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D
ear Readers,

Thank you for again supporting The Abolitionist! In this issue we 
hope to continue the momentum we have built since the release 
of Issue 16, which focused on Life after the Prison Industrial 

Complex (PIC). We now look at some of the work that is happening to get us 
to that goal. It is crucial that, in addition to envisioning what our world could 
look like after the PIC, we familiarize ourselves with the work happening now 
to make it so. Challenging the social norms and barriers that exist between 
our loved ones and their communities, finding new ways to keep one another 
healthy and safe, and building up the world we want instead are all things 
that we will explore in this issue.

As you read through this issue you will hear from many of our allies--includ-
ing organizers and former prisoners--but not enough from people that are 
currently imprisoned. As we work out the new structure for our paper and 
try these new themes and systems for receiving contributions, we would like 
to emphasize the importance of contributions from current prisoners. The 
next issue will be focused on surveillance and it is crucial that we hear the 
political perspectives, analysis, and strategies of imprisoned people inside.

Surviving within capitalism, U.S. imperialism, the PIC, and other systems of 
oppression takes a creativity, spirit, and will that can be found in all of us, even 
in what may seem to be insurmountable circumstances. The stories and 
perspectives found in this issue are but a mere sampling of the long legacies 
of resistance that connect so many of us. In the previous issue, we asked you 
to take the breadth and connections between each piece into consideration 
when creating your own vision for a world without the PIC. While reading 
this issue, we hope that you make connections between the importance of 
organizing both inside and outside of prison walls. 

In solidarity,
The Abolitionist Editorial Collective
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LETTER FROM THE 
EDITORS

Human Needs over 
Profit
The Occupy Movement and Supporting 
the Struggle in the Belly of the Beast
By Manuel La Fontaine and Diana Block, 
with Molly Porzig

On February 20th, 2012, thousands of people across the U.S. held demonstrations 
in support of prisoners as part of the Occupy Movement, including New York, 

Philadelphia, Boston, Baltimore, Washington DC, Chicago, Columbus, Denver, 
Durham, Seattle, Portland, the San Francisco Bay Area, and smaller towns like 
Fresno and Indio in California. At Ohio State Prison, prisoners went on a one-day 
hunger strike in solidarity with the National Day of Support of Prisoners. 

The call for these actions came from Oakland, CA, where anti-prison activists, for-
mer prisoners, and prisoner advocates amplified the voices of people inside prisons. 
The overarching message praised the Occupy Movement’s courage and creativity 
in challenging severe social and economic inequality in the U.S. and worldwide, 
while also urging Occupiers to not leave behind the 2.3 million people who are 
locked up in prisons, jails and detention centers. 

Despite the prison’s attempts to minimize the size of the crowd, over 700 people 
rallied outside San Quentin State Prison in the San Francisco Bay Area. For three 

hours, dozens of former prisoners, prisoners’ families and community members 
read statements from their loved ones and comrades inside. Speakers addressed a 
range of issues surrounding the prison industrial complex (PIC)—from the direct 
relationship of economic exploitation to imprisonment, the juvenile system and the 
role of imprisonment in destroying indigenous communities, to the ongoing use of 
prisons as a tool for political repression domestically and abroad.

This National Day of Support of Prisoners was a crucial opportunity to strengthen 
our connection and work to abolish the prison industrial complex The 
Abolitionist interviewed two organizers from Occupy 4 Prisoners, the group that 
organized the action at San Quentin. Below, former prisoner and organizer with 
All of Us or None, Manuel La Fontaine, and founding member and organizer with 
California Coalition for Women Prisoners, Diana Block, share their perspectives on 
Occupy’s National Day of Support of Prisoners. Alongside this interview we have 
included statements by prisoners written for the Occupy Movement in hopes of 
carrying this momentous day forward in our protracted struggle to abolish the 
prison industrial complex.  

Why is it important for a social movement for economic justice such as Occupy 
to prioritize prisoners?

Manuel La Fontaine (MLF): Supporting prisoner resistance inside cages both 
through individual, and preferably, collective actions sends a message to the state 
that it cannot continue to use prisons as the answer to its social problems. The 
Broader “Occupy/Decolonize Movement” has to recognize the history and purpose 
of prisons to contain an ever-growing unemployed population, curb resistance, and 
undermine self-determination.

Diana Block (DB): When social movements operate in their separate silos and don’t 
connect the dots, they work to the advantage of corporations, the top one percent 
and the state. Mass incarceration exposes how distorted the economic priorities 
of this society are.  Millions of dollars are poured into building prisons and caging 
people, while funding for education, health care, housing, and jobs is gutted. With-
out these basics, people of color and poor people at the bottom of the 99 percent are 

Occupy 4 Prisoners AT SAN QUENTIN, 2012
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Critical Resistance seeks to build an international 

movement to end the Prison Industrial Complex by 

challenging the belief that caging and controlling 

people makes us safe. We believe that basic 

necessities such as food, shelter, and freedom 

are what really make our communities secure. As 

such, our work is part of global struggles against 

inequality and powerlessness. The success of the 

movement requires that it reflect communities most 

affected by the PIC. Because we seek to abolish the 

PIC, we cannot support any work that extends its life 

or scope.

Send your letters, submissions, and subscription 

requests to:

The Abolitionist

c/o Critical Resistance

1904 Franklin St.,  Ste. 504

Oakland, CA 94612

Please be sure to let us know if we have permission 

to print your full name and address along with 

your submission. See p. 13 for more instructions 

on submitting writing or artwork for publication.
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increasingly channeled into jails and prisons.  

Prisons have become warehouses for segments of 
the population that the capitalist system no longer 
has jobs or resources for.  When social movements 
try to resist the status quo of exploitation, racism 
and other forms of oppression, they are suppressed 
through escalating forms of policing and incar-
ceration. We can already see this happening in the 
brutal police response to the Occupy movement 
around the country. Prisoners like Mumia Abu 
Jamal, Kevin Cooper and Pelican Bay hunger strik-
ers have made these connections and have called 
upon Occupy to recognize the bottom one percent, 
those who are locked up, as an integral part of the 
movement.  These connections are necessary in 
order to build a truly anti-racist movement and 
a comprehensive fight for economic and social 
justice, which includes all the sectors of the 99 
percent.

What are some of the opportunities in Occupy’s 
National Day of Support for Prisoners? What are 
some of the challenges?

DB: One of the important strengths of the 
Occupy movement is the claiming of public space 
to force public engagement with issues of econom-
ic injustice. Prisoners are deliberately removed 
from public space, dispossessed and hidden from 
view. By mobilizing a National Occupy Day in Sup-
port of Prisoners, public space is being claimed in 
the name of the 2.3 million people who are forced 
to occupy cages. By rallying at the gates of prisons, 
Occupy 4 Prisoners is trying to connect directly 
with the human beings inside, helping to make the 
bottom one percent a more visible part of the 
Occupy movement. Another significant aspect of 
the planning in the Bay Area has been the commit-
ment to center the day’s activities on the voices 
of prisoners, as well as their family members and 
formerly incarcerated people. The day provided 
a place for these people to 
represent themselves and 
challenge their constant 
demonization by the media 
and other institutions. The 
demands for the National 
Day for Support of Prisoners 
address a wide range of is-
sues: inhumane conditions 
of confinement, unjust sentencing policies, human 
rights, political prisoner freedom, resisting repres-
sion, and the need to change budget priorities.   

A major ongoing challenge is looking beyond Feb-
ruary 20th to ensure that the visibility, collectivity 
and momentum that was built for this day contin-
ues.  This means creating future opportunities to 
collaborate on campaigns that reflect the demands 
that have been articulated for this day. 

MLF: The National “Occupy/De-colonize” Move-
ment and those of us in the “free world” must be 
willing to accept guidance from our caged sisters 
and brothers, and incorporate their meaningful 
participation in future actions. Furthermore, we 
must also find ways to practically link the attack 
on people inside cages to that of the immigrant 
population, and include people caged inside ever-
growing, privatized, so-called detention facilities.

How can this national day of solidarity poten-
tially strengthen organizing collaborations 
inside and outside prisons? 

DB: Many different groups and individuals that of-
ten organize separately have come together to work 
on this day. Prisoners from different parts of the 
state have become involved in the planning, which 
has been very positive.  We have brought together 
groups and individuals that work against the death 
penalty, for the civil and human rights of formerly 
incarcerated people, for the freedom of political 
prisoners and for the abolition of the prison indus-
trial complex.  We have also been in touch with 
Occupy groups and anti-prison groups around the 
country who are participating in this National Day 
of Support with Prisoners, which is significant since 
there are not many recent examples of this type of 
coordinated national activity regarding prisons.

MLF: This National Day of Support with people in 
cages provides an opportunity for many of us to 
learn to struggle with one another, i.e. respectfully 
pushing our levels of discomfort, challenging con-
ventional ideas and practices, resolving contradic-
tions, etc. while keeping our eyes on the prize: the 
abolition of state-sanctioned torture, and ultimate-
ly, the prison industrial complex.

What are some examples of how prisoners are 
organizing inside and how people outside can 
support this work?

DB: In the past year and a half there have been 
some dramatic examples of prisoner organizing.  
In December 2010, thousands of Georgia prisoners 
participated in a prison strike.  Shortly after that, 
in January 2011, four prisoners in Lucasville, Ohio 
went on hunger strike to protest inhumane condi-
tions, including 23-hour-a-day solitary confine-
ment.  Then, in July 2011, prisoners at Pelican Bay 
State prison in California initiated a hunger strike 
against solitary confinement and gang debriefing 
policies that was taken up by thousands across the 
state and is still continuing in various forms.  More 
recently, hundreds of prisoners at Valley State 
Prison for Women (VSPW) have mounted a cam-
paign to stop the conversion of VSPW into a men’s 
prison and to instead to close VSPW all together 
and repurpose it as a non-correctional, community 
space. 

To varying degrees, people on the outside have 
supported these actions.  However, it has been dif-
ficult to build consistent support on the level that 
is required in order to help win the demands and 
protect prisoners from severe retaliation.  Prisoner-
initiated actions demonstrate the leadership and 
self-organizing capacity of the people inside.  Such 
actions challenge the prevalent negative and de-
humanizing stereotypes about prisoners and help 
to galvanize activity outside.  We on the outside 
have to learn how to better support these actions 
through public education, advocacy, legislative 
lobbying, grassroots organizing and direct actions 
which reflect and reinforce the commitment of the 
prisoners. We also need to involve other sectors of 
the progressive movement more strongly in soli-
darity with these actions.  For example, when thou-
sands of prisoners around California go on hunger 
strike to protest torture and solitary confinement, 
everyone who cares about social justice should see 
this as their struggle too. 

MLF: The recent hunger strikes in California’s 
State Prisons inside of Security Housing Units 
(SHUs) exemplified the significance of an inter-
generational, statewide, prisoner-led resistance.  
People can help ensure that the demands from 
those being tortured inside of maximum security 
housing units are met, such as the Five Core 
Demands put forth by people inside California’s 
SHUs.  We must not stop there. We must begin to 
shut down these barbaric chambers.

What would a strong, cohesive social movement 
in the U.S. in 2012 look like to you?  

MLF: We need a movement that seeks to dis-
mantle all systems of oppression and build inclu-
sive, sustainable communities from our collective 
strengths. We need a movement that uses real 
restorative practices to heal our communities. We 
need a movement that prioritizes the voices and 
participation of those most impacted by incarcera-
tion and poverty, and that genuinely puts people 
over profit, prisons, or any property. 

DB:  With growing awareness of the socioeconomic 
destructiveness of mass incarceration, we have the 
potential to build a more unified, broader public 
determination to turn back the growth of the PIC. 
The National Day of Support with Prisoners is a 
good example of linking issues, organizations and 
localities. Looking to the self-organizing efforts of 
prisoners and former prisoners helps prioritize the 
campaigns for human rights that are being framed 
by the people most impacted by the PIC.  At the 
same time, the budget crisis impacting the entire 
country has opened up new possibilities for decar-
ceration campaigns since state governments have 
an incentive to reduce their prison populations to 
save money.  

In California, the state’s new realignment policy 
has just shifted the focus of struggle to the county 
level where local officials are fighting over money 
available to construct more jail beds.  The strong 
fight against jail expansion that has been tak-
ing place in L.A. is a good example of the type 
of response that can mobilize public awareness 
and push back against these initiatives.  If prison 

We need a movement that prioritizes 
the voices and participation of those 
most impacted by incarceration and 
poverty, and that genuinely puts 
people over profit, prisons, or any 
property. 

Photo By KATE CONWAY Continued on next page
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From N.C.T.T. Corcoran SHU to the 
Occupy Movement
By New Afrikan Revolutionary Nationalism (NARN) Colloners in Corcoran’s 
Security Housing Unit* 

Like the Arab Spring, which is still rocking the 
Middle East, and our own struggle to abolish 

indefinite confinement in sensory deprivation SHU 
torture units, the Occupy Wall Street Movement 
expresses a fundamental rule of materialist dialec-
tics as they apply to social development – i.e., the 
transformation of quantity into quality – expressed 
eloquently by the Honorable Comrade George 
Lester Jackson some 40 years ago: “Consciousness 
is directly proportional to oppression.”

As we have followed and supported the Occupy 
Wall Street Movement, discussing its great po-
tential, analyzing its character, composition and 
socio-economic motive force, predicting the in-
evitable violent reactionary response of the fascist 
state in defense of its capitalist masters, the ruling 
1 percent have never, nor will they ever, concede 
anything, surely not substantive changes, without 
struggle which requires unity of purpose, broad-
based organization, fluid strategy and effec-
tive tactics.

Populist and progressive movements in 
this nation have succeeded or failed, lived 
or died, based on how effectively they 
understood and adapted to this reality. We 
learned this in the epoch following the 
Civil War as reconstruction gains were 
effectively repealed and Jim Crow law was 
introduced.

Three things immediately became obvi-
ous from that analysis: 

1. The mass media and far too many of the 
various pundits were in essence counting 
on the national Occupy movements to just 
peter out and fizzle away. It was this mes-
sage that those who own these mass media 
outlets – the one percent– want to be dis-
seminated as broadly as possible to under-
mine mass support for the movement.

2. We, the 99 percent, have no intention of 
going anywhere until substantive change is 
realized, and though most in this nation not 
involved directly in the occupations them-
selves agree with our ideas in opposition to 
corporate greed and institutional inequality, 
there were no clearly articulated demands 
around which the movement could organize 
the broader masses. 

3. This lack of clearly articulated demands and 
coherent strategic and tactical organization by the 
national Occupy movement was undermining its 
intent, diluting its potential, and degrading its mo-
tive force.

This state of affairs left unaddressed, as in most 
every similar movement in the U.S. historically, 
will lead to its isolation. This cannot be allowed. 
The first step in defeating an enemy as powerful, 
all-encompassing and organized as the ruling one 
percent is understanding the nature of struggle and 
the basis of their power. 

