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Food, Violence, and the Maryland Correctional Food System

Prisons are, have always been, and will continue to be—for as long 

as they are in existence—institutions that generate death. Campaigns 

interrogating the conditions of confinement oftentimes advocate 

for changes that extend the life of these institutions: a vision for a 

“humane” prison where, if we just enact the right pieces of legislation, 

or deprivatize correctional services, or—in the case of prison food—

implement more robust nutritional guidelines, or regulate prison meals 

in the same way we do with schools, or increase trainings for correctional 

staff, or replace white bread with wheat bread, or even educate 

incarcerated people on what it means to eat healthy, we can reform our 

way out of an institution created, simply, to kill. The conclusion of this 

report offers no such solutions. It only takes a cursory look at the history 

and evolution of correctional food and incarceration in the United States 

for the fantasy of reform to fall apart—and to understand how and why 

prisons have not, in any sense, materialized into institutions of care and 
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“PRISON IS A SECOND-BY-SECOND A SSAULT ON THE SOUL, A 
DAY-TO-DAY DEGR ADATION OF THE SELF, AN OPPRESSIVE 
STEEL AND BRICK UMBRELL A THAT TR ANSFORMS SECONDS 
INTO HOURS AND HOURS INTO DAYS.”

— MUMIA ABU-JAMAL, AUTHOR, JOURNALIST, FORMER MEMBER 
OF THE BL ACK PANTHER PART Y, AND POLITICAL PRISONER277 
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rehabilitation. As Rachel Herzing writes in ‘Tweaking Armageddon,’ “The 

last two centuries of imprisonment provide clear evidence that claims for 

a 'healthy prison' are untenable. No change to the discrete workings of 

the system can create health and well-being for those in its crosshairs.”278 

How can food ever resemble anything close to “nourishment” in an 

institution whose purpose is to punish, dehumanize, and eliminate? 

Ultimately, fantasies of reform 

remain just that—illusions 

of progress that substitute 

visions of liberation with 

continuous and prolonged 

oppression, all justified under 

the guise of “practicality.” 

Instead of improving, for 

example, food conditions in Maryland’s prisons have gotten significantly 

worse from the 1980s to date. Rather than advocating for even more 

resources, time, labor, power, and energy to be diverted to the state or to 

carceral institutions themselves, we thus place our hope elsewhere. Any 

meaningful “solution” cannot lie in appealing to the moral consciousness 

of wardens or correctional dietary staff. Instead, we look to people, 

communities, and movements that center food as a means to reclaim 

agency and build power; to those who use food as a tool for resistance 

both inside and outside of prison. We look to the subversive agency and 

gratuitous self-sacrifice of individuals on hunger strikes or death-fasts 

protesting their unjust bondage, abuse, and torture at the hands of the 

state; to people who engage in everyday forms of refusal in prison; to 

those who use food to practice solidarity and care in the face of brutality 

on the inside; to communities and movements under the Black Radical 

Tradition fighting for Black food sovereignty in the United States; and to 

anti-imperial and anti-capitalist revolutionary struggles for control over 

our food system across the globe.279 
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HOW CAN FOOD E VER 

RE SEMBLE ANY THING CLOSE TO 

“NOURISHMENT ” IN AN INSTITUTION 

WHOSE PURPOSE IS TO PUNISH, 

DEHUMANIZE, AND ELIMINATE?
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This is not to say that there are no material changes that can—and must—

be made at this moment to mitigate the dehumanizing experience of 

eating in confinement. However, for such changes to contribute to the 

abolition of the prison-industrial complex—as opposed to prolonging 

its existence—any analyses on correctional food systems must at 

every step accurately represent the role of prison food as a tool of 

violence, profit, punishment, and premature death. Crucially, analyses 

must also uncover the broader intersections between carceral food 

provision and our food systems as a whole. In this way, conversations 

on prison food must simultaneously center lived experience and act as 

a catalyst toward understanding the larger role of prison—and spaces 

of carcerality more generally—as a tool of political repression and 

racial, social, and economic control. Failure to do so can in fact reify and 

legitimize such systems of oppression instead of working toward their 

obsolescence. As the Abolition Collective writes in their 'Manifesto for 

Abolition,' “Recognizing that the institutions we fight against are both 

interconnected and unique, we refuse to take an easy path of reveling 

in abstract ideals while accepting mere reforms in practice. Instead, we 

seek to understand the specific power dynamics within and between 

these systems so we can make the impossible possible; so we can bring 

the entire monstrosity down.”28 0 

Viewed in another way: a dialectical analysis of prison food reveals a 

contradiction regarding the primary role of correctional food service 

itself. The heart of this contradiction rests on the function of prison to kill 

those it holds captive versus its function to keep people alive in order to 

extract value. On the one hand, prisons are driven by logics of racialized 

and gratuitous violence, dehumanization, and disposability. As Jackie 

Wang explains in Carceral Capitalism, prisons are the outcome of larger 

processes of racialized violence that serve to “confine and kill to maintain 

the current racial order.”281 Prisons, then, are inevitably rooted in the civil, 

social, and physical death of those they hold captive—and the food that 
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prisons serve are both reflective of and a means toward achieving such 

forms of death.  

On the other hand, prisons are sites of exploitation and extraction. 

Revisiting Ruth Wilson Gilmore and ‘Abolition Geography and the 

Problem of Innocence’: “Today’s prisons are extractive… It means 

prisons enable money to move because of the enforced inactivity of 

people locked in them. It means people extracted from communities, and 

people returned to communities but not entitled to be of them, enable 

the circulation of money on rapid cycles."28 2 In other words, prisons must 

maintain a certain sense of life in order to feed the processes of racial 

capitalism that extract value from captivity—for example, through wages 

paid to correctional staff, through profits extracted by parasitic private 

contractors for food and healthcare, or through mechanisms of debt 

used for prison financing. In addition, correctional food also becomes a 

means for Maryland prisons to reproduce themselves by extracting value 

from the stolen labor of incarcerated dietary workers—workers who are 

responsible for feeding the hundreds or thousands of people confined in 

the institution.  

If prisons exist to facilitate death, on the one hand, and to extract and 

exploit, on the other, prison food becomes one way for institutions to 

realize both objectives. To an extent, the violence comprising every 

aspect of contemporary prison life must be masked for these institutions 

to justify their existence. As such, correctional staff maintain some 

degree of responsibility to provide food for incarcerated individuals—if 

not from a legal standpoint, then to either “maintain order,” cover their 

own backs in the case of death by starvation, or provide a source of 

capital accumulation and circulation for food service corporations. The 

end result—as we’ve detailed throughout this report—is a mandate for 

prisons to more or less keep people from dying on as low of a budget as 

possible.

PART 6: DISMANTLING THE PRISON FOOD INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX
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Beyond this mandate, however, prison food constitutes a way for 

correctional institutions to strike a balance between death and the 

necessary labor and productivity for prison to function. As described in 

Part 2 of this report, the labor extracted from incarcerated individuals 

is predominantly directed toward the maintenance of the prison itself. 

