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Dear Reader,
We hope that this paper fi nds you 

in the best possible spirits and health.
 As you may have noticed, issue 10 is 
coming out a little earlier than our average quar-
terly print schedule, so that it would be avail-
able in time for Critical Resistance 10 (CR10), 
our 10th anniversary strategy conference.
 Ten years ago, thousands of people came 
together in Berkeley, California to theorize and 
strategize a vision for prison industrial com-
plex (PIC) abolition. Veterans of various lib-
eration struggles who hadn’t seen each other 
in years were able to learn from each other’s 
experiences and histories, and lay the ground-
work for a movement to abolish the PIC. One 
of the major accomplishments of this confer-
ence was the founding of Critical Resistance. 
 Th is issue of Th e Abolitionist is in large 
part dedicated to CR10, which is taking place 
in Oakland, California from September 26-28, 
2008. Over the last 10 years, Critical Resistance 
has built a member-led and member-run grass-
roots movement that focuses on the strategies of 
decarceration, stopping prison expansion, and 
supporting alternative practices that create last-
ing safety and self-determination in our com-
munities. In all our work, we organize to build 
power and to stop the devastation that the reli-
ance on prisons and policing has brought to 
our families, our communities, and ourselves.
 Th is edition focuses on some of the biggest 
challenges we face as a movement: US-led impe-
rialist wars and their relationship to the PIC, cor-
porate economic development, the repression and 
criminalization of immigrants, people of color, 
young people, and queer communities, California 
Propositions 6 and 9, and the widespread use of 
sensory deprivation units and supermax prisons.
 Several articles in this edition examine the 
far-reaching eff ects of isolation. From the use of 
gang injunctions and security threat management 
units against young people to the segregation of 
political prisoners, isolation is a key strategy in the 
repression of organization and resistance. Th ese 
tactics fl ippantly violate international human 
rights treaties and have been codifi ed in federal 
and state law and prison administrative processes.
 Many articles center the importance of 
community in fi ghting back and maintaining 
sanity.  Th e STOPMAX Conference in Philadel-
phia brought together many of those most im-
pacted by these policies to launch a campaign to 
abolish the use of isolation and associated forms 
of torture. Robert King Wilkerson, Ralph Hamm, 
Ray Levasseur and Laura Whitehorn testify to 
the enduring resilience of the human spirit and 
how connection to family, friends, and comrades 
helped them resist the physical, psychological, 
and spiritual violence of solitary confi nement.
 We also face internal contradictions be-
tween the visions of liberation we aspire to and the 

persistent, complex oppressions that we replicate 
in our own organization and movement. White 
supremacy, patriarchy, and capitalism aren’t sim-
ply structural oppressions that aff ect us all equal-
ly. Th ey get enforced and internalized diff erently 
according to our material conditions, relations 
to power, life experiences, chosen, inherited, and 
policed identities, land bases, and histories. All 
too oft en these oppressions and privileges get 
reproduced in our very eff orts to resist the pris-
on industrial complex and create alternatives.
 Th is part of the struggle – building a 
diverse community of resistance that meaning-
fully engages diff erence and empowers those 
most impacted and targeted by the PIC while 
encouraging all people to participate fully and 
take risks together – is integral to real social 
change. Alisa Bierra calls this type of mean-
ingful practice a “critically integrated politic,” 
which “challenges assumptions made by move-
ment participants, and oft en transforms political 
practices and analyses, making the work more 
dynamic, creative, contextual, and strategic.”
 In this edition you also learn how the or-
ganizing of the New Jersey 4 intersects with the 
legacies of Aimée Césaire and Qwusu Yaki Yaku-
ba’s struggles against male supremacy as part of a 
larger liberation and cultural struggle for self-de-
termination and independence, how a group of 
diverse men in the maximum security Walpole 
Prison took on racial polarization to form a union. 
David Gilbert’s article challenges us to under-
stand the global and national connection between 
imperialism and the PIC: opening up important 
strategic questions we will pursue in future issues. 
Perspectives On Critical Resistance traces the 
evolution of Critical Resistance over the last 10 
years through the experiences of our members, 
many of who were organizers and participants 
of the fi rst conference. And much, much more…
 For the next issue, we’d like to fo-
cus on the theme of victory. Please try to tai-
lor your submissions to deal with this theme. 
Here are some questions to get you thinking:
 What will it take to win prison industri-
al complex abolition? What are some victories, 
big and small from your life, inside prison walls 
and outside, from the history of this movement?
 What could a meaning-
ful victory look like? Tell us about 
a strategy you found successful. 
Have you experienced/heard about 
any “false” victories, which seem 
like a positive step but might ac-
tually be something we’ll have 
to fi ght against down the road?
 With this little primer, we 
bring you the 10th edition of the 
Abolitionist. Please write to us 
and let us know what you think, 
or how you think that we can im-

prove. If you would like to submit to the Abo-
litionist, please take note of the changes in our 
Submission Guidelines at the end of the paper. 
Also, as always, we are seeking the fi nancial 
support to continue distributing the Abolition-
ist free of charge to people who are impris-
oned. Please encourage your friends and family 
to get a paid subscription to the Abolitionist!
Th ank you for reading, and please 
take care of yourself and each other.

In struggle and solidarity,
Ritika Aggarwal and Michael Callahan
Issue Editors, Abolitionist #10
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and their supporters. Th e images from Attica of 
blindfolded guards dressed in prison clothing and 
the prisoners’ strong, eloquent public statements 
left  an indelible mark on the public’s conscience. 
 Attica would end in bloodshed and a 
contested legacy. Th e prisoners from Cellblock 
D demonstrated they could eff ectively organize 
themselves. Th e state demonstrated it could 
ruthlessly quash a rebellion and set the terms 
for future negotiations. As proof, twenty-
six prisoners and nine hostages lay dead.  
 In the early 1970s, the US prison system 
was in crisis. Prisoners, community organizers, 

and reform-minded offi  cials were tired of the 
dog and pony shows resulting in empty promises 
for reform that had become the standard 
practice among prison offi  cials. Th e interested 
parties saw the problems and solutions from 
very diff erent vantage points, but it was clear 
that the volatile prison conditions required 
drastic measures. Attica drove the point home. 
 Th e prisoners at Walpole were nobody’s 
fools. Most were lifers and long-termers. Th ey 
recognized the tragically patent cycle of abuse, 
scandal, reports, new laws, and broken promises.  
Th e prisoners knew the prison ran only with 
their compliance. Th ey mopped the fl oors, 
cleaned the heads, cooked the food, baked the 
bread, ran the printing press, and stamped 
the license plates. Th ey understood that the 
class of people known as prisoners had few 
rights on paper, and still fewer in practice. 
 Ralph Hamm recalls, “Th e Attica 
prison revolt, the American Indian Movement 
takeover at Wounded Knee, the political 
rise of the Republic of New Africa [sic], the 
formation of the Weather Underground, and 
the slaughter of students at Kent State University 

by michael callahan

Editor’sNote:
Th is is the fi rst installment of a series examining the recently released book, When the Prisoners Ran Walpole. Th e purpose of these ar-
ticles is to glean lessons from the Walpole Prison experiment and generate discussion and strategies for future eff orts that we can all get be-
hind. What follows is an article exploring the major themes, people, and events of the book to enhance our appreciation and aware-
ness of important abolitionist history. It provides some context in which to understand the project and will bring us up through the 
state police take back. Th e two main sources for this article are the book and a written correspondence from Ralph Hamm post-
marked June 2, 2008. All quotes are from the book except those italicized, which signify that they were taken from Ralph’s letter. 

Th e second installment will struggle with legacy and the big question, “So, now what?” 
Part three will be a montage taken from your responses to the fi rst two pieces, so write us with your ideas! Write 
to: Walpole Response, c/o Th e Abolitionist, Critical Resistance, 1904 Franklin St., Suite 504, Oakland, CA 94612.

Special thanks to Jamie Bissonenette, Ralph Hamm, Asha Tall, Kumasi, Rachel Herzing, Reverend Ed Rodman, and Bobby Dellelo for making 
this series possible, and inspiring its best parts.

When the Prisoners Ran Walpole 
is about ordinary people – prisoners, their 
families, advocates, clergy, politicians, 
legislators, prison administrators, lawyers, 
judges, and labor organizers – who worked 
together across substantial diff erences for 
a “vital solution to crime and punishment.” 
 It is a must-read for anyone serious about 
making prisons obsolete. What makes the book 
so important is its detailed description and 
analysis of dynamic events, relationships, political 
and economic formations, and social upheaval. 
 Th irty-six years ago a group of men at 
a maximum-security prison in Massachusetts 
(MCI Walpole) took destiny into their own 
hands. Instead of becoming history, they made 
it. Th ey declared their tenuous sovereignty as 
workers in the face of a prison system bent on 
protecting its dominium.  Th is timely book 
exhumes a buried history. It’s a tale of two fuses 
racing in opposite directions. One’s function 
was to level the prison; the other’s was to raze 
the movement. In the explosion’s aft ermath, a 
courageous author has wiped off  the dust and 
put her fi nger on the pulse of living history.     
 Author and long-time organizer Jamie 
Bissonnette – with Ralph Hamm, Robert Dellelo, 
and Edward Rodman – off er us a study on how 
prisoners in Walpole Prison, then the most violent 
penitentiary in the country, overcame colossal 
obstacles and divisions to form a union: the 
National Prisoners Reform Association (NPRA), 
which became the lodestone for one of the most 
radical prison abolition projects in US history. 
 “Th e NPRA defi ned prisoners as 
workers. Using a labor-organizing model, the 
NPRA intended to form chapters in prisons 
throughout the country. Th e goal of the 
association was to organize prisoners into labor 
unions or collective-bargaining units. Prisoners’ 
unions could then act as a counterbalance to 
the notoriously powerful guards’ unions in 
negotiations with prison authorities about how 
the prisons were run. Prisoners throughout the 
country began to look at prisoners’ unions as 
a catalyst for prison reform. But only at MCI 
Walpole did the NPRA become a recognized 
bargaining unit, democratically elected by the 
prisoners – the workers – to lead their struggle for 
reform within the prisons,” recounts Bissonnette.
 In the 18 short months between 
January 1972 and July 1973, the prisoner 
population at Walpole was cut by 15 percent 
and recidivism plummeted from 60 to 23 
percent. Th ese numbers hint at the explosive 
truth: prisons are unreformable, not people. 

Context for Confl ict
 Perhaps the best-known prison 
uprising in the US, the Attica Prison rebellion 
was awatershed event in the prisoner rights 
movement. It alarmed administrators, politicians, 
and legislators; and lit a fi re under prisoners 

by the National Guard” as heralds of change. 
 Th ese events politicized the prisoners. 
In turn, the prison culture underwent 
profound shift s. “Th e prisoners slowly began 
to see themselves as one class, with one cause, 
serving one purpose. We had linked our 
collective consciousness upon the commonality 
of the oppressed class,” Hamm explains. 
 Th ese shift s in consciousness and 
priorities set up a showdown between the 
emerging leadership and the existing structure 
of white prisoners that ruled the prison. Vincent 
“the Bear” Flemmi headed up the white hard 
core. Th ey ran all the prison’s enterprises 
in collusion with the guards in a mutually 
benefi cial arrangement. Th ey turned a buck, 
controlled the blocks, and relieved the guards 
of their more unpleasant custodial duties. 
 Robert Dellelo saw this racial patronage 
as an obstacle to prisoner unity. Th e situation 
came to a head one day in the yard. “Th e Bear 
tried to make a power play against me in the 
yard in front of everyone. He came up to me 
when I was standing and drinking a can of soda 
and he sucker-punched me…I was a tough 
kid and not afraid to fi ght…I had survived the 
Training School. I beat the Bear up in the yard. 
People were suing for peace. Th ey were afraid of 
what might have happened,” recounts Dellelo.
 Aft er the fi ght, the administration 
shipped Dellelo out to a federal prison in 
Marion, Illinois, but the ferment continued. 
According to Bissonnette, “By November 
1971, the population of MCI Walpole was in 
open rebellion. In the beginning of the month, 
prisoners set a fi re at the foundry resulting in 
$30,000 in damages. Shortly aft er the fi re, in 
a display of unity, the entire prison population 
staged a work stoppage.” Th e prisoners hit upon 
their cornerstone strategy: non-cooperation. 
 Following the unrest, prisoners were 
locked down and their cells were searched 
for weapons. Th e prison administration held 
a press conference during which guards 
displayed pipes, shanks, and a pipe bomb. 
Th e media, however, never picked up on the 
fact that this was the same display the guards 
dragged out aft er every episode of resistance.
 Th e prisoners threatened the 
administration with more trouble if they didn’t 
return Dellelo from Marion. Th ey elected him 
chairman of the Inmate Advisory Council (IAC) 
in absentia. He was transferred back and accepted 
his post on the condition he could dissolve the 
council if the administration tried to use it as tool 
of cooptation again.  Dellelo and Hamm set to 
work building unity in their spheres of infl uence. 
 According to Bissonnette, “Where 
Hamm had used Black Consciousness to 
build unity within the small Black population; 
Dellelo used the ‘street code’ of the institution 
to balance the interests of powerful associations 

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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self-reliant, and to act as subjects in history, as 
opposed to just being a manipulated ‘thing.’”
 “…We brought to the NPRA, and to 
the consciousness of the collective prisoner 
population, the belief that anything was possible 
– we had only to sacrifi ce and commit to our 
futures for the common good, as did our African 
ancestors. Our newly awakened consciousness 
aff orded us the ability to demonstrate to the 
leadership of the various ethnic groups in the prison 

that we were ALL slaves.” 
NEW 

LEADERSHIP
 Packard Manse, a 
predominately white 
interfaith group dedicated 
to nonviolent social 
change, played a large role 
in opening the doors of 
Walpole Prison to the world 
outside.  Packard Manse 
helped develop the Ad 
Hoc Committee on Prison 
Reform (AHC) and, later, 
the Observer Program. On 
November 22, 1971, Packard 
Manse sent a telegram to 
Massachusetts’ governor, 
Francis Sargent, requesting 
a meeting to discuss 
the explosive situation 
inside the Department of 
Corrections (DOC). It was 

signed by 108 religious, labor, legal, academic, 
and community leaders and bolstered by 600 
postcards sent in from across the commonwealth. 
 Th e telegram was both politically astute 
and emblematic of the measured approach 
community advocates took to maneuver complex 
governmental, labor, and community power 
relations. Th ey knew that they had to be impartial 
to gain access to the prisons. As taxpayers and 
concerned citizens, they claimed a democratic 
right and responsibility to monitor a public 
institution. Th e telegram balanced the needs of 
prisoners and guards in prison reform under the 
rubric of safety and that everyone had a role to play. 
 Th e group eventually won a meeting 
with Sargent and secured two promises: 1) that 
he would visit the prisons himself to evaluate 
the situation; and 2) that he would assemble 
legislation to mandate changes to the prison 
system.  Sargent followed through. Th e upshot 
was a “six-point prison-reform program” 
and a new commissioner of corrections 
who would implement it, John O. Boone. 
 As a boy in Georgia, John Boone 
experienced chain gangs and white racist terror 
fi rsthand. Lynching was common in his town. His 
uncle was sentenced to hard labor for possession 
of a fi rearm, a self-defense necessity. He 

accompanied his father 
on visits to deliver food 
and solace. “Many of 
them perished from 
malnutrition, exposure, 
dehydration, overwork, 
and untreated 

illness…Boone remembers the loneliness of the 
laborers, the way they were chained together, 
the songs they sang,” writes Bissonnette. Th ese 
memories were emblazoned in his worldview. 
 Aft er serving in WW II he studied social 
work at Morehouse, where he came under 
the wing of Dr. Martin Luther King’s mentor, 
Benjamin Elijah Mays. Boone went on to get a 
Master’s degree at Clark College. Upon graduation 
he worked his way up the ladder in the Federal 

among the white prisoners. According to 
Hamm, “their diff ering styles helped achieve 
the unity they needed to move forward.”
 Both Hamm and Dellelo knew the 
limits of the “street code” in building a viable 
organization. It was necessary to break up the old 
order, keep reactionary prisoners in line, and buy 
some time to build the NPRA, but eventually this 
type of control turns on itself, as illustrated by 
the face-off  between Dellelo and Flemmi. Hamm 
and Dellelo’s personal 
relationship off ered an 
alternative model of trans-
racial solidarity based 
on fellowship, common 
interests, and a shared 
vision for the future. 
 During the summer 
of 1972, Dellelo was busy 
building the NPRA. Black 
African Nation Toward 
Unity (BANTU) and the 
Black prisoner population 
were still wary of the 
all-white organization, 
and labor’s historical 
exclusion of Black workers.  
Supporters such as Ed 
Rodman pressed Hamm 
to get involved from the 
beginning so that Black 
and Latino prisoners 
had equal claim over the 
NPRA’s structure and 
program. Rodman impressed upon Hamm 
that the NPRA was, “the most viable 
vehicle for prisoner self-determination.” 
FORGING RACIAL SOLIDARITY

When the Prisoners Ran Walpole raises 
interesting questions about the role of race 
and carceral status in building an abolitionist 
movement.  Th e book demonstrates how prisoners 
living in close proximity to death as slaves under 
the Th irteenth Amendment transgress race.  
 As Bissonnette notes, “Th e unity was hard 
to achieve, given the utter racial polarization of 
the prison population. Th e commitment to racial 
equity that allowed the development of unity began 
as a personal commitment between Ralph Hamm 
and Bobby Dellelo.”  Dellelo, a white man who 
had spent most of his life in prisons, understood 
what Hamm was up against. According to Hamm, 
“Between Bobby and me, it was never about race. 
It was about coming together as two equal men.” 
Dellelo, on the other hand also benefi tted from 
his relationship with Hamm.  Th eir friendship 
gave him access to the knowledge that white 
prisoners’ would never truly achieve power or 
dignity without also working for racial equity. 
 “To be successful, not only would prison 
organizing need to cross racial lines, but also 
white prisoners would 
have to understand 
that being in prison 
made them ‘Black.’ 
Hamm says. “Bobby 
got this. In a sense 
he became Black. He 
was not going to go forward without us.” Or in 
Dellelo’s words, “If we continued with racism, 
we would have been dead, dead in the water.”
 Prison policies play ethnic groups against 
each other through classifi cation and block 
segregation. At Walpole, the fact that white 
prisoners and Black prisoners affi  liated with the 
Nation of Islam got job placement and program 
privileges compounded this division. Some of the 
prisoners at Walpole recognized this connection 
and developed an analysis and practice to 
educate white and Black prisoners. Hamm 

elaborates,“One of the greatest lessons a prisoner 
must accept and digest is that the Th irteenth 
Amendment to the US Constitution abolished 
chattel slavery from the private sector only to 
sanction it in the prisons of this country. We 
are all slaves! We are utilized as commodities 
in this country’s service-related economy!”
 When Ralph Hamm and Bobby 
Dellelo were transferred back to Walpole an 
extraordinary conceptual shift  began that would 

alter the makeup of the NPRA. Out of the roughly 
465 prisoners at Walpole, 48 were Black, 2 were 
Latino, and 1 was Asian, although the population 
of people of color was continually outpacing the 
white population among prisoners. To their credit, 
Dellelo and others saw that a new identity and 
organization was required to unify the prisoners.  
 Infl uenced by BANTU, a Black 
Consciousness prisoner group at Walpole, a 
new leadership linked their imprisonment 
to the institution of slavery and then 
opposed this inhuman designation by 
proclaiming their sovereignty as 
workers under the aegis of “Blue Unity.” 
 “Th ey had learned that prisoners, given 
resources and preparation, understood that, 
despite the very real racial, class, and organized-
crime distinctions, they were all in their situation 
together. Prisoners innately knew they had one 
choice: they could be ‘pigs’ or they could be ‘men.’ 
Given the opportunity, they believed prisoners 
would choose to be men,” explains Bissonnette.
 Th e new leadership knew that to 
transform from a group of individuals to a 
unifi ed body acting in a democratic, collective 
interest required the general population to elevate 
their consciousness and commitment to unity. 
 Hamm recalls, “We were all raised under 

the rote system of education, and it was somewhat 
instrumental in the development of both BANTU 
and NPRA activities and growth.  However, we 
found the need to experiment and came to rely 
more upon the concepts of education developed 
by Paolo Friere. With Friere as our mentor, we 
came to believe that the person who fi lls up with 
another’s contents (rote-style education), in 
contradiction to his ‘being’ in the world, could 
not truly learn because he was not challenged. 
Our committees and activities, therefore, were 
designed to challenge our members to be creative, CONTINUED ON PAGE 10

“[Prisons] are wrong in concept and wrong in application; they are 
human abominations, manifesting corrupt policies and politics. Prisons are 
unreformable monster factories and when we attempt to ‘reform’ them, it is always 
an exercise in futility; there is no way to make sense out of insanity.” Robert Dellelo
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History and Political Uses
 Solitary confi nement was fi rst instituted 
at the Eastern State Penitentiary in 1829, in Phil-
adelphia. Beginning in the 1970s and 1980s, soli-
tary confi nement was used as an instrument of 

political repression. “Seg is full of political pris-
oners,” remarks Bilal Sunni Ali, the attorney for 
Jamil Al Amin (formerly H. Rap Brown). “Politi-
cal internment is just one aspect of the war against 
us.” Speaking at the “Survivors of Isolation” pan-
el, Ali identifi ed the primary purpose of control 
units: to stop people inside from organizing. 
 Laura Whitehorn, a former political 
prisoner and member of the Weather Under-
ground, spoke at the closing dinner. She em-
phasized, “Once you’re in prison it doesn’t mat-
ter what your off enses are—you’re in there and 
you’re in solidarity!” Incarcerated because of 
her radical work on the outside as a member 
of the Weathermen, Whitehorn was placed in 
solitary confi nement, yet continued to organize 
and teach HIV/AIDS education and writing.

