the international drug trade, allowed Ronald Reagan to describe the reasons for new federal legislation increasing imprisonment for drugs in 1986: “Mr. Reagan said that the legislation reflected the Government’s desire to eradicate illegal drugs.”11

A lot of well-meaning people didn’t appreciate for decades what a failure the drug war was, at least if the measure of failure was not fulfilling its asserted public-health goals. Many people assumed, based on media coverage of drug busts, penalties, and statements by politicians, that more punishment was a natural response being pursued in good faith by institutions whose primary goal was reducing the supposed harms of drug use.12

The news, to this day, portrays baseless policies as genuine attempts to reduce drug use.13 The assumption underlying news reporting on drugs is that people in power continue to wage the drug war because they believe the social costs are worth the benefits of their policies and because there exist no readily available alternatives. In 2023, for example, the Associated Press reported on Alabama’s increased prison sentences for fentanyl, which included new mandatory minimum prison sentences and the possibility of sentencing people to die in prison, by claiming that the new harsh sentences came about “as lawmakers try to respond to the deadly overdose crisis.” It continued: “Lawmakers in multiple states across the country are looking to increase fentanyl penalties in an effort to combat what has been called the deadliest overdose crisis in U.S. history.”14

The Associated Press portrays these policies as sincere “efforts” to reduce overdoses. The article not only neglects to tell readers about evidence of the failures of these policies and social costs, but treats officials pursuing policies we know make the problem worse as though they are trying to help. This is copaganda; it cultivates mythologies about (1) the intentions of powerful people, and (2) how policies are driven by the intentions of particular people in power and not deeper structural conditions.

The focus on asserted intentions distracts from why policies persist despite their failure. Drug use was never a problem that powerful institutions addressed urgently because they cared about the health and well-being of all people. It was not a problem they viewed as so threatening that they calculated the extraordinary human and financial costs and found mass criminalization worth it. Instead, the expansion of the machinery of state power and profit amid social and racial inequalities was, in many overlapping ways, the impetus to search for policies like what became the war on drugs. The war on drugs was a solution in search of a problem.

Notice two consequences of this deception. First, because reporting on drugs omits the evidence about costs and benefits of drug enforcement from each individual news story like the Associated Press article, people in power avoid daily confrontation about why their assertions about their own motivations don’t match the evidence. Second, because people are not informed about the institutional benefits of the drug war to certain political, racial, bureaucratic, and financial interests, they don’t develop an accurate theory of why the drug war is still happening. For example, almost no daily news article on the topic discusses the benefits of current drug policies to private prisons, pharmaceutical companies, police unions, the bail bond industry, the multi-billion-dollar carceral telecommunications industry, probation departments, police and prosecutors (who benefit from every law that gives them the power to selectively threaten certain people with punishment), real estate developers, diversion providers, surveillance companies, and business and property owners in gentrifying areas.

If one believes the news narrative of the good-faith pursuit of public well-being, then it stands to reason that evidence of catastrophic failure would warrant a full reconsideration of the drug war. In that case, you would expect San Francisco mayor London Breed—who recently expanded surveillance and incarceration for drugs and championed an initiative to require drug testing for recipients of public benefits—or the Alabama legislature to say, “Oh my goodness, we didn’t realize there was a social science consensus about this for decades. We’ll stop the drug war immediately.” Presented with the good-faith news framing, many people become convinced either that the policies are the best we have been able to come up with in a difficult situation or that we are just a few more studies, a few more panels at conferences, and a few more expert commissions away from convincing enlightened leaders that they can achieve a better world by adopting different public health interventions.15 On the other hand, if the above interests were identified in daily stories about drugs, as well as the amount of money and political influence they devote to preserving drug enforcement, people might develop a different view of why those policies persist and a different sense of the strategies that might be useful for someone who wanted to put an end to those policies.

Although the connection between the Big Deception and our views about how to create social change is sometimes hard for people to notice in the crime-reporting context, because of a shift in news coverage in recent years, many people are able to see the same dynamics at play relating to global warming. Most people no longer believe that the problem with tackling global warming is that powerful institutions are not aware of it. But, for example, if the news were to subtly suggest every day for years that Exxon is pursuing more drilling because it cares deeply about global ecological sustainability but does not yet appreciate the impact of drilling on climate change, the news-reading public might develop a different strategy for stopping that drilling than if the news were to suggest that Exxon is pursuing more drilling because it’s profitable. Understanding why institutions act the way they do matters for how we try to change them.



Falsifying the Motivations of Powerful People

The news perpetrates the Big Deception on two levels. First, it misleadingly simplifies the reasons people in power do things. This distortion pervades news reporting on public safety. Second, on a deeper level, it focuses on short-term individual motivations of people in power instead of the structural conditions in which their decisions occur.

The Big Deception is not limited to copaganda. Almost all corporate advertising engages in some form of the Big Deception, and similarly, it is virtually the only job of officials like the White House press secretary or the local mayor’s PR team to mislead people about why the president or the mayor did this or that.16 As shows like Veep illustrate in their satire, these government PR jobs regularly involve outright lying, or, if not outright lying, they almost always involve decisions by people in power to emphasize some true things while omitting others. We see this, for example, when officials condemn one country’s human rights violations and ignore another’s, when officials use flowery freedom rhetoric to justify one military intervention but not another, or when officials emphasize the benefits to the community when approving a real estate development contract but don’t mention that the contract went to a billionaire super PAC contributor instead of a community land trust. These are examples in which people in power attempt to influence people’s understanding of why they are choosing one course of action over another in order to mislead them.

The goal of politicians and punishment bureaucrats is not accurate public understanding of complex issues. This is why they “spin.” In my experience, when presented with this point, partisan political operatives concede its truth and justify their spin because they believe that their securing or remaining in power is better for society than if their opponents were in power. As I came to see through interacting with people in these positions, the things politicians and bureaucrats talk about in private concerning why they do things look a lot different from their press releases and public statements.

But the news repeats the most blatant forms of this misinformation as objective news. A common way the news does this is by asserting without skepticism that the stated motivations of powerful people are their actual motivations. I’ll give you a few examples from New York City.


Expanding Policing to Reduce Crime and Address Social Problems

The New York Times published a 2023 article about the strangulation of Jordan Neely on the subway by another rider after Neely suffered a mental health crisis.17 The paper asserted that Mayor Eric Adams and Governor Kathy Hochul were pursuing a variety of repressive new policies “to reduce crime and the number of people who are mentally ill and living on New York’s streets.”

The paper did not alert readers to contrary evidence that the reasons for the new policies may have had to do with PR strategy, real estate developers, political demands of police unions, a desire to take attention away from the failure to address material inequalities like affordable housing, and other political and economic factors along the causal chain that operate at a deeper level than the present intentions of two politicians. Nor did the paper provide readers evidence that any of the policies “reduce crime,” address homelessness, or improve anyone’s mental health. The paper also omitted the evidence that other policies that Hochul and Adams did not choose are more effective at achieving the stated goals.

After I drew attention to the problem with portraying these policies as being steered by genuine motivations and discussed it with the Times, the paper edited the article (without appending a correction) to assert: “Both the Adams and Hochul administrations have been using a variety of tactics they say are meant to reduce crime.”

This was a subtle but important correction: the paper is now reporting these motivations as a claim that Adams and Hochul are making, and not as objective truth that is so obvious it cannot be questioned. The difference between writing that the mayor “claimed” to do something because he asserted it would reduce crime and he did something “to reduce crime” is the difference between helping to build a healthy skepticism in the public and helping officials deceive the public about the universe of potential motivations for their actions.



Adams Resurrects Undercover Violence

In 2022, the Times covered Eric Adams reinstating corrupt undercover police units and embracing “broken windows” tactics, which target poor people for minor offenses. The article explains such tactics as an “effort to prevent more serious crimes.”18 The article also asserts that Adams resurrected the controversial tactics “in response” to vague concerns that “many found the city to be more dangerous.”

These language choices suggest that Adams is reinstating the controversial squads because he thinks they make people safer and as a genuine “response” to the “concerns” of his constituents. The news thus presents a leader sensitive to evidence and to the desires of the people. The strategy is not pursued, to take just a few examples of other potential reasons, because the police union who supported him demanded it, because it would lead to overtime pay for cops, because Adams wanted to present himself a certain way in the media as “tough on crime,” or because other political constituencies rely on such squads for gentrification.

Ironically, Adams helped create the propaganda-fueled fantasy world that the article describes him as responding to: New York had near-historic lows of police-reported violent crime but, nonetheless, “many found the city to be more dangerous.” The person responsible for these vibes is portrayed as being genuinely “responsive” to the imagined conditions that he himself created for political reasons. In this way, a politician can use misinformation to generate fear, and then the news will say that it was laudable responsiveness to this fear that motivated the politician to act rather than, say, the reasons that led the politician to spread the original misinformation.

Most important, though, are the paper’s assertions about the goals of the people who developed and ruthlessly pursued “broken windows” policing. In making the factual claim about the purpose of “broken windows” policing in a single unassuming phrase—“effort to prevent more serious crimes”—the country’s “paper of record” erases from history three decades of academic scholarship in the fields of sociology, criminology, history, political science, law, economics, and anthropology about the complex purposes and functions of the strategy to target poor people and people of color for low-level offenses.19

This is a pattern. In a previous article about Adams reinstating undercover units months earlier, the paper broadened its claims to cover undercover police across the country: “In New York and around the country, police departments have used plainclothes units to attempt to tackle illegal guns and drugs.”20 The news thus assumed that intentional decisions to structure U.S. policing to surveil, brutalize, and cage tens of millions of poor people for low-level offenses—and directing resources away from white-collar crime, drug use by elites, pollution crime, wage theft, tax evasion, public corruption, and sexual assault—were the result of a good-faith effort to make people safer rather than an approach rooted in, say, racism, controlling working-class people, gentrification, or profit.



Policing the Subway

Toward the end of 2022, the Times covered a plan to “flood” the subway with police and surveillance cameras.21 Adams described it as a plan for the “omnipresence” of armed cops and a sort of cleansing from public space of human beings “dealing with mental health issues.” The article was titled “New York City Will Increase Police Presence in Subways to Combat Crime” and the subheading asserted that “with less than three weeks until Election Day, Gov. Kathy Hochul is trying to address a troubling series of violent incidents on the subway” (emphases added).22 These are controversial and misleading claims. All other potential reasons are again deemed objectively not worth disclosing.23 It’s like reporting that the U.S. invaded Iraq “to spread democracy.”

One can contrast how the motivations of punishment bureaucrats are reported with how the asserted motivations of perceived ideological enemies are reported. When Vladimir Putin or Chinese officials are covered, U.S. reporters almost always frame motivations as assertions about motivations while using various devices to convey that a reasonable person may be skeptical of them. Thus, they might write something like, “Putin claims that the air strike was retaliation for the Ukrainian drone attack,” or “Chinese officials claim that China is increasing its investment in African infrastructure to reduce poverty.” Reporters often follow these qualifications with evidence to the contrary, inviting further skepticism of the motivations of non-allied political elites.24




The Costs of Simplifying Motivations

In his 1962 study of propaganda, Jacques Ellul explains that the most effective propaganda is based on true facts, or at least facts that are hard for the target audience to disprove. However, Ellul adds that deception about “intentions and interpretations” is the most pervasive feature of effective propaganda:


How can one suspect a man who talks peace of having the opposite intent . . . ? And if the same man starts a war, he can always say that the others force it on him, that events proved stronger than his intentions. We forget that between 1936 and 1939 Hitler made many speeches about his desire for peace, for the peaceful settlement of all problems, for conferences. He never expressed an explicit desire for war. Naturally, he was arming because of “encirclement.” And, in fact, he did manage to get a declaration of war from France and England; so, he was not the one who started the war.

Propaganda by its very nature is an enterprise for perverting the significance of events and of insinuating false intentions.25



How does this work in copaganda? Imagine a news station with a new directive to make more advertising money or to pursue a particular political goal in an election year. Unlike the previous year, this year the broadcast begins each night with a police press conference about a different murder, covering thirty-one murders in January. It would be bad for the news outlet if it turned out that twenty of the murders were not murders and that the victims were still alive. People would trust the station less, and it would have less influence. Good propaganda should be based on true facts. This is why the most effective propagandistic news outlets often perform diligence—or some process that can be seen as diligence—to ensure that certain facts they are reporting are correct if they are the kinds of facts that the public may otherwise be able to discover had been incorrect.

After a month of watching press conferences about truthful murders, viewers become more afraid—they feel that there are more murders this year than last year because of the way the true facts are presented. This could happen even if there had been double the number of murders the prior year and four times as many murders ten years ago. And once a group of people feels this way, it is difficult to make them feel differently by trying to correct their feelings with data, which people have difficulty retaining. As Ellul notes, people act based on how they feel. This is falsity of interpretation using true facts.

In our hypothetical press conferences, officials express outrage and promise to make reducing gun violence the number one priority. Police promise to solve the murders, but also note that they may not be able to do everything they need to do if they don’t get more funding. In response, each week, politicians at the lectern announce the launch of various new pilot programs to adjust police patrols to reduce murder, along with increasing the potential sentences for homicide, and appointing various high-ranking commanders with lots of medals on their uniforms to run each patrol. After a month of this coverage every night, it is more likely that viewers will believe that officials are doing everything they can about violence and that, if there was anything else they could do, they would be doing it. This is an example of the falsification of intention using facts.

Why has falsification of intentions been central to propaganda for over a hundred years? It helps to ask two questions: (1) What benefits do people in power get from distorting their motivations? (2) How do people in power benefit from ordinary people misunderstanding the reasons people in power do things?