Out of the 18,244 individuals incarcerated in a Maryland state-run 

prison in FY 2019, 11,726 individuals—or roughly 64% of the entire 

incarcerated population—were “assigned to paying assignments” such 

as sanitation, dietary, or maintenance work.28 3 And out of the 11,726 

individuals employed by the State, about 2,000 people worked in food 

service—or 17% of the in carcerated workforce.28 4 Prisons thus depend on 

incarcerated workers—and especially incarcerated dietary workers—for 

prison to operate. Without a captive and hyper-exploited workforce, the 

State simply would not have the necessary funds for prisons to continue 

to exist—at least not without, as James Kilgore explains, “large-scale 

decarceration… [or] a huge reduction in employment.”28 5

Correctional food thus serves as one vehicle to create the necessary 

“in-between'' state between life and death—with the continuation of 

prison operations lying at the center of this process. From the standpoint 

of correctional staff, the challenge becomes: how do we feed people 

nutritionally bankrupt food, on pennies or dollars per meal, in a way that 

both maintains order, eradicates the physical and mental energy needed 

for resistance, and allows for incarcerated labor to be extracted in order 

to keep the prison in operation? Through a daily, slow, repetitive, and 

comparatively invisible process of violence, prison food changes the 

physical and mental composition of those who consume it in order to 

kill, extract, and exploit. Failing to recognize this true role of prison food 

ultimately leads to proposed changes that further reinforce and mystify 

its core contradiction—in short, perpetuating oppression and justifying 

the existence of prison itself. 
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A brief note on scope: 

as mentioned in the 

introduction of this report, 

prison abolition goes 

far beyond the material 

dismantling of prisons and 

the police—or abolition 

merely in it’s destructive or 

negative sense. In addition, 

carceral institutions and 

“spaces of unfreedom” 

are by no means limited to 

their most visible form—

prisons—but include all systems and institutions (for example, schools, 

hospitals, the use of home detention, spaces of food apartheid, and 

mandatory drug rehabilitation centers) that produce harm and surveil, 

control, and confine those in their custody.28 6 Crucially, prison abolition 

also necessarily encompasses the dismantling of structures that form 

the basis of inequality and oppression—and the inevitable harm resulting 

from a deeply divided society—in the first place. Shemon, in 'The Rise 

of Black Counterinsurgency,' writes: “revolutionary abolitionism 

stands in alliance with 

revolutionary anti-

capitalism, since it 

grasps that abolition is 

only possible when tied 

to anti-capitalism, anti-

statism, anti-imperialism, 

anti-homophobia, and 

anti-patriarchy.”287 In 

its positive or “world-

building” sense, abolition 
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IN ITS POSITIVE OR “ WORLD-BUILDING” 

SENSE, ABOLITION IS ABOUT CARE—

ABOUT ADDRE S SING HARM IN WAYS THAT 

ARE RESTOR ATIVE, ABOUT CRE ATING A 

WORLD THAT CENTERS COMMUNAL SELF-

DE TERMINATION AND THE FORMATION OF NEW 

SOCIAL REL ATIONS FOUNDED ON PHYSICAL, 

EMOTIONAL, AND SPIRITUAL NOURISHMENT.

“ WH AT IS, SO TO SPE A K , THE OB JECT OF 
A BOLITION? NOT SO MUCH THE A BOLITION 

OF PRISONS BUT THE A BOLITION OF A 
SOCIE T Y TH AT COULD H AVE PRISONS, 

TH AT COULD H AVE SL AVERY, TH AT COULD 
H AVE THE WAGE, A ND THEREFORE 

NOT A BOLITION A S THE ELIMIN ATION 
OF A N Y THING BUT A BOLITION A S THE 

FOUNDING OF A NE W SOCIE T Y.” 

— FRED MOTEN AND STEFANO HARVE Y, 'THE 
UNIVERSIT Y AND THE UNDERCOMMONS'
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is thus about care—about addressing harm in ways that are restorative, 

about creating a world that centers communal self-determination and 

the formation of new social relations founded on physical, emotional, 

and spiritual nourishment. As Fred Moten and Stefano Harvey describe in 

'The University and the Undercommons,' “What is, so to speak, the object 

of abolition? Not so much the abolition of prisons but the abolition of a 

society that could have prisons, that could have slavery, that could have 

the wage, and therefore not abolition as the elimination of anything but 

abolition as the founding of a new society.”28 8   

With the “horizon of abolition” in mind, the struggle to mitigate the death-

inducing nature of prison food cannot be divorced from the struggles to 

tear down a racialized and capitalist food system that has stolen wealth, 

nourishment, and life itself from billions of people around the globe.28 9 

Our modern-day food system is structured by and a direct product of 

Indigenous genocide, slavery, imperialism, and capitalism. As Ashanté 

Reese and Hannah Garth explain in Black Food Matters, “Our food system 

and the inequities it produces… are the afterlife of slavery—the ways the 

“past” extends beyond a fixed position or time period to extend into the 

present day. In this afterlife, one in which the racial calculus devalues 

Black life, inequities and injustices are not accidental but the result of 

deeply entrenched systemic processes: the fruit that is produced from a 

capitalist economic system for which the expendability of Black life is not 

tertiary but central.”29 0 On a global scale, in 2019 821 million people—or 1 

out of every 9 people in the world—were categorized as “undernourished” 

according to the United Nations’ World Food Programme.291 

Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of countries where people experience 

hunger or undernourishment are in the Global South—an inevitable 

outcome of the historic and continuous exploitation, oppression, and 

dispossession of land and labor from non-white communities; the 

commodification of food under racial capitalism and imperialism; and the 

increasing centralization and consolidation of the world’s food system in 
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just a handful of transnational corporations. 

In thinking of abolition in the positive sense, the struggle to tear down 

prisons must at the same time be a struggle for food sovereignty and 

Black self-determination. Food sovereignty, according to the 2007 

global forum on food sovereignty in Mali, can be broadly defined as “the 

right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced 

through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to 

define their own food and agriculture systems. It puts the aspirations 

and needs of those who produce, distribute and consume food at the 

heart of food systems and policies rather than the demands of markets 

and corporations.”29 2 Recognizing the centrality of anti-Blackness in our 

modern food system—and that, as the authors of Hungry for Profit: The 

Agribusiness Threat to Farmers, Food, and the Environment explain, 

under capitalism “the immediate object of food production is not human 

sustenance and well-being but the growth of profit”—we cannot achieve 

food sovereignty while prisons and the root conditions which give rise to 

prisons still stand.29 3 

The questions to answer when interrogating correctional food systems 

are thus not merely limited to how prison food can be made more 

humane and palatable in the short-term. Instead,  we ask—what are 

the limitations and potentialities of improving prison food in the short-

term while working toward the obsolescence of prisons themselves? 