Resistance to Gender Responsive Isolation
 Solitary confi nement is used as part of 
another harmful program of the prison indus-
trial complex: gender-responsive imprisonment. 
Trans people in prison are oft en placed in segre-
gated units according to their biologically and/or 
physically assigned sex. For trans people in soli-
tary, the threat of physical and sexual abuse is com-
bined with the psychic violence of mental torture. 
 Th e Sylvia Rivera Law Project, a legal sup-

port organization dedicated to providing services 
to low/no income trans and gender non-conform-
ing people of color, has documented the extreme 
levels of transphobic and trans-misogynistic vio-

lence that is perpetuated inside men’s jails in New 
York City in their 2005 report, “It’s a War In Here.” 

Solidarity and Strategies
 While solitary confi nement represents 
a programmatic attempt to quell movements of 
solidarity and organizing among incarcerated 
peoples, it oft en fails because of the ingenious 
and creative ways that people inside navigate the 
oppressive system. One example of group soli-
darity and collective subversion of the system is 
the protest by non-trans men at a Los Angeles 
ICE detention center to get treatment for Victoria 
Arellano, a Mexican trans woman. People inside 
protested the fact that Arellano was being denied 
HIV/AIDS medication. Th ey brought her cold 
cloths to break her fever, carried her when she 
was unable to walk, and decided to bring full at-

tention to this murderous neglect. Eighty men 
refused to line up and unanimously screamed 
out “Hospital!” so that she could get medical 
attention. Th ey also circulated a petition on 
her behalf. She eventually received medical at-
tention because of this eff ort, although it was 
too late. In solidarity, they raised $245 to help 
her family with funeral expenses. Th is type of  
organizing challenges the system from within 
and illustrates the power that people inside 
have, despite the brutal conditions imposed.

 Many formerly imprisoned activists 
spoke about the strategies they developed to 
survive violence and the relationships that gave 
them hope. For Robert King Wilkerson, a former 
Black Panther and presently the only free mem-
ber of the Angola 3, that hope came from people 
on the outside organizing for political prison-
ers and to abolish the prison industrial complex 
(PIC). King talked about how being inside An-
gola felt like “you were basically there for life” 

and that it was “the connection to people on the 
outside that helped to achieve hope.” King also 
highlighted the fact that supermax prisons are 
manifestations of the PIC and to eff ectively stop 
solitary confi nement, “we have to abolish prisons 
themselves.” King envisions the abolition of su-
permax prisons as an essential step toward the ul-
timate abolition of the prison industrial complex. 
 Ray Levasseur, former member of the 
United Freedom Front, author, and self-de-
scribed “survivor of the wars fought for and 
against American imperialism,” spent twenty 
years in solitary confi nement. Levasseur em-
phasized that enduring solitary confi nement 
was “not just about survival, but surviving with 
your humanity intact.” Levasseur stressed resil-
iency in the face of severe harm and grave injus-
tice. Another activist, Arch Angel of the Latin 
Kings, spoke about inherited activism and how 
he became politicized reading books by elder 
activists like Levasseur. Arch Angel also talked 
about the current violence directed at youth and 
the growing use of “security threat management 
units.” Th ese modifi ed versions of older solitary 
confi nement designs isolate youth and use the 
“gang label” to legitimize this type of repression. 

Strategy and Future Campaign Work
 Th e closing of the conference marked 
one of the most important sessions. Everyone 
who attended the STOPMAX conference– for-
mer prisoners, family members with loved ones 
inside, organizers, and educators –broke out into 
small regional groups and had strategic planning 
meetings so that the energy built up during the 
conference could continue at a regional level. 
 Th e work to abolish solitary confi nement 
is intimately connected to Critical Resistance’s 
mission of abolishing the PIC in its entirety. By 
stopping the use of solitary confi nement, the abo-
litionist movement is emboldened and strength-
ened. As James Baldwin wrote in his 1970 open 
letter to then imprisoned Angela Davis, “If we 
know, then we must fi ght for your life as though 
it were our own... For if they take you in the 
morning, they will be coming for us that night.”

STOPMAX Conference
By Malcolm Gossett

Editor’s note: Critical Resistance member Malcolm Gossett attended the STOPMAX Conference this past June. 
What follows is his report...

“If we know, then we must fi ght for 
your life as though it were our own... 
For if they take you in the morning, 
they will be coming for us that night.”

From James Baldwin’s 1970 open letter 
to then imprisoned Angela Davis
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Th e STOPMAX Campaign, spon-
sored by the American Friends 

Service Committee (AFSC),
 works to eliminate the use of 

isolation and segregation in U.S. 
prisons.

Our Strategies
 Our strategies include research, 

grassroots organizing, public education 
and policy advocacy to abolish solitary 

confi nement and / or reduce its use. 
Phase One

Th e fi rst phase of the STOPMAX campaign 
is focused on determining the extent of the 
use of isolation in a cross-section of correc-
tional facilities:  various state Departments 
of Corrections, the state Departments of 
Juvenile Corrections, and immigration 
detention centers.  In selected states, we 
are surveying how many people are liv-
ing in isolation conditions, who those 
people are, what conditions they are living 
in, how they came to be placed there, and 
whether and how it is possible to exit 
those units. Th is research process will re-
sult in publication of regional reports.  
Both AFSC Arizona and California 
STOPMAX have already published theirs 
(see resource section for report links). 
 Phase I of the campaign culminat-
ed with a national organizing Conference 
on May 30-June 1, 2008 at Temple Univer-
sity in Philadelphia, PA, where 400 people 
from across the country participated, 250 of 
those being families and former prisoners. 
 A National Steering Committee 
has been formed and regional groups are 
beginning to meet to set plans for work in 
their areas. One of the next priorities is to 
form a Tribunal sub-committee to develop 
a series of hearings around the country. 

Phase Two
 By compiling an accurate assess-
ment of the current practices and condi-
tions, we will have the basis for Phase II:  
craft ing a solid strategy for statewide orga-
nizing to shut these units down.  What we 
learn through this research will help us de-
termine which system or unit has the most 
egregious abuses, which is the most likely 
to reform, and what approach (legislative 
reform, grassroots organizing, litigation) 
is most appropriate for the campaign.  A 
STOPMAX National report will also be 
published. Th is Phase II organizing peri-
od will be an ongoing, three-year process.

Contact Us
We welcome your participation. You may 
contact us via phone, email or by writing 

to us:
National STOPMAX Campaign

AFSC
501 Cherry Street

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
19102Phone (215) 241-7137

Fax (215) 241-7119
If you would like to receive regular up-

dates concerning developments or media 
coverage regarding prison isolation, 

please write to stopmax@afsc.org and 
subscribe to our monthly STOPMAX 

news digest!

The New Jersey 4

Bay Area NJ4 Solidarity Committee On August 18, 2006, seven young African 
American lesbians traveled to New York City’s 
Greenwich Village from their homes in Newark 
for a night out. When walking down the street, 
a male bystander sexually propositioned one of 
the women. Aft er refusing to take no for an an-
swer, he physically assaulted them. Th e women 
tried to defend themselves, and a fi ght broke out. 
 Th e women were charged with Gang As-
sault in the second degree, a Class C Felony with a 
mandatory minimum of 3.5 years. Patreese John-
son was additionally charged with First Degree 
Assault. Th ree of the women accepted plea off ers. 
On June 14, 2007, Venice Brown, Terrain Dan-
dridge, Patreese Johnson, and Renata Hill received 
sentences ranging from 3.5 to 11 years in prison.
 Terrain Dandridge’s appeal has been suc-
cessful and she was released from Albion Correc-
tional Facility on Monday, June 23, 2008! Terrain 
Dandridge’s case was overturned, all her charges 
were dropped, and her record has been cleared. 
Renata Hill is awaiting a new trial concerning the 
events that occurred the night of August 18, 2006.
 Th e lawyers, who agreed that there was no 
strategy for involving grassroots support in the 
appeals process, have called this, “a miracle.”  Ter-
rain’s lawyer has acknowledged that to be granted 
a new trial is rare; to have charges dropped is un-
precedented.  Th e Bay Area Solidarity Committee 
realizes that regardless of whether we were fac-
tored in by lawyers as part of the appeals process, 
this unprecedented turn of events had little to do 
with divisive legal strategy, an unjust system’s be-
nevolence, or retributive justice.  Terrain’s free-
dom is directly related to an international cam-
paign of radical queers of color and their allies.
 While we celebrate this victory, we 
mourn the divisive legal strategy, which has at-
tempted to pit these friends and lovers against 
one another and further complicate those whose 
appeals are yet to be heard.  Despite our great 
news, we must ensure that no one is left  – not 
Venice, not Renata, not Patreese – to endure 
the horror of the prison industrial complex.
 As a result of sexist, homophobic, and 
racist stereotypes held by law enforcement 
agents and institutions, the women later known 
as the New Jersey 4 (NJ4) were deemed to be 
a “lesbian wolfpack gang,” who were organiz-
ing to terrorize straight men.  Our stories are so 
oft en retold with a complete reversal of who is 
being harmed and who is doing the harming. 
Th e impacts of allowing Dwayne Buckle to be 
popularly depicted in the media and during the 
court proceedings as the “victim” fails to identify 

how his desire to dominate women (and their 
spaces) only leads to the violence that resulted.  
 On a broader social level, such negligent 
media reporting, police investigation, and court-
room bias only promises to generate more of these 
same violent experiences, which target women and 
queers. Th e NJ4, like so many of us, are survivors 
of a system which incorrectly identifi es the root 
causes of violence and crime, only to create con-
ditions for mass incarceration and displacement 
of queers, who are already vulnerable to crimi-
nalization because of their race or class identity.
 While, Monday, June 23rd marked Ter-
rain’s long-awaited release date from Albion 
Correctional Facility, where she has been caged 
for six hundred seventy-three days of her life. 
We must remember Terrain unjustly spent two 
years of her young life in prison, which cannot 
be returned to her. Chenese Loyal, Lania Daniels, 
and Khamysha Coates still have felony charges 
that prevent them from getting jobs, register-
ing for housing and other unjust discrimination. 
Renata is still behind bars awaiting a new trial.  
Venice, sentenced to 5 years and Patreese, sen-
tenced to 11 years, remain incarcerated, await-
ing appeals to be heard in the fall. Th e 3 women 
will continue to navigate the legal system until 
the day comes when their stories will fi nally be 
heard without the racist, homophobic, sexist 
bias that denied them a fair trial to begin with.

For more information on NJ4 solidarity, 
please visit http://freenj4.wordpress.com or 
email: freenj4@yahoo.com

To contact the NJ4 
Send a card or a letter. Your support matters 
to these women. Th is contact information is 
correct as of right now: 

Patreese Johnson #07-G-0635 
Bedford Hills Correctional Facility
P.O. Box 1000
Bedford Hills, NY 10507

Renata Hill #07-G-0636
Building 112A2
Bedford Hills Correctional Facility
P.O. Box 1000
Bedford Hills, NY 10507

Venice Brown #07-G-0640
Albion Correctional Facility
3595 State School Road
Albion, NY 14411-9399
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Towards A Critically Integrated Politic: 
Anti-Violence Activism at the 10th Anniversary of Critical Resistance

 It is an incredibly exciting time to be an 
anti-rape/domestic violence (or, just “anti-vio-
lence”) activist celebrating ten years of prison in-
dustrial complex (PIC) abolition organizing with 
Critical Resistance (CR).  The significance of this 
moment shouldn’t be taken for granted.  The re-
lationship between the feminist anti-violence 
movement and the PIC abolition movement 
has not historically been one of easy solidarities.
 Ten years ago, CR began with a bold mis-
sion of abolishing prisons, 
identifying the prison in-
dustry as a destructive, 
systematic, and persistent 
source of violence against 
oppressed communities.  
Yet CR’s founding confer-
ence in 1998 was held dur-
ing a moment in which 
much of the anti-violence 
movement found itself 
deeply entangled with 
police and prisons in the 
name of protection of sur-
vivors of rape and abuse.  
Instead of resisting pris-
ons and policing because 
of the way this system cre-
ates, motivates, and rein-
forces rape and domestic 
violence both inside and 
outside of prisons, the 
anti-violence movement 
had developed a practice 
of collaborating with the 
state to increase police and 
prisons as a (frequently 
failed) means to increase safety for survivors of 
violence.  (For a longer analysis about the anti-vi-
olence movement’s relationship with prisons and 
police, please visit the Incite National website.) 
 On the other hand, PIC abolition efforts 
didn’t exactly center the problem of domestic 
violence and sexual violence within the commu-
nity. Calls for PIC abolition were often not ac-
companied by recognition of the needs of survi-
vors of domestic violence and sexual violence or 
the need for organizing efforts to ensure safety 
in the community without relying on police or 
prisons. The political agenda of addressing this 
kind of community violence was not necessarily 
prioritized or seen as central to prison abolition 
in the early days of prison abolition efforts. Ad-
ditionally, though survivors of rape and abuse of-
ten engage in criminalized survival activities that 
led to incarceration, their experiences of violence 
both in the community and in the prison indus-
trial complex were not necessarily reflected in 
prison abolition analysis.  While many abolition-
ists rightfully acknowledged that prisons only 
reinforce the conditions that enable domestic 
and sexual violence, addressing the experiences 
of incarcerated survivors of violence and imag-
ining and developing alternatives to prisons to 
address gender violence was not necessarily seen 
as fundamental to the politic of PIC abolition. 
 These two critical political movements 
worked in contradiction to one another, both mar-
ginalized the experiences of women of color and 

folks of color who identify as trans, two-spirit, or 
gender non-conforming.  For the anti-violence 
movement, the normative survivor of violence 
was generally considered a white, heterosexual, 
middle-class woman who had no experience 
engaging in criminalized activity.  For the PIC 
abolition movement, the normative prisoner was 
generally considered a heterosexual man of col-
or who did not necessarily experience violence 
within his community on the outside.  Both po-

litical communities failed to see how the inter-
sections of white supremacy and gender-based 
oppression defined the way in which gender 
violence and incarceration mutually reinforce 

one another for all survivors and all prisoners.
 The opportunity for transforming the 
two movements through centering the analyses 
and experiences of women of color was helped 
by the founding of Critical Resistance, as well 
as INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence, 
two years later.  In 2000, radical women of color 
within the anti-violence movement organized a 
conference to expand the definition of “violence 
against women” to include prisons, militarism, 
reproductive violence, colonization, medical vio-
lence, and poverty. Thousands of women of color 
attended the conference, engaging in the conver-
sation from many different social movements as 
points of reference.  The conference helped to 
spark cross-movement dialogue which funda-
mentally challenged the way in which partici-
pants thought about their own organizing strate-

gies.  The contradiction within the anti-violence 
movement as it related to its collaboration with 
the criminal justice system (as well as the medical 
industry and other violent institutions) became 
clearer the more participants nurtured a cross-
movement ethic.  INCITE! was established as a 
result of this historic conference, and from its be-
ginning, understood the need for the project to be 
cross-movement in nature because of the organi-
zational goal of “ending violence in all its forms.”

 This cross-move-
ment ethic became 
more established when, 
in 2001, a group primar-
ily consisting of women 
of color from Critical 
Resistance and INCITE! 
sat down for a weekend 
and created the State-
ment on Gender Vio-
lence & The Prison In-
dustrial Complex.  This 
statement turned out 
to be a vital organiz-
ing tool.  It discussed 
the ways in which each 
movement was counter-
productive to the other 
and, therefore, kept 
them from being as ef-
fective, creative, and 
powerful as they could 
be.  The statement then 
recommended eleven 
concrete steps that each 
movement could take 
to transform the con-

tradictory position between movements into 
a position of a critically integrated politic.
 By “critically integrated politic,” I sug-
gest a politic among movements with distinct 
agendas that does not simply declare solidarity 
because they are both on the Left.  Instead, the 
movements build an intentional relationship 
in which they can articulate reasons why their 
solidarity with each other is essential for their 
own agenda.  They use constructive criticism 
for the purposes of strengthening each other’s 
work, which in turn strengthens their own.  They 
begin to see each other’s agenda as fundamen-
tal to the success of their own, rather than dis-
connected or vaguely related.  They articulate a 
shared political analysis to which they are both 
accountable.  They create strategic partnerships 
and projects to achieve important goals.  In 
other words, movements operating from a criti-
cally integrated politic build partnerships with 
other movements based on deliberate practices 
that acknowledge the ways in which the agen-
das of each movement are undeniably inter-
twined.  Because of the differences between the 
movements, but deep interdependence of their 
work, the collaboration challenges assumptions 
made by movement participants, and often trans
forms political practices and analyses, making 
the work more dynamic, creative, contextual, 
and strategic.
 

By Alisa Bierria

The Relationship Between The 
Feminist Anti-Violence Move-
ment And The PIC Abolition 
Movement Has Not Historical-
ly Been One Of Easy Solidarities.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 19
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Solitary Confi nement in the Land of OZ
By a prisoner in solitary confi nement at El Dorado Correctional Facility, Kansas

The El Dorado prison is the solitary confi nement warehouse where the state hides its human abuse behind clean buildings and shined fl oors! 
Up to 500 men languish in “administrative segregation,” a code word used to keep people locked down for years without real reason. 

This is a brief glimpse into our world.

Towards A Critically Integrated Politic: 
Anti-Violence Activism at the 10th Anniversary of Critical Resistance

Dear Abolitionist,
 Recently at my job, one of my clients 
who is very mentally unstable attacked and 
choked my co-worker.  We knew he was going 
to come back the next day, so my boss called 
the local cop to warn him this person might be 
around.  I pled with her not to get the cops in-
volved and they all said I was an idiot.  What else 
could have been suggested or done diff erently?

 Anonymous CR member

Dear Member/Fellow Abolitionist,
 You raise two the key challenges our 
movement faces right now—one, the lack of 
working models for immediate, other-than-police 
intervention in situations of violence; and two, 
the complete void of mental health services that 
leaves the prison industrial complex (PIC) as the 
dominant option for responding to mental illness. 
 Ideally, I believe a team of people trained 
in mental health and confl ict resolution could 
have intervened to help you and your co-workers 
feel safe, and to address the needs of your cli-
ent.  And whereas the cops can only be called 

aft er an instance of violence has occurred, such 
a team could potentially have intervened be-
fore the situation escalated.  Th e problem is 
there was no such team you knew of to call.
 Some CR members have developed a 
4-part framework for addressing harm with-
out the PIC that may be helpful here.  Th e four 
arms are prevention, intervention, reparation, 
and transformation, and the idea is that we must 
practice all four arms simultaneously.  So my fi rst 
thought in reading your letter was, what could 
have been done to prevent this situation?   Did this 
person who harmed your co-worker have all of 
the support and services he needed and did your 
organization have enough resources and support 
to provide those services?  Were there any warn-
ing signs that signaled a need for earlier interven-
tion?  If so, was there anything that could have 
been done to keep the situation from escalating? 
 In terms of what you could have pro-
posed in the moment, I wonder if there was any-
one else your boss could have called? Is there 
an allied organization, a friend of the client, 
other community members or neighbors who 
support your work?  Could you have increased 
the number of people at your job the next day 
to help you and your co-workers feel safe?
 Perhaps there was no other immediate 
option your boss and co-workers could fore-
see.  If so, the question then becomes, what do 
we need to build so that next time there’s an 

A s k  t h e  A b o l i t i o n i s t
Dear Readers,

As all Critical Resistance members know, asking and answering tough 
questions about abolition is key to being part of the movement to end the prison 
industrial complex. Since this is something we do with each other all the time, 
we thought it might be useful to engage those discussions in a public forum like 
this one.  And what better format than the tried and true “Dear Abolitionist!”  

Please help make this dialogue a lively and fruitful one by sending questions, responses 
to questions, responses to the responses—you get the idea.  No question is too big or small.  
Just send to:    Dear Abolitionist

 c/o Th e Abolitionist
Critical Resistance
1904 Franklin St., Suite 504
Oakland, CA 94612

incident, there is an alternative?  Starting now, 
I believe we need to build confl ict resolution/
harm response teams of respected community 
leaders in every neighborhood that people know 
about, trust, and can call upon in situations 
like the one you describe.  It is our belief that 
many people recognize that calling the police 
oft en brings more harm, and would gladly call 
someone else if there were someone else to call.  
 In terms of reparation and community 
accountability, I also think that as we begin to 
implement new strategies, we will need to more 
fully address the question of mental health.  For 
example, how do we have open communication 
and hold each other accountable when some-
one with a severe mental illness is involved?
Finally, as we put in the hard work to build abo-
litionist alternatives to harm, we also must con-
tinue to pressure all levels of government to take 
money from the PIC and invest it in counseling 
and mental health services, education, health-
care, and youth programs. Until this happens, 
we will likely fi nd ourselves caught in these 
kinds of situations, without the resources or sup-
port we need in order to truly put more eff ec-
tive models for addressing harm into practice.  

 Question answered by 
C.R. member Melissa Burch

For more information on alternative meth-
ods to addressing harm in an abolitionist 
framework, please see the resources section. 