In general, powerful people in charge of public safety want us to think (1) that the problems of our society aren’t structural; (2) that they share our outrage at these problems; (3) that these problems can be fixed with little tweaks to the existing system rather than radical change; and (4) that they are doing everything they can to fix them. There are many ways powerful institutions benefit from masking their intentions, but one is paramount: it takes attention away from the longer causal chain of reasons for why our society looks the way it does.

People in power benefit from hiding their true motivations in other ways. For one, part of their power lies in them knowing more about how things work than people who might organize against them. They also benefit from distracting the public so that potential opposing forces are unable to determine the most effective opposition strategy. Also, many people might not support the people in power’s true intentions and might reject proposals as being motivated by different intentions, such as, say, generating personal wealth after office. Distortion of intentions by focusing on good-faith policy debate also allows institutions to focus advocacy around informing politicians better rather than overthrowing them. Most basically, falsifying intentions matters for some of the same reasons we care about people’s motivations in our everyday lives: they are good predictors of future behavior. Thus, if people in power can keep the public thinking that they are making decisions based on the best available evidence, it helps prevent the public from being able to predict their future self-serving behavior.

Understanding propaganda’s historical focus on intentions helps us see that, in an unequal and unsafe world that is inconsistent with our values and dreams, it is important to people with power that people without it are distracted from the roots of our problems and uncertain about how to change them. People in power do not want people without power to start thinking about how a world with different social, political, and economic arrangements might be possible.

The distraction of the public from structural problems and material conditions is the most important function of the Big Deception. This is a primary goal of all modern propaganda, and copaganda in particular.



The Biggest Lie

The reasons our society looks the way it does exist along a longer and more complex causal chain than is represented in everyday news. To take one example, a paramount concern for many people is whether their wages are sufficient to meet their needs, but the news does not focus people on the fact that wages in the U.S. would be 4 percent higher (with benefits for health and safety) if the government banned companies from inserting non-compete clauses in worker contracts.26 When Governor Hochul vetoed a popular bill to ban such agreements in December 2023 after lobbying from Wall Street, the news coverage cited her subjective belief in the need for more nuanced regulation to promote competitive business. The news neither informed people of the causal connection to overall wages nor treated that connection as a daily news story worthy of multiple articles, even though vetoing bills like this is the equivalent of confiscating significant percentages of yearly income from millions of workers.27 It was useful to deceive workers about the connection between the veto and something they care a lot about, and that society-wide redistribution of wealth from workers to employers could then be obscured as a main driver of the outcome.

In general, the choice to focus on the intentions of powerful people makes it harder for news consumers to understand that underlying conditions determine what choices are available to politicians, which of those options politicians will predictably select, and how entrenched bureaucracy will implement those choices. This is the lie at the heart of the Big Deception. Let’s see how it works by looking at different ways of covering a hypothetical news story.


The Conventional News Story

Consider how the news might report a decision by a mayor to authorize a new undercover squad in a gentrifying area. Let’s call the mayor “Eric Badams.” At one end of the spectrum, one could believe that Badams’s decision is made transparently, based on the quality of the arguments supporting it, by an official acting in the best interests of the public. If the policy promises to be good for the community overall by reducing crime, then it will happen. If the policy won’t be good for the community, all things considered, then Badams won’t do it.

This is closest to how daily news discusses such matters, with a few quotes about the decision from whichever proponents or opponents have the access to get the reporter to quote them. Virtually everyone quoted—including people who disagree with it—will be portrayed as accepting the premise that the government is trying to make choices consistent with overall well-being, safety, and shared community values. Only rarely will a news article quote a source arguing that politicians and police are not primarily concerned with public safety but social control to preserve wealth, or that the intentions of politicians are a poor way of understanding what kinds of policy options a mayor like Badams adopts and why.




The Causal Chain

But there are other ways to understand the decision to set up an undercover police squad. A reporter could think that there are more basic conditions that determine whether any given society creates a unit of armed government bureaucrats who disguise their identity from the public and who are assigned specifically to patrol the poorest areas of a city that have been deliberately segregated based on wealth and skin color.28 For example, they could report on campaign contributions made by a real estate developer who wanted more undercover police surrounding a new condo-mall development. Or, they could report on the political power of the police union, the police PR budget, and the ability of the police to threaten political opponents through targeted enforcement of low-level laws, surveillance, and planted news stories against any non-compliant politician.29 They might present facts showing that these interests have influenced similar decisions by decades of mayors since well before Badams was a young feminist poet, his vocation prior to becoming mayor.

On a deeper level, the journalist could explain the decision to create an armed undercover squad for poor neighborhoods by reporting on the economic and cultural forces that lead certain people with certain worldviews to be key aides for mayors making such decisions. Might the content of decisions be influenced by the same factors that determine who is selected for particular roles and what social networks those people come from? Perhaps those groups have preferences, prejudices, financial interests, skills, and gaps in knowledge that lead to certain patterns in the policies they promote? One might even inform news consumers that the chief of staff to Badams went to the same boarding school as the lawyer for the developer.

The journalist could go even deeper. They could point out the forces that paid for the publication of a study by local professors on the economic benefits of selling public land to private developers for new condos, a subsidized stadium, and a shopping mall, as well as the hit the developer’s profit might take from visible homelessness in the area. Or they could report that surveillance companies donated to a nonprofit to produce a report on the short-term benefits for property values of installing security cameras in the neighborhood. A reporter might even explain that the calls for this new undercover squad occurred at the same time as calls for similar squads in a hundred other cities. And they could point out that a consortium of global companies was simultaneously trying to secure a new multi-billion-dollar replacement market for a new surveillance technology and cloud-based predictive policing databases originally developed for use by the U.S. military in Afghanistan, and that that consortium’s primary market is undercover police units.

A journalist might also explain that the push for such units and for harsher sentencing laws for the contraband those units find on poor people was more significant in areas in which unemployment and poverty had increased in the previous five years. They might observe that increases in policing and prison investments follow increases in inequality and declines in available health care, early childhood education, and affordable housing.30 When explaining the context to readers, they could note that police presence tends to be higher in non-white communities, and that incarceration generally is higher in more unequal societies.31

Finally, on perhaps the deepest level, a journalist could identify how politicians and police deploy various cultural mythologies about safety, whose safety matters, and what forms of inequality and suffering are tolerable. They could note how conceptions of safety differ in various societies, historical periods, election years (as compared with non-election ones), and in cities with conservative or progressive officials. Only rarely does a news story inform news consumers of the facts necessary for them to understand dominant narratives as socially constructed themes to advance dominant interests.

If journalists included such facts, the public might start to ask challenging questions. Was Badams’s decision to call for the police unit to arrest and detain unhoused people or those with mental health issues the result of genuine concern about their well-being? Does the creation of certain forms of technology or bureaucratic organization create a path toward dependence on certain policing policies? Did affluent people in the neighborhood, who are worried about their property values and ability to shop at the new Whole Foods free of homeless people, lobby Badams to establish the undercover unit? Has the network of schools, professional associations, friendships, favors, and dinner parties combined to make the political preferences of the class of people who own things more consequential than the political preferences of other people?

This hypothetical example demonstrates that certain background conditions determine the context within which institutions make decisions, including the ability of people in power to perceive what decisions are technically and politically feasible. Copaganda obscures that. It encourages news consumers to believe that people in power are working to make people’s lives better—even though the interests that control what happens do not support the kinds of big changes necessary to materially improve the safety and well-being of the vast majority of human beings. By focusing on good or bad intentions of individuals in power and not on background material realities along a longer causal chain than the immediate moment of the decision, daily news hides this truth. In my view, this is the most salient thing about public safety and crime reporting in our society.




All the News That’s Fit to Omit

One effect of the misplaced emphasis on intentions is that journalists focus on individual policy positions of government officials and political candidates. Contrast this perspective with the approach of military defense contractors, pharmaceutical and medical-device companies, the insurance industry, police unions, or other organized lobbying interests. While these groups spend resources to elect their preferred candidates, they expend far more capital and energy on ensuring that the difference between the range of viable candidates doesn’t matter that much to them. These groups understand that real power means creating the conditions under which their interests will be significantly served no matter who among the viable candidates is elected. For example:


	Defense contractors establish multi-trillion-dollar programs in hundreds of congressional districts. In this way, contract boondoggles are perpetuated for decades because no congressperson can vote against them. A system in which parts for an aircraft carrier or fighter jet are manufactured in fifty cities is not configured that way because it is the best way to “keep America safe.” This, more than any policy argument commonly presented in the news, determines whether these programs exist or not.


	The consulting industry has worked for decades to hollow out government capacity and expertise so that nearly every government function now requires outsourcing contracts to private companies. This arrangement both produces trillions in private wealth—a small fraction of which is then used to purchase the political influence necessary to keep this process going—and reduces the ability of local, state, and national governments to solve problems through public institutions. Private contractors narrow what kinds of public programs are even possible by using technological systems, ownership over data, and the integration of those systems with others to block programs that damage their interests.32


	Police unions insert contract provisions (often with government accomplices or incompetent political staff who, unlike the unions, are not sophisticated repeat players) that make it illegal or prohibitively costly for subsequent governments to enact certain changes. The same occurs with prosecutor unions, prison guard unions, and probation unions. The punishment bureaucracy thus obscures from the public the mechanisms it uses to prevent genuine change. Politicians can keep issuing press releases on their desire for reform, but they know change is not possible without overturning deep institutional arrangements within the punishment bureaucracy. Yet the news rarely discusses these features, which helps explain why we are stuck in endless cycles of abuse and reform rhetoric.33




Dominant groups ensure their interests in punishment are served regardless of elections. They create ideological ecosystems to influence conventional wisdom. This includes decades-long efforts to fund university chairs, institutes, think tanks, conferences, retreats, trainings, op-ed writers, fellowships, research papers, awards, and non-profits. Their organizations bankroll campaigns to discipline and expose people who deviate from certain positions. In the conservative movement, the Federalist Society plays this role, but liberals have similar formations. Lawyers, judges, and professors know that they will be attacked by these forces if they take a case, issue an opinion, or write an article that deviates from the consensus. The results are profound distortions to the production of knowledge and debate. This ecosystem shapes what research topics and positions academics avoid in order to secure tenure, what articles journalists feel obligated to write, and what topics news producers skirt or would never think of pitching to keep their jobs. While many dissertations and books have described these background conditions, the news almost never mentions them when explaining any particular story.

Daily news omits the most relevant background conditions and constraints when it explains why politicians propose this or that policy. These underlying social, cultural, bureaucratic, technological, and economic conditions determine which options are available for politicians to choose from; which ones officials perceive as viable to propose; and which ones they conclude are advantageous for retaining power. They also constrain the range of policies that almost any official, no matter their true heart, can pursue. Finally, they shape what kind of person advances to positions of power in institutions, and they foster a shared ideological community among elites that also disciplines their decision-making once in office.

The Big Deception keeps us focused on the qualities or flaws in specific individuals in power or their policy proposal du jour and not focused nearly enough on the conditions in which all people in power operate. With that in mind, we can re-pose the question from earlier: why does the war on drugs exist? It is not because morally good politicians believed it to be the best way to improve public health. But did it happen because morally bad politicians saw that it could give them political advantages? While many people now believe some form of that suggestion after the admissions of Nixon-administration officials, this perspective misses something important: there were economic, political, and racial forces that made it beneficial and profitable to launch the war on drugs. And there were political, administrative, legal, bureaucratic, and technological developments that made something like a “war on drugs” possible to implement for politicians. It is that longer causal chain that is vital to understanding not just why mid-twentieth-century leaders started the war on drugs, but why subsequent governments have continued and expanded it, despite the fact that Richard Nixon left office decades ago. It is impossible to fight meaningfully against the war on drugs, or to accurately cover it as a journalist, without acknowledging the reasons it persists. But it is precisely this context that news reporting omits and distorts.

Instead, daily news outlets like The New York Times claim that they are providing “all the news that’s fit to print.” This pretense to be providing “everything you need to know”—which is a slogan used by outlets—is integral to the tone and thematic content of reporting on these issues. These declarations implicitly suggest what the public does not need to know—usually, the social structures, history, and context that lead to crime or other newsworthy events, for that matter. The news therefore makes people less likely to appreciate what they don’t know. If there were some other important reason powerful people did something, such as rolling back bail reform or increasing the police budget or adding thousands of cops to the subway and schools, surely it would have been included in the list of things we “need to know.” Convincing people that what they have been told in a news report is all they “need to know” is itself an important form of propaganda.

The news bears responsibility for the fact that people are left with the impression that public safety decisions in our society are made far more democratically, and far more on merit, than they are. If the news focused more on the root causes, power relationships, and trends that contextualize the causal chain for any news event, we would fall for political deception less. We would be better able to evaluate the claims of politicians and put less faith in this or that individual person in power. We would be less hyper-focused on electoral politics and more interested in organizing to build collective relationships, economic arrangements, and institutions that change the underlying context within which any public official must operate.34








15
Distracting from Material Conditions



It is a widespread but fatal trap—precisely, a trap of “liberal opinion”—to split analysis from action, and to assign the first to the instance of the “long term,” which never comes, and reserve only the second to “what is practical and realistic in the short term. . . . So, if someone says to us: “Yes, but given present conditions, what are we to do now?,” we can only reply “Do something about the present conditions.”

-Stuart Hall1



Copaganda distracts people from the material conditions of our society that both produce and ameliorate crime.