What can prison food reveal about broader systems of harm that work in 

tandem to deprive people of self-determination through the exploitation, 

oppression, and dispossession of land and labor? How are the logics 

of slavery and colonization reproduced today through the labor of 

incarcerated people on prison farms? What are the intersections between 

our food systems and state or federal correctional departments? In 

what ways is eating on the inside inextricably linked to the use of food 

as oppression on the outside—and how can food be used as a tool 
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to build power? What common ground can be found across various 

sites of struggle—for example, between those organizing against food 

apartheid, against the increasing corporate control of food production 

and distribution on a local and global scale, against the continuous 

exploitation and violence against migrant farmworkers, and against a 

food system that oppresses billions of poor communities in the Global 

South to ensure access to fresh and nutritious foods for a minority of 

the world’s population? What explicit alliances and bridges can be built 

between activists and organizers fighting for food sovereignty and those 

working toward abolition? The scope of this work, then, necessarily 

goes far beyond tweaking at the margins of policy reform to “improve” 

correctional food systems on a state or federal level. Our collective 

challenge again remains—as Ruth Wilson Gilmore describes—“to keep the 

entirety of carceral geographies—rather than only their prison or even 

law-enforcement aspects—connected, without collapsing or reducing 

various aspects into each other.”294 It is with this framework in mind that 

we offer recommendations with the intent to tear down all interrelated 

structures of oppression rather than extending their power and influence.

PART 6: DISMANTLING THE PRISON FOOD INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX
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Recommendations.  
The recommendations offered in the rest of this section do not serve 

as a set of fixtures or policy demands intended to create a “humane” 

correctional food system. Instead, our recommendations are divided into 

two overlapping sections: actions and changes proposed by currently 

and formerly incarcerated people that can be taken within Maryland 

prisons to mitigate the experience of eating in confinement, and a set of 

“non-reformist reforms” that address the broader intersections between 

correctional food systems and structural forms of oppression. To borrow 

from 8toAbolition, we define non-reformist reforms as “measures that 

reduce the scale, scope, power, authority, and legitimacy of criminalizing 

institutions.”295 However, we also recognize the limits of such reforms as 

inherently counter to the true scope of revolutionary abolition described 

above. As a loose play on the Black Panther Party’s framework of 

“surviving pending revolution,” these recommendations could perhaps be 

seen as a form of “survival pending abolition.”296 

“A MA JOR CHALLENGE OF THIS MOVEMENT IS TO DO THE WORK 

THAT WILL CRE ATE MORE HUMANE, HABITABLE ENVIRONMENTS 

FOR PEOPLE IN PRISON WITHOUT BOL STERING THE PERMANENCE 

OF THE PRISON SYSTEM. HOW, THEN, DO WE ACCOMPLISH THIS 

BAL ANCING ACT OF PA S SIONATELY AT TENDING TO THE NEEDS OF 

PRISONERS — CALLING FOR LES S VIOLENT CONDITIONS, AN END TO 

STATE SE XUAL A S S AULT, IMPROVED PHYSICAL AND MENTA L HE ALTH 

CARE.... MORE CONNECTIONS WITH FAMILIES AND COMMUNITIES, 

SHORTER OR ALTERNATIVE SENTENCING —AND AT THE S AME TIME 

CALL FOR ALTERNATIVES TO SENTENCING ALTOGE THER, NO MORE 

PRISON CONSTRUCTION, AND ABOLITIONIST STR ATEGIES THAT 

QUESTION THE PL ACE OF THE PRISON IN OUR FUTURE?”

— ANGEL A Y. DAVIS, ARE PRISONS OBSOLETE?297 
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A s part of our inter views and dialogue circles, people we spoke with shared 
their recommendations for change in the short-term to make the day-to-
day experience of eating behind bars more bearable. This section provides 
an over view of those recommendations. While proposed changes address 
both minute practices and larger infrastructural issues and practices 
shaping correctional food, the overarching theme woven through people’s 
recommendations was one of humanization—the desire to be ser ved foods 
that are physically, emotionally, and spiritually nourishing and that affirm 
one’s existence as a human being. People’s explicit naming of humanization 
brings to light the active dehumanization imprisoned individuals experience 
ever y day through correctional food—and through all forms of violence 
permeating the fabric of prison at large—exemplified most clearly through 
comparisons of correctional meals to food one “would not even ser ve 
to their dog.” In another sense, correctional food ser vice is by design 
oriented around feeding people standardized meals regardless of individual 
preferences and cultural and dietar y needs. A “humanized” correctional food 
system is, then, a paradox.  

A s Ruth Wilson Gilmore explains, “Dehumanization is… a necessar y factor 
in the acceptance that millions of people… should spend part or all of their 
lives in cages.”29 8 In this way, the struggle to improve correctional food is 
not limited to its most visible goal of bettering people’s physical and mental 
health; addressing correctional food is instrumental in working against the 
logics of dehumanization that allow prisons to entrap such large numbers of 
people in the first place. Prison food is a form of slow and premature death, 
designed in part to negate forms of resistance by deteriorating the body 
and mind through the daily and repetitive process of eating. The struggle 
to better the experience of eating on the inside, framed in opposition 
to the counterinsurgent role of correctional food ser vice, is crucial—as 
Rachel Herzing describes—in allowing “people to resist… inhumanity more 
effectively and vigorously, challenging the systems and regimes in which 
they are confined. [Improved conditions] also make it possible to stay alive 
while living in a cage.”29 9 

THE PRISON E ATING E XPERIENCE

PART 6: DISMANTLING THE PRISON FOOD INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX
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Real and High Quality Foods. 
“I feel as though no matter what a person has done in their life, I feel as 
though the food that [prisons] serve should be… more considerate to a 
person's health and to a person's body. The food they serve in here… it ’s 
unreal. It ’s not real.” 

— Kenneth, formerly imprisoned in Western Maryland

“I'm pretty sure [prisons] are getting the bottom of the barrel. The food 
that they're serving, it's not going to be grade-A food. It's going to be 

F-grade... just the worst. They're serving the worst. But they could at least, 
at the very least, serve actual food.”

— L., formerly incarcerated in a Jessup prison

“Food plays a big part in your life. So, I'd rather see [prisons] invest in food. 
Right now, you can get stabbed over a case of noodles. A case of noodles. 
That's hard to fathom if you're out here.”

— Abdul, formerly incarcerated at Eastern Correctional Institution

“There needs to be better quality food. The food isn’t real… they need to get 
real food. We human beings. I don't even think animals want this stuff, to be 

honest. We need some quality, good food.”

— Donte, formerly incarcerated in Baltimore City 

“I feel that everybody should have the right to eat some quality type food... 
Because you took my freedom. You separated me away from society without 
me even knowing what is going on. Does this punishment also have to deal 
with the way you eat?” 

— Antoin Quarles-El

With pennies or dollars to spend per person per meal, Mar yland prisons 
turn to ultra-processed and poor quality food items in order to construct 
“nutritionally adequate” meals for thousands of people on paltr y budgets. 
Nutritional adequacy in this case, as described throughout this report, is 
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capacious enough for toxic substances such as base—a drink that people 
use to quite literally dye their hair—to be counted as part of a nutritionally 
balanced meal. 

In looking at prison budgets, there are a number of spaces where funding 
can be redistributed to correctional food in a way that does not deplete 
resources from necessar y ser vices—such as healthcare or educational 
opportunities—or reify the logics of prison itself. Of the 16 Mar yland 
state-run prisons with data publicly available, food costs amounted to an 
average of 7.02% of an institution’s budget as of 2019.3 0 0 The institution 
with the lowest proportional cost—the Mar yland Reception, Diagnostic, and 
Classification Center—spent just $1,426,764 on dietar y ser vices, or 3.59% 
of the facility ’s total budget of $40,058,701.3 01 In the same year, overtime 
spending for correctional officers across all Mar yland prisons ballooned to 
$129 million.3 0 2 While merely a stop-gap measure, redirecting funding from 
staff overtime, security measures, and other carceral technologies used to 
control, confine, and sur veil people is one way for prisons to provide real, 
high-quality food to the people they hold captive. 
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Prison Food and Healthcare. 