In how many more ways are you going to treat 
me like an animal? For 5 years you have kept me 
confi ned in this 10 x 7 foot concrete cage because 
it’s “good political posturing.” During that entire 
time there has not been one incident to justify this 
treatment. By design, this facility was created to 
infl ict physical and psychological harm, to punish 
in inhumane ways, to deprive humans of all sens-
es, taste, smell, sound, sight, and human touch.  
It is a modern draconian dungeon that equals 
the cruelty of Abu Ghraib or Guantanamo Bay.
 I have witnessed the horror of your 
planned torture: men psychologically broken 
with intent, becoming increasingly psychot-
ic with rage, and rightfully so. Human beings 
driven into the abyss of mental illness pound 
on the steel door until their hands and knuck-
les are bloody: screaming, pleading, “kill me or 
let me go!” Finally, strength and energy deplet-
ed, bleeding and broken, they give up and fall 
into an exhausted stupor of complete despair. 
Th is hell is created by a warden who portrays 
himself publically as a devout “Christian.” He’s 
backed by a Department of Corrections that has 

a political stranglehold on the state of Kansas.
 So long you have denied me any humane 
treatment that I’m beginning to lose my men-
tal capacity for rational thinking. Slowly, but 
surely my cognitive abilities are eroding and I 
must struggle daily just to maintain my sanity.
 You deny me access to any programs and 
take away those “dangerous” fi ngernail clippers 
you sold me. I am fed rotting food and sour milk 
regularly by your contracted food service compa-
ny. Just when I begin to think there are no more 
Machiavellian methods you can employ, your au-
thority adds new cruel, sadistic “rules” to dehu-
manize me even more. You call it a “security need.”
 Th ere is no longer a library, even a list 
of library books. Now I must beg the guards 
for a book to read—if they have the time. Now 
you have taken my clothes and I am required 
to wear only underwear all day in my cell. You 
have shortened my recreation time. Th ere are 
no clean hand towels for weeks at a time and 
occasionally no towels even for showers. You 
refuse to allow me meaningful visits with my 
family, or even to send them an annual photo-

graph so they will remember what I look like.  
 Where are the people who are supposed 
to protect us from this abuse? Th e contract men-
tal health workers (I can’t refer to them as profes-
sionals) who know the devastating mental eff ects 
of this torture have become “enablers” endors-
ing this treatment with their numbing silence. 
Afraid they will lose their job if they speak up.
 Th e unit team manager, who is supposed 
to be the prisoners’ voice, has become the chief 
agent of this torture and torment, relishing his 
authority over us so much that he proudly pro-
claims himself, “the bull dog who controls our
lives.” I am a man, not an animal to be broken 
by degradation and planned mistreatment or 
stripped of my essence and humanity. I will 
not allow you to psychologically mutilate me.
 Human cruelty, abuse, and sadism ap-
proved by authority are alive and cherished in the 
Heart of America—right here in the Land of OZ—
practiced under the guise of security by the Kan-
sas Department of Corrections—no,Corruption. 
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In reflecting on the 10 years of strategy 
and struggle to eliminate the prison in-
dustrial complex (PIC) that has been 
the history of Critical Resistance (CR), 
we talked with people who have been 
involved in different phases of CR’s or-
ganizational development. We asked 
them to offer their thoughts about CR’s 
past, present, and future.  What follows 
are excerpts from those conversations. 

How did you get involved 
with CR?

ANDREA SMITH (AS): I was on 
the committee that organized the first Criti-
cal Resistance conference in Berkeley.

NANCY STOLLER (NS): I was invit-
ed to join the first steering/planning committee 
about a year before CR #1 at Berkeley. I joined 
the committee and did various jobs before and 
during the conference. After the conference I was 
part of the collective that put out the special issue 
of Social Justice. [Vol. 27, No.3 (Fall 2000), “Criti-
cal Resistance to the Prison Industrial Complex”].

JULIA SUDBURY (JS): I got involved 
with the planning committee for the first CR in 
1998. At that time, I wasn’t aware of the anti-pris-
on movement in the US and I had only been in 
the country for a year. I learned about the histo-
ries of struggle here as well as the contemporary 
conditions of incarceration and the rise of the PIC 
through conversations with organizers during the 
conference and strategy session planning process.

TERRY KUPERS (TK): I was a member 
of the organizing committee for the first CR con-
ference in Berkeley.  It was thrilling to see so many 
committed, beautiful people come together, find 
out that we are not alone in our work and our vi-
sion, and team up to move the struggle forward.  

KAMARI CLARKE (KC): Between 
1997 and 1998, I was involved with the cultur-
al component [of the ’98 Conference]. . . . I got 
involved in that capacity—thinking about cul-
tural expressions of freedom—as ways to think 
about questions of justice and to envision a 
different world. . . . [CR was] trying to under-
stand how the PIC is developing, how things 
have changed over time, and how those on the 
inside and the outside might engage in different 
forms of expression that are relevant to survival.

KIM DIEHL (KD):  I feel a little bit like a 
veteran and I can’t really say that for many other 
organizations. I’ve been involved in CR since be-
fore CR had a presence in the South and it has 
really changed the landscape of southern poli-
tics. [I’m] happy that that’s happened because it’s 
moved the prison industrial complex and south-
ern politics to the forefront of our social move-
ment in ways that maybe other issues haven’t.  
People are really much more able to connect 
enslavement with prisons, or prisons with en-
slavement and that the South has built a ton of 
prisons in the last 20-30 years. So, I think the his-
tory of CR for me as a Southerner is really big.  

TAMIKA MIDDLETON (TM):  I 
came to CR during the organizing for CR South. I 
had never really done any organizing before that.  
It was really a huge crash course in organizing, 
the PIC, abolition, and even New Orleans and the 
South even though I’m a Southerner, and had been 
in New Orleans for a couple years.  The work was 
exhilarating.  I felt so empowered!  It gave me a new 
sense of myself, and a new outlook on the world 
in which I lived. I can say with all honestly that 
becoming a part of CR changed my whole world.

ALEXIS PAULINE GUMBS (AG): 
My first organizing project with CR was plan-
ning for CR East in 2000-2001.  I wasn’t in-
volved in a sustained way.  So in some sense, 
CR10 program committee is my first real 
sustained organizing experience with CR.

DYLAN RODRIGUEZ (DR): My 
work with Critical Resistance has been the most 
humbling, mundane, and transformative politi-
cal work in which I have ever engaged.  I was a 
tiny part of the 18-month process of conceptu-
alizing and organizing the first conference and 
strategy session at Berkeley in September 1998.  
…The first meeting of Critical Resistance, was 
only a faint indication of what was to come.  The 
initial ambition was to attract 400 people to a 
conference and movement-building session that 
would push—or really, explode—the existing 
liberal and service-oriented frameworks through 
which organizations and individuals were es-
sentially trying to manage, survive, and negoti-
ate the prison industrial complex.  The eventual 
turnout of 3,000-plus people at the first Critical 
Resistance conference and strategy session mas-
sively exceeded our wildest expectations and 
hopes, and I think it was no accident given that 
the tone and tenor of so many people at that 1998 
event indicated that we were living in a moment 
of historical emergency that required new lan-
guages, new knowledges, new political labors.

ARI WOHLFEILER (AW): I first heard 
about CR from campus activists (students and 
staff) at UC Berkeley in 1999 who were involved 
in the third world Liberation Front (twLF) orga-
nizing effort to save the Ethnic Studies depart-
ment from near total defunding and build a ra-
cial justice movement on campus in the post Prop 
209 era (which ended Affirmative Action prac-
tices by the state of California).  At that point, 
and I think this shows the incredible growth 
of the organization since the 1998 conference, 
I don’t remember it being clear that CR was a 
membership or volunteer organization, whether 
it would continue to exist, whether it had cam-
paigns, or what.  It was just so much smaller 
than we are now - Rose, our first staffer, prob-
ably only worked part time then, CR East hadn’t 
happened yet, and we hadn’t formally figured 
out what type of organization we wanted to be.

What would you like people 
to know about the history 
of CR and its role within 
social movements? What 
about the future of CR, 

following CR10? 

ROSE BRAZ (RB):  Critical Resistance 
played a key role in re-invigorating what was a fairly 
dormant movement around prison issues. More-
over, CR pushed the debate and discussion from 
one that was very focused on reform to one that in-
cludes abolition as both a strategy and an end goal.
In 1998, while there were numerous people and 
organizations working around conditions of con-
finement, the death penalty, etc., and in particu-
lar using litigation and research strategies to fight 
what would be popularized as the prison indus-
trial complex, grassroots organizing challenging 
the PIC was at a low following the crackdown on 
the movement in the 1970s and 80s.  CR played a 
key role in building the grassroots movement that 
exists today by pushing the idea that a grassroots 
movement is a necessary prerequisite to change 
and then bringing people together through our 
conferences, campaigns and projects toward 
the goal of helping to build that movement.
 CR also has played a key role in alter-
ing the debate.  Today, abolition is on the table, 
a goal that was not really on the agenda in 1998.   
A prerequisite to seeking any social change is 
the naming of it. In other words, even though 
the goal we seek may be far away, unless we 
name it and fight for it today, it will never come.

TM:  CR South was a huge victory.  Most 
Southern organizers that I know and have 
worked with will say the same.  That was a huge 
breakthrough point in organizing against the 
PIC in the South.  I think that the movement 
building and reframing that took place there 
was essential to the work, especially in the south 
where geography can make the work so isolated.

KC:  [CR] pushed me to think about these 
mundane, everyday conceptions of justice, of 
prisons themselves, as if they do what popular 
culture thinks they do, as if they’re meant to cor-
rect and help people. It pushed me in my own 
work and in my own teaching to get students to 
think more critically about those fictions in their 
lives and the implications as well as the ways 
that we’re complicit in reproducing that fiction.  

KAI LUMUMBA BARROW (KB): 
It’s important for us to communicate with folks 
that we don’t have answers; we are like every-
body else, trying to figure out how to change 
the world.  We have analysis, but not answers.  
We think our analysis is sound; it has historical 
roots and it’s relevant to the direction that the 
world is moving and that the world is currently 
in terms of the need to repress and control peo-
ple.  It’s important to note that we are bold and 
that often times when organizations are bold, 
there is a certain expectation that that organi-
zation or those people will lead us to freedom.  
[Additionally] we are fun and creative, and we 
are trying to live abolition and that is challeng-
ing, and that means challenging and questioning 
and resisting as frequently as possible all the ways 
that we harm each other and the ways that we 
are harmed and the ways that we harm ourselves.  
 This is a really important moment for us 
to actually go back to the table and revisit some of 
the assumptions we’ve had for so long and given 
the conditions and given the changes that are go-

Perspectives on Critical Resistance
Edited by Liz Samuels and David Stein
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ing on in the world, it’s just time to seize that mo-
ment; I would love to see that happen at CR10.    

AW: One thing that is so important about 
CR is that we have existed in so many diff erent 
forms and have tried so many strategies in our 
short life. CR isn’t an organization that spends 
hours and hours painstakingly perfecting every 
single thing we put out there, or zeroing in on 
one campaign or project with huge amounts of 
our collective resources.  As a result, we’ve tried 
lots of diff erent things in lots of diff erent places 
with lots of diff erent people.  We have messed up 
and learned hard lessons and dealt with serious 
pain and loss all along the way, and that benefi ts 
us all in the end.  But the range of our work really 
does show how hard we’ve worked to meet the 
PIC at every point: anti-expansion work, read-
ing groups, legal services, parties, radio shows, 
copwatching, lobbying, political education, pub-
lishing, grassroots fundraising, bodywork and 
healing projects, letter writing with prisoners, 
housing and environmental justice organizing.

BO BROWN (BB): I’d like to see more 
street awareness come to the issue; I know we 
have to do all those things [legislative goals] and 
I know that it’s much easier to do the legislative 
shit and you get bigger feathers in your cap, but 
at some point I think it’s really not about that.  
You have to do both.  I think you can get lost in 
that and you can stay there and consider yourself 
a good person and never really get your hands 
dirty in a human kind of way.  And I think that’s 
not healthy. . . And I think working more with 
ex-prisoners in our little offi  ces and in our lit-
tle groups as much as we can. I’d like to see us 
come up with some kind of support group for 
families of prisoners that’s real. We need to fi gure 
out how to support the prisoners when they’re 
coming home. We need to understand post-
traumatic shock on an ongoing, day-to-day basis.

AS: Many of the “restorative” justice mod-
els used as an alternative to prisons don’t work 
when it comes to gender violence, and I oft en 
don’t see prison abolitionists taking seriously 
concerns about safety for domestic and sexual 
violence survivors.  Th us, I think it is important 
for prison abolitionists to focus on prison abo-
lition as a positive rather than a negative proj-
ect.  Th at is, it’s not simply about tearing down 
prison walls, but it’s about building alternative 
formations that actually protect people from vio-
lence that crowd out the criminalization regime.

KB:  I would like to see us not be necessary 
anymore.  I’d love to see us more rooted, not just 
in terms of community-based organizing, but to 
see more people who are directly impacted by 
the PIC more active in the organizing around 
it.  I want to see us actively engaging each other 
more around the areas where we are challenged, 
both personally and politically.  I want to see us 
be able to have honest dialog and struggle even 
though we might be afraid about hurting each 
others feelings, or being outcast. . . everything 
I want to see for CR, I also want to see for our 
community, and I don’t mean that just geo-
graphically.  So I want to see us being able to sit 
down and struggle together; I want to see us be-
come more accountable to each other and defi ne 
what that accountability means, to establish for 
ourselves a set of guidelines and principles that 
we can all agree to and change as we go along.  

AG:   I think CR is already up to this, but I really 
crave more nitty gritty details about what aboli-

tion looks like in people’s daily lives.  I am really 
excited about hearing more about community 
experiments...ways that people are replacing and 
outmoding cultures of punishment all the time. 

NS:   I think [US-based] abolitionists should 
study more how people in other countries are re-
ducing their prison and jail populations. We should 
promote their strategies, explain how the fear of 
the other is reduced in other countries, and work 
more on fi ghting racism as a part of abolition work.

TM:  I would really like to see more cultural 
work in CR. I think that young people and peo-
ple of color outside of the progressive world un-
derstand the PIC in a very real way.  What would 
it look like to talk about abolition to a sixteen 
year old Black boy who sets his watch to 106 
and Park and knows all the words to the latest 
Plies album?  How do we reach out to artists like 
Plies who rhyme about the hardships of the sys-
tem, but without making a political connection?  

VANESSA HUANG (VH):   My peers 
and comrades across a range of social justice move-
ments share the vision and practice of developing 
accountability as a grounding point for our lives 
and political work, paid and unpaid. I think this 
speaks volumes to how we’ve centered the need to 
respond to and ultimately end the harms we face. 

RACHEL HERZING (RH): We’ve 
done a good job at getting people with a myopic 
focus on imprisonment, even among abolition-
ists, to really think about the broader forces at 
work that make it possible to imprison people.  
It’s been really important for us to articulate that 
and to have that always on our lips, because it 
keeps the entirety of the picture in focus.  Th at’s a 
huge challenge for us organizationally to manage 
and we have a diffi  cult time maintaining all of the 
diff erent irons that we have in the fi re at any given 
time, because this issue is so mammoth and ever-
changing, and interconnected and complicated.  
At the same time, it helps us make abolition more 
common-sensical to show the connections be-
tween all of these systems and practices and ideas, 
because people can always fi nd a point of entry.  
 I want to see the movement grow.  I 
don’t have an investment in CR becoming big or 
powerful.  We’re very low profi le.  I do have an 
investment in more people being open to aboli-
tion as well as an investment for our allies to be 
able to work with us toward abolitionist goals.  

TK:  Litigation is important, of course, but 
not suffi  cient to make real change.  Th ere needs 
to be a loud public outcry for real justice, and 
that requires educating and organizing people.  
Of course that’s where CR plays a crucial role.   
Also, fear of crime in low-income communities 
is real.  We need to speak to that fear in sensi-
tive ways to bring more people into the move-
ment for transformative justice. CR is in the 
frontline of those decrying the regressive trading 
away of liberties for an illusory sense of “safety,” 
for example the Patriot Act and pre-emptive de-
tention.  Immigration lock-ups are some of the 
most abusive correctional facilities in the coun-
try.   Th e struggle for transformative justice in-
volves all the institutions of government and civil 
society, and I want to see CR continue and ex-
pand its links with others in the larger struggle.

RB:  One big obstacle to abolitionist organiz-
ing is the erroneous belief by some that if you 
are an abolitionist, you don’t care about condi-
tions inside.  In reality, nothing could be fur-
ther from the truth.  What is true is that as an 

abolitionist, I think the best way to improve 
conditions for people inside is to get them out.  
 I have seen CR’s work become more 
coordinated, more sophisticated in employ-
ing multiple strategies and more challeng-
ing as the system has responded and adjusted 
to some of our successes.  Most recently, we 
have seen our denunciation of conditions in-
side twisted by the state into justifi cations for 
expanding the system, particularly through 
what are sometimes called “boutique prisons.” 
What’s new and more insidious about this ex-
pansion is that it has not been couched in 
“tough on crime” rhetoric that politicians usu-
ally employ to justify expansion.  Rather, in re-
sponse to growing anti-prison public sentiment, 
these plans have been grounded on the rheto-
ric of “prison reform” and in regard to people 
in women’s prisons: “gender responsiveness.” 

VH: We’re now a part of emerging and over-
lapping conversations and movements that are 
building and growing who, what, why, how, and 
where we talk about and organize around gen-
der, to begin to integrate gender self-determi-
nation and gender liberation framework and 
practice with existing frameworks challenging 
white supremacy and capitalism and patriarchy 
as critical to prison industrial complex aboli-
tion. Many of us have drawn tremendous les-
sons and inspiration from our organizing to 
found Transforming Justice, a national coali-
tion supporting local organizing to end the 
criminalization and imprisonment of transgen-
der and gender non-conforming communities. 

JS:  I would like to see us grow in developing a 
deep understanding of the need for healing as an 
abolitionist practice. Many of us come to this work 
with our own wounds, whether from childhood 
trauma, racism, homophobia or the violence of 
police and prisons. In fact, many of us draw en-
ergy and inspiration from these wounds and the 
anger they create. But we also are drained by these 
traumas. Or we fi nd ourselves neglecting our 
bodies and spirits in the same ways that we may 
have been neglected in the past. As a result, our 
movement can be very “head” oriented—talking, 
planning, thinking, writing—and not body and 
emotion oriented. Th is work doesn’t have to be 
individualistic or separate from movement work, 
we can include it in all our movement spaces and 
make it a collective activity, just like the commu-
nity recovery movement. But a movement against 
a violent and violating phenomenon like the PIC 
cannot hope to be successful if we don’t direct-
ly address and heal the eff ects of that violence.

DR:  It’s both a tremendous obligation and 
honor to undertake the unfulfi lled work of the 
best of our abolitionist precursors—those who 
did not only want the abolition of white suprem-
acist slavery and normalized anti-Black violence, 
but who also recognized that the greatest prom-
ise of abolitionism was a comprehensive trans-
formation of a civilization in which the sanctity 
of white civil society was defi ned by its capacity 
to defi ne “community” and “safety” through the 
eff ectiveness of its ability to wage racial geno-
cides.  Th e present day work of CR and aboli-
tion has to proceed with organic recognition of 
its historical roots in liberation struggles against 
slavery, colonization, and conquest—and there-
fore struggle to constantly develop eff ective, cre-
ative, and politically educating forms of radical 
movement against the genocidal white suprema-
cist state and the society to which it’s tethered.
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through retirement, resignation, and death. 
 Boone was caught in a tug of war from 
every direction. Th e guards union hated his 
guts and the Boston Herald American (Herald) 
painted him as a meddling threat to public 
safety. Th roughout his tenure, his authority was 
sabotaged by “guard riots.” Boone’s unenviable 
task was to balance the competing forces for 
long enough to institute his reform program. 
He turned to the community for reinforcement. 