One of my favorite copaganda stories is a 2022 New York Times feature about how bicycle theft is plaguing Burlington, Vermont.2 The story suggests that bicycle theft by “homeless” people and “meth users” leads to “violent crime” and “murder.” The story is a warning to liberal readers about what happens when “progressives” and their “hippie . . . ideals” take control and do terrible things like talk about reducing reliance on police.

The problems with the article are representative of how many news stories distract from deeper issues of material inequality.3 First, the article blames “crime” (a rise in “bike theft”) on homeless drug users without discussing poverty, lack of affordable housing, and lack of health care. Second, it suggests that there has to be a tradeoff between our ideals—like reducing inequality—and our safety. Third, it takes garden-variety misinformation about the root causes of crime that Fox News would be proud of and dresses it up for upper-class liberals.


Problems Have Root Causes

Although the specter of homeless encampments full of bike thieves haunts the article, the only mention of affordable housing is the gratuitous introduction of the pro-police mayor as a former “affordable housing developer” (i.e., a person who profited from our society’s privatization of insufficient housing for the poor), who complains that someone vandalized the windshield of his Tesla. The paper thereby won the first-ever Copaganda Harry Houdini Award for disappearing the concept of affordable housing from an article about homelessness.

The words “poverty,” “inequality,” and “wealth” do not appear in the article, nor are those concepts discussed using other words. It’s almost as if the epidemic of homelessness in the United States randomly appeared out of nowhere without underlying social policies. The punishment bureaucracy must take unhoused people as a given and then manage their public existence with cops, handcuffs, and cages, without ever asking why people do not have a place to live. News reporting like this confuses millions of readers, who are trained not to associate underlying material conditions with the problems they keep hearing about as “informed” people who read the news. And it depoliticizes us by obfuscating the political and economic battles that determine the course of our lives.

Here’s a fact omitted in many articles about growing numbers of poor people living on the street: if the U.S. had remained as equitable as it was in 1975 for the next forty-three years through 2018, the bottom 90 percent of Americans would have earned an extra $47 trillion.4 Instead, that money went to people already at the top, who use that money, among other things, to influence the political system and to hoard real estate. In 2020, after George Floyd was killed, a nationwide movement demanded reduction in funding of the punishment bureaucracy and an increase in investments to reduce inequality. That same year, the richest 1 percent of Americans gained $4 trillion in wealth.5 These and other newsworthy factors—including widespread fraud relating to mortgages, foreclosure, rent price-fixing, predatory lending, urban development policies and subsidies, private equity and consolidation of real-property ownership, bankruptcy from medical bills, pension reform, and so on—have contributed to a generational crisis of economic and housing insecurity. In 93 percent of U.S. counties, a minimum-wage salary is not enough to afford a one-bedroom apartment.6 All of this is left out of articles whipping up a moral panic about unhoused people and “visible disorder.”

One of the best illustrations of how such stories contribute to ignorance about inequality is a 2012 study by a Harvard Business School economist. It demonstrated that most people in the U.S. have an inaccurate understanding of inequality.7 An astonishing 92 percent of people believed that the U.S. should be more equal than it is. But, here’s the kicker: they wildly misapprehended how unequal the U.S. was.8 Almost everyone—of all political parties and backgrounds—wanted more equality than they thought the U.S. had, and they thought the U.S. was already far more equal than reality.

[image: A bar chart compares three distributions of wealth in the United States: 1. Actual Distribution of Wealth: The top 20 percent hold a vast majority of wealth, while the bottom 20 percent hold very little. 2. What Americans Think It Is: The wealth is perceived to be more evenly distributed, though the top 20 percent are still seen as holding a significant portion. 3. What They Would Like It to Be: Americans prefer an even more equal distribution, with wealth spread more evenly across all quintiles. The chart includes a key indicating different shades for the top 20 percent, second 20 percent, third 20 percent, fourth 20 percent, and bottom 20 percent. The source is noted as Michael I. Norton from Harvard Business School and Dan Ariely from Duke University.]
In the “bike thieves” article, the Times appears to have intentionally hidden these points about inequality from readers. Here is the elected prosecutor in Burlington describing her interview with the reporter:9


[image: A tweet from Sarah Fair George (at Sarah Fair V T), reading, “I spent over 40 minutes on the phone with the author of this article, talking somewhat incessantly about the housing crisis in B T V and our failure to meet many folks’ basic needs. Quite astounded that it is not mentioned once in the entire article. Not once.”]
Omitting the concepts of affordable housing, urban planning, and economic inequality from articles about homelessness is standard practice. The San Francisco Chronicle’s coverage of homelessness repeatedly makes it seem like people are homeless because they are mentally ill and use drugs rather than because the city has its greatest crisis of affordable housing in modern history.10 Growing homelessness is not an accident—it’s caused by, among other things, a massive increase in wealth inequality, predatory financial policies, and the corruption of local government politics by real-estate developers.11

In one infamous 2021 Chronicle story, as the campaign for recalling the district attorney heated up (in part because of his supposed refusal to cage enough people living on the street), the reporter offered a sensitive portrait of a mother whose daughter was struggling with homelessness and addiction on the streets of San Francisco. Noted liberal pundit and winner of the 2021 Inexplicable Promotion of Something Very Bad As Something Very Good Copaganda Award Ezra Klein told his millions of followers that it was “a remarkable piece of reporting” that should force them to “stop scrolling Twitter and read it.”12 The article framed in emotional terms the proposition that the problems suffered by unhoused people in San Francisco were caused by addiction and mental illness as opposed to systemic social policies. To the contrary, the article, using one woman’s personal pain, argued that offering too many good things like housing to addicts just makes them too comfortable, and that they wouldn’t leave the area or overcome their addiction if things got too nice for them. Through its focus on individual failure and blame, the story weaponized personal tragedy to promote anti-science practices like more prosecution and caging supposedly ungrateful drug addicts, and prohibiting people with an addiction from getting material economic help. This would be like arguing that the solution to journalists being pathologically unable to convey to their readers that problems in our society have root causes should be punishing individual journalists for their addiction to misleading people rather than trying to understand the political, economic, financial, and cultural incentives that lead news outlets to become copaganda addicts and peddlers.

What’s the result of the news pushing more cops as a solution to crack down on homeless drug users in perpetuity? A Chronicle article from 1992, exactly thirty years before, about the same neighborhood in San Francisco called it “an urban nightmare.”13 Police at the time claimed that they had “more cops per square foot” in the Tenderloin neighborhood than any other place and that their crackdown of arrests would yield results on drug use within “another two to three years.”



Choosing Between Ideals and Safety

Like so much copaganda, the article about Burlington suggests there has to be a tradeoff between our values and our safety. The idea is that we can have racial justice, economic justice, and civil liberties after George Floyd or we can be “safe.” The “bike thieves” reporter falsely presents the debate about transferring resources from Burlington police to things that are proven to make people safer as “a clash of ideals and reality.”

[image: A headline reading “A Clash of Ideals and reality.” The text below reads, “Downtown Burlington is a vibrant cluster of bars humming with live music, cafes hissing with sounds of steamed milk machines and a Patagonia store displaying a “Black Lives Matter” sign in the window.”]
This article is filled with so many toxic tropes that a student working with me became ill with copaganda syndrome after consuming it. To prevent contagion, I won’t quote it extensively. But here’s the basic message: People dedicated to lessening inequality, saving lives, and creating more connected communities are pollyannish about safety. People who profit from surveillance and human caging deeply care about safety despite evidence that their approach decreases safety. The Times represents ordinary people and leaders who base their policy positions on the evidence, which the article withholds, as naive “hippies.” Thus, the paper frames our choice as one between, on the one hand, combating material inequality and racism, and, on the other, facing what it calls “reality” and investing in punishment to make us safe.

The article culminates with an attack on Burlington’s passage of a modest cap on the number of police officers after the 2020 protests. The paper quotes a source who criticizes “the notion of replacing the police with more social workers” as “predicated on the idea that everyone just wants to get along.” The thesis is apparently that some “bike thieves” are evil, and they will hurt other people no matter what, so we must spend exactly the amount of money (or more) on the punishment bureaucracy as each local government in the U.S. happened to allocate in 2022, and the punishment bureaucracy must keep pursuing the same strategies that it has been pursuing to manage interpersonal conflict. Nothing else can keep people safe. Anyone who does not share this view is lost in a fantasyland where everyone just wants to hold hands and sing “Kumbaya.”

This thesis is contrary to empirical evidence and authoritarian. It rejects the knowledge accumulated from other societies about meeting people’s needs, intervening in cycles of trauma, and fostering stronger social connections. Other wealthy countries that spend a tiny fraction of what we do on police and prisons are far less violent than the United States. But the reporter parodies local officials who shifted policies marginally away from investment in policing, and the article does not even let local leaders explain why they developed their policies. The reporter provides no evidence for the assertion of a necessary tradeoff between social justice and safety in Burlington, for the premise that both the quantity of harmful behavior and the number of police to manage it happen to be fixed at just the right equilibrium, or for the idea that fairness, equality, and justice aren’t consistent with “reality.”

The article is also inaccurate on its own terms. The city still had roughly the same size police force as it did before it voted to cap it, and that cap was not the cause of the slight dip in the size of the force. Even after the cap was removed, the city still didn’t manage to employ a higher number of cops. And it’s not like the city addressed the problems of inequality, housing, and health care—so the article’s standard copaganda implication that progressive policies were tried and failed is wrong. The primary policy question, ignored by the article and so many like it, would be whether relatively small reductions in the police force affect the narrow range of harms that the police record and whether municipal resources could be invested in other things at a greater benefit per dollar spent. The article’s function is not to deepen public discussion of the best ways to produce safety but to distract people from specific progressive policies and suggest right-wing policies to readers who need to hear those policies in a way that portrays them as enlightened.14



Dressing Up Punishment as the Progressive Solution

The article starts with a sensitive, nature-ensconced portrait of the police chief, who is portrayed as cool, thoughtful, and progressive.

We are told that this police chief is some kind of literal Hollywood ideal, having consulted for the hip show Brooklyn Nine-Nine, which we are told is “the hit television comedy about a precinct of zany cops who often try to do the right thing.” The article assures us that he is an Obama-loving, racial justice reform-minded person who is just telling it like it is when he insists police are underfunded and understaffed. The message? You can trust this cool guy when he tells you that giving cops more cash will make us safe from the homeless bike thieves.

[image: A grayscale photograph depicts a police officer in uniform standing outdoors. He holds a radio to his mouth while gazing to the side. Behind him, a scenic view includes a body of water, sailboats docked in a marina, and distant hills. The officer rests one hand on a stone structure.]
Having laid the “progressive” foundation, the reporter then lets the police union suggest that bike theft is a gateway crime that will bring unto Burlington a wave of escalating violence.15 There is little difference between this kind of reporting and what one finds in overtly right-wing media, except that the anecdotes and smiling tone are designed to be persuasive to a different audience who elites have reason to fear might otherwise be interested in hearing about and addressing underlying material conditions. The core message is the same: meeting people’s needs, addressing systemic inequalities by improving people’s material living conditions, and shifting resources from police to social investments are priorities that demonstrate the dangerous naivete of radicals who aren’t living in the “reality” of a world menaced by threats that demand authoritarian control.



Focusing on Tweaks

Focusing on tweaks to the punishment bureaucracy rather than social investments is one of the most important ways copaganda distracts from material conditions. For example, a 2022 Atlantic article suggests that various court policies to speed up the mass-incarceration assembly line cause less crime:16

[image: An article under the section “Ideas” titled “The Cause of the Crime Wave Is Hiding in Plain Sight.” Below the title, a subtitle reads, “When the speed of repercussions drops, society loses a key deterrent against unlawful behavior.” The author is Alec MacGillis.]
The Atlantic published this article in a section it calls “Ideas.” The thesis of the article is that “the cause” of “the crime wave” was a backlog in jury trials and other court proceedings.

Before debunking the article’s thesis, I want to highlight a few general points that make the article representative of this genre of “tweak-copaganda.” First, many articles push policy tweaks within the punishment bureaucracy as solutions to society-wide interpersonal violence. But decades of gold-standard research shows that such tweaks invariably make little difference to public safety when studied later.17 Why? Because overall levels of social violence are determined to a much greater extent by deeper features of our society and culture. To take one example, the more unequal a society, the greater the social violence.18 Making slight tweaks to give punishment bureaucrats more power won’t ameliorate inequality but instead enforces and preserves it. But the news often identifies issues like a “court backlog” as “the cause” for the crime panic of the moment. Every so often, different tweaks become popular among punishment bureaucrats for self-serving reasons (such as officials wanting more funding for courts to process more cases more quickly), and the news will then offer something like a tweak to court backlog policies as the solution to that fear du jour. After that policy tweak inevitably fails to make the U.S. safer, the punishment bureaucracy pivots to another one that will also do little but contribute to the overall expenditures of state repression. But playing whack-a-mole with minor tweak after minor tweak helps powerful people in any given moment avoid the public making linkages between violence and poverty, lack of access to health care, the affordable housing shortage, under-resourced schools, and other root causes. It’s easier for reporters to get into the coveted “Ideas” section if they can propose some novel tweak that people in power want as opposed to harping about structural inequality for the umpteenth time.

Second, the news claims that these minor policy tweaks have significant effects on police-reported crime. News stories after the 2020 uprisings are replete with examples: a few more hours of police training, edits to unenforceable police operations manuals, body cameras, small variations in the number or deployment of cops, modest fluctuations in sentencing, tweaks to bail policies, fewer charges for low-level offenses, and so on. The reality is that these things do not play a significant role in affecting society-wide levels of violence. How could they? They in no way address the root causes of interpersonal harm in our society.