While we name healthcare as an essential ser vice provided to people 
in prison, we note that healthcare ser vices in Mar yland’s correctional 
facilities are managed by a private corporation—Corizon Correctional 
Healthcare—as of 2019. Corizon is a deeply predator y company that 
profits from the suffering of incarcerated persons; for example, Corizon 
has been “sued for malpractice 660 times within five years” according 
to the American Civil Liberties Union.310 Prior to Corizon, healthcare in 
the state’s prisons was managed by Wexford Health—another private 
company with a track record of abuse. In general, private healthcare in 
prisons has “almost always been a disaster,” according to David Fathi, 
director of the ACLU’s National Prison Project.311 A s he explains, “Having 
any private, for-profit company responsible for inmate health care can 
lead to a desire to cut corners to make more profits.”312 In this sense, 
the struggle to improve prison food—whether as a means to make life 
in captivity more bearable or to tear down prisons themselves—must be 
undertaken alongside efforts to dismantle the prison-industrial complex 
by way of privatized healthcare.  167
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Nutritional Value.  
“They need to serve more nutritious food. Less starch. They do feed a 
horrible amount of starch. So, I would say get more of a nutritionally 
balanced tray… And fresher. If things are fresh, they're not canned. 
Because all of the nutrients come out of it when it's been canned... And 
more nutrients. You wouldn't starve because you'd be full of nutrients. 
You wouldn't have to eat a whole bunch of bread because bread has no 
nutrients. That's why you're eating so much, because there's no nutrients. 
So, if you give more vegetables, more fresh fruit. You won't be as hungry as 
much because those nutrients are holding your body.”

— L., formerly incarcerated in prisons in Jessup and Baltimore

The miserable state of nutrition in Mar yland’s correctional institutions is 
a product of a slew of infrastructural, legal, and ideological intentions, 
limitations, and challenges. For one, prison menus and nutritional 
guidelines themselves are deliberately weak compared to school lunches, 
and leave ample room for prisons to meet caloric requirements using any 
means necessar y on dollars or cents per meal. In the instances where 
guidelines or menus appear proficient on paper, guidelines are simply 
discarded—for example, during COVID-19 institutional procedures—or factors 
such as the quality of food; insufficient quantity; poor preparation practices 
leading to over- or undercooked foods; inedible meats processed through 
Mar yland Correctional Enterprises; improper storage practices leading to 
expired or spoiled food products; and prisons’ use of empty calories to fill 
people up combine to create meals that are, by all accounts, nutritionally 
bankrupt. Ideologically, elected officials, correctional staff, and the public 
at large oftentimes see incarcerated people as deser ving of inhumane food 
as part and parcel of their punishment. 

Poor nutrition has expected devastating effects on imprisoned people’s 
mental, emotional, and physical health both during incarceration and after 
release. Truly improving the nutritional value of correctional food ser vice, 
then, cannot be reduced to a set of quick fixes but an overhaul of food 
ser vice itself—encompassed by the various recommendations presented 
in this section such as increases in fresh produce, more robust nutritional 
guidelines, reductions of starch, greater meal portions, better preparation 
and storage practices, and proper oversight procedures.  
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Fresh Produce.  
“Better vegetables, more vegetables rather, because a lot of times they 
wouldn't give us vegetables… definitely fresh vegetables, fresh fruit.”

— Harold, formerly imprisoned in multiple Maryland prisons

“The vegetables don’t taste like actual food, because it's more like a 
rubbery taste. If a person ever tastes rubber, basically that's what the 

vegetables taste like. We need actual, real fresh vegetables.”

— Kenneth, formerly imprisoned in Western Maryland

“Fresh food. Not food that looks like it's been sitting for weeks. Like I said, 
even before we make the trays up, the food looks like it's just been sitting. 
You've got to realize, they're sitting in metal containers. Some of those 
containers are like, they're not plastic, I don't now what they are. But it's 
horrible.”

— J., formerly incarcerated in a Jessup prison

“More juices. More juices definitely instead of the base. I think desserts and 
fruit. Fruit, well, fruit, a lot more food because sometimes you can eat the 

fruit instead, it will fill you up. That's a good snack also, fruits.”

— Mark, formerly incarcerated in Baltimore

“Fresh greens. Fresh collared greens. Broccoli. Not canned. Fresh. 
Because I don't think you get no benefits on canned vegetables like fresh 
vegetables. The nutrients are degraded in the can.”

— Hernandez, formerly incarcerated in multiple Maryland prisons

A s part of our workshops in certain Mar yland correctional institutions, 
participants outlined the specific fresh fruits and vegetables they would like 
to have the option to eat on the inside. The graph below details individuals’ 
most popular food choices—while emphasizing that in addition to being 
fresh, all foods must be stored and prepared in ways that are palatable and 
do not deplete nutritional value.
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Greater Quantity.  
“They most definitely need to put more food on there—on the trays—because 
it's unacceptable. People are starving.”

— Jaylien, formerly incarcerated in Baltimore

“All the food, from the breakfast to the lunch to the dinner, I feel as though 
all the food should be seasoned. It should be able to allow a person… to 

go at least be able to go six to seven hours without eating, instead of going 
one, maybe two hours without eating. If it was enough food in those trays 

to fill a person up, it would basically cause less problems. Because if a 
person's hunger is fed, then it's less likely they'll be able to get up and 

cause any trouble. If you don't have a person eating enough, a person will 
do anything and they'll cause more problems for not only the COs, they'll 

cause more problems for the inmates.”

— K., currently incarcerated in Jessup
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“People should definitely be able to go for seconds. Make seconds 
available... especially for people who don't have commissary. Everybody 
don't have money. So some people need two trays because they don't have 
some snacks in between meals.”

—M., formerly incarcerated in multiple Maryland prisons

“The plate should be balanced. Some [portions] are the size that my 
nephew can eat, and he ain't nothing but 15. These people 25, 30 and 40. 
Grown up people, eating the same as the 15 and the nine and the 10 year 
old.” 

— Antoin Quarles-El

Despite a vast majority of people we spoke with castigating the “child-like” 
and undeniably inadequate meal portions received in prison, correctional 
institutions intentionally withhold extra portions and throw out leftovers 
instead of allowing people to have seconds. This—in conjunction with the 
“rancid” quality of the meals themselves—forces people to load up on starch 
or commissar y foods in order to sur vive. While providing extra portions is by 
no means a “fix” to the dehumanizing nature of prison food, allowing people 
to have more than one ser ving can mitigate a small portion of the per vasive 
hunger many incarcerated people experience on an almost constant basis.

Longer Meal Times  
“A lot of people here end up having digestive issues because we've got 
to hurry up and eat our food. Prilosec, Nexium, Tums… that’s what we 
take. Because they only give you so long. You have to scarf it down. You 
don't even get to taste it. We need more time to eat. At least give us the 15 
minutes, if not more.”