We call on you brothers and sisters to disseminate 
these 10 core demands to all the Occupy move-
ments across the nation and the world, and we call 
on all the Occupy movements to convene a national 
forum – which can take place online or at a national 
convention – to discuss the adoption of these 10 
core demands as the definitive goals and organizing 
points around which the movement is based and 
the next level of our struggle is to be waged. These 
10 core demands can be modified, augmented or 
amended to take into account the broadest cross-
section of the 99 percent possible and the collective 
will of the movement:

The 10 Core Demands of the Occupy 
Wall Street Movement National 

Coalition

1. We want full employment with a living wage for 
all people who will work, and for employment to be 
enforced as the right it is.

2. We want an end to institutional racism and race- 
and class-based disparities in access to, and quality 

of, labor, education, health care, criminal defense, 
political empowerment, technology and healthy 
food. 

3. We want decent and affordable housing for all 
people and for it to be enforced as the right it is. 

4. We want affordable and equal access to higher 
education for all and access to education that 
teaches the true history of colonialism, chattel slav-
ery, repression of organized labor, the use of police 
repression and imprisonment as tools of capitalist 
exploitation, and the perpetuation of imperialism in 
the development and maintenance of modern U.S. 
power systems and corporate financial markets. 

5. We want an immediate end to police brutality 
and the murder of oppressed people in the U.S., 
particularly in the New Afrikan (Black), Latino, im-
migrant and underclass communities and among 

those protesting in this nation. 

6. We want an end to the expansion of the prison 
industrial complex, as a profit base – from our tax 
dollars – for the disposal of surplus labor and the 
poor. (The disproportionate distribution of wealth, 
privilege and opportunity in a society is the origin 
of all crime. The U.S. has one of the greatest dispari-
ties between haves and have-nots on Earth).

7. We want an end to all corporate and financial 
influences in the political process in the U.S. 

8. We want an end to imperialist wars of aggression 
and sending our youth off to kill and die to enforce 
the economic interests of big oil and other corpo-
rate concerns seeking new resources to exploit, 
new markets to open for sale of their goods and 
services and as an impetus to keep from addressing 
domestic ills. 

9. We want a bottom-up approach to economic 
development and labor-capital relations. In the 
U.S. socio-economic and political policy must now 
uplift the quality of life from the bottom rung up 
– empowering the disenfranchised, providing op-
portunities for those with no options and directing 
bailouts and subsidies to the people, not banks and 
billionaires.

10. We want a more equitable distribution of wealth, 
justice and opportunity at every level of society, 
reflecting the objective reality that it’s the socio-
economic, political, intellectual and cultural con-
tributions of the 99 percent upon which this society 
stands. 

In addition, we call on each individual Occupy 
Movement to begin organizing in and with the 

underclass communities in your city or town and 
for all brothers and sisters in the ghettos, projects, 
barrios and trailer parks across this nation to begin 
organizing with Occupy Movement coalition reps 
around collective programs that can serve to begin 
realizing these 10 core demands by our unity and 
contributions alone. 

What must be understood is social movements 
of this nature are supported only to the degree 
that their ideas find resonance in the psychologi-
cal structures of the masses, but even this is not 
enough. To ensure the realization of any substan-
tive change in the nature and structure of U.S. 
capitalist society and to prevent this movement 
from being isolated and neutralized by the forces of 
repression, it must be firmly embedded in as broad 
a cross-section of this population as possible.

There are some 47 million people in Amerika living 
below the poverty line, another 150 million 
or so barely getting by – two thirds of this 
nation’s population, all of them part of the 
99 percent. It is here that we will find our 
most lasting support, and thus it is here that 
you must begin forging meaningful ties. 
These are overwhelmingly New Afrikan 
(Black), Latino, immigrant and poor com-
munities.

You champion us all with your ideas and 
the courage of your convictions, just as 

we continue to support you with our sacri-
fices and insight. It is now time to take the 
movement to its next evolution and ulti-
mately to its inevitable conclusion: victori-
ous revolutionary change.

Your greatest power lies in your unity and 
cooperation and ultimately your organiza-
tional ability. The power of the people far 
surpasses all the repressive violence of the 
Babylons attacking you/us or the wealth of 
the one percent, who will stop at nothing to 
silence us all.

This is a protracted struggle; there will 
be no 90-day revolution here. Victory will 
require sacrifice, tenacity and competent 
strategic insight. The question you must ask 
is: Are you prepared to do what is necessary 
to win this struggle? If you answer in the 
affirmative, commit to victory and accept 
no other alternative. The people, as we are, 

are with you. Until we win or don’t lose, our love and 
solidarity to all those who love freedom and fear 
only failures.

Originally posted by the San Francisco Bay View 
*Names omitted for protection.

To ensure the realization of any 
substantive change in the nature 
and structure of U.S. capitalist 
society and to prevent this 
movement from being isolated and 
neutralized by the forces of 
repression, it must be firmly 
embedded in as broad a cross-
section of this population as 
possible.

populations are being reduced, we need to be pro-
active and counteract new forms of policing and 
surveillance that are developed such as the Stop and 
Frisk policy in New York.  When people are released 
from jails and prisons, we have to join with them to 
fight for the resources needed to survive this harsh 
economic environment.  Given the rise of political 
mobilization and corresponding police repression, it 
is also an important moment to reinvigorate cam-
paigns to release political prisoners, especially those 
who have been incarcerated for decades because of 
their roles in liberation movements of the sixties and 
seventies.  Fighting for the freedom of movement 
activists is part and parcel of building a strong move-
ment that can resist police brutality and state repres-
sion and be sustained over the long haul.

Manuel La Fontaine is an organizer with and member of 
All of Us or None, a project of Legal Services for Prisoners 
with Children. All of Us or None is an organization com-
prised of formerly-incarcerated people, their families, 
and allies, fighting for the full restoration of their civil 
and human rights.

Diana Block is a founding member and current activ-
ist with the California Coalition for Women Prisoners 
(CCWP). She represents CCWP in the Californians United 
for a Responsible Budget (CURB) Alliance. She is the 
author of the memoir Arm the Spirit: A Woman’s Journey 
Underground and Back (AK Press, 2009).

Continued from previous page, 
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America is a Prison Industrial 
Complex
Statement from Jalil Muntaqim read at Occupy’s National Day of Support of Prisoners 
San Quentin February 20, 2012*

The 2.3 million U.S. citizens in prison represent more 
than a problem of criminality. Rather, the human toll 

of the U.S. prison industrial complex addresses and indicts 
the very foundation of American history.

Given this reality, the struggle to abolish prisons is a 
struggle to change the very fabric of American society. 
It is a struggle to remove the financial incentive—the 
profitability of the prison/slave system. This will essen-
tially change how the U.S. addresses the issue of poverty, 
of ethnic inequality, and misappropriation of tax dollars. 
It will speak to the reality that the prison system is a slave 
system, a system that dehumanizes the social structure 
and denigrates America’s moral social values.

The prison system today is an industry that, as did chat-
tel slavery, profits off the misery and suffering of other 

human beings. From politicians to bankers to the business investment commu-
nity, the prison industrial complex is a multi-billion dollar criminal enterprise, 
all of which has been sanctioned by the 13th Amendment of the U.S. Constitu-

tion.

It is imperative that those of you here come to terms with 
the reality that America is the prison industrial complex, 
and that the silence and inaction of Americans is com-
plicit in maintaining a system that in its very nature is 
inhumane.

Abolish the American Prison Industrial Complex!

All Power to the People! All Power to the People!

All Power to the People!

Jalil Muntaqim (Anthony Bottom), a former member of the 
Black Panther Party, has been a political prisoner since 1971. 
He is the author of We Are Our Own Liberators and is currently 

imprisoned in Attica, NY.

*Edited for publication in The Abolitionist.

PFLP Leader Abdel-Alim Da’na Speaks
originally appeared in The Electronic Intifada as “Former prisoner, PFLP leader: hunger 
strike “made revolution in the prisons”, December 7, 2011.  Excerpts are printed here with per-
mission from Ben Lorber

Abdel-Alim Da’na is a leader of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine 
(PFLP) and a professor of democracy, human rights and Palestinian history at 
Palestine Polytechnic University in Hebron. A man who has spent decades or-
ganizing left-wing Palestinian resistance, he has been a political prisoner of the 
State of Israel for 17 years since the 1970s. During this time, he shared a cell with 
PFLP leader Ahmad Saadat for four years in Tulkarem prison.

Over the years he has written many books in Arabic on the mistreatment of 
Palestinian prisoners by the Israeli government. Ben Lorber, contributor to The 
Electronic Intifada, interviewed Abdel-Alim Da’na in his Hebron home on 8 
November 2011.

Ben Lorber: How long were you in prison?

Abdel-Alim Da’na: I spent 17 years in Israeli prisons. In 1972 I spent more than 
one year, and in 1975, they gave me 17 and a half years. I was released by an 
exchange of prisoners between PLO and Israel in 1985. I spent ten years and two 
months in jail. Then they arrested me in the first intifada, the first uprising, and 
I spent four years without a trial, as an administrative detainee. Then I spent 
about one year or more, and then in 2004 I spent one and a half years.

BL: How were you treated inside prison?

AD: The Israeli management inside the prisons is very difficult, and they mis-
treated us inside the prisons. Dozens of people inside the prisons were absolute-
ly crazy, I saw many go crazy because 
of the very bad conditions inside 
the prison. More than two hundred 
detainees died inside the prisons. I 
have written many books and essays 
about the prisoners inside the prison. 
I wrote a book about the 94 prisoners 
who died inside the prisons, and I am 
going to continue to speak about the 
other men who died inside the prisons 
because some of them were killed 
because of interrogations, and some of 
them were not given suitable treat-
ment. In interrogations I spent more 
than a hundred days inside isolated 
cell without anybody, and they used 
all kinds of torture to take informa-
tion from me. Not only me, but many 
persons, many detainees.

And you must believe me that the 
situation is very difficult, very hard. 
Because we are inside the prisons, 
everything is confiscated, including 
our freedom, and we haven’t enough 
food, our family can’t visit us inside 
the prison freely, and they mistreat 
our families when they visit us.

BL: How did prisoners resist the occupation from within the prison?

AD: We had many hunger strikes, and were used to struggling inside the prison 
to make our life possible. For example, the first hunger strike was in 1970 — this 
strike was to put an end to Israeli mistreatment of our prisoners. The guard or 
the policemen said “Issa, come in!” He beat him. Why? “Because I don’t like 
him!” And when you speak to the guard, you had to say “please sir, ok sir” and 
you had to bend your head. We saw that they are treating us in a very ugly, very 

inhumane way. This was the first hunger strike. And we succeeded in this hun-
ger strike in 1970, to put an end to the guards’ mistreatment of prisoners.

And then we called to bring us newspapers. They at first brought us a newspa-
per called which was [written and published] by Israel intelligence, by Shabak 
[Shin Bet]. We wanted to change this. So Ashkelon prison had a big strike, they 
continued with this strike for forty eight days, so as to bring freely Arab maga-
zines and Arab newspapers and Arab books inside the prisons. And the Israelis 
consented to bring in the books! We called this very important for the prisoners 
— it changed our lives.

We did not have radio transmitters. We were smuggling transistor radios, but 
the Israeli authority considered it very dangerous. In September 1985 we had 
an important hunger strike, we continued it for 13 days. The police minister 
discussed with us about this hunger strike. We had six representatives among 
the prisoners — I was one of them — and we discussed our demands and we 
forced them to permit us to bring a radio. And this made a revolution inside the 
prisons!

BL: How did you organize and educate yourselves inside the prison?

AD: Every political organization makes their systems and law. There were Fatah, 
PFLP, DFLP, and these were the three main organizations [in the 1980s]. All the 
organizations did their best to find books. At first, we hadn’t books, we hadn’t 
newspapers, we hadn’t papers or pens [with which] to write, but we smuggled 

many things like these. Also, once 
we smuggled books into prisons, we 
smuggled papers and pencils and we 
copied the books by hand to give to 
our friends.

Everyone, when they enter the 
prison, must learn to read and to 
study. When some people enter the 
prison, they cannot read or write, and 
we put an end to their illiteracy. Some 
of them are very famous journalists 
now, some are poets, some are writ-
ing in the newspapers and writing 
research. I have many names of these 
people who couldn’t read or write, 
and now they are very respectable 
members of Palestinian culture, men 
in the Palestinian Authority and writ-
ers of all sorts.

BL: Did you also write about politi-
cal theory and philosophy inside the 
magazines?

AD: We also had [internal] prison 
magazines we wrote by hand. For 
example, Fatah had one or two 
magazines inside the prison, and also 

PFLP had a magazine, al-Hadaf [The Goal]. We wrote these magazines by hand, 
with pencils, and some people put drawings in the magazines, and some prison-
ers wrote poems, some wrote tales and short stories.  … We wrote about politi-
cal theory and philosophy inside the magazines, and political economy, many 
Marxist-Leninist essays inside these magazines. And we also had essays where 
we discussed our situations inside the prisons, and news, and our relationship 

	  

 Abdel-Alim Da’ana with a model ship he 
built while imprisoned in Israel

Occupy 4 Prisoners AT 
SAN QUENTIN, 2012

Continued on page 8, “PFLP”
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How We Get By
Resisting Gender Regulations When “You Have No Right to Be Who You Are”
By Toshio Meronek with Regina Diamond, Faith Phillips, and Lala 

For anyone entering prison, the intake process 
is a dehumanizing one. You’re strip-searched, 

assigned a number, and forced to wear clothes that 
unmistakably identify you as a “con.” For transgen-
der and queer prisoners, it doesn’t stop there. 

Your hair is cut in to a style deemed by authorities 
to be “gender appropriate,” and the same rules 
apply to your underwear. Once inside, adminis-
trators and other prisoners continue to police 
gender expression via physical and emotional 
violence. If you refuse to conform to the regu-
lations (both written and unwritten), you risk 
punishment far harsher than your original 
sentence. But some trans and queer people 
find ways to tweak the rules to make life a little 
more livable. 

Faith Phillips first entered prison in 2004 at 
the age of 21. “Imagine being told, ‘You have no 
right to be who you are.’ It was a tough adjust-
ment,” she said. 

Facing abuse from staff and other prisoners, 
sticking up for her fellow queers in central Cali-
fornia’s Avenal State Prison became a necessity. 
“We decided, ‘We’re not going to allow one 
person to be singled out’.” So when one day, a 
queer prisoner was threatened with being sent 
to a ward where he’d be unsafe, Faith said, “F*** 
that. I’m not going to let that happen.” Out in 
the yard, she refused to leave when the cor-
rectional officers (COs) announced that it was 
time to go inside. “Might as well take me to the 
hole, because I’m not moving,” she told the COs. 
“Then the whole queer community said, ‘We’re 
going to the hole, too’.” They all refused to leave 
the yard’s bleachers.

The sergeant in charge was not amused. “This 
is not happening in my yard,” he said. But they 
didn’t budge. This went on through the night. 
It got cold. To stay warm, they played a game 
of freeze tag at 3 a.m., and prisoners who were 
inside managed to push blankets out to them 
underneath a doorway. 