THE ARC OF RESISTANCE
 Packard Manse’s outreach to churches and 
synagogues helped them recruit key community 
religious leaders like Edward Rodman. Rodman 

was a young, Black radical Episcopal priest 
who had worked with the Congress of Racial 
Equality and served on the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee’s steering committee. 
 Rodman was adept at organizing 
and building broad coalitions. He was able 
to engage the Black United Front, the Black 
Panther Party, and the Roxbury Action Project 
even though they were wary of Boone and the 
AHC’s leadership. Rodman used this grassroots 
pressure to push the largely white AHC 
toward a more abolitionist vision and politic. 
He built a web of support for Boone among 
the Black power players in the community.
 Rodman explains, “I wanted to see 
Walpole closed. As long as Walpole was open, 
it could be used in any way the administration 
wanted to use it, to manipulate it. Th e prison was 
a human tragedy. For the prisoners, it was their 
world; they fought for control of that dynamic 
community. Th e prisoner alliance community 
had the responsibility to help them keep it 
in perspective. Th e prisoners have no other 

view to the rest of the community. Eventually, 
the community and the prisoners began to 
see the NPRA as a vehicle to abolish prisons.” 
  “For the most part, all of the community 
involvement worked and was a godsend. With 
the exception of the Observer Program, most of 
our civilian support was out of harm’s way and we 
encouraged them to pursue our visible political 
agenda from the street, while we bore the brunt of 
the frontline battles inside. Th e observers served as 
our media outlet concerning the daily happenings 
in the prison, much like the press serves the armed 
forces of this country during war,” recalls Hamm. 
 Th ere was a persistent strain between 
the prisoners and civilians because of their 
respective “fi elds of engagement.” Hamm 
continues, “We understood that by the civilians 

Th e new leadership knew that to transform from a group of individuals to a 
unifi ed body acting in a democratic, collective interest required the 

general population to elevate their consciousness and commitment to unity.

not actually living in the prison 24/7, that they 
would not completely appreciate our strategies of 
confrontation. It was up to us to spearhead the 
internal struggle ourselves, where they persuaded 
the politicos in the outside community toward 
our mutual end with their fi rsthand reports. 
We simply said, ‘Stand back, and let us do this.’”  
 Hamm concludes: “Prisoners cannot 
rely on outside community supporters to format 
their struggle, nor to spearhead their fi ght for 
autonomy inside. For twelve long weeks the NPRA 
proved that prisoners could govern themselves. 
As a result, I came to see prison reform as being 
unrealistic; as making a prison an illusory better 

place to live does not alter the 
governmental concept of the 
institution, it simply attempts 
to make it more palatable 
for public consumption.”
 Dellelo knew that for the 

NPRA to be legitimate it had to be democratically 
elected. As chair of the Inmate Advisory Council, 
he called for the prisoners to assemble in the 
auditorium. “Th e racial tension in the prison 
was thick. Black Power was bouncing…I said, 
‘Th ere is only one color and that is blue.’ Th e 
guards wore…brown; the prisoners were wearing 
blue. It was blue versus brown. ‘You are either 
blue or brown. Th ere is no in-between ground. 
We are all in this together…we can’t have no 
more beefs for six months,’” recounts Dellelo. 
 Th e prisoners were forewarned that 
anyone who broke the truce would be taken 
out. “Th at made a lot of people feel very, very 
safe. Th e guards could not work us like before. 
If we refused to fi ght each other, they lost a 
lot of their power. Th ere was a peace across 
the prison that never was there before. We 
ended the body count,” continues Dellelo.
 John McGrath argues, “Th e NPRA had to 
be about equality not about equal opportunity. 
Th at didn’t work on the street and it sure wasn’t 

going to work inside.” Th e white 
prisoners were fearful that the 
Black and Latino prisoners would 
form a block and overrule them. 
Th e Latino prisoners suggested that 
they have only three representatives 
because of their “small numbers.” 
Th ey settled on a 21-member 
board and “agreed they would 
vote from their hearts as men and 
not because of their skin color.”
 Elections took place in September 
1972 to determine prisoner 
representation in negotiations with 
the administration and guards’ 
union. Every active prisoner 
group at Walpole was on the ballot 
to assure fairness; and teams of 
observers certifi ed that the tally 
was transparent and accurate. 
Th e NPRA was victorious. 

Th ey then selected the 21-member internal 
board. Ralph Hamm was chosen as a leader. 
 He writes, “One of the principal strategies 
of the NPRA was to ensure that there was not one 
person who could be singled out as the leader, to 
avoid the killing of the body by cutting off  the 
head. We hid our leadership potential under 
our ethnicities, using the accepted stereotypes 
of society to shield us from detection. We knew 
that the powers-that-be had a point of view of 
our struggle based upon those stereotypes, and 
we used that against them. Th e NPRA was a 
multifaceted, multi-headed Hydra. Our Board 
of Directors consisted of twenty-one prisoners, 
and hidden within those twenty-one were six 
potential leaders who could replace one another 

prison system as guard, group therapist, Director 
of Parole, and Superintendent at Atlanta, Terre 
Haute, Florence, and Lorton. Everywhere he 
went his skin color, philosophies, and methods 
challenged established prison ideologies and order.
 His appointment as Commissioner of 
Corrections in Massachusetts put him in charge 
of an entirely white staff .  Bissonnette notes, 
“Boone’s appointment placed institutional 
power into the hands of a Black man, a rarity in 
Massachusetts at the time. Black leadership, from 
the community level, with the Black Panther 
Party, to the state level, with elected legislators, 
would form a network around 
the new commissioner. Th ey 
not only supported him, 
they would consciously and 
strategically use his access to 
power to reveal the racism 
of the criminal justice system.”
 At the center of Boone’s “Black 
criminology” were community participation 
and programs.  According to Bissonnette, his 
philosophy rested on the belief that, “each 
prisoner knew the limits of agency and amount 
of freedom that he or she could handle. If 
prisoners were able to think through and 
articulate a plan of rehabilitation that would 
not put the individuals, their families, or their 
communities at risk, Boone was willing to 
give them permission to execute their plans.”
 “Boone was realistic about what it would 
take for prisoners to succeed outside the walls, 
and sincerely wanted all prisoners to have these 
necessary resources. Rehabilitation would require 
skills training, education, and integration into the 
workforce. He condemned the prevalent concepts 
of rehabilitation because they focused only on 
the individual, as if there were no institutional 
barriers to re-integrating prisoners. He warned, 
‘Crime will continue to destroy individuals, 
neighborhoods, and communities 
if programs and opportunities 
do not go hand in hand.’” 
 Boone required staffi  ng 
support for increased vocational 
training and education.  Because he 
was unable to fi re existing staff ers, 
due to collective bargaining 
agreements that precluded layoff s, 
he hired teachers, psychologists, and 
social workers.  Bissonnette notes, 
“Th e guards became idle and the 
prisoners demonstrated that they 
could maintain order in the blocks, 
cook their food, and repair the 
facilities.  Th e lack of a role for guards 
further undermined the traditional 
staff  role in the institution.”
 Boone’s staff  appointments 
refl ected his give-and-take 
strategy.  He broke the department 
into six divisions: Security and Management, 
Classifi cation and Parole, Community 
Corrections, Planning and Research, Volunteer 
Services, and Public Information. His 
appointment of Robert “More Gas” Moore 
as head of security was off set by the likes 
of Walter Williams, “the former director of 
Boston’s Manpower,” and Bill Farmer, a former 
prisoner who worked with Boone in Atlanta. 
 Boone’s abolition strategy was 
“shortening the line,” or decarceration, and fi scal 
responsibility. “Boone’s initial budget request 
for fi scal year 1974 would decrease $1.1 million. 
Boone planned to save money by reducing staff ,” 
explains Bissonnette.  With layoff s out of the 
question, he froze hiring across the DOC. Boone 
fi gured 100 staff ers would leave the DOC a year 
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if the need arose. We also groomed and shielded
possible leaders removed from the immediate 
knowledge of the general population, the 
majority of the Board of the NPRA, as well as 
from our outside supporters, in case the chairman 
or the entire original Board were shanghaied.”
 Th e peace between prisoners was 
maintained through a combination of confl ict 
resolution and imminent threat. Th e “hard core” 
was on call in case there were any egregious 
breaches of the truce. “Confl ict resolution 
was usually handled by Larry Rooney, Robert 
Dellelo, and myself, the block representatives, 
or any combination of the aforementioned. 
Walpole Prison was small enough 
where confl icts could be reasonably 
addressed. If the confl ict happened 
to be ethnic group related, a ‘salt and 
pepper’ team would respond, and 
would strongly recommend that it 
be quickly resolved now…that the 
principals attend a consciousness 
workshop sponsored by BANTU…
allow the block representatives 
to mediate and abide by their 
decision; or we would return 
with the ‘hard core’ and take it to 
another level,” explains Hamm.    
 As the NPRA came to power 
in September of 1972, “Crazy Ray” 
Porelle became warden. Porelle had 
been Boone’s security assistant at USP 
Lorton. His appointment drove 
a wedge between Boone and the 
prisoners. “Porelle was a ‘strong-
arm’ man, accustomed to a very diff erent style of 
leadership. He was a white southerner—which 
put the Black population on edge. Accustomed 
to working in prisons where the majority 
population was Black, he relied on a divide-and-
conquer strategy to maintain a population he 
considered racially inferior,” writes Bissonnette.  
Boone reasoned he was severe, but fair. He 
hoped Porelle would reign in the situation at 
Walpole. Th is was a monumental miscalculation. 
 At every turn, Porelle and his “goon 
squad” turned the screws on the prisoners. He 
played the race card whenever possible and 
instituted a cadre and phase system to divide 
the prisoners. He tear-gassed indiscriminately. 
 “Rather than the programming needed 
to rehabilitate prisoners that was called for in 
Chapter 777, ‘treatment’ was punishment by 
segregation. Under the new system, prisoners who 
demonstrated their willingness to follow Porelle’s 
rules were given ‘cadre’ status. Th e cadres were 
assigned to A-1 Block and were expected to ‘assist 
the superintendent in running 
the prison. Th e second part of 
Porelle’s classifi cation scheme 
was a system of ‘phases.’ Phase 2 
was segregation. Prisoners who 
cooperated with the guards would be moved from 
Phase 2 to Phase 1, general population, where 
they would be able to get furloughs. Th e prisoners 
recognized this phase system for what it was: 
behavior modifi cation,” explains Bissonnette.
 Porelle allowed prisoner self-help 
groups to celebrate the holidays as part of 
his carrot and stick approach. BANTU and 
its supporters raised $1,600 to celebrate the 
principles of Kwanzaa: self-determination, 
collective work, and responsibility. Th ey rented 
buses to bring their families to the prison. 
 Th e Kwanzaa event was just about to 
commence when Porelle called for a major 
shakedown. Th e prisoners’ families and friends 
were left  outside the gates in the cold. Th is slap 
in the face was tantamount to war. Porelle said 
he got tipped off  that a motorcycle gang was 

going to assault Walpole. Th e guards goaded 
the Black prisoners during the shakedown by 
thanking them for the food. BANTU and the 
Black prisoner population “resolved that even 
though Porelle started it, they would end it.” 
Porelle provided the “single profound catalyst 
that pushed the Black prisoner population 
to form the NPRA Alliance,” writes Hamm.
 “Th e Kwanzaa lockdown was brutal. 
Prisoners subsisted on corn fl akes with powdered 
milk and bologna-and-cheese sandwiches. Guards 
beat them. Th ey fought back, throwing excrement 
and food at their captors, and, again, refusing to 
clean up the mess. Isolated and in despair, some 

prisoners hanged themselves,” asserts Bissonnette. 
 Th e reform project was in crisis. Porelle 
tried to ship prisoners out of state, but the 
courts returned them. To interrupt NPRA 
planning and programming and sow animosity, 
Porelle moved all the white prisoners to the 
maximum-security end of the prison and all the 
Black prisoners to the minimum-security side. 
 “Th ey could get word to the white 
prisoners and vice versa, but they could not 
meet directly. Th is reality would compromise 
trust and strain relationships, but - due to the 
work of Dellelo – the prisoners stayed unifi ed. 
Th e white prisoners took the brunt of the 
oppression handed down by Porelle. Th e Black 
prisoners took the responsibility for waging the 
campaign of non-cooperation in order to force 
Porelle’s resignation. Every time Porelle moved 
to open the prison, the Black prisoners would do 
something to lock it down again, while the white 
prisoners refused to cooperate with the phase 
system or accept furloughs,” writes Bissonnette. 

 In February of 1973, the NPRA released 
their “Manifesto of Inhumanity,” detailing the 
“destruction of the prisoners’ hope for reform…
[and the] utter negation of the humanity of the 
Walpole prisoners.” Solomon Brown - NPRA’s 
secretary and chairman of BANTU’s board of 
directors - signed the document, confi rming 
the centrality of Black leadership in the NPRA. 
 “Because of his connection to BANTU 
leadership, Rodman was aware that allowing the 
prison to open up would undercut the prisoners’ 
strategy—demonstrating the power they could 
wield to disrupt the prison’s operation, if conditions 
weren’t changed. Th e AHC leadership seemed to 
focus on the end of lockdown, not the resolution of 
the problems that caused it,” suggests Bissonnette. 
 Th e tension between the prisoners 
and their supporters mounted. According to 

Bissonnette, “Th e men understood that there were 
two separate, although related, initiatives: the 
prison-reform movement and their own struggle 
for dignity and self-determination. While the 
AHC and other supporters were willing to take 
the time to work through the system without 
directly challenging it, the prisoners were the 
quintessential outlaws – they did not work 
through or ‘respect’ the system; nor did they trust 
any outsiders to really have their interests at heart.” 
 A deal was fi nally brokered between 
Porelle and the Colo Commission. In predictable 
fashion, the commission set to fi nding a 
resolution without acknowledging that some 

of the architects of this resolution 
were themselves the problem. 
Porelle was vindicated by the 
deal reached by the Commission. 
Th e NPRA, in turn, demanded 
Porelle’s resignation. Boone 
beseeched the prisoners in a letter 
to negotiate in good faith. Guards 
got hold of the letter and used 
it in the press to portray Boone 
as a man who had lost control. 
 Porelle’s divisive tactics started 
to pay dividends. “Th ere was a 
breakdown between the Black and 
white prisoners because the white 
prisoners thought that the Black 
prisoners had sold them out. When 
I fi nally got the whole [NPRA] 
board together, aft er the civilians 
had left , the guys faced off …It got 
really hot and guys were calling 

each other a lot of racist shit. Ralph Hamm 
gets up and says, ‘I didn’t ask to go to fucking 
minimum. Th ey just took me out.’ Other guys 
described what happened…And I says, ‘Okay, all 
of you shut up.” I run it down for them. ‘Th is was 
done to break our unity. We didn’t do this to each 
other. Th ey did it to us.’ Th ey get it. Th ey’re like, 
‘It’s okay, we’re straight.’ Everybody was pissed 
off  and we were back as one solid movement. 
We went back to kicking ass,” explains Dellelo.
 When the press fi nally entered Walpole, 
the NPRA outlined their grievances, called for 
amnesty for prisoners involved in the resistance, 
and demanded Porelle be fi red. Fift y community 
representatives from legislative bodies, the AHC, 
and the NPRA’s external board stayed to negotiate 
a deal between the prisoners and administration. 
 Th e prisoners demanded not only 
due process, but also real power in defi ning 
and implementing reforms.  Guards who felt 
endangered by Porelle’s heavy-handed tactics 
and the volatile atmosphere they instituted 

discreetly asked the legislature 
for his resignation. John Foley, 
Walpole’s Catholic Chaplain, 
weighed in for the NPRA with 
an indictment of the Walpole 

prison offi  cials’ actions. His criticism set in 
motion a call for abolition by the Priests’ Senate of 
the Archdiocese of Boston. Cardinal Medeiros set 
up a “permanent commission on penal reform.” 
 On March 2, 1973, Porelle was forced to 
resign. He blamed the guards for misunderstanding 
his orders. Th e guards responded with a work 
slowdown. Th e NPRA called off  the strike that 
had begun December 29. “For the fi rst time 
in 72 days, these men [from 9 and 10 Blocks 
who were on strike] were able to take showers, 
shave, change into clean clothes, and eat hot 
food. With Porelle’s resignation, the NPRA 
had its fi rst concrete win and an opportunity 
to gain substantial power,” writes Bissonnette. 
 Th e NPRA set to work cleaning the prison 
and implementing their program. Th e NPRA 

“The prisoners slowly began to see themselves as one class, with 
one cause, serving one purpose. We had linked our collective 
consciousness upon the commonality of the oppressed class,” R.Hamm

CONTINUED ON PAGE 23
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to hold people accountable?  
RB: Abolition defi nes both the end goal 

we seek and the way we do our work today. Abo-
lition means a world where we do not use pris-
ons, policing and the larger system of the prison 
industrial complex as an “answer” to what are 
social, political and economic problems.  Aboli-
tion is not just an end goal but a strategy today.

SA:  It means facilitating and creat-
ing a kind of safety few of us have likely known 
through self-determination and the capacity to 
struggle with each other and ourselves safely.  
Abolition of the PIC is, I think, about concrete 
struggle against the racial state in a political mo-
ment defi ned by a supposedly “post-racial” body 
politic where race is theoretically less and less in 
evidence—and other groups of people, like the 
mainstream LGBT movement or immigrants 
rights movement are banking on the notion that 
this is the mark of progress.  Of course, race is 
not at all disappearing, except into the idea of 
crime and criminality, so that prisons and the 
PIC function as an articulation of racism that 
is, more or less, treated as inevitable or under-
standable.  To struggle against this, I think, is 
to attempt both to work for lived lives and the 
people living them, and also to undo the “com-
mon sense” idea that the PIC makes sense of 
who belongs where and who deserves what.  

AG:       It means freedom now and 
day by day.  It means accountability and love 
growing everywhere.

Contributors
 Alexis Pauline Gumbs is a queer Black 
troublemaker.  She works with Critical Resistance, 
SpiritHouse, Southerners on New Ground and 
UBUNTU.  She is also the founder of brokenbeauti-
ful press (www.brokenbeautiful.wordpress.com).

Andrea Smith is the author of Na-
tive Americans and the Christian Right: Th e 
Gendered Politics of Unlikely Alliances, Con-
quest: Sexual Violence and American Indian 
Genocide, the editor of Th e Revolution Will Not 
Be Funded: Beyond the Non-Profi t Industrial 
Complex, and a coeditor of Color of Violence: 
Violence Against Women of Color. She is a co-
founder of the national activist organization 
INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence.

Ari Wohlfeiler is from Oakland, 
CA.  He began volunteering with Criti-
cal Resistance in 2002.  In 2006, he start-
ed working at CR doing fundraising.

BO (rita d. brown) is a 60 yr old white 
working class butch dyke anti-authoritarian pris-
on abolitionist who has either been in prison or 
working to eradicate the prison industrial com-
plex for the last 35 years. She is a proud member 
of All Of Us or None and regularly works with 
Out of Control: Lesbain Committee to Support  
Women Political Prisoners and the Prison Activ-
ist Resource Center as well as many other aboli-
tionist groups in the SF Bay Area and the world.

Dylan Rodríguez is an Associate 
Professor at University of California-Riverside, 
where he began his teaching career in 2001.  His 
fi rst book, Forced Passages: Imprisoned Radical 
Intellectuals and the U.S. Prison Regime was pub-
lished in 2006 by the University of Minnesota 
Press. Among other political-intellectual collec-
tives, he has worked with and/or alongside such 
organizations as Critical Resistance, INCITE! (a 
progressive antiviolence movement led by radi-
cal women of color, see incite-national.org), the 
Critical Filipino and Filipina Studies Collective 

SHANA AGID (SA): I think [there] 
was a massive shift , whose initial foundation 
was created by [CR’s] 1998 conference, that 
grew directly out of on-the-ground work and 
struggle to fi gure out work and engage with 
other groups doing work that ran counter to 
CR’s mission—to not support any work that 
extends the life or scope of the PIC.  Th at lan-
guage was, not surprisingly, [a] risk, because re-
ally, that can be almost any kind of reform.  Th at 
was even more true in some ways 10 years ago.  
[Another] big shift  in our thinking is guiding 
alternative means of both preventing and ad-
dressing harm and the conditions that make 
people so vulnerable to the system.  I can abso-
lutely see this in the kinds of sessions proposed 
for CR10.  We’ve got at least fi ve or six propos-
als dealing with the idea in innovative, contem-
porary, community-based and grounded ways 
for CR10—both eff orts underway and visions 
for learning more.  I’m most excited by this.  

KD: I think also with faith-based 
groups, we have more work to do, because a 
lot of faith-based  groups benefi t from prisons 
and I would like to see that shift  in the next ten 
years.  I would really like to see that change in 
the next ten years—have more radical work be-
cause that’s what really moved slavery was when 
the churches started to take stands against  it, 
and right now churches love going into pris-
ons and all religions, except Judaism, I don’t 
really hear a lot of Rabbis going over there.  
CR has to make it clear that the priorities of our 
government are basically to increase “security” 
and not necessarily the quality of life for people.  

BB:  I’d like people to know that CR10 is 
able to happen aft er 10 years. And hopefully we’ll 
be able to have at least 3,500 people here again—
and more ex-prisoners. And I think if you’re in the 
prison abolition movement, if you’re doing your 
job correctly, you have to intersect with other so-
cial movements—we cannot have tunnel vision.

How does CR’s work 
intersect with other 

organizing strategies and 
movements you are a part 

of?

 KB: Th e last bulk of my organizing work 
has been specifi cally around political prisoners, 
so the obvious connection there is challenging the 
PIC as a space for halting dissent.  I’ve also done 
a lot of work over the years around police vio-
lence, [and see] CR as a space for challenging the 
notion of policing in and of itself, not just around 
violence—police violence—but what gives this 
body of people an authority to control and mili-
tarize communities.  And the third area, in terms 
of my work is surrounding violence—sexual vi-
olence—specifi cally, I’ve done work around vio-
lence against women and that’s included work 
around systems such as health care, systems such 
as reproductive freedom, as well as issues around 
interpersonal violence. How can we challenge 
how we harm each other and how can we come 
up with diff erent strategies for dealing with the 
way we harm each other and the ways that the 
state harms us? As a visual artist, I try to focus 
on representations, ideas, and commentary that 
focus on unleashing the imagination [and] on re-
sistance that attempts to encourage us to imagine 
diff erent realities? For me, that’s the values piece 
to Critical Resistance that’s most important.  

AS: I work on gender violence issues, 
where it is clear that the criminalization ap-

proach proff ered in the mainstream anti-vio-
lence movement doesn’t work.  And also this 
criminalization approach obfuscates the role 
of the state in perpetrating gender violence.  At 
the same time, we have to deal with the practi-
cal concerns for safety for survivors of domestic 
and sexual violence.  Th us, we are working on 
developing community accountability strate-
gies that do not rely on the state and also do not 
depend on a romanticized notion of “commu-
nity.”    Th is work goes to show the importance 
of developing alternative governance structures 
outside the nation-state system, of which the 
PIC is simply an arm. Th is intersects with work 
in indigenous rights movements which have 
concepts of indigenous nationhood that are not 
based on nation-state forms of governance which 
rule through violence, domination, and control.