— R., currently incarcerated in a Jessup prison

Prior to COVID-19—when incarcerated people were allowed to eat in 
the chow hall as opposed to in isolation in their cells—individuals were 
purportedly allowed 20 minutes to consume their meal. In reality, people 
can have their trays thrown away by correctional staff at any given moment 
and thus are forced to scarf down their food. Having a full 20 minutes (at 
the ver y minimum) to eat a meal is one way for short-term health conditions 
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such as indigestion and acid reflux caused by rushed eating times to be 
mitigated. In addition, more time allows for folks to sit with their meal and 
actually taste the food they are consuming. 

Socialization and Open Seating.  
“We should be able to sit where we want. Eating meals… It ’s one of the only 
times we can socialize. But they try to take that away from us too.”

— K., currently incarcerated in a Maryland state-run prison

Eating meals together is one of the most fundamental aspects of the human 
experience. In addition to its relational and social significance, research 
also demonstrates the positive impacts of eating collectively from a 
nutritional and psychological perspective.3 0 3 In many Mar yland prisons, 
this experience is outright denied as the act of eating becomes a means for 
prisons to fulfill their legal obligations to provide food for those in their 
custody. Prisons thus approach the eating experience from the standpoint 
of compliance, efficiency, “security,” and logistical optimization—especially 
so when meals are delivered to people’s housing units on lockdown. By 
removing the blind feed, extending meal times, and allowing folks to sit 
where and with whom they want, prisons can address one part of the nearly 
ubiquitous forms of dehumanization that constitutes the experience of 
incarceration. 

Meal Timings.  
“Change the times. Who gets up at 4:30am to eat breakfast? Serve 
breakfast at 7 at the earliest. Then lunch like 12, and dinner like 6. And keep 
those times consistent.” 

— Dennis Williams, currently incarcerated in Eastern Maryland

The origins of meal timings in prison can be traced to the origins of the 
penitentiar y itself. Early penitentiaries in the U.S—such as the Auburn 
Correctional Facility in New York, which became the standard for prisons 
throughout the countr y—borrowed parts of their model from European 
facilities and oriented a prisoner ’s day around hard labor. A s Michel Foucault 
writes in Discipline and Punish, describing the time-table of a prison in 
Paris: 

PART 6: DISMANTLING THE PRISON FOOD INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX

172



Food, Violence, and the Maryland Correctional Food System

“Art 20. Work. At a quarter to six in the summer, a quarter to seven in winter, 
the prisoners go down into the courtyard where they must wash their hands 
and faces, and receive their first ration of bread.

Art. 21. Meal. At ten o'clock the prisoners leave their work and go to the 
refector y; they wash their hands in their courtyards and assemble in 
divisions.

Art. 26. Supper and the recreation that follows it last until five o'clock: the 
prisoners then return to the workshops.”3 0 4

Modern-day prisons have not strayed far from the schedule of the countr y’s 
earliest correctional institutions. Breakfast in many Mar yland facilities is 
ser ved between 3:30 to 5:00 in the morning—even earlier than in the Paris 
prison described above—and rationalized by correctional staff as mandator y 
in order to leave time for all necessar y morning occurrences, such as shift 
changes, “inmate count,” and the start of the workday. In reality, ser ving 
breakfast at such an early hour means that many incarcerated individuals 
simply do not wake up for breakfast, further exacerbating hunger.    

Proper Storage and Preparation Practices.  
“I believe if the food is thoroughly cooked, even with what you're getting... 
It would definitely be better. Even if it's just cooked properly. Like the 
vegetables… if they're not overcooked, it would be better. It doesn't have to 
be different, just properly cooked. And don’t undercook the meat. We're not 
getting those nutrients like we're supposed to.”

— Roderick, formerly incarcerated in multiple Maryland state-run prisons

“Bring in the right people [to give] the care that it ’s [supposed] to get. 
Season that food the way that food is supposed to be seasoned, and you will 

have a whole lot of different attitudes up in there. But, right now, it's like 
they don't care. If you threw something on a plate and say, here, you got 
to eat this for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, then you going to be attitude 

because you're stomach is not right. And, if your stomach ain't right, then 
you ain't going to be right.”

— Andrew, formerly incarcerated in Baltimore
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“Real beef and gravy and rice that's not stuck together… Like somebody 
just threw it on there, to hell with it. That's how it seemed. Just feeding a 
person to keep them alive. You know what I mean? That has to change.”

— G., formerly incarcerated in multiple Maryland prisons

“Once you recruit these officers to come into these kitchens and work, kind 
of prep them and train them first to see what type of training they have. 

Because you're cooking the institution's food, you're even cooking for other 
officers… when [prisons] hire these people, come in the kitchen, train 
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In addition to the poor quality of raw or procured food items, 
institutional storage, preparation, and sanitation practices play a major 
role in ensuring prison meals are inedible, nutritionally deficient, and 
hazardous to people’s health. Recommendations to improve such 
practices include:

• Prisons must conduct frequent and comprehensive trainings 
for correctional dietar y staff and incarcerated dietar y workers 
regarding proper food storage, sanitation, and handling 
procedures. 

• Prisons must conduct robust trainings for correctional 
dietar y staff and incarcerated workers on proper cooking and 
preparation procedures. 

• Prisons must update institutional kitchen equipment, including 
cooking equipment and equipment needed to ensure meal s 
remain hot during transpor t and the ser ving process. 

• Ideological changes must occur regarding dietar y staff ’s 
perception and attitude toward incarcerated people and the 
quality of food folks in their custody are deser ving of. 

• Prisons must prohibit the ser ving of expired and spoiled foods 
such as milk, breads, and fruits, as well as foods contaminated 
by feces, insects, and rodents.
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them, see what they can cook. Taste what they can cook. Just don't put them 
in there on the blind and think the institution’s going to be okay.”

— A.J., formerly incarcerated in a Jessup prison

“[Correctional staff] could put more TLC into the cooking… just to say, 
we're trying to make y'all feel better. You're human. We going to make you 
feel like you're human.”

— M., formerly incarcerated in Baltimore City

Real Meats.  
“Stop with the mystery meat. I mean they have enough workers to prepare 
good meals. Healthy. They got enough workers that will prepare meals, 
make a real burger, chop up some onions… make it from scratch. Don’t just 
warm up some processed stuff.”

— Shirome, formerly incarcerated in multiple prisons across Maryland 

“They have to put more food on the trays. Improve the amount and get rid of 
that sweaty meat. That's the lunch meat. The carrots [in the bagged lunch] 
is just as sweaty as the lunch meat.”

— Andrew, formerly incarcerated in Baltimore

“I would get rid of the biscuits and gravy, what they call a shit on a shingle. 
And that cod fish patty. I would get rid of the bagged lunches too… replace 
that with hot food.” 

— H., formerly incarcerated in prisons in Baltimore and Jessup

The quality of meat in Mar yland’s prisons—for example, turkey, lunch meat, 
chicken, beef, fish, and liver—is atrocious. This is, in large part, due to 
prisons’ reliance on meats sourced from Mar yland Correctional Enterprises. 
Mar yland public agencies and certain non-profit organizations are legally 
mandated to procure goods from MCE as opposed to private vendors. A s 
such, Mar yland prisons have no choice but to purchase meats that MCE 
processes and sells—regardless of how poor their quality may be. In addition 
to processed foods for state correctional institutions, MCE’s use of prison 
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labor to provide goods and ser vices for state agencies, universities, and 
nonprofits will be discussed in greater detail later on in this section.   