Faith and her crew of queers came up with a list 
of demands that included HIV and sex educa-

tion, a gay, lesbian, bisexual, trans, and queer 
support group, getting clothes that were taken from 
them returned, and an end to harassment by staff 
(in addition to the original demand that the at-risk 
prisoner not be moved). Apart from the clothing, all 
demands were met. It was a big morale booster for 
the prisoners, and helped keep one of them out of 
harm’s way.

This sort of activism came at a cost to Faith. As 
retribution, she went 
through a series of 
prison transfers, was 
sent to the hole, and 
prison administrators 
promised, “If you ever 
think about doing this again, we’ll bury you.”

She learned about an organization called the Trans-
gender, Gender Variant, and Intersex Justice Project 
(TGIJP) while inside, and became an information 
collector for the group, sending reports from inside 
on everything from physical harm to the names of 
guards who used gay slurs to refer to queer prison-
ers. Now out of prison, she’s pursuing a law degree 
and continues to organize with TGIJP. 

This unmistakable show of resistance is a more 
obvious example of queer and transgender prison-
ers fighting back, but others are making plenty of 
quieter but important moves.

Love Don’t Live Here (Officially, at 
Least)

Prison regulations across the United States make 
prisoner-on-prisoner relationships illegal. People 

who break the rules risk retaliation by prison ad-
ministrators. Regina Diamond, who is lesbian and 
was previously imprisoned in New Jersey, remem-
bered one pair of prisoners whose relationship was 
uncovered. They were punished with banishment: 
administrators transferred one of the two to another 
ward.  

Elaborating, Regina noted that “sex was forbidden, 

and if people were caught, they would get a blue 
sheet [a disciplinary write-up], and were often sent 
to ‘lock’ [solitary confinement].” Of course, sex 
and relationships do happen—and sometimes the 
guards are involved. According to the Bureau of 
Justice Statistics, gay prisoners encounter sexual as-
sault at a rate three times that of straight prisoners, 

with many of those assaults inflicted by prison staff; 
advocates say actual rates are much higher.

For some trans women, finding a “john” is a survival 
tactic—a means of protecting yourself from violence 
in a hyper-masculine, aggressive environment. 
But intentionally or not, engaging in a relationship 
behind bars can also be an act of resistance and self-
determination in a place that’s set up to obstruct this 

kind of behavior.  

The illegality of relationships is a problem, “espe-
cially for people who are there for the rest of their 
lives,” Regina said. “How and why would anyone 
be expected and forced to live without love from a 
significant other regardless of the environment? It’s 
insane!” Regina met her own partner while inside; 
as soon as they were both released, they moved in 
together. 

Getting the Look for Less

The right to wear a certain style of underwear 
might not seem like a big deal to some, but for 

people who have been fighting to express their gen-
ders for their entire lives, it goes a long way. Regina, 
who now works at Rutgers University’s Center for 
Social Justice Education and LGBT Communities, 
used sewing supplies purchased in the commissary 
and the state-issued robes and nightgowns to make 
boxer shorts and other “contraband” items. “I didn’t 
wear boxers, but I wore boy shorts, little fitted box-
ers, made the same way and out of the same material 
as the boxers, just smaller,” she said.

“Most feminine women tried to get clothes that 
were fitted, while more masculine women preferred 
loose-fitting clothes. Lots of people were harassed 
about this, especially the women who preferred the 
baggy clothes.” Regina recalled “one incident where 

a female was forced to turn in all her prison-issued 
clothing because it ‘did not fit’ and ‘was unaccept-
able’ according to the COs. She was given smaller 
clothes that were tight, and she was clearly uncom-
fortable.” She was later able to trade other prisoners 
for bigger clothes. “Some women wore handmade 
dildos on a daily basis,” Regina said. Not “when they 

were going to have sex, but just in general, like 
to the mess hall or the library.” 

Alterations are considered to be “destroying 
state property.” But the destruction of a pris-
oner’s spirit is a far more serious problem. 
The required uniformity of clothing serves to 
dehumanize the people who are forced to wear 
uniforms, meanwhile propping up an industry 
that produces millions of jumpsuits per year. 
Speaking to the BBC, psychologist Martin Skin-
ner noted, “The suits de-individualize the pris-
oner… People express themselves through their 
clothes and putting them in these jumpsuits 
takes their individuality away.” Behind bars, a 
contraband piece of pink fabric might symbol-
ize much more than just a pretty accessory—it 
can be a loud, clear expression of gender and 
individuality.

Reforms Can’t Make an Unfair 
System Fair

When I asked Lala, a female-identified organiz-
er with TGIJP in San Francisco, which prisons 
she was housed in, she responded, “Which 
prisons wasn’t I housed at is a better question,” 
and listed off almost ten different “men’s insti-
tutions”.  

As Lala reported, a push for reforms has 
yielded a few wins. A number of legal cases 

have forced some governmental and corporate 
prison organizations, kicking and screaming, 
to provide hormone treatment to people (with 
doctor approval, which can take months). In 
California, the Gender Non-Discrimination Act 
(GENDA) which went into effect on January 1, 
2012 allows trans people to wear the underwear 
of their choice, at least on paper. Some Califor-
nia prisons are starting to allow “bra chrono” 
requests—basically, a doctor-prescribed bra. 
And trans people in the state will be shuttled 

into certain prisons deemed to be “trans-friendly.” 
But the segregation comes at a price. 

As noted by Californians United for a Responsible 
Budget (CURB), Governor Jerry Brown—who was 
endorsed by the powerful prison guard’s union dur-
ing the 2010 election—was lauded by mainstream 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) 

rights groups for signing 
GENDA into law, even as he 
cut social services while 
hesitating to lower the 
state’s prison budget. 

In January, the Governor 
finally announced plans 

to decrease funding to prisons by $1.1 billion. This is 
partially due to the fact that California’s government 
is flat broke: the state’s independent budget analyst 
estimates a shortfall of almost $13 billion for 2012. 
It’s also due to realignment—the shifting of prison-
ers from state prisons to county facilities such as 
jails. This shift is related to a 2011 decision by the U.S. 
Supreme Court that ordered the state’s government 
to reduce its prison population by 33,000, saying 
overcrowding made conditions unsafe. The most 
overcrowded facility, Avenal, where Faith did time, 
as of March 15 imprisoned 5,302 people in a facility 
designed to house 2,920, according to the Califor-
nia Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation 
(CDCR) count; rooms intended to be classrooms and 
gyms have been converted to dorms. 

Speaking on behalf of Critical Resistance and 
CURB, organizer Lisa Marie Alatorre said “As CDCR 
shrinks the prison population through realignment, 

intentionally or not, engaging in a relationship behind 
bars can also be an act of resistance and self-
determination in a place that’s set up to 
obstruct this kind of behavior.  

TEDDY BEAR MADE FOR A former 
prisoner’s GIRLFRIEND, MADE FROM 

A State-issued sock and NIGHT-
GOWN

*Cisgender: individuals who have 
a match between the gender they 
were assigned at birth, their bodies, 
and their personal identity.

Continued on next page, “Gender”
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it is past time for the Legislature to begin disman-
tling the mess of sentencing laws and release policies 
that created this scandal-ridden, overcrowded prison 
system. We need to use the opportunities found in re-
alignment to stop sending people to prison and instead 
aggressively invest in life saving programs such as 
substance abuse and mental health treatment, employ-
ment and education programs, and supportive and 
affordable housing.” 

Lack of uniformity across prisons does not help the 
situation. During her experience in the nearly ten dif-
ferent prisons, Lala came to realize that her treatment 
“really [depended] on the prison,” and of course, the 
individual staff members. “There are certain officers 
who don’t really care what you do, but it depends.”

Lala entered the system in 1999, and said that in spite of 
recent reforms, it’s actually getting harder for impris-
oned trans people. Part of the reason, she believes, is 
that “officers are aging out of the system…they’re retir-
ing.” Officers who “were there when trans people and 
homosexuals were accepted” and were “more tolerant 
of us, in a way,” are cycling out. “This new generation of 
officers comes in, and they see how we’re treated now 
[by other prisoners], and they’re not liking us anyway, 
so they’re going to make things that much more dif-
ficult.” In places like Northern and Central California, 
where many of the state’s prisons are located, “there 
aren’t large trans populations, and so there are biases 
and phobias in the local populations.” These biases and 
phobias don’t disappear at the prison gates. 

Your race may help or hinder your chances for a hostile 
environment. “Unfortunately, because of the politics 
between the races, what’s acceptable for an African-
American trans person in prison is different from a 
Caucasian [trans] person in prison.” 

At New Folsom Prison near Sacramento, Lala used 
as an example, “African-American transgenders are 
fine…but the whites and the Latinos, they’re not ac-
cepted, and end up in isolation.” Why? “It’s gotten 
worse. It used to be fine. As there are more racialized 
groups gaining power, they’re dictating which people 
they want in their prison yards.” Lala described the 
sentiment of certain straight-identified prisoners 
toward trans people: “If you come here, we’re going to 
stab you.”

As for GENDA’s passing, Lala said, “In a way it’s going to 
be good, because our people will be there. But in a way 
it’s taking away our freedom, because there are differ-
ent programming possibilities [at different prisons].” 
Some prisons have schooling and training courses that 
others do not. “People are going to be limited to what 
they can participate in because they’re transgender.” 

…

Lala, Faith, and a current prisoner at CMF-Vacaville, 
Bella Christina Birrell, wrote the TGIJP-sponsored 

guidebook Surviving Prison in California: Advice By 
and For Transgender Women in order to circulate 
knowledge about staying safe while locked up. Along 
with advice like how to get HIV treatment, and stay out 
of trouble with “Johns,” they said that sticking together 
is one of the best ways to stay safe. “Always remember 
that the police are trained to separate, divide and con-
quer us. If they can divide us into different groups, and 
then cause strife and distrust causing us to fight among 
ourselves, then we are unable, as a united community, 
to fight the real enemy…the corrupt system that defiles 
and oppresses us as human beings.” Small reforms like 
access to gender-appropriate clothing helps, but the 
way to true gender self-determination can only happen 
with a total dismantling of this “corrupt system.”

Faith Phillips is a writer, PIC abolitionist, prisoner 
advocate, and currently studying law. She lives in Los 
Angeles, where she works as a tattoo artist (http://
www.facebook.com/Americanflesh).

Regina Diamond is studying for her BSW at the 
Rutgers University School of Social Work. She works 
as a Student Assistant at the Rutgers Center for Social 
Justice Education & LGBT Communities. Her interests 
include advocacy for and the empowering of margin-
alized communities, specifically those who are/were 
incarcerated and identify as queer or gender neutral. 
Regina is also a former prisoner of the Edna Mahan 
Correctional Facility for Women in Clinton, New 
Jersey. 

Lala organizes with TGIJP in San Francisco.

From the Inside Out
Prisoner Voices and Radio Waves
edited by kamau walton

Calls from Home, broadcast from WMMT in 
Whitesburg, KY and Beyond the Bars, broad-

cast from 3CR Community Radio in Melbourne, 
Australia, are two community radio shows that 
raise up the voices of prisoners, their families, and 
the communities they come from. The Abolition-
ist asked Amelia Kirby, Sylvia Ryerson, and John 
“Mac” Gaskins of WMMT and Juliet Fox of 3CR 
to explore the importance of imprisoned people 
being connected to their families and home com-
munities as a form of sustaining and cultivating 
survival and resistance, and how radio can provide 
those tools.

How and when was your radio show devel-
oped?

Amelia: The seeds for Hot 88.7 Hip Hop from the 
Hill Top / Calls from Home were planted back in 
2000, when I was a co-host of WMMT’s popular 
Monday night hip-hop show, then called Holler to 
the Hood. One night I received a phone call from 
the sister of a man incarcerated at Red Onion 
State Prison.  “May I speak directly to him on the 
air?” she asked. From that pivotal moment on, the 
power and value of sharing those voices—grand-
mothers and grandchildren, fathers, mothers, 
friends, spouses—has been central to WMMT, as 
we have broadcast the voices of loved ones 
of people in prison in Appalachia for 
over a decade.

Sylvia:  The show airs every 
Monday night, and is made up of 
two parts, and co-hosted in turn 
by four DJs. From 7-9 PM we host 
Hot 88.7 Hip Hop from the Hill 
Top, a two-hour hip hop music 
show.  It is the only hip 
hop show that we know 
of broadcasting in the 
coalfields of Central 
Appalachia.  While 
one of us is host-
ing the music show 
on-air, another one of 
our crew is answering 
phone calls from the 
friends and family mem-
bers of those incarcerated 
in our listening area. We record 
their phone messages from 7-9 PM, 
and then play them out on Calls 
from Home that same night from 9-10 PM.

WMMT’s local listening area reaches eight 
prisons in Kentucky, Virginia, and West Virginia, 
including federal penitentiaries, state correctional 
facilities, private, and supermax facilities, as well 
as several regional jails and detention centers.  

Juliet: [Editor’s note: NAIDOC Week is a week held 
each July across Australia to celebrate the culture 
and achievements of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples.  3CR broadcasts from prisons 
in Victoria, the state where Melbourne is located, 
each year as part of the celebrations.] Since 2002, 
3CR Community Radio in Melbourne, Australia, 
has run the Beyond the Bars (BTB) project during 
National Aboriginal and Islanders Day Observance 
Committee (NAIDOC) Week. BTB includes 15 
hours of live radio broadcasts held inside five Vic-
torian prisons and amplifies the voices of incar-
cerated Indigenous men and women. The broad-
casts are all presented by Indigenous community 
broadcasters who come into the prison to broad-
cast the stories, songs, opinions and poems of the 
inmates. The live prison radio show is hosted by 
nearly 100 Indigenous men and women in prison 
giving them the opportunity to speak and be heard 
live on air on 3CR 855AM, 3CR Digital and stream-
ing live on 3cr.org.au.

What are the goals of your show?

Juliet:  BTB empowers Aboriginal prisoners to 
participate in community celebrations; partici-
pate in social and political processes and debates; 
participate in discussions that affect their lives 
– recidivism, health care in the prison system, 
post-release housing and support – with the aim of 
giving understanding to decision/policy makers 
directly from Aboriginal prisoners rather than 
‘experts’. Importantly, it acknowledges their right 
to participate. BTB is a radio project that seeks 

to narrate another story – a story of strength and 
resilience, and freedom of spirit ‘beyond the bars’; 
of close connection to culture and identity, and a 
true sense of justice.

3CR hopes that the project works as an example 
of a practical radio program that other commu-
nity stations could take on and has briefed other 
community broadcasters on how the project is run 
and implemented through one-on-one sessions as 
well as larger workshop environments. It is hoped 
that in the long term BTB may impact the creation 
of more opportunities for Indigenous men and 
women incarcerated throughout Australia to have 
lift their voices and be heard.

How does your show elevate the voices of pris-
oners?