Nevertheless, minor tweaks in bureaucratic policy are earnestly dissected by reporters. They are debated in serious publications so vociferously that writers forget to mention things like inequality. The collective result is that the news leads people to overstate the ability of punishment bureaucrats to affect social problems. Pretending that insignificant tinkering with the machinery of authoritarian bureaucracy can make people safer not only distracts people from thinking about root causes, but also traps us all on the hamster wheel of tweaks, constantly in search of the new idea that will change things without having to change things.

Fluctuations in punishment policy are not a main driver of violence, and articles overemphasizing such policy tweaks play into an assumption that pervades elite thought like a kind of contemporary cult of flat-earthers. There are many countries with lower rates of homicide, and no one thinks it’s because they have harsher mass-incarceration policies. The search for answers to U.S. violence in the weeds of bureaucratic policy is a narrow way of thinking that excludes lessons from most of human history and the contemporary world.

Third, The Atlantic fails to distinguish between accountability and “consequences,” which it equates mainly with human caging. Much reporting in this area assumes that, because some people think imprisonment is ineffective and harmful, those people are against accountability for harm. This common theme leaves the news-consuming public with the vague sense that people who oppose imprisonment as the intervention for violence are somehow not urgently focused on holding people who harm other people accountable. This fallacy ignores an entire wing of practice and scholarship on restorative and transformative justice developed by survivors of violence.19 Ignoring the success of restorative and transformative justice responses to violence helps the news disguise one of the other root causes of violence: a lack of systemic human connection and relationship that leads to alienation and an inability to work through interpersonal conflict.

We can see each of these themes in The Atlantic’s attempt to connect court backlog policies to violence. Let’s begin with the title of the article, which asserts that there is a singular “crime wave.” This is weird, because although crime was near historic lows in the U.S. at the time of the article’s publication, different forms of “crime” were slightly up or down in different areas. Though it invokes “the crime wave,” the story’s anecdotes turn out to be about shootings/murder in two cities. The journalist doesn’t address, let alone integrate into his thesis, the more complex picture that many types of police-reported “crime” were fluctuating up and down across the U.S. during the relevant period. This is a sloppy way to start, but it’s a lesson in copaganda: when reporters talk about certain policies affecting “crime,” they often omit that some kinds of crime are going up and some are going down at any moment without acknowledging that their theory has no explanation for that differentiation. So, for example, say a mayor blames “bail reform” for a rise in shootings but sexual assault and property crime are way down. Did bail reform cause murder but deter sexual assault and property crimes? Why is one crime affected and not others? In reality, the evidence suggests little causal relation between the bureaucratic tweak and either crime.

The title is not only making a bold claim that the reporter, Alec MacGillis, has uncovered a scientifically “causal” mechanism for crime, but that he has identified “the” cause. MacGillis’s follow-up interview on NPR unspooled to millions more listeners an even more careless iteration of this misinformation about “the cause” of “the crime wave.”20 In solidarity with another person named “Alec,” I consulted with a team of theoretical physicists and dictionary authors to award MacGillis and his Atlantic editors the 2022 Copaganda Award for Innovation in Quantum Mechanics for their contribution to reimagining the concept of causality.

The paragraph describing the article’s thesis belongs in the Copaganda Hall of Fame:


Criminologists have offered several explanations for the increase, including the rise in gun sales early in the pandemic, changes in police behavior following the protests over the murder of George Floyd, and the social disruptions caused by closures of schools and interruptions in social services. But many people who work in criminal justice are zeroing in on another possible factor—the extended shutdown of so much of the court system, the institution at the heart of the public order.



These two sentences are a good example of a common practice. As we saw earlier in the chapter on experts, MacGillis attributes this wisdom to “criminologists” and “many people who work in criminal justice.” By pairing these anonymous groups of sources together, he falsely suggests that these are consensus views within those groups even though they are controversial opinions, and he removes accountability from whomever he is talking about. Just who are these “criminologists” and “people who work in criminal justice”? As one reads the article, it becomes clear he means “a few pro-police professors” and “prosecutors,” respectively.

Two paragraphs later, MacGillis does it again, this time saying that an anonymous consensus of “experts” blames court shutdowns for murder: “Above all, experts say, the shutdowns undermined the promise that crimes would be promptly punished.” This is key, because one pillar of his thesis is that it is the “swiftness” of punishment “rather than their severity” that matters in deterring crime. MacGillis cites no evidence that people are killing more people because they think they can escape or delay punishment.

The only assertion supported with a citation in this important paragraph is the supposed connection of rising gun sales to murder. The link provided goes to another Atlantic article, also from the “Ideas” section, called “The Data Are Pointing to One Major Driver of America’s Murder Spike,” blaming the rise in murders not on court backlogs but on more gun sales.21 That article, by the same former CIA and police consultant I discussed in chapter 5, is also mostly speculation, but it’s noteworthy that The Atlantic keeps publishing confident claims that contradict one another. Which explanation is it? Is “the cause” of the rise in murders the one that The Atlantic asserts now, or the “one major driver” that The Atlantic was pushing six months earlier based on “the data”? It’s almost as if elite magazines will spew whatever speculation is expedient for whatever political point punishment bureaucrats want to make in a particular moment to distract people from root causes.

The copaganda gets more serious when MacGillis attempts to support his sweeping nationwide thesis—that court closures are “the cause” of rising violence and murder—with a few anecdotes and misleading numbers from just two cities: Albuquerque and Wichita. As a preface to a horrific anecdote about a person being killed by a cellmate in Albuquerque after the victim had been jailed prior to trial for “nearly 10 months for trying to steal a bottle of tequila with a pocketknife,” MacGillis writes: “The link between any one instance of violence and courtroom delays can be hard to prove. But sometimes it couldn’t be more obvious.”

Here is a translation for readers not yet fluent in copaganda: “I can’t give you any evidence of the widespread, causal social phenomenon that I am advocating in a prominent magazine, but let me tell you a story that will make you feel sad.”

MacGillis’s takeaway from this story is that courts need to move faster; he fails to identify the more obvious, underlying problem: that poverty-based detention of people for petty crimes of desperation in overcrowded jails is inhumane and deadly. In reality, this person was not killed because the court system isn’t doing jury trials quickly. He was killed by a judicial system that criminalizes poverty and jails nearly 500,000 presumptively innocent people every night, before letting them have a jury trial to determine whether they are guilty, mostly because they cannot access cash.22

Even under MacGillis’s version of events, the anecdote makes no sense. The hypothesis of his causal argument is that murder was rising because people were released before trial and that people generally didn’t expect to be punished swiftly. It was not that jailing so many people so quickly and for so long would increase the chances of those same people being the victim of crime in jail. But MacGillis was so intent on promoting more expenditures for courts so that they could jail more people more quickly that it didn’t even occur to him that this anecdote might better serve a thesis on the illegality of pretrial detention, the criminalization of poverty, the deadliness of police conducting so many custodial arrests, and the brutality of U.S. jails.

After his misinterpretation of the Albuquerque anecdote, MacGillis moves to Wichita. He claims:


Violence had surged in the spring and early summer of 2020, as it had in so many other cities. Wichita police saw a sharp rise in drive-by shootings. And officials noticed something else, said then-police chief Gordon Ramsay: Many suspects arrested in the shootings were defiant, suggesting that nothing would come of the charges against them because the pandemic had shut down most of the court system. Defendants were, as a result, disinclined to take a plea deal. Why plead guilty to avoid a trial when no trials were happening anyway?



This paragraph is full of unsubstantiated claims. When reviewing any argument by punishment bureaucrats, it’s helpful to list out the causal chain of assertions, as well as who is making those assertions and what support they offer, because each must be true for the argument to retain holistic validity. None of MacGillis’s assertions is supported by evidence: “violence had surged” → “police saw a sharp rise in drive-by shootings” → “officials noticed” → “many suspects” were “defiant” → suspects were “suggesting that nothing would come of the charges” because of the pandemic → suspects were “as a result” not pleading guilty.

Aside from its lack of factual support, this thesis reflects ignorance about how the legal system works. One of the main things that coerces people to plead guilty is precisely the immediate consequence of pretrial jailing, and the prospect of a backlog exacerbates that coercion by making pretrial jailing last longer. Unsurprisingly, neither MacGillis nor the police chief points to a single example of a shooting suspect “defiantly” refusing a plea deal because they thought they could avoid “consequences” since no trials were happening. In reality, the opposite happened: during the period at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic that MacGillis discusses, people faced swift and prolonged consequences for even being arrested, let alone convicted. In class-action lawsuits, I and my colleagues represented hundreds of thousands of people confined in many of the country’s most crowded jails. People charged with serious violent crimes were largely detained prior to trial, and because few trials were happening, they were languishing in increasingly crowded jails under barbaric conditions. They were even more desperate to plead guilty in many cases, especially because of the lack of precautions to protect them from contracting COVID-19. Many of our clients died in jail outbreaks.

People’s desperation to plead guilty highlights a key fact MacGillis omits: the vast majority of murder and shooting suspects are detained prior to trial. Being immediately locked up is a “swift consequence.” And even the smaller number of people released with serious charges face swift consequences, including onerous pretrial surveillance and supervision plus the threat of immediate re-arrest and indefinite detention if they violate any conditions of their pretrial release. For example, it would have been consistent with MacGillis’s thesis if the police chief had said that police stopped trying to arrest suspects. But that’s precisely not what the chief said: he said they were arresting suspects but that once caught and facing swift pretrial jailing, they were “defiant.”23 Because the article does not include a contrary point of view or relevant facts, readers of The Atlantic might not be able to see how its own anecdotes and arguments contradict its thesis.

Back in Albuquerque, MacGillis’s main source is a fearmongering prosecutor who emphasizes low-level crimes. MacGillis writes: “A person charged with a crime, he told me, “doesn’t see any consequence of it. They’re released back into the community.”

This claim is false. Even a cursory perusal of Albuquerque’s court system at the time reveals many people punished for many crimes, and many people being detained even prior to formal punishment. Nor does releasing presumed innocent people in low-level cases have any necessary connection to a backlog. Most importantly, neither the prosecutor nor MacGillis offers an example of a shooting or murder suspect who didn’t face “consequences.” One would think that, in a national publication, someone making an ambitious causal claim about the origins of crime could show a single example in support of that claim. Instead of presenting evidence of a single person who shot someone not facing “consequences” because of a backlog, MacGillis tells us that a few dozen fewer jury trials were happening. Pay attention to that: a major magazine article pitched as having discovered “the cause” of “the crime wave” across the U.S. is reduced to a claim about a few dozen fewer jury trials over a period of many months in Albuquerque and Wichita.

As is often the case when one reads copaganda closely, the article doesn’t include evidence to support its “causal” argument about Albuquerque and Wichita, let alone the United States. In fact, MacGillis says Wichita resumed jury trials in July 2020, but “by the end of 2020, homicides were up sharply in Wichita.” How does this fit with his thesis? We are not told. Later, he claims that Wichita “bucked” a national trend and saw “9 percent” fewer homicides. But another thing MacGillis elides is that this appears to be a decrease of only five homicides in a time span that does not align with his causal theory. Even so, The Atlantic bases a causal claim regarding an important area of social policy on a handful of homicides from one cherry-picked city.

Perhaps most damning, there are lots of other crimes other than shootings and murders, though they get no mention from MacGillis. In many places, including those with court backlogs, those crimes were down in the same period. How does MacGillis’s new scientific theory about court backlogs reducing “swift consequences” explain this? He doesn’t mention it.

MacGillis appears to have been hoodwinked. The first time I heard the “backlog” argument was from former Houston police chief and copaganda stormtrooper Art Acevedo. Every time I talked to him or saw him interviewed, he harped on the need to get more money to speed up courts and reduce the “backlog.” I then heard this argument from many sheriffs and prosecutors before it filtered its way up into the vaunted world of Atlantic “Ideas” through the punishment bureaucracy’s public relations networks.

What’s really going on? Why did people bring this theory to Mac-Gillis for publication? The punishment bureaucracy is obsessed with “efficiency” for its own institutional reasons. Remember, no other society transfers so many human beings from their families, schools, homes, jobs, churches, and civil society and locks them behind the bars of government-run jails, even before convicting them of anything. To carry this out, punishment bureaucrats must make the legal system’s formal commitment to “due process” as ruthlessly efficient as possible, even if that means overriding nominal constitutional protections. This means they need most individuals to either plead guilty as quickly as possible or the case to be dismissed. If people fight their cases, many of these cases will not result in conviction but will take extraordinary resources for court-appointed lawyers, motions, defense investigators, and jury trials—this combination would mean that even if only 10 percent of cases resulted in jury trials, it would break the system. So, bureaucrats want to coerce more guilty pleas, secure more quick convictions, and generate more fines, fees, and profits at each stage. Courts, prosecutors, and sheriffs constantly seek larger budgets by invoking “backlogs” even though this situation is actually caused by their own choice to prioritize so many arrests and prosecutions for low-level crimes. Keep in mind what we discussed earlier: only 5 percent of all police arrests are for “violent crimes,” and that punishment bureaucrats have, over the last several decades, routinely chosen to arrest more people for marijuana possession than all “violent crime” combined.