Commissary.   
“I feel as though some prices should be lowered, because some of that stuff 
is outrageous.”

— J.W, formerly incarcerated in a Baltimore City prison

“Keefe! Keefe, here we go, Since they've taken over… I believe that the way 
they had it where the jail ran the commissary was better. When we went to 

the store and you could pick your items out of the commissary, like you were 
in the grocery store. Keefe got to go.”

— Jo Jo, formerly incarcerated in Western Maryland

“More healthy eating in general, and especially with the commissary, more 
healthy food options. Have apples, even with the commissary, more healthy. 
Stay away from candy and junk… less candy, more healthier foods.”

— L.V., formerly incarcerated in a Jessup prison

Commissar y ser vices in Mar yland are structured to allow private 
corporations—specifically, Keefe Group—to exploit incarcerated individuals 
and extract profit from the failures of correctional food ser vice. Commissar y 
in prison is both a source of sur vival and a predator y mechanism that 
mediates the paltr y raw food costs that are a key feature of the neoliberal 
prison. “Improvements” to commissar y ser vices must thus be analyzed 
comprehensively and in conjunction with correctional food ser vice as a 
whole. 

If commissar y must remain a feature of prison life in the short-term, ending 
the state’s contract with Keefe and deprivatizing commissar y is one way that 
the ser vice can better meet the needs of incarcerated folks. A s described in 
Part 1 of this report, food prices tripled in Mar yland prisons after Keefe took 
over in 2012. While one packet of ramen may cost 30 cents outside of prison, 
the same packet could be 40 cents on the inside. While a ten-cent price 
increase may not seem significant, costs must also be adjusted to reflect 
minimum wage. In 2019, the Mar yland minimum wage was $10.10/hour, while 
non-MCE prison workers received between $0.90 to $2.75 a day—or $0.11 to 
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$0.34 per hour—for their labor.3 0 5 On the outside, one packet of ramen thus 
costs about 3% of a person’s hourly wages; on the inside, this percentage 
skyrockets to about 115% to 360% of a person’s hourly wages depending on 
the type of job they hold.

Movement and Punishment. 
Mar yland prisons cite a variety of reasons as to why incarcerated folks 
are not allowed to transport food outside of the kitchen or chow hall. Each 
rationale—such as a “safety” concern for individuals in case they develop 
food poisoning; a “security” concern due to folks creating alcohol from 
fruits; or an “equity” concern as some people may not have equal access 
to foods compared to others—has been exposed throughout this report for 
its internal contradictions. In addition to using safety or security concerns 
to prevent movement, some prisons also cite such concerns as a reason 
to prohibit the procurement of fresh produce or improve food conditions 
in other ways. Allowing folks to transport food to their housing units—and 
ending all forms of movement-related punishment—is thus a necessar y 
change prisons must implement. 
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In addition to deprivatization, incarcerated folks’ additional 
recommendations to improve commissar y include:

• E xpand access to healthier food options.

• Allow individual s held captive in solitar y confinement to access 
commissar y. Of course, solitar y confinement itself must be 
abolished; allowing folks access to commissar y is one way to 
make it so folks in solitar y do not star ve. 

• Provide greater access to cooking equipment outside of the 
chow hall for folks to prepare commissar y foods.   
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Grievances, ARPs, and Punishment. 
Grievance processes in Mar yland’s prisons not only do little to nothing in 
terms of changing food conditions, but can be weaponized against the folks 
who file a grievance in the first place. In addition to the frivolousness of 
filing a grievance, formal internal review mechanisms—such as the ARP, or 
administrative remedy procedure—prove just as ineffective at addressing  
institutional abuse. For example, as Mann told us: “A guy who didn't eat 
who filed an administrative remedy procedure… And by him following the 
administrative remedy procedure for not getting his bag [of food], they 
actually put him on administrative segregation, because they said he was 
being non-compliant. That's the word they used — non-compliant. He told 
them, ‘ Y'all forgot to feed me, didn't give me a bag of food.’ And then they 
punished him for it.”

Forms of legal redress available to incarcerated folks have also been 
severely curtailed by the Prison Litigation Reform Act and its state-adopted 
counterparts. For Mar yland prisons to actually “address inmate complaints 
concerning conditions of confinement,” the entire grievance, ARP, and legal 
processes must be overhauled beyond their current function to disappear 
complaints, ensure the continuation of abuse, and protect the state.3 0 6 

Independent and Random Inspections. 
“I think more outside inspectors need to come into these institutions 
and check these kitchens off… People from the outside need to come in 
and really see what they're doing in these kitchens. Like I said, in spite 
of what we did, we’re still human, and we’re still entitled… to eat in that 
institution with no transgressions of being spoiled or being outdated and 
stuff like that. Stale bread… some people have to go on and eat these foods 
because they can't no better for themselves. They can't get no better for 
themselves.”

— Elvira, formerly imprisoned in a Jessup prison

“[Prisons] are always getting fined. They're getting fined for failing the 
inspection all the time. I don't think OSHA has ever been in there… Because 
OSHA would close the place down. That's how bad it is. That's how bad, 
disarray it is. Roaches and mice and other insects and stuff crawling all 
over the place. It's filthy, basically.”
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— J.G, formerly incarcerated in Hagerstown

In theor y, Mar yland prisons are meant to be regularly inspected by internal 
dietar y staff and state health departments in order to ensure that kitchen 
facilities are in compliance with applicable sanitar y standards, that 
dietar y and incarcerated staff are following written policy, and that overall 
food ser vice operations operate in a safe and non-hazardous manner. 
A s documented in the Mar yland Commission on Correctional Standards: 
“Documentation of inspections by the local health department is to be 
maintained on file… Regular sanitation inspections are necessar y to ensure 
that: food ser vice equipment is maintained and functioning properly; proper 
hygiene practices are followed… and all areas are free of vermin and pests. 
Inspections and corrective actions are to be recorded and maintained on file. 
These inspections may be performed by administrative, medical, or dietar y 
personnel, including the person super vising food ser vice operations.”3 07

In practice, inspections by correctional dietar y staff—the same staff 
responsible for maintaining prison food ser vice operations in the first 
place—are ineffective in ensuring that operations are up to standard. 
Expectedly, the practice of staff monitoring themselves for compliance will 
likely result in staff finding themselves cleared of any wrongdoing. 

Inspections by local or state health departments do little as well. For 
example, inspections are only required to occur “at least annually,” are 
announced weeks or months in advance, and thus allow prisons ample time 
to orchestrate a facade for the day of the inspection.3 0 8 In addition, as J.G 
explained, even if prisons do fail an inspection, the penalty comprises a fine 
and an empty mandate for a warden or designee to develop a “corrective 
action plan.”3 0 9 For inspections to truly shed light on the workings of 
correctional food ser vice, inspections must be as follows:
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Choice, Agency, and Alternative Forms of Cooking.  
“I think we should have a choice… Everybody should have their difference 
just like the [Officer’s Dining Room]. The officers gets to choose what 
they want, everybody eats different. We're all adults, we should be able to 
choose what we want. In here I have to eat bread in order to get full. That's 
what a lot of people are just doing because you don't get much, you have 
to eat bread with it in order to get full. We need better choices in here in 
general.”