Juliet: The values and mechanisms that disadvan-
tage, exclude and marginalize Aboriginal Austra-
lia are firmly embedded and constantly perpetu-
ated by the Australian mass media as they wield 
control of mainstream discourse and voice within 
society. Through empowering prisoners to speak 
on community radio about issues of sovereignty, 
treaty, justice, and stolen generations, BTB is con-
tributing to new discourse, providing new spaces 

for expression and exertion of agency as well 
as new “truths” about the criminaliza-

tion and imprisonment of Aboriginal 
Australians and indeed the history of 

Australia. BTB does this to contextu-
alize imprisonment in the history 
of a nation, and the history of a 
people entwined with intergen-

erational trauma, genocide and 
stolen lands. The broadcasts 

recognize the worth and 
status of Aboriginal 

men and women in the 
community (albeit 
currently incarcer-
ated) to contribute 
to discourse and to 

challenge ‘truths’. It is 
an opportunity not only 

for creative expression 
for the inmates but also of 

political expression.

Why is it important that prison-
ers maintain connections to their 

families & communities?
 
Mac:  There are two reasons why it is so important 
for prisoners to maintain strong connections to 
both their families and communities. The first is 
so that families are not completely destroyed by 
the vicious jaws of mass incarceration. The second 
is so that prisoners still feel a moral connection 
to their respective communities and to the whole 
concept of community in general. And through 
such interaction a solid line of Inside-Outside 
communication can be developed. This will set 
the stage for meaningful solidarity acts in the 
sense that there will be solid forces of resistance 
on both sides of the fence. This, ideally, would 
simply mean that when there is an action taken 
inside, there will be a corresponding action taken 
on the outside.

For me (and for others who survived imprison-
ment and solitary confinement), this is where 
WMMT Community Radio proved to be so vital. 
It represented a life-line. It connects prisoners 
with their loved ones via Calls from Home, by 
broadcasting live calls from family members, 
community activists and organizers, and all other 
concerned citizens. And this is huge, for most 
prisoners are not able to get visits as a result of the 
prisons being so far away from the communities 
that they come from. Nor do they have access to 
reliable information (such as newspapers and pro-
gressive newsletters). So the radio station meant 
everything to me. It was one of the most important 
ways that I remained abreast of social conditions 
on the outside (via shows such as Democracy 
Now, and Calls from Home). In summation, the 
radio station gives hope, inspiration and meaning 
to all of those trapped within the worst corners of 
Virginia’s prison system.

Continued on page 14, “Radio”

Image: 3CR

Continued from “Gender,” page 5

To receive a copy of Surviving Prison in 
California: Advice By and For Transgender 
Women, write to TGIJP, 342 9th Street, 
Suite 202B, San Francisco, CA 94103, or 
email info@tgijp.org.
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For the last two decades the Brazilian penal system has increasingly come 
under the scrutiny of international human rights non-governmental organi-

zations (NGO’s) largely spurred by the infamous massacre at Carandirú prison 
in São Paulo city. Carandirú, which closed in September 2001, was the largest 
prison in Latin America, with varying reports putting the prisoner population 
between 8-10,000 at its peak although the prison was designed to hold just over 
3,000. At its closure, the New York Times reported that more than 1,300 prison-
ers had died at the prison since it opened in 1956. It was in resistance to these 
conditions and in response to the massacre that Brazil’s largest prisoner orga-
nization, Primeiro Comando da Capital (PCC), came into being. The strength of 
the organization has largely been disregarded by the Brazilian state, but highly 
coordinated actions in 2001 and to an even greater extent in 2006, catapulted 
the PCC to international notoriety, forcing the state to not only acknowledge 
the PCC, but to seek out the leadership in negotiating a settlement. While most 
still regard the PCC as a prison gang, the international press garnered by the 
revolt of May 2006, along with the people power the PCC demonstrated it can 
summon, lends to the argument that the PCC is in fact a highly efficient, well 
organized social organization within São Paulo prisons and corresponding com-
munities. The PCC has built the most significant prisoner organization in all of 
Latin America, garnering political power to impact conditions for prisoners in 
the state of São Paulo. 
 
The prisoner population of Brazil is the fourth largest in the world. 2010 
statistics measure the prisoner population at 496 per 100,000 of the na-
tional population. Since 1992, the prison population has more than qua-
drupled due to increased poverty, and the state approach of “tough on 
crime” policies toward dealing with the ensuing social unrest. São Paulo, 
the largest city in South America, with a population of over 19 million is 
the capital of São Paulo state, the wealthiest and most populist state in 
Brazil. São Paulo is a sprawling neoliberal city, whose centers of business 
control 33.9 percent of Brazil’s GDP, Brazil being the 8th largest economy 
in the world. Amongst so much wealth is also found the largest prison 
population in Brazil. The state of São Paulo is 22 percent of the nation’s 
population, but they hold 44 percent of the nation’s prisoners. 

Prison Conditions
For over two decades prisoners, their families and NGO’s had advocated 
for the closure of Carandiru. Conditions at the prison were grossly un-
healthy. Diseases not common in the general population such as tuber-
culosis and scabies were rampant, as well as cases of leprosy. HIV and 
AIDS infected 17 percent of the population, and transgender prisoners who 
had been at the prison over six years had a 100 percent infection rate. Sixty 
percent of the population had Hepatitis C. 

Torture and extra-judicial killing by guards is commonplace in prisons 
to this day. A state department report for 2001, the year Carandiru was 

closed, cited the following: “1,284 prisoners died in the first 9 months of 
the year …. Of these deaths, 59 were from injuries suffered during rebel-
lions and 182 were from prisoner-on-prisoner violence.” Amnesty Inter-
national reported in 2001 and 2005 that the use of beatings and torture 
were “meted out on a widespread and systematic basis”, including electric 
shock, asphyxiation, and “parrot’s perch”, the practice of hanging prison-
ers upside down and beating them. 

It was under these conditions that the prisoners of Carandirú revolted on 
October 2, 1992. Prisoners supposedly disputed over space in the exercise 
yard, which incited other prisoners to break into the yard, and quickly 
take control of the area around 2 p.m. Prison officials notified the Met-
ropolitan Police, and by 3:30 p.m. the police force was gathered outside 
the prison and control of the yard was ceded to their forces. Eyewitness 
accounts state that prisoners dispersed and ran for cover as police entered 
the facility. Government accounts later said that prisoners had demon-
strated their intent to negotiate by throwing weapons out of windows and 
hanging white flags out of windows. Police forces stormed Cell Block 9, 
shooting prisoners in the backs and heads as they fled. Expert witnesses 
later testified that many prisoners were executed while they hid in their 
cells. In all, 111 prisoners were killed that day while the police did not suf-
fer a single causality. 

Founding of the PCC
Most in Brazil have labeled the PCC as a criminal gang, as they engage in 
a variety of unsanctioned enterprises to fund their activities. But these 
funds are used to provide for the basic needs of prisoners and their fami-
lies, as well as legal services. The senior leadership and their families con-
tinue to live in modest conditions. Of greater significance is that, to a large 
extent, the PCC has reproduced authoritarian state practices of violence to 
maintain control and order. Despite power structures that are not congru-
ent with liberation for everyone in Brazilian society, the popular base the 
PCC has built makes it worthy of examination. The organization, founded 
by two prisoners at Taubate maximum security facility, espouses a 16 point 
manifesto that points to a much more complex organization formed in response 
to the 1992 massacre. 

One can surmise from the manifesto that given the situation in Brazil, prisoners 
no longer trusted the government or NGO’s to improve conditions or close down 
Brazil’s notorious prisons. Torture and murder at the hands of the state were 
mainstays of the military dictatorship, but seven years later little had changed 
for Brazilians in poverty. The state had lost all legitimacy in the eyes of the 
prisoners, and indeed they have for many of Brazil’s poor, as evidenced by the 
thousands who have been galvanized by the PCC in Sao Paulo. 

Despite the degradation at Carandirú, prisoners’ humanity was largely un-
crushed; they established codes of behavior amongst themselves. In grossly 

overcrowded cells prisoners organized themselves in shifts to sleep, no one was 
allowed to spit or use the bathroom (a ground hole in every cell) during meal 

times, and during weekend conjugal visits prisoners divided time equally with 
men vacating cells to the hallways while averting eye contact with women enter-
ing with their partners. 

Once back into the prison population at Carandirú, the founders Gelaio and 
Cesinha established the PCC manifesto as a governing force in the prison. With 
a strict moral code and equally unforgiving punishment, murders declined 
(though in large part still existed as the PCC meted out capital punishment for 
violations of the code) and rape was effectively outlawed, as outlined in point 8. 
The members of the Party have to set a good example if they are to be followed 
and for this the Party will not allow that there be assault, rape and extortion 
inside the system. The PCC frowned upon crack cocaine and intravenous drug 
use, seen as detrimental to their power. Consequently HIV rates began to drop 
even as the state increased overcrowding in the prisons. Using membership 
dues and other earnings, the PCC provided for basics such as food, clothing, and 
hygiene kits, items that were not provided to prisoners by the state, as well as 
care to members’ families on the outside.  Of utmost importance to the PCC was 
the provision of legal services. Lawyers were hired and former prisoners were 
sent to law school. 

The state unwittingly facilitated the 16th and final point: The most important 
of all is that no one will stop this struggle because the seed of Command has 

spread throughout the peni-
tentiary systems of the state 
and we are also succeeding 
in establishing ourselves 
on the outside, with many 
sacrifices and irreparable 
losses, but we consolidate 
at the state level and in the 
medium and long term 
we will consolidate at the 
national level. In coalition 
with the Red Command and 
PCC we will revolutionize the 
country inside the prisons 
and our strong arm will be 
the Terror “of the Powerful” 
oppressors and tyrants who 
use the Taubaté Annex and 
Bangu 1 in Rio de Janeiro as 
instruments of vengeance. 

Routine transfers of mem-
bers spread the “seed of 

the command” and in 1995, 
seeking to break up the PCC 
in Carandirú, prison offi-
cials transferred Gelaio and 
Cesinha to prisons in the 
states of Paraná and Mato 
Grosso. In 1997, privatiza-
tion of telecommunications 
in the country made cell 
phones much more ac-
cessible through lowered 
prices and increased net-
work coverage. Poorly paid 
guards, most from the same 
favelas,[shanty towns] were 

easily bribed, and cell phones became widely used by prisoners and the PCC 
command. Around 1999, the senior leadership began having twice daily confer-
ence calls with the leaders at each prison site. 

The Rise of the PCC
Uprisings in prisons in São Paulo state and throughout Brazil rose dramati-
cally through the 1990’s. Despite the high level of prisoner organizing, the 
state refused to recognize the PCC as a legitimate agent. In 2001, the state was 
finally forced to engage in negotiation with the PCC when the PCC organized 
the largest prison rebellion of the time, garnering international attention to 
their demands. On February 19, 2001, the “mega-rebellion” as it is referred to, 
was organized by PCC leadership via cell phone in protest of the transfer of 10 
PCC leaders to Taubaté. The rebellion was initiated from Carandirú and involved 
29 prisons and 30,000 prisoners. That Sunday afternoon during visiting hours, 
prisoners took 7,500 people hostage, including guards. Most hostages were 

Wall at Carandiru, 1997 
PHOTO: CIRO BORO

POINT 13 OF THE MANIFESTO
We must remain united and organized so that we may avoid new massacres similar 
or worse than those at the House of Detention on the 2nd of October in 1992, where 
111 prisoners were cowardly killed, that massacre that will never be forgotten by the 
conscience of Brazilian society. Because we of the Command are going to change 
the practice of incarceration, inhuman, full of injustices, oppression, tortures, mas-
sacres in the prisons. 
...THIS IDEA IS CONTINUED IN POINT 14:
The increasing priority of the Command is to press the State Governor to decom-
mission that Concentration Camp “annex” of the House of Detention and Treatment 
at Taubaté, whence grew the seed and the roots of the command, in the midst of 
such inglorious struggles and with so much atrocious suffering. Point 15 goes on to 
state: From the Central Command of the Capital of KG of the State, the directives 
of simultaneous organized actions in all of the state penal establishments, in a war 
without respite, without border, until the final victory. 

Continued on page 14

Prisoner Led Organizing in São Paulo, 
Brazil
By Andrea Salinas
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HIV/AIDS Prison Organizing 
An Interview with Laura Whitehorn
with Ritika Aggarwal

“
Thank you again for speaking 
with us. It’s an honor to discuss 
this with you. This issue of the 
paper is focused on prison orga-
nizing, and we wanted to discuss 

how your politics have affected your or-
ganizing in prison and afterwards, and 
how you began focusing on HIV/AIDS 
education. 

How did you become involved in orga-
nizing and advocating for HIV/AIDS edu-
cation, prevention, and treatment while 
you were in prison?

It was not just me, it was me and probably every 
other political prisoner who was in prison in the 

‘80s. I was in the DC jail then with Linda Evans, 
and Susan Rosenberg, and Marilyn Buck and Alan 
Berkman and Tim Blunk—the DC jail was in the 
epicenter of the African American AIDS epidemic 
when it first hit. We were in with women who were 
going out to the hospital with high fever, being 
brought back and told that they were dying and they 
didn’t know what AIDS was. They were told ‘you have 
AIDS, you’re dying’. At the same time if you read the 
Washington Post (which we did everyday), there was 
never a mention of women contracting HIV or AIDS 
except when there was a claim from some guy that 
he had contracted HIV from a woman sex worker. 
She was dealt with as a germ, she had infected this 
man, there was nothing about her condition, was she 
alive, did she have a doctor? Nothing. Now this was 
in ‘88—way before it was a “manageable” condition. 

It was dire what was happening. When I saw guards 
putting them in cells way down away from the 
bubble (which is where the guards were), and refus-
ing to touch them or be near them or give them 
food—as soon as I saw that, I knew I was on the other 
side of that. So we started learning. Luckily for us 
Alan Berkman, (who died himself a few years ago of 

cancer), was not only a doctor but a community doc-
tor, and so not only could he explain to us not only 
what a retrovirus was, how it worked and all of that, 
but he could break it down in language that we could 
then use to talk to people about the few medications 
that people could get. But my friends were dying in 
front of me, and so there was really no choice. 

It was a continuation of our political work from the 
outside because this was a community that was 

completely disenfranchised, dispossessed. This is 
what Michelle Alexander is talking about in The 
New Jim Crow (even though she never talks about 
women in particular), this is mass incarceration for 
women who had petty crimes, drug busts, and they 
didn’t have money to get out, and they were coming 
down off drugs, they were so sick and nobody cared. 
So we started doing that and we actually got con-
nected with Whitman Walker in DC to send some 
of their outreach workers in. So they sent women 
inside, whom a lot of the women knew because they 
had done drugs with them on the street, and they 
had gotten clean and were doing peer education. 
That was a revelation to us, that actually people on 
the outside had the same concept of how to teach 
health information that we did. We were all learning 
together. 