So, does The Atlantic think readers will believe a supposed national increase in shootings and murders—but not many other serious crimes, which are apparently immune from the “causal” mechanism MacGillis has uncovered—was caused by the delay of a few dozen criminal jury trials for mostly low-level crimes in two cities? Probably not. But that’s not the way copaganda like this works. When we read something, most of us later remember only a general, simplistic impression. Think about, for example, how someone might describe an article they read last week to a friend at a dinner party. After glancing at the headline, reading only part of it, or even reading the whole thing in a few minutes, that person was left with an overall impression, leading them to tell their friend: “There’s a court backlog around the country that’s causing murder because there aren’t consequences for people committing crimes. We have to give courts and prosecutors more money so they can clear it.”

Toward the end of the article, MacGillis allows a public defender to offer a different perspective:


She said that the solution to the backlogs was not simply to try to push through as many cases as quickly as possible. Prosecutors, she said, should rethink whether it was really necessary to bring so many cases in the first place, and should divert more people accused of nonviolent crimes into alternative, community-based resolution programs.

Back in Albuquerque . . . [the prosecutor] said he could see the case for such rethinking, but legislators would have to take that on. For his office, the immediate challenge remained working through a backlog.24



How MacGillis handles this disagreement is revealing. He gives the last word to the prosecutor, and he doesn’t correct the prosecutor’s false statement that this is an issue “legislators would have to” resolve. The point the public defender made is that these prosecutors, like police and prosecutors across the U.S., have themselves created backlogs by continuing to insist on flooding the courts with historically unprecedented numbers of low-level cases, which constitutes the modern phenomenon of mass criminalization. They don’t have to do that. They have discretion to decide which of the many crimes to prosecute and which to not prosecute. They do this every day when they ignore the crimes of the wealthy, or the crimes committed by police and jail guards.

This article is not an outlier. Many people and institutions who produce news are so under the ideological hold of the punishment bureaucracy that they parrot its assumptions and myths. Chief among these myths is the idea that tweaks in the policies of prosecutors and courts have substantial, observable, and immediate effects on violence when, in reality, our safety is almost entirely determined by the material features of our society.

Most reporters do not boast in an “Ideas” section that they have uncovered “the cause” of national crime trends—but their reporting conveys the same basic deception. Many juxtapose two phenomena to suggest a causal relationship without necessarily making the claim explicitly. For example, a September 2023 Atlanta Journal-Constitution article reports a decrease in homicides in Atlanta, explaining: “The shift follows Mayor Andre Dickens’ efforts aimed at combatting violence, particularly among youths, with activities like the City’s Midnight Basketball League.”25 This is absurd. The decrease in homicides was not just in Atlanta but nationwide, and there is no evidence that the national decline could have had anything to do with a small basketball program co-run with the Atlanta Police Department as a counterinsurgency operation. But the use of the phrase “the shift follows” was designed to make people think that the Atlanta mayor and police had caused fewer murders—that they had uncovered the secret to reducing crime that other cities had not, and that the secret was to pay more money to armed police to host basketball games. Later in the same article, the police are quoted saying something totally different: that the reduction in murder is due to their “drugs, guns and gangs” approach, which the paper does not explain or question.

A similar false causality is evident in a March 2022 Boston Globe article about how young people organized to remove armed police from their schools.26 The story featured a copaganda all-timer: “Since then, the schools have witnessed an alarming number of attacks.” The paper’s use of “since then” and “alarming” conveys that things have gotten worse because the kids got the police out of the schools—that there is a causal connection between fewer cops and increases in crime. But five paragraphs later, we learn that data shows crime has gone down in the schools! And the article further omits the empirical evidence that police do not make schools safer.27

When the news suggests some kind of causal relationship to explain a crime statistic, ask yourself: Is the statistic being offered by the punishment bureaucrat a reliable one? What is the long-term trend of this statistic, not just the short-term one? Is the asserted shift happening in other places, or is it unique to the place being described? If you’re being offered an explanation that is place-specific or time-specific, does that make sense given what’s happening with the same measurement in other places or with the timing of the supposed cause? Is the thing identified in the explanation capable of causing the problem at this magnitude? What material causes might be at work that are not being presented?




Homelessness

The distraction from material conditions and exaggeration of the positive impact of tweaks in repressive policies is exemplified by how the news covers homelessness. As we saw in Burlington, news stories about “homelessness” rarely discuss the economic conditions that cause it. For instance, the New York Times ran an article about the New York City mayor’s plan to “remove people with severe, untreated mental illness from the city’s streets and subways.”28

The mayor’s plan called for thousands of punishment bureaucrats to involuntarily hospitalize unhoused people even if the person “posed no threat to others.”29 The article on homelessness and mental illness is notable for what is missing: it does not contain a single mention of the economic causes of homelessness. It does not discuss poverty, inequality, urban planning, economic policies, or affordable housing. It does not report on any alternative and effective policies that would address these issues in a non-punishment fashion, such as cash transfer programs for people at risk of losing their housing.30 Nor does it recount the root causes of mental illness or how divestment from mental health care and preventive health care in general has deprived those in crisis of treatment. And, it doesn’t refer to any of the multiple proposals to build that care infrastructure. A person reading this article would leave their interaction with the news uninformed about either the causes of the problems or the range of cost-effective solutions politicians could implement. The only constant is punishment.

A similar 2021 Associated Press article on homelessness claimed in its headline, “San Francisco’s Vaunted Tolerance Dims amid Brazen Crimes.”31 It features a gentrifier who moved to San Francisco from Seattle “in search of more sunshine.” The article portrays the city’s people as compassionate liberals who have been pushed over the edge into favoring government repression by the “feeling” of disgust with homeless drug users on the street. As the gentrifier put it: “I’m over it.” Describing various anecdotes of homelessness, the article contains not a single word on profit, wealth inequality, affordable housing, health care, racism, or capitalism.

I built a little shrine to these “homelessness happens for no reason” stories in the basement of the Copaganda Safe Injection Site I run. Reporters can come in and consume copaganda in a safe environment, surrounded by abstract oil paintings of California Governor Gavin Newsom destroying the earthly belongings of unhoused people.32

The cumulative effect of such articles is that people consuming news become actively less informed because they believe that serious problems have no discernible cause rooted in the ways our society is organized. The unrelated, superficial “solutions” the news promotes, like conducting sweeps on park benches, solve nothing and only make conditions worse for the unhoused. But news consumers are left thinking that people in power are trying their best to explore elusive solutions to problems as intractable as nuclear fission or how to sustain life on Mars. The Times article dresses up Mayor Adams’s plan for mass detention of New York’s homeless in just this fashion: “Mr. Adams has received criticism from some progressive members of his party for clearing homeless encampments. . . . The mayor has defended his focus on public safety.”

To the Times, Adams’s move to clear the places people sleep while destroying their earthly possessions constitutes not an empirically ineffective and unconstitutional program of state violence for which governments across the U.S. get continually sued. It is part of a good-faith “focus on public safety.”

While the article describes Adams’s policies toward the homeless and mentally ill as “tough on crime” policy needed to address “growing disorder” with “aggressive measures,” here’s how the paper described people who oppose the government disappearing homeless people: “Left-leaning advocates and officials who dominate New York politics say that deploying the police as auxiliary social workers may do more harm than good.”

Setting aside the dubious assertion that the city’s politics is “dominated” by anything resembling an organized left, look at how the position of the “left-leaning” opponents on homelessness is caricatured. Their view, which is grounded in evidence and constitutional law, is portrayed as shaky and ambivalent (more cops as opposed to more housing “may” do more harm on the issue of homelessness, who could know?), in contrast to the mayor’s confident assertions that he is conquering crime and disorder.

Similarly, when New York politicians implemented the massive expansion of police “omnipresence” and surveillance I described earlier, the Times referred to the plan as “the latest in a series of efforts” to address the problems, which it called “stubborn” and “difficult for elected leaders to address.”33 Who are the sources that want us to think society has been trying hard to fix the problems of homelessness and mental illness?


	The governor (two paragraphs)


	NYC mayor (three paragraphs)


	The governor (two more paragraphs)


	Head of police union (three paragraphs)


	Politician who endorsed far-right Republican governor candidate (two paragraphs, complaining that the policies aren’t authoritarian enough)


	NYPD commissioner


	NYC mayor (two more paragraphs)




The article calls the problems of homelessness and mental illness “stubborn” because “the violence has persisted” despite numerous prior investments in more police and surveillance, but it does not explain why the government keeps trying a strategy that hasn’t worked or who benefits from that failed strategy. In this way, the news can help people in power obscure that they are not addressing the root causes of the problems they decry in stump speeches.

This is a symbiotic relationship between authoritarian politicians and the media: they collude in convincing the public to accept repression instead of improvements in material conditions. Time and again, the same policies of control, violence, and profit are implemented to “solve” a problem like homelessness, and time and again the news portrays the problem as impervious to the best efforts of the greatest minds among us. Nothing new or transformative is tried at scale, and the problem persists. Copaganda allows politicians to portray homelessness or mental illness as “a problem that has seemed intractable” despite the best efforts of well-meaning and compassionate leaders.34 Effective and widely known solutions to these problems exist. But when one attempts to solve any problem by trying things that have been repeatedly dis-proven, any problem will seem intractable.

The coverage of homelessness and mental illness illustrates one of the most important themes in this book: copaganda convinces people that, sadly, much to our discomfort as caring people, there is no way to solve the serious problems of our society. Having reluctantly come to that conclusion, we now have to expand authoritarian measures to manage those problems through violence. We wish we didn’t have to do this, but we’ve tried everything else. Eric Adams said it best to Fox News:35 “They say the definition of insanity is to do the same thing repeatedly, but expect different results.”



Repression as “Care”

An emerging vanguard of copaganda is rebranding repressive policies as compassionate. Politicians around the country are increasingly using the concept of “care” to describe policies of violence that jail unhoused people and criminalize people for their mental illness. The news coverage of California’s “CARE Court” offers a prime example. In 2022, with great media fanfare, new California legislation created a new bureaucracy called the “CARE Court,” which stands for Community Assistance, Recovery and Empowerment Court.

As a Human Rights Watch report documents, the law created a costly new court system in every county of the state.36 It gave the courts more power to coerce treatment, specifically targeting people with mental illness and unhoused people. Ultimately, it is backed with the power of judicial orders, the threat of conservatorship (in which people lose power to make decisions over their lives and bodies), and the inherent power of the government to use violence to enforce its orders.

To legitimize this authoritarian grab, punishment bureaucrats framed the plan as “care.” This rhetoric can confuse the public by making expansion of the courts difficult to distinguish from what progressives are proposing—the expansion of investments in systems of care. This obfuscation tricks people into thinking that those in power are working to solve the big problems that affect the most vulnerable people in our society. What the CARE law did not do is provide any new housing or treatment capacity.37 In fact, the CARE Court will actually hurt Californians in need of housing who are not diagnosed with mental illness, because it requires counties to prioritize CARE Court participants for services and placement without increasing the overall number of available places to live or the accessibility of services.

The governor’s push for the CARE Court came amid a growing crisis in California in which rising inequality and an acute shortage of affordable housing is causing record homelessness. At the same time, underfunding of health care has led to a dearth of programs with trained personnel and infrastructure to care for people in crisis. Instead, cities have criminalized poverty, homelessness, and mental illness, including making it illegal to sit, lie down, or sleep in public. With the number of unhoused people rising further during the COVID-19 pandemic, the state’s political establishment and media became obsessed with “disorder” on public streets. In 2022, a sense of urgency among members of California’s political elite to appear to be doing something about homelessness and mental illness led to the passage of the governor’s CARE Court plan by a vote of 38–0 in the State Senate and 62–2 in the Assembly.

Like other tweaks to the bureaucracies of coercion, the CARE Court deflects energy away from working for deeper changes in material conditions. Instead of confronting this dynamic, the news enabled it, quoting various officials claiming that the law is about “preserving self-determination,” ensuring “self-sufficiency,” and “empowering” people. The punishment bureaucrats named the new initiative the “CARE” court so that every time TV, radio, or newspapers covered their proposal, it would convey the impression that a benevolent government was hard at work helping people in need.

It worked. For example, the San Diego Union Tribune editorial board naively described the impetus behind the law, essentially parroting the governor’s claims that “the proposal builds off the recognition that existing laws have fallen short of helping thousands of often homeless Californians who suffer from mental illness.”38

This is copaganda that can best be summed up as follows: There may not be a home for you to live in, but there’s now a judge who can order you to live there. If a bill provides no new housing and no new programs to help people in mental health crises, then it does not address homelessness or mental illness. But it does empower the government to shuffle people out of sight using force, and a lot of people will draw salaries from the creation of a new court bureaucracy. Only a profoundly lost bureaucracy would pass a bill targeting homelessness that doesn’t provide any new homes. Only a concerted propaganda effort can portray as “compassionate” a coercive government intervention that medical experts say is inhumane and ineffective. Only the most cynical political elite would portray using threats of violence to force involuntary treatment as “preserving self-determination.”



Painting Repression as Something Repressed People Want

The tactic of laundering repression through sympathetic characters or language is complemented by another one: selectively giving voice to marginalized people who support punitive policies. One of my favorite historical examples of this phenomenon is a 1942 New York Times article entitled “Japanese Enjoys Internment,” about a Japanese man detained with other “enemy aliens” who reported that “he had been treated so well, he told the authorities, that he felt his wife and children should be interned to enjoy the same comforts and privileges.”39 A 2022 New York Times article offers several examples of how this tactic functions in contemporary copaganda:40

[image: A headline that reads, “Democrats Face Pressure on Crime From a New Front: Their Base.” Below, the text reads, “Not long ago, the party was focused on police reform, but rising fears of violence, especially among communities of color, have led candidates to change course.”]
The article’s thesis is that a supposedly new pro-police turn by Democrats has come in response to the needs and demands of “communities of color.” This copaganda recasts Democratic support for the punishment bureaucracy as a commitment to listening to the most vulnerable people. In one of the most revealing paragraphs in recent copaganda history, the article asserts:


The candidates and elected officials pushing the party to address crime more aggressively are largely people of color. Candidates are motivated not mainly by fear of Republican attacks, but rather by mounting outcry from the Black, Hispanic, and Asian American communities bearing the brunt of a national crime wave.