KD:  I work for a union; I just left  a 
meeting with some workers at Ft. Lauderdale air-
port, who are cleaners, they’re almost all Haitian; 
Haitians here in Miami are almost all treated 
diff erently when they come here.  For example 
Cubans, once they hit land, [there is a policy] 
called, “wet-foot-dry-foot” and they’re com-
pletely able to become legal residents, but with 
Haitians, they are immediately put in detention, 
so that’s a really big issue here.  I just sat with 
a group of Haitian workers who face this every-
day. Th ere’s always the fear of raids and that plays 
in with our organizing because a lot of people 
not only have fear about losing their jobs, but  
fear having their homes raided in the middle 
of the night and having family members taken.
 I also have been staff  and a volunteer 
for a queer youth center here. A lot of [the 
youth] come from families that are fi rst gen-
eration here, that are immigrants, and mostly 
from working-class, low-income, communities 
of color. Th ey’re always coming to the center 
with stories about how the police harass them.

AG:  Abolition provides a crucial chal-
lenge to how I work to respond to and end gen-
dered violence against people of color in a way 
that really transforms our communities instead 
of locking us away from each other. Abolition 
provides an imperative for the anti-capitalist 
and economic justice work I do because it re-
veals the costs of capitalism (a profound and 
deadly disconnection from ourselves and oth-
ers epitomized by the prison industrial com-
plex and the surveillance and policing state). I 
know that in order to have real safety we must 
have fair access to the resources we all need.
By centering the needs and the voices of the 
most impacted, CR provides a context and an in-
frastructure for the young people I teach (who 
are legally barred from public school property 
and mostly also on probation) to become or-
ganizers and warriors for their own freedom 
which is what gives me hope every morning.

What does prison 
industrial complex 

abolition mean to you?

 KD: It’s a bold declaration.  It’s a tra-
dition of stating the impossible, bring[ing] 
people along with a conception of how the 
world could be without slavery, without an 
economic system that just seems complete-
ly unbeatable—and permanent and static.

RH: Prison industrial complex aboli-
tion is dreaming wildly and having that be okay.  
It’s genuinely asking for what we want, rather than 
what we think we can win.  Why should I not 
want to completely liberated and have my people 
around me and feel healthy and stable and be able to
 engage with people to be able 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 9
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(cff sc.focusnow.org), and the editorial board of the 
internationally recognized journal Social Justice: 
A Journal of Crime, Confl ict, and World Order.

Julia Sudbury is an educator, activist 
and writer who has been involved in the antira-
cist, feminist, LGBT and anti-prison movements 
in Britain, Canada and the U.S. for two decades. 
She is professor and chair of Ethnic Studies at 
Mills College in Oakland, and editor of Glob-
al Lockdown: Race, Gender and the Prison-
Industrial Complex (Routledge 2005). Julia 
is a founding member of Critical Resistance.

Kai Lumumba Barrow is Critical 
Resistance’s National Infrastructure Director.  
Kai is the former Project Director of Hunter 
College Student Liberation Action Movement 
(SLAM) and has been an active around po-
lice brutality issues and political prisoner is-
sues since the late 70s.  She currently sits on the 
Boards of Directors of FIERCE, LGBTSTQ youth 
of color organization in New York City, and IN-
CITE! Women of Color Against Violence, a na-
tional activist organization of women of color.

Kamari Clarke was an original mem-
ber of the Critical Resistance Steering commit-
tee and worked on the cultural integration of 
the arts component of the fi rst Critical Resis-
tance international conference where she coor-
dinated the musical, spoken work, visual arts, 
fi lmic, and general creative and performative  
components of the conference.  With a Ph.D. 
in Anthropology and a Master of Law, today 
Clarke is an associate professor of anthropol-
ogy at Yale University and research scientist at 
the Yale Law School and continues to work on 
the intersections of social regulation, cultural 
notions of justice, and various forms of power. 
Over the past decade, Kamari has been the Yale 
faculty sponsor of the undergraduate support 
group for the incarcerated that provides mentor-

ing support for incarcerated men and women.
Kim Diehl is a founding member of 

Critical Resistance’s National Organizing Body 
and helped launch CR South, held in New Or-
leans in 2003. She currently lives in her home-
town, Miami, working in communications for the 
Service Employees International Union. She de-
lights in writing at the beach, playing tennis year 
round and returning her library books on time.

Nancy Stoller, a research professor at 
University of California, Santa Cruz, is a long-
time advocate for women prisoners and a re-
searcher on health and health care in prison. 
She is currently the coordinator of the Jail and 
Prison Health Group of the American Pub-
lic Health Association and active in the World 
Health Organization’s Health in Prison Project.
 Rachel Herzing is the CR10 
Project Director at Critical Resistance.  
 Rose Braz was part of the founding col-
lective of Critical Resistance and currently is the 
Campaign Director for CR.  Rose is on the board 
of Justice Now and the advisory board of Cali-
fornia Coalition for Women Prisoners. Rose also 
comes to this work from personal experience sup-
porting family members who have been in prison.
 Shana Agid is a writer, visual art-
ist, and activist whose work challenges ideas 
of race, gender, and sexuality in the post-Civil 
Rights Era United States and refl ects an invest-
ment in building new language to address new 
ideas and possibilities for undoing relationships 
of power in the 21st century.  Shana has been 
working with Critical Resistance since 2000.  
Shana can be found/contacted at shanaagid.com.
 Tamika Middleton is a Southern 
woman of color, mother, and all around lov-
er of the universe.  Currently, she is pursu-
ing a M.A. in sociology from Georgia State 

University.  Critical Resistance has been rais-
ing her and her consciousness since 2002.
 Terry A. Kupers, M.D., M.S.P. is 
Institute Professor at Th e Wright Institute, a 
Distinguished Life Fellow of the American Psy-
chiatric Association and, besides practicing 
psychiatry at his offi  ce in Oakland, he consults 
to various public mental health centers and jail 
mental health services.  He provides expert tes-
timony as well as consultation and staff  train-
ing regarding the psychological eff ects of prison 
conditions including isolated confi nement in su-
permaximum security units, the quality of cor-
rectional mental health care, and the eff ects of 
sexual abuse in correctional settings. Dr. Kupers 
has published extensively, including the books
Prison Madness: Th e Mental Health Crisis Be-
hind Bars and What We Must Do About It (1999) 
and Public Th erapy: Th e Practice of Psychother-
apy in the Public Mental Health Clinic (1981). 
He is co-editor of Prison Masculinities (2002).  
 Vanessa Huang is a queer Chinese-
American kid of immigrants from Taipei. Vanessa 
was the campaign director for Justice Now, an Oak-
land-based human rights organization that part-
ners people in women’s prisons with communities 
outside to build the movement for abolition, and 
organizes with Transforming Justice, a national 
coalition supporting local organizing to end the 
criminalization and imprisonment of transgen-
der and gender non-conforming communities.

Th is piece will also be featured in the 
CR10 publication, Abolition Now! 10 

years of Strategy and Struggle Against 
the Prison Industrial Complex, 

available through AK Press. 

COMING HOMEthinking back, looking ahead
by free

THINKING BACK                                                                                                                                                                              
 I think back on that fi rst day I was arrested with a profound realization that I have lived a life of failure and selfi shness. Nev-
er truly thinking about the consequences or the beautiful traps that the system put in place for my rather prideful and naive posterior. 
 It took a long time to realize my mistake that was twenty-one years in the making. Like the cool shock of cold wa-
ter hitting my body – without knowledge – sending ripples reverberating up and down my spine, causing me to for-
get all sense of reality. I had to risk losing my freedom and sanity to fi nally bring myself to the inevitable conclusion.

LOOKING AHEAD
     I had to CHANGE and MAKE A CHANGE. Th at meant 
facing my fears and quashing my preconceived notions about ev-
eryone and everything. I had to delete all the years of program-
ming and conditioning placed on me, like so many others who have 
or are being brainwashed by mass media and institutionalization.
 You can be institutionalized without being incarcerated. Before 
I was incarcerated, I was shocked to fi nd my Mom beaten aft er drink-
ing with my Dad, having to starve because Mom couldn’t get the bills 
paid because welfare cut the checks off , going into bouts of depres-
sion,  drug use, and prostitution, and having to be the parent forced to 
get money by any means necessary.  Because no money meant no food. 
 Life wasn’t always like this. I remember a simpler kind of life. 
Mom was healthy and she used to smile.   I have learned so much in 
my life, but the greatest thing I learned is that I have so much more 
to learn. I am now doing things in my life that I never thought pos-
sible. When I was sentenced to 6-and-a-half to 15 years I felt a 
cloud of foreboding come upon me. I would still be inside but for 
the grace of God and people stepping up and calling for a change. 
 Upon my release I felt scared, unprepared, and lost. Nothing was the 
same when I came home. Everyone I knew was either gone or still inside. I 
had no family to speak of, which made it that much harder to adjust. With 
all honesty, I wanted to go back in. I was so stuck that I asked the guard 

in welfare if I could get a pass to go to the bathroom. I even found myself 
waiting for the sound of the guard to say “chow” before I realized that I was 
in my own place. It got so bad that I had bouts of severe depression and 
thoughts of suicide. I fi nd it funny that while I was inside I wanted so bad 
to get out that when I fi nally did, I wanted to go right back. Crazy isn’t it? 
 I think that the only things that kept me going were my brothers and 
sisters in the Ñeta Association and my son who gave me a sense of belonging.  
I also had my daughter again and that doubled the necessity for a change. 
 I have seen my parents self-destruct with drugs and the things they 
did to take the pain of life away. I saw the tears, the crack pipes, and the 
broken promises. I lived what I saw and landed as a slave to the state. I was 
violated every day by the guards just so some asshole could live a little richer. 
Th ey made me realize that I had to step up and stop this from happening. 
 So, I started to fi ght for change. Th e movement guided me on what 
to do to achieve my goal, which is to stop the prison industrial complex 
(PIC) from enslaving and destroying any more of my peoples’ lives, as it 
damn near did mine. I know that I am not alone in this struggle against the 
monstrous genocidal being I call the PIC or the system. We are here fi ghting 
for that change. We are the voice where our fellow incarcerated women and 
men can’t reach. Th ey are us and we are them. Our experience, strength, and 
hope compel me to keep on fi ghting until every last one of our people is free. 

EN LUCHA, FREE
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that form it now, but we want to add more.  De-
porten a la Migra is a coalition with more than 
20 organizations.  We are forming alliances that 
have the same points of unity, like we are against 
criminalization, against evictions, against the 
militarization of the border.  So this has helped 
us have more credibility with our community.
 We are working strongly with Mujeres 
Unidas y Activas, who have 15 years defending 
the struggle of Latina immigrants, defending 
against domestic violence,  and for legal rights.  
We work closely with CISPES (Committee in 
Solidarity with the People of El Salvador), who 
defend the rights of Salvadorans.  POWER (Peo-
ple Organizing to Win Employment Rights) also 
works with us; they work for the same thing.  
They have many years working for the rights of 
workers for a decent wage. We also work with or-
ganizations of different ethnicities…Arab…. In-
dian…Asian…African American.   We also work 
with youth organizations and university students.  
I feel that we are very privileged to work with or-
ganizations that have a lot of credibility, but apart 
from credibility they have a lot of power to make 
change.  These organizations have that senti-
ment, that power to put themselves in the shoes 
of the people, and that is what unites us to make 
great changes.  I thought that Asian women did 
not suffer from domestic violence, that they 
didn’t experience problems due to domestic 
work; that African American and Indian wom-
en did not clean houses, and I was in error, to-
tally.  When I went to the US Social Forum, I 
became aware that we all have the same prob-
lems and that we had to sit down together and 
come together to fight and make great changes.  

For decades, May 1st (International Workers’ Day), has been an important day for the immigrant and
worker’s rights movements.  For the last several years in particular, this has been a day of significant street 
actions and marches.  Shortly after this year’s marches in the San Francisco Bay Area, The Abolitionist conducted 
a short interview with organizer Guillermina Castellanos to learn more about the significance of these actions.

Testing the Borders
Please introduce yourself 
and explain with which 
organizations you work.
 My name is Guiller-
mina Castellanos and I work 
with the Women’s Collec-
tive, a project of the Day 
Labor committee of La 
Raza Centro Legal.  With 
the Women’s Collective I 
work organizing Latina 
immigrant women to-
ward having better lives, 
to have better salaries 
and better work for their 
families.  I also work with 
St. Peter’s Housing Commit-
tee, an organization that de-
fends tenants’ rights from bad 
housing conditions and evictions.  

Could you explain the 
significance of May 1st to 
the fight for immigrant rights?
 Well, we are organizing ourselves; we 
have awoken after September 11.  Although there 
was already May 1, we didn’t have that drive and 
need to defend our own rights - those of im-
migrants.  Now our community has been more 
aware in regards to the rights of workers and in 
regards to our right to a just wage.  Our people 
understand that May 1 is a day for the worker 
because of all the years, the sweat, and hands that 
are getting old from doing that work, they will 
feel that spirit of hope and of struggle to gain 
our dignity.  We want Congress to know that 
our hands are getting old because we are leaving 
here our youth. We are leaving here our years.  
Many people have understood this. Many people 
are willing to go out in the streets to show them 
our situation, they’ve had enough of so much in-
justice.  We have many years making our voices 
heard, since Cesar Chavez succeeded in creat-
ing that union to defend human rights and civil 
rights to gain better conditions.  He has left us a 
great legacy and we can’t let it end there.  There 
are many legacies that have been left to us that 
now we are trying to instill in our youth so that 
those legacies will never end.  So that the legacies 
of Cesar Chavez, Dolores Huerta, Martin Luther 
King, and Rosa Parks, will never stop, and so 
that our youth will continue with that struggle. 

In the Bay Area, who has been 
involved in organizing the re-
cent May 1 actions and marches?
 
 Sometimes it’s a bit confusing to name 
coalitions and alliances, but we have the May 1st 
Alliance in San Francisco with five organizations 

So how are the May 1 
actions and marches

connected to the 
struggle to con-

front depor-
tations and 
detentions?
 They called 
me to give a 
p r e s e n t a t i o n 
about immigrant 

rights and the le-
galities of immi-

gration and asked 
me this question, 

“What do you think 
about when people say 

‘we’re not criminals’?”  I 
too used to say that we’re not 

criminals when I used to give 
a talk or speech.  Then someone 

said to me, “What do you think about 
changing that we say we are not criminals 

and put it in another way?”  And I said, “yes that’s 
right.”  We cannot say that we are not criminals 
for one reason: because they are the ones that say 
we are criminals.  Let me give a clear example: if 
I don’t have documents and I need to drive out 
of necessity to take my child who is sick to the 
hospital, or because I have to go to work, it is 
a basic necessity in this country to drive.  They 
won’t give us an ID or license just because we are 
undocumented. So I go driving, and someone 
cuts me off and I wreck, or if unfortunately I hit a 
person, if I am afraid I’m going to run.  I’m going 
to run and I’m going to leave everything there. 
I’m sorry, but now I have to protect myself, right?
 So they make criminal what is not crimi-
nal. They are the ones who make our people 
criminals, and that is how I understood it be-
cause it is the truth.  Simply not being docu-
mented makes you a criminal.  Therefore we 
are not criminals, but it is also not the case that 
criminals are criminals: it is the law that makes 
people criminals.  Another example is that I had 
a daughter who was in prison because she de-
fended herself against domestic violence.  She 
survived four years of domestic violence and I 
never knew.  That caused me great pain.  They 
made her a criminal, she was the victim, and 
then she was the victimizer.  Because she de-
fended herself even though she put up with four 
years of violence. I don’t know in what moment 
he got her, but she defended herself and gave it to 
him.  So then she went to prison and was there 
for two years, and I fought because they were go-
ing to deport her.  I fought until I got her out.  
 The question is, these actions, these 
marches, all the organizations and networks 
that are forming:  what connections are 

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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there between this work, the May 1 march-
es, and the struggle for immigrant rights?
 Well, here is a great example that just oc-
curred.  This May 1 there was a big march.  And 
then, on May 2 there were raids at restaurants 
here in San Francisco and throughout the Bay 
Area.  But this is what happened: text messages 
began to arrive, and everyone ran to organize the 
people.  I went to the Day Laborers and I got the 
women and I took them to the march.  There was 
a connection that I had never before seen.  From 
that May 1 march there emerged more groups and 
committees to make up a faster emergency call.  
And the people that were detained said, “we can’t 
believe how quickly the people from the organi-
zations mobilized to let us know that we are not 
alone.”  They themselves said, “We are not alone.”  

What other types of work is hap-
pening in the Bay Area around 
the issue of immigration?
 There is another law that passed, an 
initiative that is very bad, which is the “gang 
injunction.”  This is of great interest to me be-
cause I have children.  I have families that say, 
“You know what, the police arrived, just like that, 
knocking down our house, and my son doesn’t 
even go to the house, but they just knocked 
down the door.”  After this law passed the po-
lice, the narcs, have gotten difficult.  There is a 
big connection with immigration because if 
the child isn’t documented he’ll be deported.
 One has to think of the children who are 
in this situation and are going to be affected, and 
even if they are not in a gang they are going to be 
affected by the mere act of being seen in the street 
or because they see them with loose pants because 
they want to be fashionable.  Because he wants to 
dress in fashion does not mean that he is a killer,  
a hoodlum, or in a gang or whatever.  And those 
who are in gangs are because of their situations, 
and I’m sure, I’d bet, put my hands in fire, that 
their mother does not want them to be in a gang.  
 I have a lady who has a son who does 
drugs, and he dresses like a gang member but he 
isn’t.  But because he dresses like one they are go-

ing to think he is one, and they are going to beat 
him up and do a lot of things to him, but he isn’t.  
So the narcs stopped him and they found drugs 
on him -  the drugs that he uses.  Then they took 
him to jail and he doesn’t have documents.  He 
has a wife, and a daughter, and his mother here 
and he has a stepfather, but they don’t have docu-
ments, so his mother couldn’t go see him.  The 
guy doesn’t have anything. He doesn’t have resi-
dency. He’s been here since he was little, he speaks 
perfect English, he speaks well, but since he was 
young he was in youth authority because his mom 
worked, she’s a single mom, so she hardly had any 
time to be with him.  So you think that that Mom 
is at fault?  She isn’t at fault. It’s this situation 
because if there were good schools, if they gave 
interesting curriculums, good education, with 
subjects that would motivate our children, they 
wouldn’t be in the streets.  I am so sure that they 
would not be in the street, because they would 
put effort into what they do.  If we had well pay-
ing jobs our children would not be in the street.

You were speaking about this before 
when you were talking about your 
daughter, what are the connections 
between the movements for immi-
grant rights and also the movement 
confronting the prison industrial 
complex, policing, criminalization?
 
 Well they have a 
lot to do with each oth-
er.  There are a lot of ex-
amples I could give you.  
A working-class family - 
the man is working - his 
boss treats him badly, he 
gets home mad, though 
this is not an excuse, but 
if he doesn’t have an al-
ternative he begins to 
speak badly to his wife 
and then he hits her. We 
call the police, the police 
arrive and if they take 
him, he’s going to get de-

ported.  Splitting up the family.  On top of that, all 
possibilities to arrange legal status are gone for that 
person. He will never be able to get documents.  

What are the values and messages 
of all those organizations that you 
have been talking about and move-
ments in regards to the issue of im-
migration, what are the messages 
that they are trying to communicate?
 That militarization stop; to stop evict-
ing; enough of the anti-immigrant attacks they 
are always launching against us; that we deserve 
to live in peace; that we need to live in dignity; 
that we need dignified work; that we want to be 
people.  I want the people to be transformed, for 
them to see that they can make changes, that 
they are deserving of this country, that it is us 
that have made this country grow, and that this 
country is as it is because of our hands and our 
sweat, because of our health that we have left 
here, that they feel that they have given every-
thing to deserve this right, and enough of all this.  
 My struggle is to communicate to my com-
munity what it is to rise up; that now is the time to 
say enough. Maybe we will not gain this for our-
selves, but for those who will come after us, for our 
children who have to learn every day, first to have 
respect for each other, for women - if it is a man 
or a woman it’s the same - and if they are gay or a 
lesbian, we’re all humans and we all need respect.  

Testing the Borders

 
 

 For readers that are not familiar with compassionate release of a prisoner, I’m going to educate you.  
A bill was passed in January 2008 for those prisoners that have six months or less to live.  The bill, AB 1539, says 
getting compassionate release doesn’t depend on the nature of your crime or your status in life.  But people 
ARE denied compassionate release because of their crime and their sentence.  Not granting people compas-
sionate release when they have six months or less to live and pose no threat means the sisters here die alone.
 In loving remembrance of my sisters: Emma Hudson, Annie Castalogone, Shirley English, Melody Os-
born.  These ladies that are listed are just a small portion of those that did not get compassionate release.
               MarLisa Goode
 I am an incarcerated female at Central California Women’s Facility.  I am doing a fifteen to life sentence.  I 
am one of the Comfort Care volunteers.  My involvement came about because I was tired of my sisters dying alone.