I went from there straight to Lexing-
ton [Kentucky], which is now a men’s 
prison, but in those days it was the 
largest prison hospital for women in the 
federal system. Within there was a hos-
pital and all the women from DC were there because 
at that time there was no long-term prison facil-
ity in DC. This meant that AIDS was at Lexington, 
because the same women that I had known at the 
jail were there, as well as women from other parts 
of the country who had AIDS. There was a hospice 
program. People were dying. Part of what I was doing 
was to help women write a final letter to their kids 
when they were dying, or to sneak into the hospital, 
or to finally get permission from the Chaplain to go 
up in the hospital to sit with a woman who was dying 

because the hospital 
staff didn’t want to 
do it.  

The one thing I want-
ed to say is that right 
from the beginning 
we understood that 
women who were 
living with AIDS 
(or living  with the 
virus, just HIV, but 
hadn’t progressed 
to AIDS—there were 
very few cases like 
that in the prison at 
that point) were the 
best educators. And 
the way they did that 
was standing up and 
saying “I have AIDS, 
I’m living with AIDS, 
and you can too, you 
can survive.” Once 
the first woman said 
that in Lexington, it 

started to break the stigma and fear. She was scared, 
but she talked about it. This was in about 1991. She 
had such guts to get up in front of hundreds of 
women and say that. She was able to dispel some of 
that fear and ignorance, and to laugh at it too. 

How do you feel that political work was 
connected to your struggles against 
imperialism and the prison industrial 
complex?

I see the main role of prisons as being to repress. 
The point is to disenfranchise and disempower 
whole communities, especially Black communities 
and Latino communities, and other communities of 
color. I understood that from when I did prison work 
before I went to prison, starting around the time of 
Attica. I saw the change in what happened as the 
‘60s and ‘70s segued to the ‘80s and to the boom in 
mass incarceration. You didn’t have to have statis-
tics to see how crowded the joints were becoming. 
I knew it was a reaction to the upheavals of the ‘60s 
and ‘70s; I knew it was a reaction to resistance. It’s 
a way of destroying communities, so that the Black 
Liberation movement would never again—at least 
the state hoped it wouldn’t—mean something the 

way it did. You 
know, I got that. 
The refusal to 
educate people, 
the refusal to 
treat people for 

HIV—it’s all part of that repression. 

Later, when we had built other education groups, 
peer education groups, those groups got shut down 
by prison administrators because we were a so-
called security threat to the prisons, you know, pris-
oners organizing by themselves. It was so clear how 
it played into the question of repression, and also the 
fact that as I said before, no one in authority cared 
about these women. 

I do think the role that prisoners who did AIDS 
education and counseling played in the larger HIV/
AIDS movement and ACT UP was important, be-
cause people on the outside saw that. And because 
there was so much appreciation of oppressed and 
marginalized groups, and what people go through, 
and also the contribution that people could make, 
some ACT UP chapters really responded to what we 
were doing, and tried to help, and tried to start talk-
ing about prisons. ACT UP is one of the first places 
that I know of where a movement on the outside, or 
organizations on the outside that were not involved 
in prison work, included the concept of prisons in 
their work. A lot of left organizations don’t ever do 
that. I know Critical Resistance has played a part 
in changing this, and I think it’s changing, but for 
a long time the white left didn’t deal with prisons 
at all, didn’t integrate the prison system into their 
analyses of capitalism or imperialism.  So in some 
ways ACT UP and the AIDS movement was one of the 
first times prisoners were included in the general 
arguments that people were making.  For me, the 
politics also arose from the fact that AIDS was so 
predominantly affecting Black women—that was 

Laura Whitehorn Continued on page 13, “Laura Whitehorn”

with other organizations.

BL: Israel’s policy of mass imprisonment and torture 
attempts to break the political resistance and will of 
the Palestinian people, but prison life only increases 
political resistance and revolutionary will …

AD: Israel can arrest hundreds of people, thousands 
of people, but in spite of that Israel cannot put an end 
to the revolution and Palestinian resistance. Since 
1967, Israel has been arresting people, but it cannot 
end the resistance. Israel has mistreated all the pris-
oners and detainees, but we have a soul. We enter 
prison because we resist the occupation authority, 
because we resist Israel’s procedures against our 
people.

And the Palestinian people support the prisoners 
in demonstrations, in protesting, and support them 
by money, and by visiting the families of prisoners 
— these prisoners are the heroes of our people. And 
the prisoners who enter these prisons live in a na-
tionalist atmosphere and a resistance atmosphere.

BL: When prisoners learn about resistance and 
revolution in the past and in other countries, does 
this help them understand how the Palestinian re-
sistance is part of the revolution all over the world?

AD: Yes, we consider ourselves a part of the interna-
tional revolution. We did not have relations with the 
world revolution because we were inside the prison, 
but we are with any movement that struggles for its 
freedom, for its liberty, and we support all the move-
ments all over the world who want to determine 
themselves and their own people.

BL: Speaking of world revolution, how does the Arab 
Spring relate to the Palestinian struggle?

AD: I say it is a very good revolution and a very 
civilized revolution, and this reflects that the Arab 
people want to live in a democracy like other people 
all over the world, to elect their governors and dis-
miss them! We are proving ourselves as Arabs.
In one sense, I do not [see] us as Palestinians, I 
[see] us as Arabs. We are all speaking Arabic, from 

Morocco to Amman, and Islam is our culture, and 
we have cooperated with each other on many many 
things. We have the same culture, the same happi-
ness. Imperialism divided us, because when we are 
divided it can exploit us, and exploit our wealth. All 
of the Arabs are with us as Palestinians, because 
they know we are under occupation … all their revo-
lutions call to dismiss Israeli occupation from the 
occupied territories, and the uprising people believe 
in Palestine.

And they know that Israel was not established 
against Palestinians, it was established to weaken 
the Arab world, so that imperialism and capitalism 
can exploit all the wealth in the Arab world. The 
Arabs who are torn and not united will see that their 
interest is to make a union between them.

Ben Lorber is an activist with the International 
Solidarity Movement in Nablus. He is also a jour-
nalist with the Alternative Information Center in 
Bethlehem. He blogs at freepaly.wordpress.com.

my friends were 
dying in front of me, and 
so there was really no 
choice.

Continued from page 4, “PFLP”
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Blast from the Past

War Behind Walls
A Pamphlet Published by the Red Family, Peoples Press, and friends, September 1971

 Special thanks to the Freedom Archives

The revolt and massacre at Attica State Prison 
and the slaying of Soledad Brother George 

Jackson have made us all aware that something is 
happening behind the walls of American prisons. 
George Jackson called it a “war without terms.”

Who is at war and what are the stakes? Why are 
prisoners risking their lives, striking, rebelling, 
taking hostages? Why did authorities sacrifice 
forty-one lives to regain control of Attica? Why is 
George Jackson dead?

Many of us mistakenly think that prisoners live in a 
closed world, with no connection to events outside. 
The history of the last two decades of struggle 
inside, however, shows that prisoners have kept 
pace with the political currents. Prisoners moved 
beyond traditional food and shelter complaints in 
the late 50s and 60s to demand religious freedom 
and civil rights, while the most recent actions have 
made revolutionary challenges to the prison sys-
tem itself, and gone beyond to link with a broader 
movement.

In response, support for the prison movement is 
growing on the outside. Groups of legal workers 
are challenging prison conditions in the courts; 
support organizations help to secure bail, parole, or 
transportation for visitors.

At the center of this movement are dedicated men 
and women inside. Prisoner unions, political edu-
cation around racism and class exploitation, and 
militant actions which challenge the unchecked 
authority of prison officials while drawing national 
attention, are being organized not only by people 
we all know, like George Jackson and Erica Hug-
gins, but also by lesser known but equally coura-
geous people like Earl Satcher, Luis Talamontez, 
Hugo Pinell, Richard Clark, Larry Blyden, and Eliot 
Barklay.

The prison movement is growing, but at a high cost. 
Every gain brings new repression; leaders are per-
secuted and assassinated. Attica and San Quentin 
force us to recognize the prison movement as a 
struggle to the death, which commands our fullest 
support.

In order to understand this movement, let us take 
a close look at the whole machinery of American 
prisons: who’s locked up, what the prisons are like, 
the ideas of those who hold the keys and the guns, 
and what effect those ideas and their practice have 
on the men and women inside.

PRISONERS
The composition of the prison population tells us 
more than anything else about the problems of 
racism and class exploitation in America, and little 
about who is a criminal.

1) Only a very small percentage of those who com-
mit crimes are arrested and even fewer are con-

victed. 

2) Those who end up in prison are not necessarily 
the most dangerous criminals; rather they are the 
poorest and least powerful—black and brown people, 
poor whites, victims of arbitrary police agencies. 

3) Prisons are filled with those who can’t make bail, 
hire competent defense attorneys, or lean on power-
ful connections to avoid conviction. The jury system, 
celebrated as the guarantee of justice in the criminal 
court process, requires too much time and money 
for most defendants. 90% of all criminal defendants 
in the United States plead guilty before trial; less 
than 1% are tried before a jury. 

4) For the thousands awaiting trial 
in jail because they can’t make bail, 
pleading guilty seems to tbe the 
only way out of a Catch 22 situation: 
if they plead not guilty, they stay in 
jail awaiting a trial date, but plead-
ing guilty invariably gets them some 
time in jail or prison. 85% of the 
inmates in the Manhattan House of 
Detention (“the Tombs”) are await-
ing trial.

Although Third World people ac-
count for 20% of the population 
as a whole, they represent at least 
35-50% of the prison population. 
California for example, has 28,000 
prisoners, 45% of whom are Third 
World. At Attica prison, over 75% of the inmates are 
black or Puerto Rican.

PRISONS
Despite the uniformity of concrete and bars, prisons 
and jails in America vary from state to state. City and 
county jails, especially in large cities, are severely 
overcrowded, run down and corruptly administered. 
The Manhattan “Tombs” houses twice its capac-
ity. In November of 1970, protesting inmates there 
demanded the most minimal rights to decent shelter 
and survival.

Conditions in state prisons vary somewhat. In the 
South, the imagery of “Cool Hand Luke” actually 
reflects the realities of road gangs, secret executions 
and financial exploitation. At the Cummins State 
Prison Farm in Arkansas, for example, whipping was 
legally permissible until 1967; inmates pick cotton in 
a slave labor system from which the State annually 
nets about $400,000. These prisons are notorious 
among inmates but have escaped public investiga-
tion because, like everywhere else, there is little 
civilian control of politically appointed Department 
of Corrections administrators.

Northern state prisons are only more successful at 
masking their brutality. Their methods of control 
are more subtle and sophisticated, their public rela-
tions more effective. Prison officials now tend to play 

down the attitude of the first Warden of the 
Maine State Penitentiary who said, in 1823, 
that “prisons should be so constructed that 
even their aspect might be terrifying and 
appear like what they should be: dark and 
comfortless abodes of guilt and wretched-
ness.” Instead, prison authorities embrace 
their enlightened “new penology,” under 
development since the 1870s. According to 
this perspective, prisons exist to rehabilitate 
inmates and transform them into law-abid-
ing citizens for their own good.

The more “advanced” states of California 
and New York, especially, have become the 
testing-ground for this new approach to pris-
on control and, consequently, the model for 
prison systems elsewhere. The philosophy 
and practice of this new penology require 
a close understanding, for it is precisely 
California and New York which have seen 
the most intense prison struggles, the most 
militant organizing and the harshest authori-
tarian reaction.

“REHABILITATION”
The New York prison system went through 
successive waves of liberal reforms during 
the 19th Century giving it the reputation for 
being a “liberal system. It developed juvenile 

reformatories in the early 1800s and built the Elmira 
Reformatory—the laboratory for this experiment 
in reform—in the 1870s. Many reforms developed 
that were later adapted and refined in California and 
elsewhere.

But the main focus of the new prison theory is indi-
vidualistic and psychological; it argues that inmates 
are in prison because they aren’t normal and need 
to be “rehabilitated.” An inmate’s reform is demon-
strated by his growing compliance, obedience, ser-
vility, conformity, self-denial and passivity. Defiance, 
anger or strength are interpreted as “pathological,” 
“psychopathic,” an unwillingness to reform.

For the inmate who refuses to submit to psycho-
logical humiliation and asserts his independence, 
officials resort to a variety of more traditional 
“remedies”—the more recent innovations—
”administrative transfers” to remote prisons, or 
administrative executions by other inmates in ex-
change for special privileges.

But the most effective method of intimidation in 
the arsenal of the “modern prison” is the indetermi-
nate sentence (adopted in California in 1917). With 
this tool, prison authorities can keep inmates in a 
perpetual state of anxiety. A sentence of one to life, 
for example, means that the possibility of release on 
parole requires a decision by prison and correctional 
officers that an inmate has reformed. Annual ad-
ministrative hearings, in which the prisoner can not 
speak against the official version of his “crime” or 
the reports of prison officials, or get help from legal 
counsel, determine the length of his stay.
Psychiatry and social work—the “helping” profes-
sions—have generally helped to extend the authority 
of these modern prisons. Listen to the noted re-
former, Karl Menninger, a mouthpiece for the liberal 
social professions:

The California correctional system…has been far 
out in the lead among the states, with excellent 
programs of work, education, vocational training, 
medical services, group counseling, and other 
rehabilitative activities. A notable feature is the 
combination of diagnosis, evaluation, treatment, 
and classification… This constitutes a systematic 
effort along scientific priciples to ascertain from 
first-hand examination just what the assets and 
liabilities of the floundering individual are.

Beyond being politically naive, Menninger is also 
seriously misinformed. Even in the most “advanced” 
penal systems, there is an enormous gap between 
the theory and practice of prison programs; punish-
ment still far outweighs training. At San Quentin, for 
example, a total of 350 vocational training programs 
can serve only about 8% of the inmates. Even this 
work is done on out-of-date equipment; the printing 
program at San Quentin is taught without modern 
typesetting facilities, so that inmates are trained for 
out-of-date jobs.

In short, the realities of this “rehabilitative ideal” of 
the “humane prisons” are that 1) it disguises social 
control as therapy, 2) it strips a prisoner of rights, 3) 
it demands that a prisoner shape up to an authoritar-
ian model out of touch with fundamental political, 
economic, and emotional realities. Or, as one convict 
said, “We are caught between the 19th Century puni-
tive guard and the 1984 headshrinker.”

Continued on page 12, “War Behind 
Walls”

“There are still some blacks here 
who consider themselves crimi-
nals—but not many. Believe me my 
friend, with the time and incen-
tive that these brothers have to 
read, study and think, you will 
find no class or category more 
aware, more embittered, desper-
ate, or dedicated to the ultimate 
remedy—revolution. The most ded-
icated, the best of our kind—you 
will find them in the Folsoms, San 
Quentins and Soledads.”
—George Jackson, Prison Letters
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The Journal of 
Prisoners on 
Prisons
Still Writing as Resistance
by Justin Piché

Editor’s Note: Since 1988, the Journal of Prisoners on Prisons (JPP) has provided 
an outlet for prisoners to engage with people, both inside and outside of prison 
walls, around issues imprisonment.  These connections are central to any 
struggle against the prison industrial complex.  JPP works to ensure that issues 
of imprisonment are not relegated only to academic circles. Rather, through 
the publishing of articles written inside prisons, prisoners are a crucial voice.  
As Critical Resistance struggles to organize inside and out of prisons, projects 
such as JPP offer opportunities to forge connections between prisoners and 
non-prisoners alike.