The article’s quoted sources are a lesson in crafting copaganda:


	Person worried about crime at a political rally for pro-establishment candidate in Maryland


	Pro-establishment Democratic candidate


	Pro-police Democratic mayor


	Pro-establishment Democratic candidate #2


	Pro-establishment Democratic candidate #3


	Pro-establishment Democratic candidate #4


	Suburban voter at same rally worried about “disorderly and dangerous” young people


	Government official at same rally who had supported the Republican governor


	“Centrist” political organization Third Way


	Pro-police Democratic mayor #2


	Pro-police Democratic mayor #3


	Pro-establishment Democratic candidate #3 (again)


	Pro-establishment Democratic candidate #2 (again)




The selective curation of sources helped concoct several related myths: (1) Democrats were “changing course”; (2) the small number of non-white officials and candidates were the ones driving this change; (3) these powerful people were actually motivated by ordinary people of color; and (4) all of this beautiful democracy in action was caused by “a national crime wave.” The reporter did not quote anyone with a different view or tell readers that violent crime was actually at near-historic lows. The two “ordinary voters” quoted were people attending a political rally for a pro-police, corporate-funded candidate. There was no effort to introduce readers to candidates, organizers, voters, crime survivors, and people of color who are working on alternative approaches to community safety that do not rely on expanding the punishment bureaucracy.

Take the foundational assertion in the subheading: that it was “rising fears of violence” that “have led” certain elements in the Democratic Party to recently “change course.” The premise is that public sentiment is the cause of recent policy shifts by Democratic candidates who are being responsive and accountable to their base, rather than a PR campaign to stoke fear that pushes the other way. In fact, the paper’s claim is bolder: it was the Democratic Party’s sensitivity to the concerns of “communities of color” that motivated these supposed pro-police shifts.

The Times erases other explanations as to why Democratic Party leaders might want to boost police: it’s a policy favored by wealthy donors who fund their campaigns; police unions give them money and have a lot of power to threaten them if they act against police interests; expanding the punishment bureaucracy serves the interests of people who own things; police surveillance and repression are profitable to powerful political interests; increasing the means of disciplining movements for social, racial, economic, global, and environmental justice felt important to corporate Democrats after unprecedented mass uprisings; the party leaders ideologically agree with expanding the punishment bureaucracy themselves, regardless of their constituents’ desires; and so on.41 Instead of exploring these reasons, the article insists that the pro-punishment wing of the party is driven by its unfailing commitment to the most vulnerable: “In Democratic strongholds like Maryland, a rise in violent crime has pushed the party’s candidates to address the issue of public safety in newly urgent terms.” To underscore this, the article adds that Democratic candidates such as future corporatist governor Wes Moore are merely responding to calls for a crackdown coming from “largely people of color”: “ ‘You need to listen to what people are telling you,’ Mr. Moore said.”

There is no doubt that if these marginalized communities were calling for wealth redistribution, universal health care, and a constitutional right to housing, the same corporate-funded politicians would oppose such demands. They certainly would not immediately draft bills to fund them. How did politicians and the news treat marginalized communities’ demands for the reallocation of police funds to social programs in 2020? So much for the idea that politicians respond to the priorities of their most oppressed constituents.

Adam Johnson has thoroughly analyzed the Times’s use of “communities of color” to justify mass-incarceration policies.42 As Johnson points out, articles like this one conflate Black communities caring about violence with those communities supporting more investments in “policing, more enforcement of petty crimes, and tougher sentences.” In the eyes of the news, Black voters caring about violence “becomes a policy preference for more bloated police budgets, greater enforcement of broken windows, and more people in jail.” In virtually none of the articles does the paper even try to support this connection; it is simply assumed.

Accurate reporting on this issue would require engaging with the polling that Black communities consistently want investments in material things, support non-punishment policies that reduce violence, and, by huge supermajorities, want to reduce incarceration.43 It would require grappling with the evidence about which kinds of investments increase safety. It would require engaging with the historical and political economic forces that have led U.S. society to offer its poorest communities only one option—punishment—as a supposed solution to material deprivation and inequality. And it would require engaging with the reality that no community is monolithic and that political and media elites have worked hard for a long time to spread misinformation about crime and safety and promote leaders among marginalized populations who do their bidding.44

In the ongoing effort to get readers to feel good about expanding punishment, selective representation of the views of certain marginalized people pervades mainstream news. But in the 2022 Times article about the political rally in Maryland, the portrayal of how U.S. politics works is ludicrous. A reader is left with the impression that national politics is a place where politicians are immediately responsive to the expressed desires of the most vulnerable people. The Times launders a corrupt political system by pretending that it diligently responds to the needs of the vulnerable.

The centerpiece of the article is a dissembling portrait of the corporate-backed Black Democratic candidate in Maryland. Complete with photos of him, the article makes assertions about how officials and candidates “of color” are the ones leading the charge “to address crime more aggressively.” This is factually inaccurate given that most Democrats pushing such policies are not candidates of color, but it also betrays a willful blindness to the connections, social status, and sheer wealth it takes to become a serious candidate for major political office. Anyone working in these political circles understands that virtually no candidate is viable if they cannot milk enough cash out of wealthy people. Eric Adams, for example, was showered with cash by the real estate industry and raised over four times the campaign war chest of his closest opponent. It is not an accident that, among many “candidates of color” who do not support such policies, elites are choosing candidates of color who support their agenda. It is a good way to inoculate themselves against progressive criticism and advance their interests at the same time.

The article’s thesis that Democrats have made a policy shift toward supporting increased policing is odd for another reason: it’s false. As numerous scholars have documented, the Democratic Party has been at the forefront of policies expanding the punishment bureaucracy for over fifty years, including often using candidates of color to do so.45 Incredibly, the paper makes no effort to identify a single Democratic Party policy that has recently changed. Think for a moment about what that reveals about the decision to publish such an article.

Instead, the article falsely suggests that certain politicians once had anti-police policy positions that they have now abandoned for pro-police positions. No examples are provided. The reality is that police budgets were at record highs and the U.S. remained the world leader in incarceration, and Democrats, as always, were leading promoters of both.

Finally, the article is an exemplary specimen of the false dichotomy that copaganda sets up between safety and our values, which can be used to distract from the need to improve material conditions. The article dismisses “left-leaning Democrats” who are worried that police are “irreparably biased.” But it also says that “demands for safer neighborhoods from voters of color have made it impossible for Democrats to keep talking around the issue.” Translation? The most vulnerable people care about bias, but they care more about safety, which is mutually exclusive.

This parody of the truth creates an alternate reality for news consumers: Policy positions of elites originate from the hearts and minds of the most vulnerable people. The most vulnerable people care about injustice, but they care more about safety, and we cannot give them both. A political party of elites adapts itself to the organic, unmanipulated will of the most vulnerable people, magnanimously permitting itself to be led by candidates who represent those marginalized people. Even though evidence demonstrates that a policy doesn’t reduce violence, elites do it anyway, not because it produces profit and ensures their power, but because the most powerless people demand it. Even though everyone cares mostly about improving their material conditions, no one ever mentions or addresses that. In other words, a well-functioning democracy.
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Resisting Copaganda



Freedom is the freedom to say that two plus two make four. If that is granted, all else follows.

-George Orwell1



The upshot after all these words from all these news stories is that a lot of unspeakable but preventable harm continues to happen every day, and policies no one can justify are called justice. Copaganda, the poisonous spider, weaves its web almost everywhere we turn for information about the world—even in the darkest corners of our collective imagination. But a specter haunts the punishment bureaucracy: the truth. An honest examination of the connection between our professed collective values and the evidence would not support anything like the current policies of mass incarceration for profit. This is why a lot of people spend a lot of money going to great lengths to create copaganda. It takes considerable effort to get so many people thinking that two plus two make five.

I am writing this book on copaganda at a time when domestic and global authoritarianism are advancing rapidly—making it all the more urgent that we work together to fortify our minds against relentless pressure to give up the glimmer of hope, the seedling of faith in other humans, and the will to say what is true that enables us to whisper in the growing cacophony of every room: two plus two make four.


Where Do We Go from Here?

If our world continues to be highly unequal, we will continue to be bombarded with copaganda to justify using the punishment bureaucracy to manage and control that inequality. But like any effort to confront injustice, doing something about copaganda involves learning as much as we can about how it works and coming together to organize with others.

I do not purport to have answers to the difficult questions posed by the symbiotic conspiracy between the punishment bureaucracy and the news media to manipulate how we see the world, but I can offer some reflections based on my own experiences. In this chapter, I sketch some thoughts on things we can do, alone and together, to combat copaganda, even in the context of consolidated ownership of mass media outlets. First, I’ll share some resources I created for news consumers, students, organizers, advocates, journalists, and public officials. They are not intended to be exhaustive, but examples of the kinds of resources that any of us can create and use to put pressure on punishment bureaucrats and the news outlets who help them spread copaganda. After that, I’ll list a few tips on things I try in my own life.



A Guide for Posing Questions to Punishment Bureaucrats and Politicians

Police, prosecutors, and prison officials rarely talk about what they do. This is a failure both of journalism and governance. For example, in almost no public hearing or local news story are punishment bureaucrats forced, or even politely asked, to answer questions about the bulk of what their departments, agencies, and employees do with their time and money. Here is a short list of questions that any ordinary person, any journalist, any advocate, and any public official could ask any police chief, in any city at any time, in any public hearing or media interview:

Ask them about who they choose to investigate and arrest:


	Why do you choose not to arrest bosses for wage theft, but you choose to arrest poor people for shoplifting?


	Why do you choose to devote almost all your undercover resources to drug busts and not to undercover investigations of white-collar crime, sexual assaults on university campuses, or police corruption?


	Why do arrests for drug possession make up the plurality of your arrests for several decades?


	Why do you choose not to investigate and arrest people who own polluting businesses for illegal dumping of chemicals? What surveillance operations do you have devoted to monitor air and water pollution violations? How many undercover informants do you currently have working to investigate illegal dumping of chemicals into the air or water?


	If state law criminalizes abortion or other access to reproductive care, do you intend to have your officers investigate, surveil, and place chains on people for any of these offenses? What about if, in the future, state law criminalizes contraception or sodomy?




Ask about the assumptions underlying these enforcement decisions:


	Do you have any reason to believe that, contrary to nationwide empirical evidence, usage of illegal drugs is higher in poor neighborhoods than in wealthier neighborhoods or higher among Black people than white people in this city? If drug use in this city is not different than what the available nationwide data shows, why do you focus your narcotics operations, undercover narcotics operations, and arrests on these groups almost exclusively?2


	Why do you think that armed police officers are the socially optimal first responder to mental health incidents, and do you have evidence to back up that position?


	Do you believe that armed police officers are the most cost-effective way to deal with vehicular traffic code enforcement, and do you have evidence for that position? What percentage of your police budget is devoted to traffic enforcement, including overtime payments to officers for appearing in court for tickets?


	Does the fact that about 90 percent of the people arrested by your department are too poor to afford an attorney say anything about the kinds of crimes that you choose to investigate?




Ask them about accountability:


	Can you provide a list of each officer who has been investigated for having lied in the past ten years in a police report, in an application for a warrant, on any department paperwork, in video footage, in testimony, to a prosecutor, or to a superior concerning any employment incident? When an officer was determined to have lied, what consequences did they face?


	Do you agree that you should be terminated from your job if you provide the public false, incomplete, or misleading information to any of these questions?




Ask them about money:


	How many officers are paid either full-time or part-time to do any form of public relations, including but not limited to: direct contact with reporters, social media, video production, participation in neighborhood message boards or listservs, tracking and researching public opinion, collecting information on favorable or unfavorable journalists, conducting or contracting for focus groups on police messaging, any form of lobbying, and intervention with victims’ families to control press access to them?


	Which surveillance technology are you employing that has not been disclosed to the city council? How much are you spending on such technology? How frequently are you deploying Stingray or similar devices to capture cellular phone information of unsuspecting residents?


	Who are the top ten highest-paid cops in the city, including both regular and overtime pay? What internal protocols and investigations have you initiated to audit or prevent against the national epidemic of overtime and sick-leave fraud by police?3


	What equipment used by police was purchased with donations from police foundations, and who are the donors to those foundations?


	Can you list all private grants and donations that pay for anything used by officers in the department, including but not limited to technology, weapons, artificial intelligence, and predictive policing software?


	Can you provide a list of the top fifty most valuable contracts your department (or the municipal government acting on behalf of the department) has signed with private vendors for procurement, along with the amount of the contract, relevant contract documents, and whether the bidding process was competitive? What evidence is there that these vendors have a history of successful performance, that they lack financial conflicts of interest, and that their products provide value for public money?




These are just some questions that could be asked of police chiefs, sheriffs, mayoral staff, and, with some tweaks, prosecutors. Members of city council or county boards of supervisors with oversight authority, as well as the news media and ordinary members of the public, are entitled to ask these questions, and to persist until they get comprehensive, truthful answers in the public record. Think about what it says that something like this does not typically happen in any city.

Building a culture and a public archive of adversarial questioning of punishment bureaucrats and the auditor-controllers who are supposed to be overseeing the bureaucrats’ spending should be seen as an essential component of both democratic civic engagement and ethical news coverage. And there are many other questions to ask. Perhaps you can add your own to the list.