— J.N, currently imprisoned in a Jessup prison

A small number of correctional institutions in the United States and Europe 
utilize alternative food preparation methods to counter the traditional 
standardization and mass-preparation of correctional food ser vice. 
Examples include self-cook facilities, salad bars, and communal kitchens 
in housing units. While we maintain that alternative cooking practices are 
certainly not a “solution” to the deplorable state of prison food, allowing 
folks to have freedom in how food is prepared is one way to mitigate the 
current dehumanizing experience of eating in confinement. This includes 

1. Conducted frequently (i.e. multiple times a month) and at random;

2. Conducted by independent investigators outside of the State;

3. Authorized such that independent investigators have the legal 
authority to enter any prison unannounced and at will;

4. Authorized such that the findings of all investigations are made 
public;

5. Authorized such that “corrective action” must actually ensure that 
findings from the inspection are comprehensively addressed. If 
actions are not taken in a certain time period, investigators must 
be able to exert power to enact meaningful change—including firing 
staff and closing down a prison. 
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taking foods off the menu that are widely despised—including liver, turkey 
tetrazzini, and sweaty meat, for example—as well as offering actual choice 
regarding what folks would like to eat. 

Base.  
“I don't want no base… You got people dyeing their clothes with the juice 
that you drink. That's not good at all. You can take a plain white t-shirt and 
turn it any color the juice is.”

— Andrew, formerly incarcerated in Baltimore

Mar yland prisons must immediately stop ser ving base as a nutritional filler 
in order to compensate for the failures of correctional food ser vice. The 
health impacts of base must be properly studied, and the State must provide 
adequate compensation for individuals experiencing short and long-term 
health impacts as a result of consuming this toxic substance. 

Close Prisons.  
“Burn them all down. Burn every institution. Seriously… they need to have 
more people come through and do inspections and whatnot. Somebody 
needs to be held accountable because nobody is being held accountable 
there. It's just going to keep on going downhill.”

— Doug Compton, formerly incarcerated in Western Maryland 

The best way to mitigate the experience of eating in prison is, as detailed 
next, to shut down the prisons themselves. 
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What are the possibilities of what Ruth Wilson Gilmore calls non-reformist 
reforms in relation to carceral food systems—or steps that can be taken to 
“shrink the carceral system” and move us, in the words of Mariame Kaba, 
“toward the horizon of abolition?"313 First, the most obvious way to not 
subject people to the horrendous nature of prison food is to reduce contact 
with the system—for example, by freeing people currently behind bars, 
not incarcerating more people, ending pre-trial detention, shutting down 
existing prisons, and terminating the construction of any new prison, jail, or 
detention center. A s abolitionists, we turn to practitioners of transformative 
and restorative justice to guide us in alternative visions of how we address 
harm in our society—as well as addressing and dismantling all structural 
forms of racial, gendered, and economic violence that entrap people in 
carceral warehouses in the first place. 

PRISONS, FOOD SYS TEMS, AND 
“NON-REFORMIS T REFORMS”

“IT IS TRUE THAT IF WE FOCUS MYOPICALLY ON THE E XISTING 

SYSTEM—AND PERHAPS THIS IS THE PROBLEM THAT LE ADS TO THE 

A SSUMPTION THAT IMPRISONMENT IS THE ONLY ALTERNATIVE TO 

DE ATH—IT IS VERY HARD TO IMAGINE A STRUCTUR ALLY SIMIL AR 

SYSTEM CAPABLE OF HANDLING SUCH A VA ST POPUL ATION OF 

L AWBRE AKERS. IF, HOWE VER, WE SHIF T OUR AT TENTION FROM 

THE PRISON, PERCEIVED A S AN ISOL ATED INSTITUTION, TO THE 

SET OF REL ATIONSHIPS THAT COMPRISE THE PRISON INDUSTRIAL 

COMPLE X, IT MAY BE E A SIER TO THINK ABOUT ALTERNATIVES. IN 

OTHER WORDS, A MORE COMPLICATED FR AMEWORK MAY YIELD 

MORE OPTIONS THAN IF WE SIMPLY AT TEMPT TO DISCOVER A 

SINGLE SUBSTITUTE FOR THE PRISON SYSTEM. THE FIRST STEP, 

THEN, WOULD BE TO LET GO OF THE DESIRE TO DISCOVER ONE 

SINGLE ALTERNATIVE SYSTEM OF PUNISHMENT THAT WOULD 

OCCUPY THE SAME FOOTPRINT A S THE PRISON SYSTEM.”

— ANGEL A Y. DAVIS, ARE PRISONS OBSOLETE?323 
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Second, the struggle for abolition must be positioned as inherently 
connected to the struggle for food sovereignty. From modern-day prison 
farms; to food ser vice corporations sourcing low-grade food items to 
correctional institutions; to private food and agricultural companies 
exploiting incarcerated labor to profit off a captive population; to the larger 
intersections between migrant farmworkers, deportations, and prison labor, 
the ways in which food is produced, distributed, and consumed across the 
United States are intimately tied to the logics driving millions of people 
into the over 7,000 prisons, jails, and detention centers in the countr y. 
Furthermore, as described throughout this report, the contemporar y 
economic, social, and political formations giving shape to food apartheid, 
formal and informal carceral institutions, and other food-based forms of 
oppression across the globe have shared a long historical trajector y of 
oppression rooted in anti-Black violence and capitalism. To abolish prisons 
means to simultaneously build food systems that are rooted in spiritual 
nourishment and the decommodification of food and land—a positionality 
that opens up alliances and common tactics and strategies in the struggle 
for self-determination.  

Alongside decarceration and the closure of prisons—what are specific 
actions and non-reformist reforms that can be taken to reduce the power 
of the state, prisons, food ser vice corporations, and other carceral 
configurations comprising the prison-industrial complex in the struggle 
toward food sovereignty? Oftentimes in conversations around correctional 
food, abolition is situated as a personal belief or distant ideal—a goal that 
may be agreed with in theor y but has no real implications on action in the 
present. Such an understanding is misguided, at best, and counterinsurgent 
at worst. A s Critical Resistance frames it, “abolition is both a practical 
organizing tool and a long-term goal… Because the PIC is not an isolated 
system, abolition is a broad strategy. An abolitionist vision means that 
we must build models today that can represent how we want to live in the 
future.”314 What follows is a non-exhaustive list detailing actions to weaken 
the carceral state and build communal power regarding food.

• Divest from all food ser vice corporations managing or providing food 
or commissar y ser vices to correctional institutions, including Aramark, 
TKC Holdings, Trinity Ser vices Group, Keefe Group, Dori Foods, Sysco, 
and Cr ystal Enterprise, Inc. This includes divestment from parent 
hedge funds and private equity firms such as H.I.G Capital that own 
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corporations such as Trinity. 