A key challenge in activist work is to ensure that all those who have a stake in 
affecting change on a given set of issues are involved in agenda setting.  Without 
such discussions the concerns of those who have been excluded can easily be 
misrepresented and/or misunderstood.  This pitfall in organization has, on occa-
sion, been a feature of the bi-annual International Conference on Penal Abolition 
(ICOPA) since its first meeting in 1983 (visit www.actionicopa.org).  For instance, 
Claire Culhane – a prominent Canadian social justice advocate – once remarked 
that the Second ICOPA meetings in Amsterdam, Netherlands were dominated 
by theoretical debates amongst academics. As a consequence she noted that 
there was little room for activists to share their experiences concerning what is 
to be abolished, how abolition is to be achieved, and what arrangements could 
be developed as alternatives to state repression.  In a published conversation in 
Social Justice, Angela Davis and Dylan Rodríguez – both founding members of 
Critical Resistance in the United States – also cited the racial homogeneity of 
those participating and steering the Ninth ICOPA meetings in Toronto as a force 
that left underexplored the connections between structural racism and the use 
of imprisonment.

Efforts by organizers of the Third ICOPA in Montreal, Canada who distributed 
a call for contributions to prisoners so that they had the space to share their 
experiences and views is one example of the work that has been done to broaden 
the range of voices at these meetings. Based on these papers, presented in person 
or by proxy, the first issue of the Journal of Prisoners on Prisons was published 
in 1988.  In keeping with its history and the rich tradition of the penal press, 
the mission of the JPP is to build upon efforts by incarcerated writers who have 
sought to maintain a line of communication between those inside and outside 
prison walls.  The purpose of establishing this link is to educate and inform 
views concerning the realities of incarceration in a world saturated with im-
ages and words that distort what prisons do and how the deprivation of liberty is 
experienced. As a platform for current and former prisoners the hope of many 
contributors, as expressed by Jo-Ann Mayhew in the first issue of the JPP, is that 
“allowing our experiences and analysis to be added to the forum that will con-
stitute public opinion could help halt the disastrous trend toward building more 
fortresses of fear which will become in the 21st century this generation’s monu-
ments to failure.”  

As noted by Bob Gaucher in his book Writing as Resistance: The Journal of Pris-
oners on Prisons Anthology, 1988-2002 (Canadian Scholars’ Press, 2002), JPP con-
tributors (e.g. Ronald Del Raine, Victor Hassine, Gayle Horii, Charles Huckelbury, 
Jo-Ann Mayhew, Gerald Niles, John Perotti, Little Rock Reed, Jon Marc Taylor and 
Paul Wright) have been among the first to examine emerging trends in penality 
such as the impact of ‘law-and-order’ legislation on prison populations and life 
inside, the construction of supermax prisons, the emergence of the prison in-
dustrial complex, the connections between incarceration and mental health, and 
the use of imprisonment as a tool to suppress political dissent.  The importance 
of art, education, protests and writing as means for prisoners to reassert control 
over their bodies and resist penal hegemony have also featured prominently in 
the pages of the journal.  

As noted in a recent article published in Contemporary Justice Review by Mike 
Larsen and Justin Piché, the use of imprisonment outside the realm of the penal 
system has become more common in the last decade.  These developments have 
been the subject of recent articles by JPP contributors including Joe Lekarowicz, 
Sophie and Mohammed Harkat, and Swathi Sekhar that discuss the socio-politics 
and experiences of immigration, security, and political summit detention.  While 
new developments in imprisonment suggest that perhaps the future desired by 
Jo-Ann Mayhew and others is not imminent, forums such as the JPP are vital to 
activists and knowledge workers who need to remain connected to the lived re-
alities of incarceration if transformational change in how we conceptualize and 
respond to criminalized conflicts and harms is to occur.  

While there are a number of publications that feature the work of the incarcer-
ated, the JPP is unique in that it is an academically oriented and peer-reviewed 
journal that is published by a scholarly press. Every article submission we 
receive is evaluated by two members of our editorial board who use our sub-
mission guidelines and draw on their knowledge of the academic literature on 
imprisonment to determine whether a manuscript is suitable for publication.  
In cases where pieces are not initially accepted, reviewers provide comments 
and include scholarly pieces that can be incorporated by the authors should 

they decide to resubmit articles to the JPP for consideration.  This collaborative 
process continues until the contributors and reviewers accept the article.  By 
adopting this approach, authors benefit from critical feedback and the resulting 
articles meet the traditional standard for inclusion in the academic literature, 
thus providing another forum for the voices of prisoners to be heard.  Readers 
also benefit by gaining knowledge of the socio-politics of incarceration and the 
experiences of imprisonment from individuals who are best positioned to con-
tribute such analyses.  

With our twenty-fifth anniversary approaching, the JPP will continue to publish 
two issues annually that are distributed to inside and outside subscribers, librar-
ies and groups, as well as organize panels featuring papers written by prisoners 
at ICOPA and other conferences.  Moving forward, however, will require new 
initiatives to ensure that the JPP can expand its reach as a political education tool 
inside and outside prisons.  To this end, we are planning to digitize our entire 
back catalogue and make individual articles available for free online in celebra-
tion of our quarter-century of publishing, while also continuing to print hard 
copies for our subscribers and prisoners who do not have access to the internet.  
Resources and logistics permitting, we also hope to harness social media to dis-
seminate the JPP in new ways such as online recordings directly from authors.  
For those interested in learning more about the JPP, 
submitting an article for review 
or volunteering with the journal 
please visit www.jpp.org. We can 
also be contacted via e-mail at 
jpp@uottawa.ca or by mail at the 
following address:

Journal of Prisoners on Prisons 
c/o Justin Piché, PhD
Department of Sociology
Memorial University
St. John’s, Newfoundland, 
Canada 
A1C 5C2

Justin Piché is Assistant Professor 
in Sociology at Memorial Univer-
sity in St. John’s, Newfoundland, 
Canada. He is also Co-managing 
Editor of the Journal of Prisoners 
on Prisons (www.jpp.org) and 
blogs frequently about prison-
related issues in Canada (www.
tpcp-canada.blogspot.com). 
Justin can be reached at jpp@
uottawa.ca or by mail at: JPP c/o 
Department of Criminology / 
University of Ottawa / Ottawa, 
Ontario, Canada / K1N 6N5.

Writing in Prison
by Susana Draper

How does literature survive under conditions of imprisonment? What 
is its role in a world that is closed, and what kinds of tools does writing 

produce when facing conditions of isolation of the written word?

Many prisoners become writers in prison. This transformation, which may 
be seen as banal or incidental, becomes a mode of survival. Generally, we 
think very little about how our social fabric is shaped by the language that 
we use. In the society in which we live, language tends to be reduced more 
and more to the idea of transmitting information—data, numbers. None-
theless, something that characterizes prison writing is the power to create 
worlds through writing. Perhaps this is because it is a survival response in 
the face of diminishing or total reduction of one’s world that is implicated 
by caging.

The Uruguayan writer, Mauricio Rosencof, maintains that during the last 
military dictatorship in his country, there was a unique case that touches 
the experience of what it means to become a writer in prison. It was in 
the prisons, and not outside, where more writers and literary texts were 
produced during the dictatorship. According to him, the key to explaining 
this phenomenon is that the word became the means and the possibility 
to transform pain into song, or an act of resistance to isolation, through an 
attempt to rescue imaginary complexities in the midst of a world reduced 
to a minimum. 

One of our strategies for survival was to trap our ghosts, to get control 
of them before they got control of us. Here I drew heavily on my ex-
pertise as a writer, while others who weren’t writers became writers; 
without knowing it, they too trapped their ghosts by tying them to a 
novelistic, dramatic, or poetic structure. So it was that an entire litera-
ture emerged from the dungeons. 
-Rosencof, March 1986

The act of transforming pain into song with the written word is a mode of 
struggle against the absence of liberty while emphasizing its collective 

character and its fundamental link to the imaginative creation of worlds. 

Another Uruguayan writer, Carlos Liscano, emphasizes the way in which 
prison affects the usual function of language and the meaning of words. A 
door is not the same as that which one thinks of outside of prison, and ob-
jects are reduced as much as experience. Under these conditions, the way 
in which writing can survive is by creating something that is more than 
the mere circulation of information, of news, of worlds already ordered by 
others. In writing, the space for the creation of ideas emerges where these 
have been caged and monitored. Perhaps because of this creation, it was in 
the literary imagination that a way to survive incarceration and to be able 
to construct a collective imagination capable of transforming pain into a 
song of survival also emerged. 

Susana Draper teaches Latin American literature and prison writing at 
Princeton University, and is the Spanish language editor for The Aboli-
tionist. She is author of “Afterlives of confinement: spatial transitions in 
Latin American post-dictatorship society”.

forums such as the JPP are vital to 
activists and knowledge workers who 
need to remain connected to the lived 
realities of incarceration if trans-
formational change in how we con-
ceptualize and respond to criminal-
ized conflicts and harms is to occur. 
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Resisting the War on Gangs (Inside and Out) 
By Isaac Ontiveros and Rachel Herzing

Imagine the following scenario: a young person in a Black or Latino neighbor-
hood gets stopped by police and entered into that department’s gang database.  

These police and any law enforcement agent that stops this young person from 
this point forward then view the young person, where they go, what they do, 
what they look like, and who they associate with as gang-related.  If that young 
person is arrested, their inclusion in the gang database increases the likelihood 
both of them being charged with a crime and of the charge being made more 
serious by being tagged as gang-related. The young person’s case goes to trial, 
and the fact that they have been identified as a gang member is used against 
them by the prosecutor.  They are found guilty, and the judge gives them a 
harsher sentence based on sentencing guidelines for gang-enhancements.  The 
person is then sent to prison as a “known gang member” convicted of a gang-
related crime.  The person’s gang status follows them and determines where 
they are kept and leads them to be validated as a member of a gang within the 
prison.  In the eyes of prison officials, this person’s activities, what they read or 
have in their belongings, or whom they associate with is viewed as gang-related.  
The person’s punishments for any violations inside prison are enhanced due to 
their gang validation and could include being put in administrative segregation 
or security housing units (SHUs).  If and when the person leaves prison, their 
gang membership status follows them and affects the conditions of their parole 
or probation.   Even as they are serving parole, their name can be included on a 
gang injunction list.  Sound far-fetched?

The 1980s saw the rise of the United States government declaring domestic 
wars on its residents.  Under the auspices of protectionism, the wars on drugs, 
gangs, homelessness and poverty were launched.  Becoming tough on crime 
meant that legislators at all levels of government began to engage more vigor-
ously in supporting and advocating for increasingly suppressive and militarized 
tactics and technologies most frequently targeting poor communities of color.  
A notable example in California was the passage of the Street Terrorism En-
forcement and Prevention Act (STEP Act) in 1988.  The STEP Act was allegedly 
enacted to respond to a crisis caused by street gangs.  According to the language 
of the legislation, the STEP Act was necessary to reign in “violent street gangs 
whose members threaten, terrorize, and commit a multitude of crimes against 
the peaceful citizens of their neighborhoods.”  

Not only did the STEP Act target the activities 
of those people identified by law enforcement 

agents as gang members, but it was also designed 
to criminalize membership in street organiza-
tions outright.  Since its passage, the STEP Act 
has been enhanced a number of times.  One of 
the most drastic enhancements was the passage 
of Proposition 21 in 2000, which, among other 
things, dramatically expanded the application of 
gang-related law enforcement and sentencing to 
youth.

The declaration of a war on gangs on the streets 
of U.S. cities has, of course, had ripple effects 
within the U.S. prison system.  California’s prison 
system has seen a sharp increase in people 
imprisoned on gang-related charges or whose 
sentences have been increased as a result of gang 
sentencing enhancements, has coordinated its 
gang database with those of the State of Califor-
nia and the FBI, and segregates those people it imprisons according to its own 
gang designations.  In addition to any tensions caused through system-induced 
segregation, being validated as a gang member by prison officials is one of the 
primary reasons for being sent to solitary confinement including security hous-
ing units and administrative segregation units. 

In the summer of 2011, feeling they had reached the limit of administrative 
avenues available to them to address the conditions of their confinement, pris-
oners across the California prison system began refusing food.  Twelve thou-
sand California prisoners in a third of the state’s prisons refused food again in 
September and some number of prisoners have continued to refuse food on an 
ongoing basis since then.  At the heart of the decision to go on hunger strike has 
been a desire to shine a light on the use of solitary confinement within Califor-
nia’s prisons.  

SHUs confine prisoners in windowless isolation under 23-hour-a-day lock down 
with negligible human contact.  People are assigned to the SHU based on an 
assessment by the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation 
(CDCR) that they are a security risk to the prison or other prisoners.  Because 
the prison administration is doing the assessing, who is deemed a security risk 
takes on very specific contours including identifying features applied by the 
prison such as gang affiliation that may be rejected by the prisoner in question, 
or political activity during one’s imprisonment.  SHUs have been described by 
some as prisons within prisons and the conditions within SHUs described by 
human rights groups, including Amnesty International, as inhumane. Many 
prisoners are held in these conditions for indefinite periods that have spanned 
decades.  

The prisoners who refused food made five basic demands of the CDCR, calling 
for an end to collective punishment, adherence to recommendations made 

by impartial studies on solitary confinement, and access to basic amenities like 
nutritional food and educational programming.  The second of those demands 
was that the policy of “debriefing” related to perceived gang status be abolished.  
Frequently, debriefing, or giving up information about other prisoners (especial-
ly information related to other prisoners’ gang status), is a condition for being 
released from the SHU.  While questions persist as to how prisoners become 
validated to begin with—including what reading material prisoners have in their 
cells or who they associate with—the practice of debriefing requires prisoners 
to snitch on each other and can result in harm to themselves and their families.

The decision to go on hunger strike is certainly a difficult one for both prison-

ers and their loved ones.  For people already living under very harsh conditions 
within SHUs and without access to resources so many of us take for granted, 
refusing food must be understood as a last resort.  The decision to refuse food, 
however, has led to solidarity between prisons across California and supporters 
outside of prisons, thereby raising awareness of the conditions within the SHUs 
across California and the world. The widespread support for those refusing food 
from both within and outside of California’s prisons also encouraged the CDCR 
to take action regarding its gang validation regulations and SHU classification 
policies.  

Also in response to the strike, the CDCR said it would design a step-down pro-
gram for existing people they identify as gang members that may not require 
debriefing.  CDCR also recently released updated SHU policies that have been 
rejected by prisoners who initiated the strike.  Those prisoners have, in turn 
proposed their own policy changes.  While it remains to be seen whether the 
CDCR’s actions will result in any meaningful change for those confined in 
SHUs, the actions of those prisoners who have refused food and their allies offer 
meaningful lessons for organizers to learn from.  Their actions also resonate 
with actions taken by people outside of the prison system opposing the policing 
of gangs. 