Compassionate Release
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For those of us held behind locked
gates within the walls and fences topped with ra-
zor wire, the “corrections” regime is the system 
that works tirelessly to impose total control over 
every aspect of our lives. Yet as ponderous and 
powerful as prisons are, they’re only one part, a 
central girder, of a much bigger and more fore-
boding house of horrors which can be most accu-
rately named “imperialism.” Th e structural needs 
of the larger edifi ce set the specifi cations for the 
size and position of the girder; the strength of the 
girder helps determine how long the building 
will stand. We can’t understand the explosion 
of imprisonment in the US since 1971 without 
looking at imperialism’s urgent needs and goals 
of the period. By the same token, we can’t devel-
op an eff ective program around prison industri-
al complex without grappling with the stresses 
and trends of the larger system of imperial rule.
 To be clear, before you take time to 
read this paper, I don’t off er any brilliant ideas 
on strategy; those will most likely emerge from 
the organizing and activist eff orts themselves. 
However, some of the concerns discussed may 
raise questions that go into forming strategy. 
I defi nitely look forward to learning from the 
dialogs that CR10 generates on these issues.

Naming the System
 “Imperialism” may sound like the kind of 
rhetoric we want to avoid, but it’s one word that 
needs to be rescued as the best way to name the 
system that rules over us. Th e basis of imperial-
ism is the relentless quest for profi ts around the 
globe. Its most striking characteristic is the co-
lossal and grotesque polarization of wealth. Th at 
polarization happens between nations, between 
the rich countries of the North and the impov-
erished ones of the global South, such as Africa, 
Latin America, and parts of Asia; and at the same 
time within each country based on class, race 
and gender. Th e poles of dazzling wealth and ab-
ject poverty are intimately linked, as the former 
results from the ruthless plunder of the latter.
 Th is system is built on and intensifi es 
all the major forms of oppression: patriarchy, 
capitalism, and white supremacy, all of which 
are structurally central. At the same time, “im-
perialism” highlights the global character of the 
system in a way that explains why the most in-
tense oppression and resistance have been in the 
South and that also provides the context for why 
the liberation struggles of the various peoples of 
color have been in the forefront within the US.
 Th ere is no way to capture what this sys-
tem costs in human life and potential, the pain 
and the loss for all of us.  Close to one billion hu-
man beings suff er chronic hunger, while another 
two billion face nutritional defi ciencies; one bil-
lion lack access to clean drinking water. Just look-
ing at children under the age of fi ve, imperialism 
is a holocaust in progress: over 9 million die each 
year from easily preventable causes associated 
with poverty. Th e price for future generations may 
be even more severe as the rapaciousness of this 
global frenzy for profi ts threatens the very ecolog-
ical basis for sustaining human life of any scale.
 Since most people won’t accept liv-
ing in squalor amid plenty, imperialism en-
tails both the most sophisticated and the most 
brutal forms of social control. Its most salient 
feature is war, war aft er war aft er war, mainly 

against the peoples of the global South. Th e do-
mestic front-line of such repression is a truly 
violent and harmful prison industrial complex.

Structural Crisis and Prison 
Expansion

 Today, 2,300,000 are held behind bars, 
about seven times the number in 1971. Th at explo-
sion was unprecedented, coming aft er a seventy 
year period when the rates of imprisonment had 
remained more or less constant. Th is dramatic 

change did not result from some sudden skyrock-
eting of criminal activity but rather from a radical 
expansion of what was designated as crimes and 
a draconian increase in the punishments. Such 
extreme measures were driven by considerations 
way beyond “criminal justice” and oft en at cross 
purposes to the proclaimed goal of “public safety.”
Th ese destructive changes were born from crisis, 
one much more severe and protracted than the 
periodic ups and downs of the business cycles that 
occur over a roughly ten year period, but rather a 
situation that threatened the very survival of the 
system. Such structural crises occur because cap-
italism is by its nature unstable; the economy is 
vast and complicated but the major decisions are 
made by a tiny corporate and fi nancial elite, with 
each thinking only of their own profi ts. When a 
structural crisis develops, the long-term institu-
tional arrangements that assured a reliable fl ow of 
profi ts and the rule of capital no longer function.
One dramatic example was the Great Depres-
sion of the 1930s, followed by World War II. At 
the end of that period a new set of international 
institutions, such as the International Monetary 
fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB), were 
created.  At the same time, a new deal was ham-
mered out for the terms of the bargain between 
capital and labor within the US. Th ose arrange-
ments worked well for capital until they broke 
down a generation later. Th at new structural cri-
sis, which emerged between 1968 and 1973, is 
the seedbed for the burgeoning prison industrial 
complex and many related changes in US society.
Th e fi rst and most obvious signs were political, 
as the resistance to imperialism crested in 1968. 
Th e Vietnamese were defeating what had been 
seen as the US military juggernaut, and national 
liberation struggles raged throughout the “third 
world”. Bogged down abroad, the rulers faced the 
daunting prospect of a two-front war as 125 cit-
ies at home erupted with ghetto uprisings. Mili-
tant liberation movements surged among other 
peoples of color within the US. Th ese struggles 
inspired a series of other challenges to the sys-
tem: antiwar youth became increasingly radi-
cal; the women’s liberation movement caught 
fi re; a new environmental awareness emerged.
Th ese upheavals combined to hit capitalism where 
it hurts, in its bottom line. Th e economy was al-
ready under stress because Europe and Japan, 
who had been devastated in WWII, were no lon-
ger in need of massive infrastructure investments 
but instead produced goods that competed with 
US output on the world market. National libera-

tion threatened to push the prices of raw mate-
rials higher, later leading to the oil price shock 
of 1973 (profi table for the big oil companies but 
very costly for other businesses). At home, grow-
ing worker militancy, expressed in a rash of wild-
cat strikes, was raising wages and benefi ts while 
the new environmental movement was imposing 
new costs on industry. Even the eff ort to co-opt 
the Black power movement with the top-down 
“War on Poverty” entailed costs in terms of taxes.
To bring it all down to the bottom line, average 

profi t rates for US business fell from a peak 
of 10% in 1965 to a low of 4.5% in 1974. And 
there was no way to simply swing out of this 
pit, which was only getting deeper. Th e healthy 
growth rates of the US economy from 1945 to 
1970 were also cut in half for most of the en-
suing decades and up through current times. 

Th e changes brought about have been sweeping. 
(Th e nature of this crisis and its impact on the 
prison industrial complex is discussed at book 
length in Christian Parenti’s Lockdown America.)
Th e response on the international level has had 
two main features. Economically, the battering 
ram was the “Th ird World debt crisis.” Big banks 
extended seemingly cheap loans to many of the 
poorest countries of what we now call the Global 
South.  Most of this money was wasted on lav-
ish luxuries and military spending by US-sup-
ported dictators, doing nothing to develop those 
nations’ economies. Th en, the banks jacked the 
interest rates up so that these debts, even aft er 
payments totaling more than the original loans, 
just got bigger and bigger. Th e outstanding and 
unpayable debt became the basis for the IMF and 
WB to step in and impose “structural adjustment 
programs” (SAPs); about 80 of the world’s poorest 
counties were under their thrall by the end of the 
1970s. Th ese SAPs imposed by international fi -
nance, including a set of austerity measures, were 
devastating for the people in those countries. Th e 
economic justifi cation for this cruelty is “neo-
liberalism,” which advocates radically reducing 
government help for the poor, opening up the 
country to foreign investment and goods, leaving 
social and economic decisions to the market. Of 
course this theory is a fraud, a pure rationaliza-
tion by the dominant powers. Not one of today’s 
developed countries got there in this way. All 
relied on tariff s to protect emerging industries 
and used considerable government guidance for 
national investment priorities. But neoliberalism 
has been a great success . . . in ratcheting down 
the costs of raw materials and manufactured 
components produced in the global South for 
multinational corporations of the global North.
At the same time, the major long-term political 
imperative has been to get the American public 
past its post-Vietnam reluctance to get involved 
in foreign wars. A series of presidents construct-
ed a ladder of interventions, with various ex-
cuses, to take us from small, low cost aggressions 
to bigger ones: from teeny Grenada in 1983, to 
small Panama in 1989, to medium-sized Iraq 
and then Serbia in the 1990s. All were designed 
to be quick and with minimal US casualties. A 
main method was to rely on intense aerial bom-
bardments despite the horrendous toll of civilian 
casualties, which got whitewashed as “collateral 
damage.” Aft er quickly defeating Iraq’s standing 
army in the 1991 Gulf War, the fi rst President 

A SYSTEM WITHIN THE SYSTEM
THE PRISON INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX AND IMPERIALISM
David Gilbert

“Imperialism may sound like the kind 
of rhetoric we want to avoid, but
it’s one word that needs to be 
rescued as the best way to name the system

that rules over us.”

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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Bush couldn’t help but exult, “We’ve kicked the 
Vietnam syndrome!” His celebration was a bit 
premature. But later the nightmare of 9/11/01 
was seized by the rulers as a golden opportunity 
to exploit and channel Americans’ fears into sup-
port for ever more ambitious foreign adventures.
Domestically a series of overlapping strategies 
have played out over this period. The Black strug-
gle was the spearhead cracking open all kinds of 
potential for social change. So President Nixon, 
as his chief of staff H.R. Haldeman later recalled 
in his diary, “[…] emphasized that the whole 
problem is really the blacks. The key is to devise 
a system that recognizes this while not appearing 
to” (Parenti). The government already had a se-
cret and illegal campaign in play which resulted 
in the murders of scores of Black Panthers, Na-
tive American and other activists; the fostering 
of bitter internal splits within radical movements; 
and the tying up of thousands of organizers with 
bogus court cases and imprisonment. (For a 
book length account of just part of one of these 
programs, COINTELPRO, see Ward Churchill 
and Jim Vander Wall, Agents of Repression).
The other level was against the community as 
a whole, under the rubric of “law and order.” 
Whatever the government’s level of complic-
ity, the influx of drugs that took off at this time 
proved very destructive to unity and focus with-
in the Black and Latin@ communities. Then the 
“War on Drugs” was even more devastating. 
There is no way this was a well-intentioned mis-
take. The US had already experienced Prohibi-
tion, which showed that outlawing a drug made 
the price skyrocket and thereby generated lethal 
violence and other crimes to build and control 
the trade. This misnamed war was conceived to 
mobilize the US public behind greatly increased 
police powers, used to cripple and contain the 
Black and Latin@ communities, and exploited 
to expand the state’s repressive power with the 
proliferation of Police SWAT teams, the shred-
ding of the 4th Amendment (against unreason-
able search and seizure), and the burgeoning of 
the imprisoned population. And as we know, 
an even more intense level of police state mea-
sures were imposed in the wake of 9/11/01.
Even with political movements setback, the 
economy still stagnated in the 1970s. To boost 
profits capital needed to cut labor costs at home. 
But a direct attack on wages and benefits at home 
was dangerous for the rulers, who relied on po-
litical support from large sectors of the predomi-
nantly white working class to be able to wage the 
foreign wars so essential to the 
system. In the post-civil rights 
US explicitly racist terms had 
to be avoided, but the drive 
shaft of internal politics be-
came a railing against crimi-
nals, welfare mothers, and 
immigrants, which for most 
whites conjure up images of 
Blacks, Latin@s and Asians, 
without being so impolite as to say that outright. 
To take just one small example of the dishon-
esty of these campaigns, the “tough on crime” 
politicians crusaded for cutbacks to both col-
lege classes and family visits for prisoners—the 
very two programs with the best proven success 
for reducing recidivism. Clearly the demagogs’ 
concern wasn’t to reduce crime to protect the 
good citizens but rather to redirect their frustra-
tions toward those lower on the social ladder.
The sad irony is that many white working class 
people, such as the “Reagan Democrats,” were 
organized in this way to build the political forces 
who then dismantled many of the 1930s gains 
for labor, as unions have been crippled and many 
of the better-paying jobs have been outsourced. 

White supremacy’s companions-in-arms of pa-
triarchy and class rule have also been enlisted 
in this forced march to the right. Women’s in-
dependence has been undercut and the noxious 
flames of homophobia fanned with a hysterical 
“defense of the traditional family.” Advocates for 
labor who try to hold back the rising flood waters 
of extreme inequality, the aggressive class war-
fare waged by the rich, are publicly denounced 
for “engaging in class warfare.” All this hateful 
scapegoating doesn’t simply divert people’s view 
from the real, corporate sources of our problems, 
but also has served to consolidate the powers of 
the state to repress all forms of social advance.

Highly Volatile
 Despite these sweeping changes and de-
spite the severe setbacks to national liberation 
globally and radical movements within the US, 
the struggle is far from over. Imperialism has 
not achieved anything like the stability and the 
sustained economic growth rates that followed 
WWII. The offensive to establish solid military 
control of the strategic Middle East is in disarray. 
Despite the false economic “truisms” of respect-
able opinion in the North, people throughout the 
South see through the lie of neoliberalism, and 
in South America especially there are promising 
mass mobilizations against it. At home, unease 
with the US imperial mission, worry about the 
economy, and concern about dangerous envi-
ronmental damage have become widespread.
 In response to the growing discontent, 
some elements within the establishment want to 
modify the current approach. This more enlight-
ened sector would like less of the naked milita-
rism and unilateralism that has badly hurt the 
US’s image abroad. Domestically, they would like 
the skewed social priorities to be less extreme 
and less glaring. Some people in government 
have even raised cutting back on imprisoned 
populations to free some funds for such pressing 
needs as a health coverage system in shambles.
 While such shifts may create some open-
ings, I don’t think we can expect much from these 
forces. For one thing they’re still committed to 
the system, and imperialism can not survive any 
major redistribution of wealth and power. Sec-
ondly, given that framework, the Right has had 
great success in shaping the debate by making 
certain topics totally taboo for public discussion.
 Let’s look at two that are particularly relevant: 
- Did US policies play a role in generating the 
hatred that led to 9/11? Even mention of such a 

thought evokes a tsunami of vehement and dis-
crediting vitriol. “Nothing can justify mass kill-
ings of civilians,” is certainly true. But that’s not 
at all a reason to avoid analyzing the causes of the 
event, something anyone sincerely concerned 
about protecting civilians would be eager to do, 
especially as Bush rages on with policies stoking 
the fires of violence and hatred. The very ones 
who scream “nothing justifies killing 3,000” si-
multaneously claim that those events, and even 
more the documented lies about them, justify 
the US’s killing of tens of thousands of civilians. 
Rational discussion absolutely must be forbid-
den lest we get to the core reality of imperialism.
- Should we decriminalize drugs? When Presi-

dent Clinton’s Surgeon General Jocelyn Elders 
simply suggested a study of decriminalization 
she was hooted off the public stage. In reality the 
“Drug War” has been a total failure in terms of 
stopping illegal drugs. Over the same 40 years, 
even the half-hearted public health campaign 
against the most-addicting drug, tobacco, has 
cut the rate of smoking among adults in half. 
The public health alternative to the violence 
and destruction and billions of dollars of costs 
of the war is so obviously sound that it can’t be 
considered lest it eliminate a campaign so essen-
tial to the politics of racial scapegoating and the 
mobilizing of public support for police powers.
 In this upside down world, radical alter-
natives, to the degree we can get them across to a 
large number of people, can make more sense than 
moderately chipping away at the dominant terms.
 Imperialism has not fully regrouped, has 
not fully reconsolidated its rule from the tur-
moil and disruptions of 1968-73. Some of its 
very counter-offensives hold the potential for 
generating new shocks and crises. Bush’s wars 
and policies in the “Middle East” seemed almost 
designed to ensure future attacks on Ameri-
cans. The severity of environmental damage 
could set off more immediate disasters. Either 
of these problems could hurt an already shaky 
economy, where the gross inequality of wealth 
has cut into the level of consumption needed to 
keep it all going. The counter measure of pump-
ing up the economy with massive infusions of 
debt entails the danger of making any contrac-
tion more dire, since consumers and businesses 
with debts to pay off won’t be able to promptly 
put money back into consumption and produc-
tion. I’m not saying that crises are necessarily 
imminent, the system can at times show great 
resilience, but the current situation is precarious.

Questions for Strategy
 We need to be wary of a common Left 
oversimplification that economic (or other) cri-
ses automatically provide fertile soil for organiz-
ing the workers against capitalism. The stark les-
son of Nazi Germany, now echoed in the trends 
limned above, is that an imperialist power in cri-
sis can resort to the most fulsome racial scape-
goating as a way to mobilize the majority pop-
ulation for imperial reconquest abroad and for 
total repression of dissent at home. Crises can be 
dangerous; they are only opportunities when we 
can build a visible, coherent, humane alternative. 
To do so we need to become a national move-

ment powerful enough to shine 
a bright light on the corporate 
greed that is the real source of 
our problems; we need to grow 
to begin to embody the possi-
bility of cooperation, from the 
bottom up, as the alternative to 
wars, recessions, environmental 
destruction, and a monstrous 
prison industrial complex.
 The global South seethes 

with oppression and resistance, but does not 
yet have as well-defined and powerful a form 
of struggle as the national liberation struggles 
seemed to offer in the ‘60s and ‘70s. Within the 
US we probably now have a far greater number 
of people engaged in ongoing organizing proj-
ects, but without yet a sense of a strong national 
movement that can present an alternate vi-
sion and embody new hope. As the system en-
ters deeper crisis, or alternatively limps along 
with giant unresolved problems, new space 
may open up for us as the old ways are discred-
ited, but we also may face mounting dangers.
 To me, if we hope to build an 

“In this upside down world, 
radical alternatives, to the detgree we can get

them across to a large
number of people, can make more sense than

moderately chipping away at the dominant terms.”
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Editor’s Note: As we work to create a world 
without prisons, we can take inspiration from 
the organizing undertaken by prisoners them-
selves, fighting from behind prison walls for 
freedom and liberation.  In the article below, 
New Orleans journalist and activist Jordan Fla-
herty explores the history of the Angola Three; 
Black Panthers who spent more than three de-
cades in solitary confinement because the prison 
authorities were threatened by their actions.

 At the heart of Louisiana’s prison 
system sits the Louisiana State Penitentiary at 
Angola, a former slave plantation where little 
has changed in the last several hundred years. 
Angola has been made notorious from books 
and films such as Dead Man Walking and The 
Farm: Life at Angola, as well as its legend-
ary bi-annual prison rodeo and The Angolite, 
a prisoner-written magazine published within 
its walls. Visitors are often overwhelmed by its 
size – 18,000 acres that include a golf course 
(for use by prison staff and some guests), a ra-
dio station, and a massive farming operation that 
ranges from staples like soybeans and wheat to 
traditional Southern plantation crops like cotton.
 Recent congressional attention has 
again brought Angola into the media limelight. 
The focus this time is on the prison’s practice 
of keeping some prisoners in solitary confine-
ment for decades, especially two of Angola’s 
most well-known residents – Herman Wallace 
and Albert Woodfox. Woodfox and Wallace are 
members of the Angola 3 who remain impris-
oned, and are political activists widely seen as 
having been interned in solitary confinement 
as punishment for their political activism. As 
a result of this outside attention brought by ac-
tivists and allies, new legal developments have 
brought Woodfox and Wallace closer to freedom.

Modern Plantation
 Norris Henderson, co-director of Safe 
Streets/Strong Communities, a grassroots crimi-
nal justice organization in New Orleans, spent 
twenty years at Angola – a relatively short time 
in a prison where 85 percent of its 5,100 pris-
oners are expected to die behind its walls. “Six 
hundred folks been there over 25 years,” he ex-
plains. “Lots of these guys been there over 35 
years. Think about that: a population that’s been 
there since the 1970s. Once you’re in this place, 
it’s almost like you ain’t going nowhere, that bar-
ring some miracle, you’re going to die there.” 
 Prisoners at Angola still do the same 
work that enslaved Africans did there when it 
was a slave plantation. “Angola is a plantation,” 
Henderson explains. “Eighteen-thousand acres 
of choice farmland. Even to this day, you could 
have machinery that can do all that work, but you 
still have prisoners doing it instead.” Not only do 
prisoners at Angola toil at the same work as en-
slaved Africans hundreds of years ago, but many 
of the white guards come from families that have 
lived on the grounds since the plantation days.
 Nathaniel Anderson, a current prisoner 
at Angola who has served nearly thirty years of a 
lifetime sentence, agrees. “People on the outside 
should know that Angola is still a plantation with 
every type and kind of slave conceivable,” he says.

Prison Organizing
 In 1971, the Black Panther Party was seen 
as a threat to this country’s power structure – not 
only in the inner cities, but even in the prisons. 