• Divest from all corporations—both food and non-food related—extracting 
profit from the proliferation of prisons and from incarcerated individuals 
through the use of captive labor. This includes, but is by no means limited 
to: private healthcare provided by corporations such as Wexford Health 
Sources and Corizon Correctional Healthcare; telecom providers such as 
Global Tel Link; for-profit prison corporations such as CoreCivic and GEO 
Group; predator y lending providers (such as “rent-to-own scams, payday 
loans, and commercial bail bonds”); and home detention and electronic 
monitoring providers such as ASAP home detention.315 

• Abolish Mar yland Correctional Enterprises and the use of prison 
labor to provide food, furniture, and other ser vices for state agencies, 
not-for-profit organizations, and universities in Mar yland such as 
Towson University and University of Mar yland. For decades, Mar yland 
Correctional Enterprises has been exploiting the labor of incarcerated 
individuals to provide goods and ser vices for public purposes—including 
uniforms for individuals employed by the state; printing and graphic 
design ser vices for state legislators; and license plates and traffic 
control signs for the Mar yland Department of Transportation. 

• Defund and work toward abolishing the Mar yland Department of Public 
Safety and Correctional Ser vices. Fully invest in and provide support to 
restorative and transformative justice initiatives utilizing non-carceral 
practices to address harm.    

• Fire wardens and correctional staff that use food as an overt tool of 
punishment—as well staff that commit all forms of physical, emotional, 
and mental abuse—and permanently prohibit individuals from being re-
employed by any correctional or police department. 

• End pretrial incarceration, probation, and all forms of bail in Mar yland—
including the use of risk assessment tools to determine bail and the 
granting of parole. A s of December 31, 2018, Mar yland community 
corrections population was 70,248 under probation and 10,338 parole.316

• End the use of prison labor as related to agricultural practices in 
Mar yland, including the deployment of incarcerated individuals for 
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gleaning; the donation of produce grown on prison farms to local 
food banks; and bay grass planting and oyster repopulation programs 
operated by DPSCS. 

• Abolish all legislation in the state that creates barriers for formerly 
incarcerated individuals to access employment and social ser vices 
upon release from prison—barriers that significantly exacerbate food 
insecurity for individuals and families. 

• Fully defund the Baltimore City Police Department—one of the most 
bloated police departments in the United States—and redistribute funds 
to community-controlled infrastructure capable of meeting peoples’ 
food, healthcare, and educational needs.317 

• End the corporate control of our global food system. Divest from 
agribusiness corporations and “philanthropic”/philanthrocapitalist 
organizations such as Nestle, Whole Foods, the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, Cargill, Adani Group, and Tyson that rely on the exploitation 
of farmers and farmworkers; the destruction of natural resources such 
as air, land, and water; the expropriation and brutal dispossession of 
people from their land; the centralization and consolidation of food and 
land into a smaller and smaller number of hands, the privatization and 
patenting of seeds, and the oppression of people in the Global South in 
order to generate profit.  

• End the dumping of cheap or subsidized foods from the Global North into 
countries in the Global South as a means to extract profit from surplus 
food production and/or undercut local economies. Relatedly, dismantle 
the U.S. empire in all of its manifestations and lift the trade embargo on 
Cuba.

• End the industrialization of agriculture and support local and sustainable 
agricultural practices. 

• Support all reparator y policies that work toward community control of 
land, as outlined in the “The People's Demand for Land Reparations in 
Baltimore City” prepared by Black Yield Institute and the Farm Alliance 
of Baltimore.318 
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• End the commodification of food and land and provide support to the 
development of community-controlled and cooperatively run grocer y 
and farming initiatives, Black-owned urban gardens and farms, and 
organizations working toward Black land and food sovereignty—such 
as Black Yield Institute and Black Church Food Security Network in 
Baltimore.

• Legalize protections for and end the exploitation of all undocumented 
farmworkers forming the backbone of the United States’ food system. 

• Support the demands for agrarian reform as outlined by La Via 
Campesina, based on the following principles:

"Those who work and live on the land have the right to land, water, 
forests and the resources required to live there with dignity and 
security.

Indigenous peoples have a right to their ancestral land and territories.

All people have a right to produce their own food that is ecologically 
and culturally appropriate, basic elements of food sovereignty.

The earth and its resources are for all humanity – not commodities 
owned by the few who own and control the capitalist market.  Land 
has a social function.

Land, seeds, water, maritime resources and biodiversity must be 
loved and protected, not exploited, degraded and destroyed. These 
are rightfully the resources of local communities."319

 
 
Prisons do not keep communities safe. Instead of addressing “crime,” 
Ruth Wilson Gilmore and other abolitionists explain how communities 
with more prisons or higher rates of incarceration actually experience 
increased instances of harm. For instance, in her book Golden Gulag: 
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Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California, 
Gilmore describes how carceral structures cause people to isolate—how 
relationships between individuals and communities become fractured, 
atomized, and rooted in fear.3 20 A s a result, she writes, “when something 
disruptive, confusing, or undesirable happens, people dial 911... Crime 
goes up, along with unhappiness, and those who are able to do so move 
away in search of a better environment, concentrating unhappiness in 
their wake. In other words, prisons wear out places by wearing out people, 
irrespective of whether they have done time.”3 21 Abolishing prisons and 
the conditions giving rise to incarceration is thus a project to rebuild and 
restore relationships between people, food, and land—while simultaneously 
abolishing a state and economic system that thrives on disconnection to 
sur vive and reproduce itself.  

We conclude with a reminder that while the specifics of correctional food 
systems across the countr y might not be widely known, the understanding 
that prison food is unpalatable, at best, and is killing people, at worst, is a 
generally accepted fact in the consciousness of the United States public. 
Prison food is often depicted in mainstream media, films, books, television 
shows, and other cultural products as the bottom of the barrel—the lowest 
of the low—by which all other food experiences are compared. In other 
words: prison food is, and has always been since the ver y inception of 
carceral institutions, wholly unable to meet people’s needs. Mitigating the 
experience of eating in confinement—much less abolishing prisons entirely—
is thus not as simple as merely “raising awareness” in order to convince 
the powers that be that action must be taken. The systems of domination, 
oppression, and exploitation giving rise to prisons, food apartheid, and all 
forms of racialized premature death are intentional. A s A ssata Shakur put 
it in her autobiography, “Nobody in the world, nobody in histor y, has ever 
gotten their freedom by appealing to the moral sense of the people who 
were oppressing them.”3 2 2 

The act of changing food conditions in prisons is not, by itself, an act of 
resistance nor an act of humanization or liberation. Instead, we ask again: 
in what ways can a dialectical analysis of prison food reveal the ideologies, 
material conditions, and logics driving prison itself, as well as the ways in 
which food is used to destabilize, dehumanize, and oppress both inside and 
outside of confinement? It is only through the act of struggle that we can 
build a world without prisons—a world where the food we grow, share, and 
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consume can be rooted in physical, emotional, and spiritual healing and 
nourishment. For it is not just the oppressed who are dehumanized at the 
hands of the oppressor, but the oppressors who are dehumanized as well. It 
is from this lens that analyses around prison food must be uncovered, and 
from this lens that struggle must be waged.

188



    

 

To learn more or get in touch:

Website: foodandabolition.org
Email: info@foodandabolition.org

Instagram: @foodandabolition
     