In Oakland, CA for instance, while prisoners were refusing food in prisons 
across California, community members were fighting the use of civil gang 
injunctions in the northern and eastern parts of the city.  Gang injunctions are a 
controversial policing tool that uses civil courts to place restrictions on people 
who have been profiled by police as gang members, including where those pro-
filed people can go, who they can associate with, and what color clothing they 
can wear within a given zone.  People named in the injunctions are also subject 
to a curfew.  In addition to listing individuals, gangs identified by the Oakland 
Police Department (OPD) are also subject to the injunctions. The city also listed 
70 “John Does”, or placeholder spaces for people to be named later.  Rising to 
prominence in the 1980s, gang injunctions have played a significant role in the 
U.S. war on gangs.  To date, the war on gangs has expended billions of dollars on 
police forces, new weapons, new surveillance technology, the creation of task 
forces, the development and use of integrated databases, new laws and harsher 
sentencing practices.

Opponents of gang injunctions, as well as 
researchers and scholars have frequently 

pointed out that gang injunctions have a negative 
effect not only on the people targeted by them 
but also on the wider community in which they 
are imposed. Injunctions are often used in areas 
that are being negatively affected by gentrifica-
tion. They have also been tied to the increased 
use and further institutionalization of racial 
profiling by police officers, thus exacerbating 
tensions between residents and police. Oakland’s 
two temporary injunctions affect a historically 
Black neighborhood and a predominantly Latino 
neighborhood in which neighbors have also 
raised concerns about police collaboration with 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement.

Research has shown that gang injunctions inhibit 
the ability of community-based organizations to 

work effectively in neighborhoods—especially in intervening in violent situa-
tions or working with at-risk youth. And significantly, researchers have noted 
the relationship of anti-gang policing tactics, including injunctions, to the stun-
ning rates of imprisonment that have taken a particular toll on Black and Latino 
communities.
 
There are substantial connections between how policing and imprisonment 
work, and between the communities those systems affect most seriously.  The 
numbers can be startling.   A 2007 report by the Justice Policy Institute found 
that in The Los Angeles County, “close to half of black males between the ages of 
21 and 24 had been entered in the county’s gang database.”  These statistics can 
be coupled with statistics on imprisonment:  One in nine Black males between 
the ages of 20 and 34 are locked up.  For Latinos the number is one in 36. The 
majority of people in California’s SHUs are Latino. These are also the same com-
munities suffering the highest rates of poverty and unemployment and have 
the hardest time accessing life-supporting programs and services.  Both gang 
injunctions and gang validation within the prison system highlight the ways in 
which the state continues to pit marginalized communities against each other 
and increase isolation and alienation of the people targeted by these policies.

But as the connections between poverty and policing are connected to who gets 
locked up and for how long, there are also connections between organizing 
strategies to resist policing and imprisonment.  In contrast to the conflict en-
couraged by gang validation and injunctions, organizing against these policies 
has encouraged solidarity across racial and geographic lines. When communi-
ties came together to fight gang injunctions in Oakland, for instance, they made 
demands not just around an end to gang injunctions but also for healthcare, 
education, and jobs.  At the same time people, some of whom had spent time in 
prison, made clear the social and economic impacts of imprisonment on their 
communities, and were also involved in supporting prisoners protesting the 
conditions of their confinement.  

The strength of the resistance to the war on gangs can be measured in how com-
munities inside and outside of prison walls have worked together.  As conditions 
stay poor inside prisons and as more power is given to police amidst worsening 
economic and social conditions in communities outside prisons, more people 
will use what is available to them to fight back.   And if people fighting back un-
derstand more and more how their struggles are connected, and indeed if they 
strongly tie together what once were disparate fights, then there is reason to 
hope that meaningful change could come as a result.

Isaac Ontiveros and Rachel Herzing are members of Critical Resistance, Oakland.



12 The Abolitionist             ISSUE 17 

POLITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS IN 
PRISONS

“Nothing is more powerful than an idea, and 
they have the idea that they are the victims of a 
racist society, repressed by racist pigs and racist 
institutions.”
-Russel Oswald, NYS Commissioner of Correc-
tions

The last decade has seen a reawakening of po-
litical consciousness—people have begun to view 
their situation in social and political, rather than 
individual, terms. Prisoners are discovering that 
their oppression grows from class exploitation and 
racial divisions, rather than their “crime.” Like one 
prisoner said at Attica, when asked his crime: “Born 
Black.” This consciousness is running headlong into 
the emphasis on individual, authoritarian meth-
ods of control, and the demand for submission and 
authority.

This movement has real roots and a history which 
has to be understood. In the early 60s, as the Civil 
Rights Movement grew, the prison scene changed 
too. George Jackson was first transferred in 1961 
for sitting in the white section of a TV room. The 
Black Muslims pressed a legal battle for the right to 
practice their religion, and led strikes and protests 
to desegregate eating and working facilities. They 
learned to unite in times of severe repression, as in 
1963 at Folsom prison, when a Muslim was killed by 
a guard and the Muslims led a work strike.

As early as 1962, George Jackson had orga-
nized a political discussion group at Tracy,
California. By 1964 he and other inmates 
were holding regular ‘’teach-ins” in the yard 
at San Quentin. Several hundred copies 
of discussion materials would be secretly 
mimeographed at night, then distributed the 
next morning to prisoners who were told to 
show up at a certain time and place for politi-
cal education. Much of this material would 
spring directly from the events in the daily 
news: Cuba, The War in Vietnam, ghetto 
rebellions... 

Prison officials reacted with alarm to this 
threat to their power. Leaders were trans-
ferred, harassed, beaten, set up, sent to the hole. 
New, more elaborate programs of control were set 
up.

Officials and individual guards tried to inflame ra-
cial, sexual, and class antagonisms to turn convicts 
against one another. Rumors would be spread, like 
that blacks were planning to move on whites, and 
whites would then attack blacks in order to hit first. 
Or situations would be set up where, for example, 
one black man would be put in a confined area with 
white Nazis.

A work strike at Folsom prison in 1963 was finally 
broken when the warden promised striking inmates, 
known to be homosexual, that if they were back to 
work, they would be given cells in honor block with 
cell partners. When many of them took the deal, the 
strike was broken.

As black and Third World unity grew, it became 
a driving force in overcoming this racism. Anger 
became focused on the institutions and the offi-
cials. Black and brown leaders, backed up by prison 
populations 50% black and brown, were able to 
forge unity as fellow convicts with groups ranging 
from black nationalists to white Nazi groups, such 
as· the Bluebirds at San Quentin. By 1968 inmates at 
San Quentin, staged a Unity Day Protest—a one-day 
work stoppage by black, brown and white prisoners, 
coupled with a support demonstration outside the 
prison walls.

In the New York City rebellions of last fall, organized 
primarily by Third World inmates, the prisoner 
negotiating team of four blacks, one Puerto Rican, 
and one white reflected the racial unity behind the 
struggle. In the recent Attica revolt, Tom Wicker 
wrote in the New York Times of the “convict’s amaz-
ing unity,” recalling one black prisoner who shouted 
out during a speech in the prison yard, “Don’t forget 
our white brothers! They’re in this thing too!” One 
ex-convict who was close to George Jackson at-
tributes lack of major racial confrontations in the 
California prisons in the last year and a half to this 
kind of unity.

Prisoners have been struggling for unity on another 
important level. It has become increasingly clear 
that the term “political prisoner” applies not only 
to activists like Angela Davis or Bobby Seale, The 

Chicago Seven or Sam Melville. As a black woman 
on the Angela Davis Defense Committee said:

and then there are the other kinds of political 
prisoners which are to me black brothers and 
sisters who were just caught up in not being able 
to make a living in American society—so that you 
have a situation; you have Angela Davis and you 
have Ruchell Magee (her co-defendant in this 
case). Both of them are political prisoners.

INTENSIFICATION: “WAR WITHOUT 
TERMS”

Prison officials have responded with extreme alarm 
to the development of politically conscious prison-
ers. Russell Oswald, speaking before the massacre at 
Attica lamented the “new kind of problem prisoner 
cropping up in every prison in the country.” He said 
the issues posed by such prisoners are “the most 
awesome challenge I have faced in a lifelong career 
in criminology.”

The events of the last year, particularly, have dem-
onstrated a heightened militancy and strength in 
the movement: the seizure of New York City prisons, 
the Auburn prison revolt last fall, Attica. In Cali-
fornia, the publicity given to the Soledad Brothers, 
Angela Davis and Ruchell Magee reached new audi-
ences and generated new support for the movement 
in general. In the face of these actions the contradic-
tions within the prison administration have intensi-
fied to the point that we can begin to see internal 
disputes among the authorities themselves.

Alongside the “liberal” reformist school of thought, 
there has always existed a more “hardline,” forth-
rightly fascist approach, held by some guards, lesser 
officials, and top administrators. There is evidence 
that as the struggle intensifies, these hardliners are 
gaining strength. In his last interview before he was 
murdered, George Jackson said:

There’s really a conflict in ... the pig infrastruc-
ture. There’s one group of pigs headed by Parks, 
who would like to convey to the public that actu-
ally things are going all right here ... then there’s 
the other element, the hardliners, the out and 
out fascist cats, who really identify with the John 
Birch and open fascist ideology. The hardliners 
took over from Parks, they saw that Parks’ line 
was failing....

Actually, this may signal a “closing of the ranks” 
between liberals and hardliners as much as capitula-
tion. In New York, the assault on Attica’s D-Block—a 
massacre of forty-one people, all by the hands of the 
police—was accepted by Russell Oswald, Commis-
sioner of Corrections, a man who had the reputa-
tion of a liberal, almost crusading, reformer. In his 
previous job as head of Massachusetts Department 
of Corrections, he came under fire from local papers 
for “coddling” criminals. And yet, that assault took 
the lives of ten prison employees and thirty-one 
prisoners. San Quentin is famous for its ironclad law 
that a guard shoot to kill prisoners taking hostages 
despite the safety of the hostages. Given the inhu-
man attitude of the officials, it should be no sur-
prise when some guards start to move on their own. 
Guards at Attica unfurled a banner sent to them by 
guards at San Quentin announcing, “We have just 
begun to fight.”

There is action behind these words. Prison authori-
ties in California and New York go beyond the law 
to engineer the assassination of politically danger-
ous prisoners. The three black prisoners killed by 
the tower guard at Soledad in January of 1970 were 
all known to inmates and officials as leaders of the 
movement inside Soledad. Also at Soledad, white 
convict William Thommasen stated in an affidavit 
that he was approached by a correctional officer 
with a deal if he killed Earl Satcher, a well-known 
Black Panther prisoner. And there is the case of 
George Jackson. Prisoners inside the Adjustment 
Center when Jackson was killed, smuggled out an 

affidavit stating that Jackson was executed in cold 
blood, while he was lying on the ground. Further evi-
dence that the authorities wanted George Jackson 
killed comes out in the affidavit by white prisoner 
Alan Mancino that he was offered a deal in 1970 for 
the murder of Jackson.

The use of extralegal means such as assassinations 
may be a last resort; but, prison officials are devot-
ing much of their energy to trying to structure the 
prisons so as to isolate the troublemakers.

Their solution is to isolate this “6%” from the rest of 
the prison population. Again, California is creating 
the model in this attempt; for many years, special ar-
eas such as the “Adjustment Center” at San Quentin 
and “O Wing” at Soledad, have kept problem prison-
ers segregated from the “mainline” prison popula-
tion. Increasingly, these units have been filled with 
politically active prisoners. George Jackson spent 
seven of his eleven years behind bars in these “pris-
ons within prisons.”

Other states are following the California model. A 
de facto “adjustment center” has been set up at the 
Auburn State Prison in New York since the riots of 
last November, to isolate the prisoners charged with 
provoking the disturbances. These men, the Auburn 
80, have been isolated indefinitely: no indication 
of when they will be allowed back into the general 
prison population.

Last May, at a National Conference of Prison Admin-
istrators in New Orleans, the question of “the new 
type of problem prisoner” produced one recommen-
dation for the “establishment of separate institu-
tions for recalcitrant and politically embittered 
offenders.”

A glimpse of the future? The California Correctional 
Officers Association has submitted a proposal that a 
new maximum security unit for “the small segment 
of inmates bent on self-destruction” be added to the 
facility at Vacaville. Vacaville is the state’s medical 
facility where shock treatment and other “behavior 
modification” techniques are being used in an effort 
to insure control over “violence prone” prisoners. 
Welcome to 1984.

ATTICA AND AFTER
The massacre at Attica has raised the prison strug-
gle to a new level. The aftermath may be analogous 
to the events following the Watts riots of 1965. After 
Watts, almost everybody recognized that there was 
something “terribly wrong” in the nation’s ghettoes. 
Countless blue ribbon committees were appointed 
to make studies of the roots and causes of the 
violence. But because these roots are so deep in our 
socio-economic system, five years of ghetto rebel-
lions and countless committee reports have not led 
to any significant change of basic social conditions, 
but rather to an intensification of the means of con-
trol and co-optation—larger police budgets, more 
sophisticated weapons, and attempts to co-opt po-
tential leadership through jobs in such government-
funded shucks as the OEO Poverty Program.

Likewise, the massacre at Attica will probably gen-
erate a lot of reports on the nature of prison condi-
tions and more money for guards and equipment. 
Already, Captain Williams, who commanded the 
assault at Attica, has been appointed to chair one 
investigation of that assault. Events at San Quentin 
have resulted in a restriction of the visiting rights 
of lawyers; Attica has generated possible legislation 
outlawing negotiations with prisoners who take 
hostages.

Despite these attempts by the State to suppress the 
prison rebellion and isolate its leaders, the move-
ment will not be turned back now. Despite any “6%” 
theory, prisons have become not only houses of 
repression but also cradles of resistance; for those 
who are murdered or isolated, others will rise to take 
their places. Even Senator Muskie recognized that 
‘’the fact that there are men who are willing to die 
rather than live another day in prison demonstrated 
that something is terribly wrong with American 
prisons.”

There is no going back when men reach this point. 
Either the changes will be made, or there will be 
more Atticas and San Quentins.

Jimmy Carr pointed out “the prisons are producing 
men whom the authorities don’t want either on the 
outside or on the inside.” It is producing a group of 
serious, dedicated revolutionaries. We must all work 
to support and strengthen their efforts—reform, 
legal work, militant action are all needed when we 
are dealing with a war behind the walls.

Continued from “War Behind 
Walls,” page 9

Q: What is your name?
A: I am a revolutionary.
Q: What are you charged 
with?
A: I was born black.
Q: How long have you been in?
A: I’ve had troubles since the 
day I was born.

—Robert Blake, black prison 
negotiator, Tombs 
Rebellion, October 1970 
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Send Us Your Writing And Artwork!
We accept articles, letters, creative writing, poetry, 

interviews (in English and Spanish), and art.

We are currently accepting submissions for our next themed issue on mental health. Unfortunately we 
cannot print all of the pieces we receive.  Any pieces we consider for publication will go through an edit-
ing process for both content and grammar.  Please note: we do not accept individual appeals for money, 
legal support, or publicity.