At Orleans Parish Prison, the New Orleans city 
jail, the entire jail population refused to cooper-
ate for one day in solidarity with New Orleans 
Panthers who were on trial. “I was in the jail at 
the time of their trial,” Henderson tells me. “The 
power that came from those guys in the jail, the 
camaraderie…Word went out through the jail, 
because no one thought the Panthers were going 
to get a fair trial. We decided to do something. 
We said, ‘The least we can do is to say the day 
they are going to court, no one is going to court.’” 
 The action was successful, and in-
spired prisoners to do more. “People saw 
what happened and said, ‘We shut down 
the whole system that day,’” he remembers. 
“That taught the guys that if we stick togeth-
er we can accomplish a whole lot of things.”
 Herman Wallace and Albert Wood-
fox were prisoners who had recently become 
members of the Black Panther Party, and as 
activists, they were seen as threats to the es-
tablished order of the prison. They were orga-
nizing among the other prisoners, conducting 
political education, and mobilizing for civil dis-
obedience to improve conditions in the prison. 
 Robert King Wilkerson, like many pris-
oners, joined the Black Panther Party while al-
ready imprisoned at Orleans Parish Prison. He 
was transferred to Angola, and immediately 
placed in solitary confinement (known at Angola 
as Closed Cell Restriction or CCR) – confined 
alone in his cell with no human contact for 23 
hours a day. He later found out he had been trans-
ferred to solitary because he was accused of an 
attack he could not have committed – it had hap-
pened at Angola before he had been moved there. 
 In March of 1972, not long after they 
began organizing for reform from within An-
gola, Wallace 
and Woodfox 
were accused of 
killing a prison 
guard. They were 
also moved to 
solitary, where 
they remained 
for nearly 36 
years, until 
March of this 
year, when they 
were moved out 
four days after 
a congressional 
delegation led 
by Congressman 
John Conyers 
arranged a visit 
to the prison. 
Legal experts 
have said this is the longest time anyone in 
the US has spent in solitary. Amnesty Interna-
tional recently declared, “the prisoners’ pro-
longed isolation breached international trea-
ties which the US has ratified, including the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights and the Convention against Torture.”
 Wilkerson, Wallace, and Woodfox became 
known internationally as the Angola 3 – Black 
Panthers held in solitary confinement because of 
their political activism. Wilkerson remained in 
solitary for nearly 29 years, until he was exoner-
ated and released from prison in 2001. Since his 
release, Wilkerson has been a tireless advocate for 
his friends still incarcerated. “I’m free of Angola,” 

he often says, “but Angola will never be free of me.”
 This history of struggle and resistance 
brings a special urgency to the case of the Angola 
3. Kgalema Motlante, a leader of the African Na-
tional Congress, said in 2003 that the case of the 
Angola 3 “has the potential of laying bare, expos-
ing the shortcomings, in the entire US system.”

Swimming Against the Current 
 Wallace and Woodfox have the facts on 
their side. Bloody fingerprints at the scene of 
the crime do not match their prints. Witnesses 
against them have recanted, while witnesses with 
nothing to gain have testified that they were 
nowhere near the crime. There is evidence of 
prosecutorial misconduct, such as purchasing 
prisoner testimony and not disclosing it to the 
defense. Even the widow of the slain guard has 
spoken out on their behalf. Most recently, their 
case has received attention from Representative 
Conyers, head of the House Judiciary Commit-
tee, and Cedric Richmond, chair of the Louisi-
ana House Judiciary Committee, who has sched-
uled hearings on the issue. In July of this year, 
a Louisiana Magistrate Judge issued an opinion 
that Woodfox was innocent and should be re-
leased.  While this ruling will not lead to Wood-
fox’s immediate release, this brings the case back 
to the judge overseeing the case, which could 
then lead to his release.  Because the men were 
convicted on the same faulty evidence, this is 
also a positive development in Wallace’s case.
 But this is more than the story of inno-
cent men railroaded by a system, struggling for 
freedom. The story of the Panthers at Angola 
is both inspiring and shocking. It is a struggle 
for justice while in the hardest of situations.
“They swam against the current in Blood Alley,” 
says Nathaniel Anderson, a current prisoner at 

Angola who has 
been inspired 
by Wallace and 
Woodfox’s lega-
cy. “For men to 
actually have the 
audacity to orga-
nize for the pro-
tection of young 
brothers who 
were being vic-
timized ruthless-
ly was an extreme 
act of rebellion.” 
 Like many 
prisoners during 
that time, Norris 
Henderson was 
introduced to or-
ganizing by Black 
Panthers in pris-

on, and later became a leader of prison activism 
during his time at Angola. The efforts of Wilk-
erson, Woodfox, Wallace, and other Panthers in 
prison were vital to bringing improvements in 
conditions, stopping sexual assault, and build-
ing alliances among different groups of prison-
ers. “They were part of the Panther Movement,” 
Henderson tells me. “This was at the height of the 
Black power movement, we were understanding 
that we all got each other. In the nighttime there 
would be open talk, guys in the jail talking, giv-
ing history lessons, discussing why we find our-
selves in the situation we find ourselves. They 
started educatifolks around how we could treat 

Organizing For Freedom: 
Resistance At Angola State Penitentiary, Louisiana’s Last Slave Plantation   

By Jordan Flaherty 

“This was at the height of the Black 
power movement, we were 

understandingthat we all got each 
other. In the nighttime there would 
be open talk,guys in the jail talking, 
giving history lessons, discussing 
why we findourselves in the situa-

tion we find ourselves. They started 
educating folksaround how we 

could treat each other.” 
Norris Henderson
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3) It motivated grassroots organizations to 
practice this cross-movement analysis by 
developing strategies that integrated anti-
violence and PIC abolition agendas.  One 
anti-rape organization was inspired to or-
ganize a Critical Resistance film festival 
in their local community, a first in the tra-
dition of the CR film festival.  Another 
feminist grassroots organization made a 
documentary on police sexual violence in 
their neighborhood.  Other activists began to have critical conver-
sations about how the role of foundations and non-profits help to 
wedge the potentially powerful solidarities between the movements. 

We can see the ways in which a critically integrated politic is being activated through the Critical Resistance – INCITE! statement. 
 Since the statement has been published and circulated, it has had the following consequences:

 

 
 The Critical Resistance-INCITE! statement has proven to be a powerful tool to help initiate organizing strategies, legitimize radical wom-
en of color and queer people of color political analysis, and provoke creative out-of-the-box ideas for movement building.  CR and INCITE! also 
work in collaboration with many other organizations and activists who are also pushing the envelope about potential cross-movement solidari-
ties.  The historic Transforming Justice conference in October 2007, for example, created a crucial opportunity to discuss and strategize around 
incarceration as it relates to violence against trans and gender non-conforming folks, gender policing, and poverty.  Amazing local commu-
nity-based organizations across the US (and abroad) are also developing powerful ideas from critically engaging across movements by cen-
tering the experiences of folks in the margins who are articulating a necessity for this kind of cross-movement engagement and creativity.
 It’s a really exciting time!  Radical social movements that we are building together are getting challenged and pushed to incorporate criti-
cal and potentially movement-altering agendas and practices.  At the CR10 conference coming up this September, INCITE! will be work-
ing with partners and allies to push this work even further to strengthen our movements to address gender violence against transgen-
der and gender non-conforming folks; organize to end law enforcement and immigration enforcement violence; make critical transnational 
partnerships as we address the links between the PIC and the military industry in the US and overseas; and work to center the complex and in-
tersecting experiences of Native folks, undocumented immigrants, sex workers, and other criminalized women of color and trans people 
of color who are some of the most targeted by prisons and police.  Perhaps at the next ten year anniversary, we will celebrate the ways in which 
these rich and transformative cross-movement collaborations have created unique and productive pathways towards liberation for all of us.

To review the CR-INCITE! Statement on Gender Violence & The Prison Industrial Complex, 
please visit: http://incite-national.org/index.php?s=92

1) Organizations and individuals that signed on to the statement had 
an expressed political analysis to which they could hold themselves 
accountable as they developed their work in the context of pressures 
to support the build-up of the prison system or ignore the pressing 
needs of rape and abuse survivors.  It served as 
a model that other local and national orga-
nizing groups (including Critical Resistance 
and INCITE!) could intentionally reach for.

2) It highlighted the urgent need to create dialogue for community-based 
strategies to address domestic and sexual violence.  Community-based 
alternatives for safety, support, and accountability was not a new thing, 
but the way the statement transformed elements of the political move-

ments helped make clear the need to intentionally 
prioritize, nurture, and resource this work.  Col-
lectives and networks were inspired to develop 
community-based strategies to address the enor-
mously complicated problem of gender violence. 

4) It made concrete the idea that state-spon-
sored violence is necessarily intertwined with 
interpersonal violence.  It helped begin to 
formally clarify why anti-violence activists 
needed to organize not only against prisons, 
but also police, militarism, and capitalism in 
order to seriously end violence in the lives of 
women of color and our communities.  It chal-
lenged anti-violence activists to think about 

their work not just in the context of opening more rape crisis centers 
or domestic violence shelters, but how to sustainably develop a so-
cial movement that seriously addresses the root causes of violence.

SACRAMENTO – On May 6, 2008, concerned 
parents, students, teachers, experts and taxpay-
ers announced the filing of their lawsuit to stop at 
least $12 billion dollars of prison debt authorized 
by AB 900. Californians United for a Respon-
sible Budget (CURB), a coalition of more than 
forty community organizations, also released an 
expert report exposing the true cost of AB 900.
 The report by esteemed econ-
omist Dr. Adam Werner, a princi-
pal in the Securities Practice at CRA
International, details the waste and financial in-
efficiency of AB 900. According to Werner, “The 
use of lease-revenue bonds to finance these fa-
cilities is irrational from a purely economic per-
spective given the cost differential between us-
ing lease revenue and general obligation bonds.” 
 Werner calculates the unnecessary costs 
to total an additional $2 billion in interest pay-
ments and the total cost to taxpayers of borrow-
ing $7.4 billion is at least $12 billion and opines 
that an entity that chooses lease-revenue financ-
ing must be motivated primarily by concerns oth-
er than economic efficiency. Dr. Werner writes, 
“One possibility is that lease revenue bonds are 
used to finance prisons because state officials be-
lieve that voters would reject the use of general 
obligation bonds for the projects in question.” 

 The landmark lawsuit filed against a num-
ber of state officials, including the Governor, the 
State Treasurer and the Chairman of the Depart-
ment of Finance, argues that AB 900 constitutes an 
illegal bypass of voters’ constitutional right to vote 
on debt (California Constitution Article XVI, sec-
tion 1) and an illegal waste of scarce government 
resources (Code of Civil Procedure section 526a). 
 “In the midst of a wrenching budget cri-
sis, California is borrowing billions of dollars to 
build 53,000 new prison and jail beds,” comment-
ed Lead Counsel in the CURB lawsuit, Thomas 
Nolan. “How can we be kicking thousands of 
kids off of Medi-Cal and cutting the public school 
budget by billions, yet sink $12 billion into build-
ing tens of thousands of new prisons beds?” 
 Dubbed by the New York Times as the 
largest prison construction plan in US history, 
AB 900 was passed last year with no public hear-
ing, no public debate, and with public opinion 
squarely against new prison construction. Dors-
ey Nunn, a plaintiff in the suit and a member of 
All of Us or None, explains that “AB 900 is in 
direct violation of the California Constitution, 
which demands that only the will of the voters 
can put the General Fund into this kind of debt.”
 “It speaks so sadly of  our future that my 
teachers are receiving lay off warning notices at 

the same time 53,000 new prison beds are being 
funded,” said Ericka Sokolower-Shain, one of the 
plaintiffs who is a public school student.  Addi-
tional plaintiffs are Camilla Chavez of Bakers-
field’s Dolores Huerta Foundation, Bonnie Long, 
who has a family member in prison, and Cyn-
thia Chandler, parent of public school students.  
 “California has opened 23 new prisons 
in the past 23 years, and our system is more 
crowded than ever,” explains CURB member 
Craig Gilmore.  “By building more prisons, we’re 
making the overcrowding problem even worse. 
The real solutions to overcrowding are early re-
lease, parole reform, sentencing reform and 
full implementation of Proposition 36.” Chair 
of the Senate Public Safety Committee, Senator 
Gloria Romero, has repeatedly stated that “we 
cannot build ourselves out of the prison crisis.” 
 In a March letter to the State Public 
Works Board, Chair of the Democratic Caucus 
Carole Migden, who will appear at the press 
conference, wrote, “Due to the State’s current 
financial crisis, I do not think it is fiscally pru-
dent to authorize the sale of lease revenue bonds 
which will increase the state’s current structural 
deficit.” The ongoing costs of AB900 will likely 
devastate the state budget for years to come.

Taxpayers File Landmark Lawsuit to 
Prevent $12 Billion in Prison Construction Debt 

Jeremy Bearer
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CALIFORNIA INITIATIVE UPDATES: 
WHAT WILL AND WON’T BE ON 

THE NOVEMBER BALLOT.  
 It’s that time again, the Novem-
ber election is fast approaching.  Here’s a 
quick round up of the main criminal jus-
tice initiatives out there and where they are.  

Th ree Strikes: Th ere were two attempts to 
put measures on the November ballot to change Cal-
ifornia’s draconian three strikes law, neither one of 
them obtained the required number of signatures.  

Proposition 5 (NORA): Th e Non-
violent Off ender Rehabilitation Act of 2008 
or NORA would make changes to Propo-
sition 36 and within the bureaucracy of 
the California Department of Corrections.
 NORA would expand some treatment 
options to youth, but the biggest changes would 
come in administration of Prop 36. NORA would 
alter Prop 36 to establish three levels of treatment:
• Track I, much like the current Prop 36, provides 
treatment in “nonviolent” drug possession cases, 
with a plea suspended during treatment.  Defen-
dants who do not complete treatment go to Track II.
• Track II, a modifi ed version of Prop. 36, pro-
vides for treatment aft er a conviction. A longer 
treatment period is possible (up to 24 months) 
and graduated sanctions are permitted upon 
the fi rst probation violation; people can be sent 
to jail at later stages.  People who do not com-
plete the program successfully can be sen-
tenced to county jail or transferred to Track III.
• Track III encompasses all current adult drug 
court programs for adults, and expands those 
court programs by more than doubling fund-
ing. Eligibility for Track III is discretionary 
with the judge, but persons with 5 arrests in 
the previous 30 months, would be automati-
cally placed in Track III, instead of Track II.
 NORA also makes several changes 
to the prison system.  NORA would create:  
a new position within CDCR, Secretary of 
Rehabilitation and Parole, who would be ap-
pointed by the Governor; a Division of Pa-
role Policy, Programs and Hearings, which 
would include the Board of Parole Hearings 
and the Adult Parole Operations Authority; 
a Division of Research for Recovery and Re-en-
try Matters; and a Parole Reform Oversight and 
Accountability Board which would review, di-
rect and approve the implementation of the pro-
grams and policies provided for under NORA. 
 NORA also would direct the Gov-
ernor to appoint a Chief Deputy Warden 
for Rehabilitation for each of the state pris-
ons and require CDCR to annually host an 
international conference on rehabilitation.
 Prisons would be required to provide re-
habilitation programs to everyone not less than 
90 days before release and CDCR would be re-
quired to pay for rehabilitation programs for all 

parolees and for former parolees, who could re-
quest services for up to one year aft er discharge. 
 People whose convictions are classifi ed as 
“nonviolent” (with no prior strikes, no prior sex 
off enses requiring registration) would be able to 
earn time off  their sentences with good behavior 
and by participating in rehabilitation programs. 
Parole periods for those who qualify would be lim-
ited to between 6-12 months, compared with up 
to 3 years under current law, with earlier discharge 
upon completion of a rehabilitation program. 
 Proposition 6 (Th e Runner Initiative):
State Senator George Runner is at it again, this 
time proposing what he is calling the “Safe 
Neighborhoods Act.”  According to the Ella Bak-
er Center who is organizing a statewide coalition 
in opposition, the Runner initiative would cost 
billions for more prisons, jails, and law enforce-
ment and increase incarceration rates, especially 
among young persons from communities of color. 
In particular, the measure increases state fund-
ing for police, sheriff s, district attorneys, jails, 
and probation offi  cers primarily for law en-
forcement activities, allocating monies for:

Monetary awards to obtain information on 
crimes;

Th e construction and operation of county jails;
Juvenile facility repair and renovation and the 

operation of probation supervision and 
recreational programs for youth;

Centers to assist investigations into child abuse 
and to assist survivors;

Task forces that would target those involved in 
gang activity, focus on narcotics interdiction at 

the state border, or to search “high-risk” 
probationers for guns;

Providing information and other assistance to 
victims of crimes;

Running criminal background checks on 
individuals receiving federal Section 8 housing 

assistance vouchers; and

Electronic devices to track people convicted of 
“violent” off enses or those involved in gangs and 

sex crimes.

Th e measure increases criminal penalties, spe-
cifi cally targeting “gang-related” crimes, in-
timidation of individuals involved in court 
proceedings, possession and sale of metham-
phetamines, vehicle theft , removing or dis-
abling a GPS device, and fi rearms possession. 
Th e measure would also establish a statewide gang 
registry, change hearsay rules making hearsay ad-
missible in more situations, alter gang injunction 
procedures, allow for the use of temporary jails, 

and bar the release of undocumented persons 
arrested for “violent” or “gang-related” crimes. 
 Proposition 9 (Marsy’s Law):  Marsy’s Law 
is a disaster in waiting and is largely being bank-
rolled by almost $5 million from Henry Nicholas 
III, who funded the campaign against Prop. 66 (the 
last major attempt to amend CA’s Th ree Strikes 
law). In brief, it would 1) change the legal rights 
of crime victims and restitution; 2) place restric-
tions on early release; and 3) alter parole policies.  
Th e law would require restitution be or-
dered in every case in which there is a loss 
and that any funds collected go to pay that 
restitution fi rst, prioritizing those payments 
over other fi nes and obligations legally owed.
It would require victims be notifi ed not only of sen-
tencing and parole hearings but also other types 
of proceedings, including release from custody. 
Th e Constitution would also be changed to 
specify that the safety of a crime victim must 
be taken into consideration by judges in set-
ting bail and to specify that criminal sentences 
shall not be substantially diminished by ear-
ly release policies to alleviate overcrowding. 
In regard to parole, the law would change 
the procedures of the board when it consid-
ers the release of people serving a life sen-
tence. Specifi cally, if you are denied parole you 
would generally have a longer time to wait, in 
some cases up to 15 years, before you would 
have another parole consideration hearing. 
And fi nally, the law would make changes to the 
revocation procedure for people paroled aft er 
the enactment of this initiative – establishing 
longer deadlines for probable cause hearings 
and would only provide legal counsel to people 
facing revocation on a case-by-case basis if the 
person is deemed indigent, their case is complex, 
or they are incapable of defending themselves 
because of a mental or educational incapacity. 

GOVERNOR FAILS TO PUSH AND 
THEN DROPS PLAN FOR 

EARLY RELEASES
Governor Schwarzenegger dropped his proposal 
to release about 22,000 people from prison before 
they complete their terms.  Th e proposal was part 
of his January 2008 proposed budget, but aft er he 
failed to push legislators on it and the legislature 
itself failed to push the proposal, the Governor 
dropped the idea from his revised May budget.  
Th e Governor’s plan for summary parole, 
discussed in the last issue of the Abolition-
ist, still remains in the budget but so far does 
not appear to be moving forward in the leg-
islature.  Under summary parole someone 
who is found to have violated parole for cer-
tain things would not be returned to prison. 

NEWS BRIEFS 
 

By Rose Braz

Vicissitudes: In Memoriam
Marilyn Buck
FCI Dublin, CA

CONTINUED ON PAGE 24

20                                                                     The Abolitionist                                                                                        Fall 2008                                                   21



 Two men died this spring. They 
both leave behind a legacy of clarity and vi-
sion of the deepest sense, and actions of hu-
manity, internationalist solidarity, and na-
tional liberation for all oppressed nations, 
particularly Africa and the African Diaspora of 
which they are descendents. Both men’s words 
and deeds have affected my life, even my libera-
tion as a woman. No people will truly be liber-
ated until women worldwide – the majority of 
the world – achieve independence and equality.
 The elder, Aimeé Cesaire, was a com-
bative thinker, writer, and artist who, along 
with his comrade writer-thinker wife, Suzanne 
Roussi, and others of the African Diaspora 
birthed the Negritude Movement: an affirma-
tion of the beauty and brilliance of Africa and 
African people in Diaspora and their right to 
independence and self-determination; an il-
lumination through the arts and culture of 
possibility and imagination to write and cre-
ate that necessary world waiting to be restored.
 The younger, a son and student, was 

each other. The Nation of Islam was growing in 
the prison at the same time. You had these different folk bring-
ing knowledge. You had folks who were hustlers that then were lis-
tening and learning. Everybody was coming into consciousness.”

Insatiable Machine
 The US has the largest incarcerated population in the world – twenty-
five percent of the world’s prisoners are here. If Louisiana, which has the larg-
est percentage imprisoned of any US state, were a country, it would have by far 
the world’s largest percentage of its population locked up, at one out of every 45 
people. Nationwide, more than seven million people are in US jails, on proba-
tion, or on parole, and African Americans are incarcerated at nearly ten times 
the rate of whites. Our criminal justice system has become an insatiable ma-
chine – even when crime rates go down, the prison population keeps rising.
 The efforts of the Angola 3 and other politically conscious prisoners represented 
a fundamental challenge to this system. The organizing of Wallace, Woodfox, and Wilk-
erson, though cut short by their move to solitary, had an effect that continues to this day. 
 Prison activism, and outside support for activists behind bars, can be 
tremendously powerful, says Henderson. “In the early 1970s people started re-
alizing we’re all in this situation together. First, at Angola, we pushed for a re-
form to get a law library. That was one of the first conditions to change. Then, 
we got the library; guys became aware of what their rights were. We started to 
push to improve the quality of food, and to get better medical care. Once they 
started pushing the envelope, a whole bunch of things started to change. An-
gola was real violent then, you had prisoner violence and rape. The people 
running the prison system benefit from people being ignorant. But we edu-
cated ourselves. Eventually, you had guys in prison proposing legislation.”
 This was a time of reforms and grassroots struggles happening in pris-
ons across the US.  Uprisings such as the Attica Rebellion were resulting in 
real change. Today, many of the gains from those victories have been overturned, 
and prisoners have even less recourse to change than ever before. “Another ma-
jor difference,” Henderson explains, is that “you had federal oversight over the 
prisons at that time, someone you could complain to, and say my rights are be-
ing violated. Today, we’ve lost that right.” Abolitionists argue that this proves 
that reforms can be taken away, and our struggle must be for an end to prisons.
 Working for criminal justice is work that benefits us all, says Henderson. Instead 
of investing in more prisons, “we should start investing in the redemption of people.”
After decades of efforts by their lawyers and by activists, Wallace and Wood-
fox have been released from solitary, and the positive developments in their 
legal battles have brought hope to many. However, Wallace and Wood-
fox remain behind bars, punished for standing up against a system that 
has grown even larger and more deadly. And the abuse does not end there. 
“There are hundreds more guys who have been in [solitary] a long time 
too,” Henderson adds. “This is like the first step in a thousand-mile journey.”
 Jordan Flaherty is an editor of Left Turn Magazine (www.leftturn.
org).  Most recently, his writing can be seen in the new anthology Red State 
Rebels, released by AK Press.  He can be reached at neworleans@leftturn.org.
A version of this article was featured in the Summer 2008 issue of Left Turn Magazine.