A Guide for Reading and Writing About Crime

I put together a few contextual statements for journalists to insert into their stories or for readers to think about and insert for themselves when they consume the news. The following are statements that can be inserted directly into virtually every news article that talks about crime, public safety, “crime data,” “crime rates,” “crime surges,” or a “crime wave.” Inserting these factual statements would immediately improve the accuracy and completeness of any reporting on crime. Think of these, which are based on information discussed earlier in this book, as an exercise to supplement the news as you’re reading it, as a thought exercise for how perception can change based on what information is presented or excluded, and as the beginning of a list you can develop on your own for a wide range of topics covered in public safety reporting. Think of it also as a tool in organizing and putting pressure on news outlets to change how they present information:

When the story is about crime in general:


	“Property crime data reported by the police excludes most property crime, including wage theft by employers (which costs workers an estimated $50 billion per year, more than three times more than all police-reported property crime); tax evasion, which steals about $1 trillion every year (which is more than sixty times all police-reported property crime); and corporate fraud, which steals about $830 billion each year (which is over fifty times more than all police-reported property crime).”4


	“Violent crime data reported by police excludes nearly all the violent crimes committed by punishment bureaucrats, which experts estimate to include several million physical and sexual assaults each year.5 Given their magnitude, including the crimes by government employees, official crime statistics could change the direction of crime trends reported by police at any given time.”6


	“Despite recent short-term fluctuations in police-reported crime, overall levels of police-reported violent and property crime remain at near-historic forty-year lows.”7


	“Violence is generally lower in societies that spend less money on police, prosecutors, and prisons and that spend more money on health care, treatment, early childhood education, youth activities, poverty reduction, and wellness.”8


	“According to experts who have studied the empirical evidence, investments in early childhood education, health care, housing, treatment, and poverty reduction are more cost-effective ways of reducing crime than investments in prisons, prosecutions, and police.”9


	“The vast majority of sexual assault and gender-based violence is not reported to police and never makes it into official ‘crime rates’ because most survivors of such violence determine that police, prosecutor, and prison bureaucracies are not an appropriate, viable, safe, or effective way to address that harm.”10


	“Most violent and sexual crimes involve people who know each other, not strangers. Police commit about one-third of all stranger-homicides in the U.S.”11


	“U.S. police spend only about 4 percent of their time on what they categorize as violent crime. Such crimes account for only 5 percent of the arrests that police make. For many years until recent legalization in dozens of states, the police made more arrests for marijuana possession than for all violent crime combined. With marijuana legal in almost half the states, marijuana possession arrests are still about half of all arrests for all violent crime combined.”12


	“The U.S. confines people to jail cells at six times its own historical average, five to ten times as much as other comparable countries, and imprisons Black people [at] six times the rate of South Africa during Apartheid.”13


	“Police-reported property crime rates exclude civil forfeiture seizures by police (which roughly equal all reported burglary combined), a significant percentage of which are illegal.”14


	“The vast majority of crimes—such as air and water pollution crimes, police perjury, prosecutor obstruction of justice, government corruption, corporate fraud, and bribery—are not reported to police and not pursued by prosecutors, and they don’t show up in police-reported crime rates. Crime rates capture a small subset of police-reported crimes committed mostly by the poor, and mostly exclude crimes committed by the wealthy.”15


	“Across the U.S., there have been scandals of police departments manipulating reported crime rates to promote a political agenda.”16


	“Many of the greatest threats to community public safety are not defined as crimes. The process of determining which harms are criminalized and which are not is a political process that has more to do with who has power than an objective evaluation of which activities are the most significant threats to public safety.”




When the story quotes a police officer, prosecutor, or expert:


	“Police officials have been shown to make false and misleading statements to the media in order to mislead the public.”


	“Prosecutors have been shown to make false and misleading statements to the media in order to mislead the public.”


	“The mayor/governor/senator/president/lobbyist has a history of making claims about the reasons behind their public safety proposals that turn out to be incomplete and inaccurate.”


	“The professor offered as an expert in this article or used as a source on background is a [insert appropriate label: former police officer, former prosecutor, consultant who profits from consulting with police departments].”


	“Police unions across the U.S. consistently support far-right politicians and platforms. The Fraternal Order of Police, which bills itself as the largest police union in the world, endorsed Donald Trump for president in 2020 and 2024. It has not endorsed a Democrat for president in the twenty-first century.”17




When the story is about the type or severity of punishment:


	“Based on the available evidence, sentences of incarceration have no measurable, specific deterrent effect on future crime, and incarceration appears to slightly increase crime in the future owing to the criminogenic effects of incarceration. Among sentences of incarceration, research shows that longer sentences have no additional specific deterrent effect at all. Similarly, there is no strong evidence on police-reported crime of either general deterrence or incapacitation associated with existing levels of imprisonment, let alone evidence that imprisonment at existing levels is the socially optimal method of preventing police-reported crime.”18


	“Based on the available evidence, criminal punishment is not an effective way to mitigate problems of substance abuse. After fifty years of increased drug criminalization, illegal drugs are more widely available and more potent than ever, and overdose deaths are at an all-time high.”19


	“Every year in custody reduces a person’s life expectancy by two years.”20


	“Because of the massive numbers of people the U.S. puts into prisons, the overall life expectancy of the average U.S. resident is 1.8 years lower than it would be if the United States had incarceration rates comparable to its own pre-1980s levels or those of other countries.”


	“Based on the available research, incarceration is not a socially beneficial let alone socially optimal response to [insert topic here: domestic violence, theft, sexual assault, murder, mental illness, homelessness, drug use, etc.].”




This is just a preliminary list, and I hope that you can share it with people who read about or cover crime and safety. Develop more statements of your own whenever you see new research or a news claim that lacks sufficient context. Send those suggestions to friends, colleagues, and local journalists. Turn these fact sheets into living documents that are updated, crowdsourced, used as talking points, and shared as public goods in your community.

There are many ways in which people with different experiences, skills, and access can use tools like these or prepare their own tools. I’ve gotten notes from teachers, professors, students, retirees, and incarcerated people who are leading lessons and reading groups about copaganda to deepen their collective understanding. Unsurprisingly, high school students in particular love dissecting copaganda as a way of building critical analysis skills! People could come together both formally and informally to set up their own copaganda accountability groups to discuss and respond to local copaganda together. Even small groups of people collaborating regularly could make a difference in both public awareness and in local reporting where they live—and it would be educational and fun to build those relationships and skills together.

Some more organized groups have already done a great deal. A group of people in the heavily policed Skid Row community in Los Angeles, working through the Los Angeles Community Action Network (which serves the unhoused community in Skid Row) and its Stop LAPD Spying Coalition (to whom all royalties of this book will be donated), have pioneered effective resistance to copaganda. For example, they produced one of the great modern resources of counter-copaganda in their free online publication Automating Banishment: The Surveillance and Policing of Looted Land. It is a testament to the wealth of knowledge about historical and contemporary local policing that small but committed groups of people can obtain through collective study, public records requests, frontline documentation, interviews, primary sources, persistence, and deep relationship with and accountability to those most harmed by the punishment bureaucracy. The purpose of this collective work is to reject the dominant narratives and indoctrination of corporate and government copaganda. Throughout history, effective resistance to injustice has been rooted in collective study—that is, ordinary people getting together to learn from and teach one another. This can often involve learning from personal experiences of people most targeted by powerful institutions and engaging with primary sources of information not mediated through mass-controlled media. Such a practice of collective learning helps communities become more responsive to the latest innovations of corporate and bureaucratic repression and the lies about them, because they have cultivated healthy mutual habits and relationships. This is important because, in the same manner as an evolving virus, the punishment bureaucracy uses established propaganda tactics with new twists at different cultural moments in history to smuggle and disguise similar injustices with new bespoke labels tailored to the zeitgeist. Moreover, the core principles of resistance to copaganda are similar to the skills, habits, and relationships necessary for resisting other kinds of propaganda, such as propaganda supporting the military-industrial complex or colonization, border violence, apartheid, ecocide, and genocide.



Fortifying Our Own Minds

One thing I have learned is that the most effective strategy at all times and in all places—in court, in politics, and in life—is centering your heart with the most vulnerable people and animals and ecosystems, and then relentlessly telling the truth about what you see. The failure of many liberals in journalism and politics to do this is the source of much of the authoritarian danger we face now. Many people I meet in journalism, academia, nonprofits, and politics are constantly engaging in elaborate games to justify not telling the truth. They do focus groups and message testing and decide to support stuff they used to abhor. But the bar for lying—to yourself and to others—is extremely high. It’s rarely met.

But to do this, we have to take steps every day to maintain our ability to know what the truth is. We can take steps in our daily lives to fortify our minds against the relentless attempts all around us to make us okay with a world that could so easily be so much healthier and safer for so many people. We can put ourselves in a position to fight against the cynicism, complacency, lack of imagination for a better world, isolation, factual inaccuracies, and arrogance that living in our society—and especially consuming its most prominent daily news sources—breeds. There is no single answer for how to do this, but I want to share a few things I do in my own life.


1. Getting Information from a Range of Sources

Most of us should consume far less, if any, daily news. There is a reason scholars of propaganda have found that the most avid mainstream news consumers are among the least informed but most confident people. Because our minds are a great but impressionable treasure, and because it is one of the things in the world over which we have the most control (not total control, but some), what we decide to expose our minds to matters. The following are examples of better sources of information to consume, instead of daily “news,” to learn about happenings in the world:


	Long-form journalism, magazine articles, in-depth investigations, newsletters by specialists, reports by trusted organizations, podcasts (such as the fantastic media criticism and propaganda analysis podcast Citations Needed or the exceptional podcast The Dig, which explores important critical ideas, scholarship, and social movements in depth), and videos that take the time to delve more deeply into issues, including patterns and trends. You’ll ultimately learn more “facts” than you might have seen in the daily mainstream news, and you’ll have better context for them. Take the time you would have spent reading or watching news and consume a longer piece on an issue that is interesting to you instead. Build a network of information sources you trust by seeing who other people you think highly of are following or citing; by reading the bibliographies of books you like; and getting recommendations from people whose critical thinking you admire (such as, importantly, people who like cats).


	Books. This is a personal matter that is not objective, but I have found the following books, among many others, to be important to me in understanding copaganda and the forces behind it: David Graeber’s Utopia of Rules, Stuart Hall et al.’s Policing the Crisis, Kristian Williams’s Our Enemies in Blue (introduction by Andrea Ritchie), Jacques Ellul’s Propaganda, Stop LAPD Spying Coalition’s Automating Banishment, Angela Davis’s Are Prisons Obsolete?, Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky’s Manufacturing Consent, James Baldwin’s Collected Essays, Orisanmi Burton’s Tip of the Spear, Shulamith Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex, Peter Gelderloos’s Anarchy Works, and Jerry Mander’s Four Arguments for the Elimination of Television.


	If you need to consume daily news, consume daily news produced by sources that do not have a business model connected to large corporations. Don’t read the New York Times or similar news outlets as a way of understanding daily developments in the world, unless for the specific purpose of understanding what people in power are talking about and what they want people to be thinking. Whatever you do, don’t go on neighborhood listservs to talk about crime unless it is to promote this book.


	Film: The following films, among many others, are a good introduction to some of the issues discussed here: Let the Fire Burn, Manufacturing Consent, Network, Beyond Bars, 3,000 Years and Life, and Anchorman (just kidding).


	Listen to and learn from the people most harmed by the punishment bureaucracy. Correspond with people in jails and prisons, send them books, and visit them. Mariame Kaba has compiled an excellent list of resources to help you.21






2. Filling Our Lives with Deep Relationships

Who we surround ourselves with is the most important thing in our development as critical thinkers and in amassing the strength to keep doing things in the world even though it can be scary and draining to go up against powerful institutions. We need people who inspire and excite us, people who push us, people who hold us accountable to our values. One of my mentors, Lani Guinier, used to call the latter group her “personal board of directors”—people who are there to hold us when we need to be held, but also to confront us when we need to be confronted. People who can make sure that we always stay alive to the injustices of the world, never get used to them, and have the support to challenge them whatever way we can and to do it as strategically and as humbly as possible. Many problems that seem intractable when we face them alone become less so when we are in relationship with others. (For example, several trusted people helped me turn unhinged rants about daily news into this book.)

Maintaining these relationships can be difficult in a world of atomization and busyness, and in a world that often prioritizes other kinds of personal relationships. It takes diligence and planning to build and sustain a cadre and to plan regular gatherings for the purpose of deepening bonds and providing space for collective study. It’s worth it.



3. Art, Music, Poetry, and Theater

Art, music, poetry, theater, and other forms of expression expand our minds, expose us to different stimuli, and keep us tethered to what it means to be human. The arts help us see truths about other people’s experiences in ways that reading a news article cannot, and they make us better news consumers. Being exposed to great artistic expression helps us never lose sight of the beauty and insight and weirdness human beings are capable of, and what we’re fighting for when we try to have a world in which all people can have what they need to flourish and to pursue their own delights and fancies. The arts are one of the best ways to counter copaganda’s power to make unimaginable brutality seem like common sense, and to make commonsense improvement of people’s material conditions seem unimaginable.



4. Get Involved! Care About Something!

Getting involved is the most important thing one can do. Much of the most important learning and growing we do as human beings comes about through collective spaces and action. This can be through mutual aid that helps vulnerable people in our communities; reading and study groups; volunteering with a community bail fund or participatory defense hub; or joining a library, school board, or CourtWatch program (more on that below).