Ideas for Articles and Artwork
• Examples of current prisoner organizing
• Practical steps toward prison industrial complex abolition
• Ways to help keep yourself and others physically and mentally 
healthy while imprisoned
• Updates on what’s happening at the prison you’re in (for exam-
ple: working conditions, health concerns, lockdowns)
• Legal strategies and important cases that impact prisoners
• Alternatives to policing, punishment, and prison
• Experiences of life after imprisonment
• Your opinion about a piece published in a recent issue

What to Submit
• Articles should not be more than 1,500 words (about 5 handwrit-
ten pages)
• Letters should not be more than 250 words
• Empowering artwork that will print well

How to Submit
• If you want your name and address printed with your article, 
please include it as you would like it printed. If you do not wish to 

have your name or address included, please let us know that when 
you submit your piece
• If possible, send a copy of your submission, not the original

Writing Suggestions
•  Try to write an outline before you write the piece.  Ask yourself: 
does the first paragraph tell the reader what the article is about? 
Do the middle paragraphs support and strengthen the main argu-
ment.  Does the last paragraph have a conclusion and some sug-
gestions for action?
•  Even if writing is difficult for you, your ideas are worth the 
struggle.  Try reading your piece out loud to yourself or sharing it 
with someone else.  Doing this might help you clarify the ideas in 
your submission.

Send your submission to:
The Abolitionist
c/o Critical Resistance
1904 Franklin St., Suite 504
Oakland, CA 94612

what I saw in prison—that was completely consis-
tent with all of the political work I had done since 
being sparked into life by the civil rights movement, 
by the [Black] Panthers, seeing that there is a way to 
impact the system by being in solidarity with people 
who are not only the most repressed, but are also the 
most active in their resistance. That was where my 
politics had started. 

How did this type of organizing impact the work 
that you were doing after prison?

I got a job at an HIV-focused magazine, and I have 
been able to affect the magazine to do more for pris-
oners and to make things more accessible for pris-
oners. There are few resources for people living with 
HIV and Hepatitis C in prison, but there are some 
people in Philadelphia Fight who have a newsletter 
called “Prison Health News”. They are people who 
really care about prisoners. 

Do you have any final comments for 
readers?

Well first of all there are three arguments that I 
would make any time I would speak any place.  One 
is that the left should recognize that the prison 
system in the United States is not only by itself out 
of control, but that it has an impact on what sorts 
of resistance can be hoped for on the streets. If you 
take mothers off the streets, then who raises the 
kids? Who has the next generation? Prison destroys 
the community, and without a community you can’t 
have resistance. 

I argue that any progressive organization should 
have, as a part of its demands, free all political pris-
oners. Political prisoners come from left organiza-
tions and movements, and so we have to protect our 
own. It’s a way to say we are against the state.

The third thing I have said was that left organiza-
tions should include HIV/AIDS and treatment and 
access to care in their programs. That has changed 
in the most recent years because there are so many 
powerful progressive organizations doing work just 
about that issue, both globally and in the United 
States. When I first got out in 1999, there were not. 
I went to a number of left events and conferences 
where I would never hear about HIV unless I went to 
an HIV/AIDS event. Now it’s a little different. Global 
HIV groups like Health GAP deal with issues beyond 
just HIV/AIDS, and some Occupy groups and espe-
cially queer groups include demands about access 
to treatment among their more general demands. I 
think most of that has been fueled by the participa-
tion of Black and Latino people living with HIV/AIDS 
in those groups.

My years in prison made me understand peer 
education much better. It was a very concrete form 
of popular education tactics from Freire. I ended up 
feeling much more comfortable with concepts about 
how health care, and imperialism, and the prison 
system fit together on the level of the neighborhood 
and the city instead of on an abstract level. 

The other thing I learned from the HIV work inside 
how just teaching a class, people sitting in class was 
not a very dynamic way to learn, it had to be com-
bined with some activist program. So we did walk-a-
thon at every prison I was in, or some kind of active 
thing where we raised money for people with AIDS 
on the outside. A walk-a-thon may not sound like ac-
tivism to people on the street, but in those prisons, 
it was—a collective process, building something, 
organizing something, doing something together 
that challenged stigma, complacency and the grip of 
the prison authorities.

Seeing how that worked, seeing the link between ac-
tivism and education made me really not want to do 
a lot of conferences and things like that when I got 
out, but to do more activist kinds of education, like 
work we’re doing right now through Occupy, where 
we’ve done teach ins, kind of popular education 
models, just go some place and start talking about 
“What is the prison system?” People can change 
through that and become so much more powerful 

than when they start out and people on the inside 
can be connected with movements on the outside 
that they had never heard before. 

I just feel like unity around our concepts, our ap-
proach, and our demands is so important. I know 
one change that happened when I was in prison 

was the rise in not for profits as a form in which a 
lot of activists started to be organized. I understand 
because I do remember very well the idiocy of bake 
sales. You have this full time job that doesn’t pay 
anything, and you do your political work at night, 
and then you go home and bake brownies at three 
in the morning for the next day’s bake sale. So I do 
understand the need for it. What I see a lot of times 
is that people can become so focused on their own 
needs for their organization—whether its funding or 
to put on this conference or that conference—that 
the form of the work takes precedence over the 
concept. And that feels too bad for me, I mean here 
in New York, you could go to an event every night of 
the week and not be done. 

Another thing I’ve been learning from the experi-
ence at Occupy, is that democratic processes in 
any kind of work are so critical—learning to listen 
to each other in a meeting and to value what each 
other’s saying, and that the decision doesn’t always 
have to be what you want. It completely transforms 
your organizing. It’s the difference between the 
model of someone saying something reactionary 
or racist on the street and you stop talking to them, 
and a model of developing ways of talking to people 
so that you can have a conversation, and maybe ev-
eryone comes out with different ideas, and not just 
the people we’re “organizing”, but also we come out 
different. And we become better organizers.

One other thing that is important, that we’ve been 
talking about in our Occupy work, and what [politi-
cal prisoner] David Gilbert has been talking about, 
part of our work about prisons, is that prisons are 
not making our communities safe. What we need 
are community alternatives, community responses, 
and that has to be developed. The point is that mass 
incarceration is destroying communities, and that 
makes them less safe. By destroying social struc-
tures, mass incarceration make communities less 
safe. I think that is something that in our prison 
justice work needs to emphasize. We need to heal 
society to build an alternative way of how we live. 

People can stay in touch with me by emailing Lau-
raW@POZ.com. 

Laura Whitehorn has been an anti-imperialist 
political activist since the 1960s. She spent 14 years 
in prison for the Resistance Conspiracy case. Re-
leased in 1999, she lives in New York City with her 
partner, the writer Susie Day. 

Laura organizes for prison justice and political 
prisoners, edited the book The War Before: The 
True Life Story of Becoming a Black Panther, Keep-
ing the Faith in Prison, and Fighting for Those Left 
Behind, essays by Safiya Bukhari (feministpress.
org), and is an editor at POZ Magazine.

Continued from “Laura Whitehorn,” 
page 8
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family members, who when given a chance to leave refused as 
they understood their presence as a buffer to a massacre. An 
Associated Press report cited the following from a prisoner’s 
wife: “None of us considers ourselves hostages, we could have 
left whenever we wanted, but we preferred to stay inside for fear 
there could be a repeat of the massacre of 1992.” Two weeks later, 
the governor of the state of São Paulo announced that Carandirú 
would be closed by the year’s end. In September 2001, seven 
months after the first mega-rebellion, the prison was closed 
down, and in December 2001 it was demolished. 

Since this time, the PCC’s membership has grown exponen-
tially. The Council on Foreign Relations estimated in 2006 

that 140,000 prisoners, and 100,000 “street soldiers” identified 
themselves as PCC members. There are more than 6,000 dues-
paying members on the outside, who have built the same struc-
tures to mediate conflict in many of the favelas of São Paulo, 
filling a gap for people discounted by the state. Residents of these 
neighborhoods attribute decreases in murders, rapes, assaults 
and robberies to the order that the PCC has established in their 
neighborhood. It must be said though, that as in prison, adjudica-
tion settlements often utilize violence. 

The connection between the neighborhoods and the PCC was 
widely demonstrated in the largest prison rebellion the world 
has seen to date. On May 12, 2006, in a massive, highly coordinat-
ed uprising, the city of São Paulo was brought to a standstill. PCC 
soldiers simultaneously hit over 40 state targets: banks, govern-
ment buildings and police stations. Seventy-three prisons and 
tens of thousands of prisoners joined the rebellion. The rebellion 
was sustained for over one week, and was incited by the transfer 
of over 700 prisoners to solitary confinement at new maximum-
security prisons dispersed throughout the state. As the PCC has 
a very clearly defined hierarchy and leadership roles, they can 
function with great discipline and efficiency. 

The secretary of prison administration, Nagashi Furukawa, was 
compelled to negotiate with the PCC to end the rebellion. He 
visited Marcos Willians Herbas Camacho, known as Marcola, 
the leader of the PCC since 2002, in his new isolation cell. It is 
acknowledged that a principal demand, the provision of televi-
sions to prisoners, was met. And while the state denies further 

concessions, a radio interview with Marcola reported that they 
negotiated with Furukawa to end the attacks, agreeing to allow 
prisoner visits from their lawyers, and time out of their cells.  
It is largely uncontested in Brazilian society that the rebellion 
marked a great success for the PCC in establishing themselves as 
political players in São Paulo with the power to assert their rights 
in decisions about conditions of confinement. 

Whatever opinion one might have of the PCC in Brazil, one can-
not deny that they have developed an expansive base through 
a highly disciplined membership that works to provide struc-
tures that have not only enabled prisoners to survive conditions 
of confinement, but have also improved conditions of survival 
within their home communities. The PCC’s work has shown that 
prisoners’ home communities greatly desire alternatives to the 
state, and that alternatives can be created within those very com-
munities. Most importantly, the PCC has provided the structure 
and organization for prisoner voices to be heard, and has ac-
complished far more toward meeting prisoners’ basic needs and 
those of their families than any organization on the outside. 

Andrea Salinas is a member of Critical Resistance Oakland. Thank you 
to Jaime Alves who provided consultation for this article. 

Torture and murder at the 
hands of the state were main-
stays of the military dictator-
ship, but seven years later lit-
tle had changed for Brazilians 
in poverty. The state had lost 
all legitimacy in the eyes of the 
prisoners, and indeed they have 
for many of Brazil’s poor, as evi-
denced by the thousands who 
have been galvanized by the PCC 
in Sao Paulo.

Continued from “PCC,” page 7
Juliet: For past participant of the annual project, Karlene Clarke, who participated in every 
broadcast from 2002–2008, the broadcasts gave her “the opportunity to just be heard, to 
have a voice and be able to be part of the community and family - who I wasn’t in contact 
with because of my incarceration - during NAIDOC week”. The broadcasts not only give an 
unedited and self-represented voice to those that are so often silenced, but they also provide 
exposure and a critique to the ongoing injustice facing Indigenous Australians as they expe-
rience unprecedented rates of incarceration.

Why are radio shows like yours needed by prisoners and their communities?

Sylvia: The prison system presents a web of delayed and restricted communication for ev-
eryone caught up in it: only certain days you can visit if you can afford to make the trip; only 
certain hours you can call; limited or no email communication; all snail mail is screened, 
etc.  Almost no communication is easy, free, immediate or uncensored.  We try to make our 
show the opposite of that – open access to communication, information and cultural connec-
tions.

Radio is one of the few forms of media that people incarcerated have unrestricted access to.  
Radio waves travel through prison walls and nobody can stop what’s coming out of the radio 
unless they take the radio away.  And while the prison system charges people outrageously 
exorbitant rates to make and receive calls, our station has a toll-free number so people on 
the outside can call and leave a message at no cost, no matter where they are calling from.  
Furthermore, the calls are broadcast in real time, within an hour or two of being recorded.  
This is very important to us.  While we are no longer allowed to put the calls on air “live” 
because of FCC regulations, we want people on the inside to be able to trust that the voice 
coming to them over the radio is a call that was made that same night, not something that 
was recorded and canned weeks or months before. Because 
time is so much of what people are denied control of in 
prison – of experiencing things in real time.  

The music segment of the show, Hot 88.7 Hip Hop from 
the Hill Top, is also at the core of the program.  Our radio 
station is located in the mountains of Central Appalachia, a 
region that is very rural and predominantly white, although 
there is also long history of Black and Native peoples living 
here.  Because of the incredible geographic relocation and 
racism inherent in the prison industrial complex, many 
people in the prisons here are culturally isolated and worlds 
apart from their home communities. There are currently 
people incarcerated here in these mountains from as far 
away as the U.S. Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico, Alaska, and ev-
erywhere in between. We do our best to play all the music 
requests we get sent to us in letters, so that people can hear 
the music of their home.

How does your show support prisoner organizing?

Sylvia:  Just over a year ago, in December 2010, we rebroad-
cast a segment from WPEB radio’s show On the Block, of an interview with Elaine Brown 
speaking on the peaceful strike coordinated by people incarcerated in the Georgia prison 
system.  In this way, people in prisons in Kentucky, Virginia, and West Virginia could hear 
in real time the status and demands of people on strike in Georgia prisons.  Over the sum-
mer of 2011 we broadcast weekly updates Mac called in about the California prisoner hunger 
strike.  Getting accurate information like this into prisons across state lines in real time is 
critical and difficult.

We also hope to be a resource and support for those transitioning out of prison - we want 
people recently released to know that our community radio station is a place where they are 
welcome, and that we are one way for them to stay in touch with their friends who are still 
inside.

What potential do you see for prisoner-focused radio in the future?

Sylvia: To me so much of the beauty of this show is that it would be so easy to replicate.  In 
terms of technology, all you need is access to the airwaves and a way to record phone calls.  
That’s it!  Any volunteer DJ could do this.  The real work of this show has been done by those 
on the inside, who have shared the information and phone number with each other and 
their friends and families.  That’s the only reason we get so many calls each week.  Imagine 
if every radio station with a prison in its listening area had a show like this.  We could really 
build an infrastructure of, as Mac says so well, Inside-Outside Communication, setting the 
stage for meaningful solidarity acts. The possibilities are huge.  

Amelia Kirby and Sylvia Ryerson – Hosts of WMMT’s Hot 88.7 Hip Hop from the Hill Top / Calls 
from Home, along with fellow DJs Ada Smith and Elizabeth Sanders. Go to: http://appalshop.org/wm-
mtfm/1914-2 to listen live.

John “Mac” Gaskins – Longtime listener and supporter of the show. Mac was incarcerated in the 
prison system in southwest Virginia, now lives in Washington D.C. and is an organizer with SPARC – 
D.C. (Supporting Prisoners and Acting for Radical Change).

Juliet Fox—Special Projects Coordinator—3CR Community Radio (http://www.3cr.org.au/3CR_stream-
ing to listen live).

Continued from “Radio,” page 6
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