Qwusu Yaki Yakuba, who as a still uneducated, 
though brilliant youth spent nearly 40 years in 
Illinois prisons. He became not only a dedicated 
revolutionary in the footsteps of Malcolm X, but 
also a deep political thinker and founding edi-
tor of several journals that gave voice to New Af-
rican political prisoners, prisoners of war, and 
other voices of liberation worldwide. As an In-
ternationalist, he consciously struggled against 
women’s oppression, particularly of Black wom-
en in the US. Despite long captivity in the toxic 
environment of reinforced male supremacy, Yaki 
understood that failures in other struggles to 
keep the promise of women’s equality and libera-
tion must not be repeated here (from a Biogra-
phy by Nancy Kurshan and Steve Whiteman).
 Both these men were activists: theory 
and practice, both essential to advance the lib-
eration project. We would all do well to carry 
on in their spirit. Especially in these times of a 
crumbling, but still desperately voracious em-
pire that feeds off bodies, lands, and resources, 
from Iraq and Afghanistan, all around the world 
and back here inside its belly—in its acid-bat-
tered working, oppressed communities that 
provide bodies for its torturous, deadly prisons. 
 Meanwhile, the election campaign is 
in full swing, money is being poured into pro-
paganda machinery—advertising/media cor-
porations. None of those millions are going 

into social programs. None of the blather ad-
dresses prisons, not even the most visible of 
all—Guantanamo, the current pinnacle of the 
depraved torture and prison industrial complex. 
Prisoners are “non-issues,” issued only a num-
ber and a slab in the cell. With as many pris-
oners as there are here in the US, why is that?
 Many organizations and groups speak out 
against racism and national and class oppression 
along with degradation and dehumanization of 
prisoners that propel US prison systems. What 
should we, the prisoners do? Who can take more 
active responsibility to support this struggle?
 It is incumbent upon us to overcome 
our sense of powerlessness, victimization, and 
the trauma of life in this state of repression. Ev-
ery prisoner should be writing someone in their 
families and communities to encourage them 
to speak up and challenge the existence of the 
prison industrial complex. If the candidates are 
deaf and blind and refuse to speak, then expose 
them. To do so will not only build our move-
ment, but will fuel our growth and transforma-
tion. Who doesn’t need to learn from her or 
his circumstances, errors, and shortcomings?
 Write and organize your family 
and community! Each one of us should 
become a voice of justice, dignity, and 
human liberation. If we don’t, who will?

Vicissitudes: In Memoriam
Marilyn Buck
FCI Dublin, CA

effective national movement we must directly challenge 
the attacks on immigrants, prisoners, and welfare recipients—not 
only as a matter of fundamental justice, but also because these 
arenas are crucial for blunting the strategic spearhead for right-
wing mobilization. If we can confront those attacks and turn 
them around, we will take a big step toward setting new terms 
for political debate and change. The prison industrial complex 
constitutes a sobering aspect of the problem. Of course the PIC 
has nowhere near the economic size and political clout of its big 
brother, the military industrial complex. Nonetheless, now signif-
icant vested interests have been created who are all-too-ready be 
a spark plug for the larger political engine of racial scapegoating.
 At the same time, we don’t have a chance of abolish-
ing the PIC without opposing imperialism. The warfare and 
the security states go together and totally reinforce each oth-
er. We’ve seen this with a terrible vengeance in the post-9/11 
world, where the isolation and torture of US prisons have been 
brought into play for a pivotal role in the “war on terror,” which 
in turn has been used to ram through outrageous increases of 
police powers and denials of civil liberties, coming down hard-
est on the oppressed but in place as a raised club threatening 
anyone who challenges the powers that be. If we don’t chal-
lenge the larger system, the PIC remains on a solid foundation.
 In short, we’re likely to face a very challenging period 
ahead with great opportunities and dangers. Taking on the 
scapegoating of prisoners and others is essential to any success 
for the left; an anti-imperialist framework and effort is crucial to 
any qualitative advance for prison industrial complex abolition.
 In this situation there are a host of other questions for 
strategy. How can we bring a consciousness and liberatory poli-
tics about all the main pillars of the system—race, class, gender, 
and sexuality—into our daily work around specific issues? How 
can we transform ourselves around all these fundamentals while 
still pouring our energy into organizing and activism? How can 
we work from and advance a truly radical analysis and still reach 
out to large numbers of people? While there are as of yet no pat 
answers, CR organizers and others are doing invaluable work 
in consciously grappling with these and related issues in prac-
tice. I salute those front-line efforts. Let’s all continue to move 
forward in a completely open-minded and full-hearted way.
 David Gilbert has been a prisoner in New 
York State since 1981.  A collection of his writ-
ings, No Surrender, is available from AK Press.
 This piece will be featured in the CR10 publication, 
Abolition Now! 10 years of Strategy and Struggle Against 
the Prison Industrial Complex, available through AK Press. 
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Criteria for Submissions:
 We have updated our guidelines to be more specific about what we print in the Abolitionist. We hope for pieces that are political-
ly engaged in the theories, strategies, and visions of abolition, generate dialogue and debate with our readership, and are action-oriented.
  So please keep writing and submitting, and please follow these new and improved guidelines—tak-
en in part from our Abolitionist Organizing Toolkit, which is free to all people in prison, jails, and other forms of detention. 
 In Struggle, The Abby Collective
 Critical Resistance’s Mission is to build an international movement to end the Prison Industrial Complex by challenging the belief that cag-
ing and controlling people makes us safe. We believe that basic necessities such as food, shelter, and freedom are what really make our commu-
nities secure. As such, our work is part of global struggles against inequality and powerlessness. The success of the movement requires that it re-
flect communities most affected by the PIC. Because we seek to abolish the PIC, we cannot support any work that extends its life or scope.
 Critical Resistance’s vision is the creation of genuinely safe, healthy communities that do not rely on prisons and policing to respond to 
harm. We call our vision “abolition.” We take the name “abolitionists” purposefully from those who called for the abolition of slavery in the 1800s. 
Abolitionists believed that slavery could not be fixed or reformed - it needed to be abolished. We believe that prison is not an answer to drug ad-
diction, poverty, or the harms our communities suffer. This system of locking people in cages cannot be fixed or reformed; it must be abolished.
 The end goal of abolition is to reduce harm in our communities by creating lasting alternatives to punishment and prisons, investing in the 
things that truly build safe communities such as education, housing, and employment, thus eliminating the “need” for the prison industrial com-
plex. Organizing against the PIC is as much about building something as it is about fighting what is destroying our communities. Our organiz-
ing is also an ongoing effort to create alternatives, not only to imprisonment, but to the culture of punishment with which we’ve become familiar.
 

Engaged with Abolition
 Pieces should:
 Include questions, challenges, and hopes for the abolition of the prison industrial complex as both a goal and a strategy. This means 
we want pieces to critically engage issues pertaining to getting rid of prisons, policing, surveillance, courts, punishment, prison expan-
sion, industry connections, and other tenets of the PIC as an end goal, as well as a means to make short-term work against it connect to long-
term struggles. For example, the suggestions and ideas for change in the piece should not be changes/reforms we may have to fight against later.  
 Reject the PIC everywhere, not just in one instance, neighborhood, for certain people at the expense of other people, or for certain circumstances.
 Language we use should challenge commonly accepted notions of safety, justice, and accountability. Instead of relying on lan-
guage that power holders within the PIC use, we should be creating our own. Instead of using words like “inmates” and “criminals” or “fel-
ons”, try “prisoners” and “former prisoners”; instead of “crime”, try “harm” and/or “violence” to identify the act instead of using the state’s 
words that are applied to many things, some of which do not cause harm; and instead of perpetrator try “the person who caused harm/violence.”
 Take on aspects of the PIC that are most harmful, including structural forces like white supremacy, class oppression and capi-
talism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, ableism, and others—both within the PIC and in our groups (friends, families, etc.) and work.
 Finally, pieces do not have to explicitly be abolitionist or about abolition, but should attempt to engage in the above politics of abolition.
 

Engaged with Readers, Past Issues, and Further Work
 Pieces should:
 Pose questions to the readership, suggesting involvement in the conversation that a piece starts or contin-
ues from past issues. Examples include: asking for feedback, asking for others’ experiences, and encouraging further explo-
ration of ideas and strategies—essentially encouraging readers to talk with each other, do their own research, and/or reply.
 Call readers to action, whether through the above or through a list at the end of a piece with possible folks to call, next steps for continuing the work, 
ways to use the information provided in the piece to organize and as a tool for the empowerment and self-determination of readers and our communities.
 Suggest or call for the creation of workable ways to maintain self-determination, meaningful safety (freedom from interpersonal harm 
as well as the harms of poverty, homelessness, lack of accessible health care, joblessness, insubstantial wages, collective/community health, etc.) 
You don’t have to know the answers but the piece should be inquisitive, thoughtful, and engaging in the visions and possibility of a PIC-free world.
 

General Writing Guidelines
 We care about pieces being coherent. There should be a clear beginning (setting up the thesis or main points/arguments), middle (developing and sup-
porting main points/arguments) and end (drawing connections and conclusions, and suggesting next steps). Try writing an outline before first writing the piece, 
or try saying it out loud to yourself and writing what you say. The piece needs to be clear, so have a friend or two read it before it gets sent in, or read it out loud to 
yourself to check for clarity and coherency. Please also review for spelling and grammar, although a copy editor can work with you to edit these things as well. 
 We hope to print a range of pieces—letters, creative writing like fiction and poetry, dialogues, interviews, essays, biographies, obituaries, etc.
 We will not accept appeals for money, legal support, or publicity that do not include the above content as a part of a larger discussion or analysis. 

Our criteria for pieces in The Abolitionist are listed below. Please note that we edit all submissions for 
content, length, and clarity. If you do not want your piece edited, include a note with your submission 
indicating that no changes should be made.  Please also know that requests for no editing may result in your 
piece not being printed. Also, let us know how you would like to sign your piece. You can sign however you 
wish: your full name and address, initials and city, or anonymously. 

We do our best to respond to everyone, but because of the volume of mail we recieve, we will not be able to 
respond to or publish every submission. 

If you are interested in being involved with The Abolitionist, let us know! Please forward us family and 
friends’ mailing and e-mail addresses that would like to receive or support The Abolitionist. Contributions, 
submissions, and stamps can be sent to: 

The Abolitionist, c/o Critical Resistance; 1904 Franklin St. Suite 504; Oakland, CA  94612

We accept: -Short Articles (1500 words)                                              
-Letters (250-500 words)                              
-Reproducible artwork (highly desired!)

The Abolitionist wants to hear from you! Do you have questions about abolition, strategies to advocate for 
prisoners, or useful resources? News or ideas about imprisonment, policing, surveillance or other aspects of the 
punishment system? Write us! 

Submit to The Abolitionist!

22                                                                     The Abolitionist                                                                                        Fall 2008                                                   23



certify, but withheld a public announcement. 
Bissonnette notes, “Hamm expected the 
NPRA would lose some, if not all, of its liberty, 
but he hoped that SLRC recognition would 
preserve the prisoners’ union’s framework 
and ability to secure its members’ rights.”  
 Boone became prisoner to political 
pressure and the need to prove he was in 
charge. He reckoned if he could orchestrate 
a smooth transition of power back to the 
DOC he could get “back in the game.” He 
formed a task force to take back the prison. A 
full shakedown was scheduled for May 21. 
 Boone left  town for a visit. Joe Higgins, 
as acting commissioner, moved on the prisoners. 
He sent out a memo that said the prison 
would be locked down for 2 days and the pass 
system would be reinstated to control prisoner 
movement.  Th is caught the NPRA off  guard 
and threw the general population into a panic. 
Th ey called for a full meeting in the auditorium 
and Dellelo cautioned calm, as any violence 
would be used to justify a state police takeover. 
 Walter Waitkevich, Walpole’s newly 
appointed warden, said a full shakedown was 
necessary to secure a safe work place for the 
returning guards.  He was following a script. 
Outside, the Herald spread rumors about a 
fi rebomb. Civilians were told to leave the prison. 
“All the prisoners, including Dellelo, returned to 
their cells and closed their own doors manually. 
A short time later, the state police walked out of 
the galleries and onto the fl ats. Dressed in riot 
gear, they patrolled the corridors. Dellelo could 
hear some men being taken from their cells; then 
he heard the beatings begin. Aft er they removed 
the prisoners, the police entered the empty cells 
and threw the prisoners’ personal belongings 
out onto the fl ats,” explains Bissonnette.
 Dellelo was beaten to a pulp and put in 
punitive segregation to “make sure his supporters 
would not see how badly he was injured and to 
ensure that he could not reorganize the NPRA 
until the state police had won complete control 
of the prison and reinstated the guards,” states 
Bissonnette. Other leaders met a similar fate. Th e 
NPRA’s prison offi  ce was ransacked and their fi les 
were removed from the prison. In the weeks that 
followed, Waitkevich rescinded the NPRA’s “offi  cial 
standing within the prison” and instituted new 
regulations to control prisoners’ movements and 
activities. Sargent fi red Boone in late June 1973.
 According to Ralph Hamm, “When 
the Prisoners Ran Walpole undermines PIC 
security because it promotes unity amongst 
diverse groups of people, defi nes prisoners 
as a class of laborers, explains prisoner slave 
status under the Th irteenth Amendment to 
the US Constitution, encourages community 
oversight of corrections and community-based 
corrections, exposes institutional racism as 
something to strive against, encourages self-help 
programs and organizing, and promotes the 
end to ethnic, cultural, and class violence; and, 
the book encourages non-violent organizational 
resistance to repression. In other words, the book 
speaks against everything the PIC stands for.”
 Th e prisoners at Walpole were 
eventually dispossessed of their union, but 
refuse to be dispossessed of their memory. If 
you listen, you’ll hear the beating heart of their 
history tapping out, “And what will you do?”   
 Part II of this series will explore 
the legacy and lasting contributions of the 
Walpole Experiment, and begin to engage 
the critical question, “What is to be done?” 

When the Prisoners Ran Walpole, is 
available through South End Press 
(see Resource Section for contact 

information). 

was thankful for the outside allies’ support, 
but needed to test the bounds of its newly won 
power and demonstrate it could fulfi ll its union 
mandate. Th e NPRA negotiated hard with Ken 
Bishop, the interim warden, and got all their 
demands met, including civilian observers and 
classifi cation hearings for all men in segregation, 
in exchange for going back to work. Bishop 
immediately fell into bad grace with the guards. 
 Th e prisoners at Walpole demanded 
that Boone grant access to civilian observers to 
check the guards’ hostility and willful neglect of 
duties. Rodman met with Boone to discuss the 
stabilizing eff ect “well-trained observers” could 
have on both the prisoners and guards. Boone 
gave the green light. Rodman turned to a “small 
group of committed volunteers who became 
the core of the AHC’s Observer Program.” 
 Among them were John McGrath, who 
had recently been released, and Arnie Coles 
from the external NPRA, Russ Carmichael 
and John Ramos from Ex Cons Helping 
Others, John Osler, a divinity student, 
Obalaji Rust from the Black United Front, 
Douglas Butler, a labor organizer from the 
Black community, Frank Kelly from Packard 
Manse, and David Dance, the Harvard student 
running the Black history course at Walpole.   
 Th e Observer Program started March 
8, 1973, on the heels of the Kwanzaa lockdown. 
Th e observers were viscerally exposed to the 
“inhuman depravity” the prisoners lived and 
died under. “Broken windows, human defecation 
on the fl oor, 4 feet of trash in the corridor 
and open fi res in inmates cells represent a 
general lack of control,” reported one observer.
 On March 9, fi ft y guards walked off  
the job leaving the prison in the hands of the 
civilian observers and the prisoners. “‘Boone Th e 
Coon’ was the headline in the Herald that day. 
Th e guards’ union released a statement saying 
they were disturbed by Boone’s interference 
in running the prison. Th e liberal white north 
had been unmasked, revealing the ugly face 
of overt racial hatred,” Bissonnette asserts.
 “When the guards went on strike, we were 
prepared. We had everything in place,” recalls 
Dellelo. Th e NPRA set up a committee system to 
run the hospital, kitchen, industries, and sports 
recreation. Th ey got control over the canteen and 

used its profi ts to reinvest in NPRA initiatives. 
Th ey wanted to open NPRA halfway houses that 
employed guys upon release. Boone negotiated 
with private industries to provide training and 
jobs prisoners could keep when they got out. 
 Th e prisoners were testing their model 
of self-determination and self-government. 
Solomon Brown developed a curriculum 
that was both practical and meaningful for 
BANTU and the NPRA that taught prisoners 
basic reading, writing, and math based in 
an examination of their own experiences. 
 Th e prisoners also developed a structure 
to replace the arbitrary disciplinary system used 
by the guards. Th e prisoners took on creating a 
code of behavior they could agree to as well as a 
way of settling disputes among themselves. “Th e 
NPRA proved quite adept at developing accepted 
rules. Its code was founded on the principle of 
idealized brotherhood: ‘we are all brothers. 
Don’t do anything that you would not do to your 
brother.’ Th is included theft , assault, and murder. 
During this time, Ralph Hamm and Larry 
Rooney took responsibility for teaching this code 
to the general population,” notes Bissonnette. 
 “When the guards went out on strike, 
they expected the prison to explode. And we held 
it together. It was peaceful in there. Th ere was no 
tension in the prison. As soon as the guards came 
back, all the tension came back with them. Th e 
guards started where they left  off . Th e thing is, 
the guards weren’t going to let Boone succeed. 
Th e guards were totally embarrassed because we 
showed that the prison could run without them 
and they had to destroy that,” explains Dellelo. 
During the three months the NPRA controlled the 
prison there were no murders, rapes, or assaults.
 Meanwhile, the US economy staggered 
toward a paralyzing recession. Job competition 
was fi erce. Nixon reinstated the death penalty. 
Conservatism was on the rise. Under these ominous 
signs, the guards returned to Walpole. Boone 
called for a phased return of the guards aft er they 
went through a “retraining program.” But enough 
“trouble guards” returned to sabotage the peace. 
 Th e NPRA knew their time was running 
out. In May 1973, they again pressed the 
State Labor Relations Committee (SLRC) for 
union recognition. Th e SLRC already notifi ed 
DOC attorney Robert Bell they wouldn’t 

Dearest Abolitionist Readers,
For the last two and a half years, I have tried to off er some practical and 

useful health information from an abolitionist perspective in the Critical Condi-
tion column.  Th is fall, I will be beginning medical school in Boston, and while 
I will continue to work with Critical Resistance and do health work with current 
and former prisoners, I will be unable to continue writing Critical Condition 
alongside my studies.  Sarah, a longtime Critical Resistance member, will take 
over the column. Sarah just fi nished an intensive study in public health at San 
Jose State and has been researching the health needs of older women in prison 
with the Older Prisoner Project at Legal Services for Prisoners with Children. 
 It has been and honor and a pleasure writing for Th e Abolitionist. Th ank you 
to everyone who has written me with questions, feedback, and encouragement.  
You can send your questions and comments to Sarah at the same address: Critical 
Condition c/o Critical Resistance 1904 Franklin St, Suite 504, Oakland, CA  94612. 

Yours for a practice of abolitionist healthcare,
With love and solidarity,
      liz

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 11

Critical Condition
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POPULATION CAP LAWSUIT 
SETTLEMENT NOT POSSIBLE

 Following negotiations, it appears that the lawsuit that could cap the number of people in California prisons will not be 
settled outside of trial.  Newspapers reported that a settlement that would reduce the number 
of people who return to prison on violations of parole was on the table.  People found in vio-
lation of parole could be given treatment and confi ned locally, including in home detention 
and by electronic monitoring. Th e proposal would establish additional good time for peo-
ple earning degrees, completing substance abuse programs or meeting other benchmarks.
 Th e settlement left  open the number of people California would be permit-
ted to imprison with that number to be determined later by a panel of “experts.”  Th e 
state would have until the end of 2011 to meet the population target.  Donald Spec-
ter, director of the Prison Law Offi  ce, told the Los Angeles Times, he would have pre-
ferred that the state reduce overcrowding earlier than in the proposed settlement. 
 As we went to print, settlement negotiations had not resulted in an agree-
ment from all parties and the case has been set for trial to begin November 17, 2008.
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