For example, take the work of Silicon Valley De-Bug in San Jose. They have pioneered a community organizing model called “participatory defense,” in which people facing charges, their family members, and others in the community come together in that time of crisis to use individual cases as an opportunity to build shared, accessible knowledge for non-lawyers about what is happening in seemingly complex legal proceedings and also cultivate community knowledge about the punishment bureaucracy generally. Working together, the families and community members can help teach each other what to expect, watch court proceedings to identify when things are not being done legally or fairly by police, prosecutors, jails, or judges, and prepare background information about families that could be helpful for the court in reaching more appropriate decisions on pretrial release, at trial, or at sentencing. Volunteers can also observe courts, document their findings, and work with lawyers, journalists, organizers, and academics to analyze and disseminate those findings. They are now helping to develop participatory defense hubs across the country that anyone can join.

Finally, there is a growing movement of CourtWatch programs in which volunteers sign up to observe and document what happens in court. Over the years, we have worked closely in our civil rights work with volunteers from CourtWatch programs in Pittsburgh, Prince George’s County (Maryland), New Orleans, and New York City, among others. In each place, community members created places where people who care about documenting and telling their neighbors what the punishment bureaucracy is doing can come together, learn a lot, educate others, and have fun in the process. My mother joined the local CourtWatch program when she retired, and the process changed how she and many other volunteers understand our legal system and our society, simply by watching proceedings and documenting them for others to see. She and the other volunteers developed a skepticism about and understanding of the punishment bureaucracy far different from what they had developed through decades of news consumption. And, there are many ways to get involved that are not nearly as formal as these examples.

Everyone has a role to play in combating copaganda. We can support independent, non-corporate-owned forms of news and build our own decentralized networks that connect people and give people information about what is happening in the world. And teachers, nurses, doctors, social workers, community organizers, public defenders, mutual aid groups, civil rights lawyers, public health researchers, data scientists, environmental scientists, immigration experts, survivors of government violence, family members of those survivors, and all of us can intervene in existing methods of news production. Everyone has skills and experiences to offer. It can start as a regular lunch with a local reporter, editor, or producer to start educating them about what you see every day. Unlike police, social workers, survivors of violence, teachers, and public defenders may not get the budget for relentless behind-the-scenes organizing of journalists, but organizations exist to help you and your colleagues figure it out as you tackle your other important life obligations and work. For example, I joined with leading scholars and journalists to take insights like those in this book to form the Center for Just Journalism.22 The Center has dedicated staff who can connect local organizers and journalists to data, analysis, story ideas, and experts across a range of safety and crime issues; provide research reports to make news stories more accurate and informative; distribute resources for understanding crime data and reporting; and develop curricula for teachers in high school, college, and journalism schools to train a new generation of more critically minded journalists and news consumers.

Even on your own or with a few committed colleagues or friends, you can organize, build relationships with, and help politically educate journalists. You can make including a broader range of perspectives the path of least resistance rather than only quoting police and prosecutors. People who understand the harm and ineffectiveness of the punishment bureaucracy and who are working to build alternative systems of support and care can make our collective voices harder to ignore.

When people come together to study, investigate, and report on things they see happening in their community, they usually find ways of improving what they find. Participating in whatever way you are mentally and physically able to is a way of obtaining and sharing with other people crucial information about our society’s commitment to its values.

_________________

Shortly before finishing this book, I was talking with one of the children in Flint, Michigan, whom I am representing in the civil rights case that I mentioned in the introduction. The case is against the sheriff and the private-equity owned telecommunications industry, alleging a conspiracy to profit from banning family visits in jail. We were discussing why so few people in Flint and across the country knew that many jails had banned hundreds of thousands of people in jail and their loved ones from hugging, holding hands, or looking into each other’s eyes. She then said something I will never forget. She explained that working on the case was exciting for her not just because it meant that people cared about what was happening to her family, but also because it meant there were “adults who care about something.”

She told me that she dreams of a career in early childhood education, even though she says she doesn’t personally like little kids. But, she explained, it’s a big problem for our society that adults don’t listen to children. What I think she identified in us adults is a dulling of our senses and our spirits. She saw something like what Jacques Ellul saw decades earlier: being an adult in a heavily propagandized society often means becoming addicted to the substance that is killing your brain and losing your resolve to care. Copaganda is part of a deeper project of preserving the way things are and making us all okay with it. It turns things about our society that should shock us to the core into things we do not even notice, into things we meet with a million isolated shrugs and a sense of helplessness, or, perhaps in the end, into things we celebrate and crave like fiends. The final nail in the copaganda coffin is that we view this process as becoming “informed.”

I think my client was hitting on a profound lack of skepticism, curiosity, and resolve; and therefore, a lack of seriousness about what matters. Most of all, we must fight copaganda by maintaining a never-ending interest in the world, being especially attentive to what life is like for the most vulnerable among us. We have never learned enough, we never have all the answers, we have never seen all the cool things we can see, and we can never let our guard down. The world can always be made better by finding someone else with integrity, holding their hand, and singing: “If two plus two equals four, all else follows.”
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A clash of ideals and reality

Downtown Burlington is a vibrant cluster of bars humming with
live music, cafes hissing with sounds of steamed-milk machines
and a Patagonia store with a “Black Lives Matter” sign in the
window.
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As Adams Toughens on Crime, Some
Fear a Return to ’90s Era Policing

With violent crime surging, Mayor Eric Adams is testing how
much policing a changed New York City will tolerate.
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Democrats Face Pressure on Crime
From a New Front: Their Base

Not long ago, the party was focused on police reform, but rising
fears of violence, especially among communities of color, have led
candidates to change course.
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California called for order.

Wracked by pandemic, littered with tent
camps, frightened by smash-and-grab
robberies and anti-Asian-American hate
crimes, voters in two of the most
progressive cities sent a message on
Tuesday: Restore stability.
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A Shift in Crime

Murders are declining, but other crimes
are still disrupting American life.
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Survey: Most Angelenos have favorable view of
LAPD, despite lingering concerns around bias
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Bay Area retailers were on alert after groups of thieves
rushed a Nordstrom in Walnut Creek on Saturday night
and then hit stores in Hayward and San Jose on Sunday,
stealing merchandise in the wake of Friday’s ransacking
of San Francisco high-end retailers in Union Square.

m S.E leaders promise crackdown after night of
Union Square looting

m Looters hit Union Square luxury stores in
wild rampage

m S.E’s Castro Safeway closing early because of
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L.A.P.D Severely Mishandled George

Floyd Protests, Report Finds

An independent report commissioned by the Los Angeles City
Council faulted the department for its lack of planning and
chaotic response.
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In City After City, Police Mishandled
Black Lives Matter Protests

Inquiries into law enforcement’s handling of the George Floyd
protests last summer found insufficient training and militarized
responses — a widespread failure in policing nationwide.
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California Sends Democrats and the

Nation a Message on Crime

The recall of a progressive prosecutor in San Francisco and the
strong showing by a former Republican in the mayor’s race in Los
Angeles showed the shifting winds on criminal justice.
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A Year After ‘Defund,’ Police
Departments Get Their Money Back

The abrupt reversals have come in response to rising levels of
crime, the exodus of officers and political pressures.
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A Violent Crisis

The Brooklyn shooting and other headline-making violence are
part of a broader trend.
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Crime in DC is out of control. It’s depressing the @washingtonpost Ed

Board even needed to write this: “Washingtonians have a right to feel
and be safe. At the moment, it would be hard to say this is the case.”

é James Hohmann @jameshohmann - Mar 3, 2023

New Washington Post Editorial: Feeling forced to choose, President Biden
picked public safety over home rule for the capital city. Despite our grave
concerns about the law, it shouldn’t have come to this. Washington’s leaders
should have acted on their own.
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—— CNN — Fox News MSNBC

Crime
+

-1
JULY AUG. SEPT. OCT.

Source: GDELT Analysis of Internet Archive data The Washington Post





OEBPS/images/pg29-2.jpg
Media Mismatch

Coverage about shootings outweigh the number of incidents

D Number of shootings Number of times shootings were mentioned in the media
1,000
750
500
250
0
[ I I T I I I
Jan Jul Jan Jul Jan Jul Jan
2019 2020 2021 2022

Note: Monthly media mentions of shootings are localized to NYC print and digital media headlines.
Sources: New York City Police Department, Media Cloud





OEBPS/images/pg29-1.jpg
Sounding Alarms

Digital and print media mentions of violent crime surged after Mayor Adams was elected
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| spent over 40 minutes on the phone with the author of this article,
talking somewhat incessantly about the housing crisis in BTV and our

failure to meet many folks basic needs. Quite astounded that it is not
mentioned once in the entire article. Not once.
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Stray Police Bullet Kills Girl as Officers
Fire at Suspect in Los Angeles Store
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Why a progressive
prosecutor just left D.A.
Chesa Boudin’s office and
joined the recall effort
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Bail

Body cameras

Good faith
pursuit of
shared values
drives policies
of punishment
bureaucrats

(Worldview 1)

Strategy: Describe to the public and
people in power that cash bail
doesn’t make people safe or improve
court appearance.

—> Outcome: government
magically develops better
systems of pretrial care

Strategy: Describe to the public and
people in power that body cams
don’t reduce police violence, but
they do increase police/prosecutor
power, societal surveillance, and
corporate profit.

—> Outcome: government
magically chooses not to
spend billions on police body
cameras and body camera
corporations voluntarily go
out of business.

Profit motives
and structural
conditions are
major driving
force of policy

(Worldview 2)

Strategy: Uncover structural causes
of cash bail problem, do public
political education, come up with
strategies to build power to fight
entrenched interests, create
interventions that reduce size and
power of opposing forces to prevent
against relentless backsliding, stay
vigilant because profit-seeking
interests and bureaucracies always
seek more power.

—>» Outcome: Governments are
forced to address structural
inequalities, imbalances of
power, and systems of
pretrial care.

Strategy: Uncover structural causes
of police violence problem, do
public political education, come up
with strategies to build power to
fight entrenched interests, create
interventions that reduce size and
power of opposing forces to prevent
against relentless backsliding, stay
vigilant because profit-seeking
interests and bureaucracies always
seek more power.

—>» Outcome: Governments are
forced to address imbalances
of power, inequalities, and
democratic control over
public safety institutions.






OEBPS/images/pg156-1.jpg
Perceptions of Crime in the United States
Is there more crime in the U.S. than there was a year ago, or less?
& Reported violent crime rate in the United States from 1990 to 2020 [per 100,000 of the population]

B More crime [l Less crime Same amount M Reported violent crime rate

90
80 More crime
70
60
50

40

Reported violent
crime rate

30

20

Less crime

10
=
3

R I N R I o & o
) ) ) ) ) \) \) N 5 N \ N i \%
SR S I S S S

Same amount

Year

Source: Gallup Poll Social Series
Combined chart assembled by Sean Laney





OEBPS/images/pg418-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg30-1.jpg
Media Mentions of Crime vs. Actual Rise in

Crime in New York City
@ MEDIA MENTIONS ~ REPORTED INDEX CRIMES IN NYC
1500 500,000
1328
400,000
1000
300,000
373
200,000
500
154
100,000
0 0

2019 2020 2021 2022 *





OEBPS/images/pg190-2.jpg
Rate of Property Crime Offenses by Population
—O— United States Property Crime

3,000 %

2,000 0\0\0‘0‘0\0\0_0\0\0/0

1502 1 T T 1 T T T T T T T T T T
1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2021

Rate Per 100,000 people, by year

Source: FBI Crime Data Explorer





OEBPS/images/pg57-1.jpg
Is there more crime in the U.S. than there was a year ago, or less?

More Less

% %

2022 Oct 3-20 78 13
2021 Oct 1-19 74 17
2020 Sep 30-Oct 15 78 14
2019 Oct 1-13 64 24
2018 Oct 1-10 60 25
2017 Oct 5-11 68 19
2016 Oct 5-9 70 20
2015 Oct 7-11 70 18
2014 Oct 12-15 63 21
2013 Oct 3-6 64 19
2011 Oct 6-9 68 17
2010 Oct 7-10 66 17

2009 Oct 1-4 74 15





OEBPS/images/pg190-1.jpg
Rate of Violent Crime Offenses by Population
—(O— United States Violent Crime
800

700

600 0/0
500
O~ 000

400
0\9\0\010\0\ 0/0/0‘0\0#0\0—0
BT T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T

1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2021

Rate Per 100,000 people, by year





OEBPS/images/pg301-1.jpg
IDEAS

The Cause of the Crime Wave Is
Hiding in Plain Sight

When the speed of repercussions drops, society loses a key deterrent
against unlawful behavior

By Alec MacGillis
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Detectives presented a case for felony assault with a deadly weapon,
but prosecutors rejected the filing.

Instead, they passed it on to the city attorney’s office for misdemeanor
consideration on May 4.

Lee was killed the next day.

A Korean man’s shocking killing on streets of L.A. sends his daughter searching for answ...

From latimes.com

28 PM - Jun 30, 2022
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Future of Policing in America?

As protesters across the country call for police departments to be
defunded and dismantled, Camden’s experience offers some

lessons.
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San Franciscans do not feel safe and secure.

By Annie Lowrey

Newsletters The Atlantic
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HOW SAN FRANCISCO
BECAME A FAILED CITY

And how it could recover

By Nellie Bowles
Photographs by Austin Leong
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the changes D.C. Council put forward over the Mayor’s objections — such
as lowering penalties for carjackings.

If the Senate votes to overturn what D.C. Council did - I'll sign it.
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