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were prepared to meet moments and turn them into 
movement. 
 Any future we can imagine in which human dig-
nity trumps profi ts, a future in which race, gender and 
sexuality no longer determine life expectancy, will only 
be realized if we make it real. Every advancement of hu-
mankind was manufactured by the hands of people. 
Someone chose to do something. We live in a time when 
people are about to do something. I have a new dream 
in which I witness one of those leaps. If we choose to, we 
can seize this moment and reach beyond our dreams, 
shape the world we know is possible and awaken into a 
new consciousness – a new reality.
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the imperialist’s police force and military? We must never 
forget the lessons of amerika’s previous internal confl ict 
waged over chattel slavery in the 1860s – primarily that 
the capitalists cannot be convinced to allow us a peaceful 
journey to freedom. We must collectively decide wheth-
er to embrace the next inevitable confl ict, or lie down in 
submission. Anything else is delusion. Dreams. And we 
cannot afford to be afraid to wake up; whatever the short 
term consequences may be. 

 “Repression is indeed a part of revolution… Can 
power be seriously challenged without a response? Will 
the robber baron, the tycoon, the Fuehrer allow us to 
seize his privilege without resistance? Can we steal it 
away from the greatest bandit of all time with sleight of 
hand alone?”     - George Jackson 

 Yes, there will be confl ict, but this only inspires fear 
in those who believe in the dream – those whose eyes are 
closed to the reality of our current confl ict. We have failed 
to vote our way out of these attacks on our right to live. 
We will never reason with our oppressor to get him to 
see our humanity and grant us what is owed. What was 
heaped upon our ancestors is heaped upon us, and our 
oppressor had a reserved stash of nightmares ready to 
heap upon our children. We will not be human in his eyes 
until we prove it by speaking his language. Our destiny 
lies just beyond the horizon. Have we had enough of the 
dream yet?

PROGRESS IS A SLOW PROCESS
 …until it isn’t. Historically, the process of social evo-
lution is marked by steps forward, followed by reaction-
ary push back, then new steps forward and more back-
lash. But history has also shown that there have been 
occasional qualitative leaps. Those leaps were not hap-
penstance, but rather a result of people planning and 
organizing; building structures and mechanisms which 
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to reassume its history and assert its sovereignty.” 

 The domination of people of color in the western 
hemisphere is organized to benefi t the settler colonial-
ists (white people) at the expense of everyone nonwhite. 
That this conquest remains of a military nature is easi-
ly recognized by conscious racists. They utter words like 
“race traitor” while caressing their AR15s and evoking im-
ages of bitter retribution for any who dare show affi nity 
to our cause. They know that guns and bombs defend 
the whiteness of their nation and any amount of lives lost 
to protect their dominance is worth the sacrifi ce.
 The fact that most POC have not reached an equal 
level of consciousness is why we are not prepared to as-
sert our sovereignty. It is necessary for us to collectively 
awaken to the reality of our circumstances. Assata Shak-
ur may have said it best: “People get used to anything. 
The less you think about your oppression, the more your 
tolerance for it grows. After a while people just think op-
pression is the normal state of things. But to become 
free, you have to be acutely aware of being a slave.”
 This is another tactic of our oppressor: pacify and 
distract us with lies and false hope. Didn’t we just watch a 
summer of revolutionary fervor and demands fi zzle and 
be co-opted; leaving only pathetic dreams that Joe Biden 
might remember George Floyd? (He has not forgotten 
Breonna Taylor as one cannot forget what one never saw. 
Black women are still invisible survivors of amerikan hor-
rors.) If we want freedom, we must be the ones to take it.

 “It is the colonial peoples who must liberate them-
selves from colonialist domination… We do not expect this 
colonialism to commit suicide. It is altogether logical for it 
to defend itself fanatically.” 

 Is anyone still surprised when government thugs 
brutalize people protesting against inequality and state 
violence? Who else will defend white supremacy if not 
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Let’s talk about the bad shit fi rst.
New Year’s Day came and quickly melted away like an-
other casualty of climate change. Some incarcerated 
people marked the day as a special occasion; many did 
not. I guess it didn’t seem like there was much to cel-
ebrate. Prisons remained on pandemic lockdown as 
COVID cases went back on the rise. This time a new 
variant—Omicron—threatened to overload hospital 
ICUs with the sick and dying. Was the country open-
ing up or shutting down? No one seemed to know. 
The 2022 Winter Olympics began, and things were still 
looking pretty bleak. Even reformists found it diffi cult 
to get legislation passed on policing and voting rights. 
Joe Biden hadn’t changed much of anything. Environ-
mental destruction remained rampant. And human 
beings across the globe continued to be denied the 
basic necessities of survival. You know, food, housing, 
and healthcare. George Jackson wrote that the revolu-
tion can not be won as long as bread and circuses con-
tinue to appease, but for many living through austerity, 
the circuses have now removed bread from the menu. 
As of this writing, capitalism continues to exist. Po-
lice and prisons have yet to be abolished. And we’ve 
lost another elder, Russell “Maroon” Shoatz, who 
passed away days after his “compassionate” release 
from a PA prison. And still, despite the mass ca-
sualties of Necrocapitalism, I fi nd reason for hope. 
Over the past year I’ve had the opportunity to witness 
the power of sustained prisoner organizing. Political 
education and mutual aid have nurtured my incar-
cerated community. For the fi rst time in a long time, 
people aren’t just complaining, they’re acting. Study 
groups have sprung up around the compound; pod-
casts have materialized online; free-world events were 
organized from the inside. And collective action was 
taken against oppressive prison policies. Our theory has 
continued to be proven and transformed by practice. 
It hasn’t been easy. Through it all, In the Belly has been 
challenged by carceral fatigue. With many of our mem-
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part of their community, mainly white people. There are 
some communities where the poor and working class are 
dominated by other POC, yet in those cases, the domi-
nators have renounced their connection to those whom 
they dominate. So a Black person entering a criminal 
courtroom presided over by a Black judge does not fi nd 
one of their own but one who is intent upon proving the 
opposite. Similarly the thudding blows of a Black cop’s 
nightstick are known to fall especially brutal upon Black 
fl esh to the delight of his racist white partner. While much 
of the oppression faced by POC in this country is attribut-
ed to interpersonal racism (for which no one seems to 
have a solution), perhaps we would be better served to 
consider our circumstance as conquered colonies within 
the amerikan empire. We have never been citizens. Our 
communities are invaded territory. The soldiers wrapped 
in body armor – the badge wearing defenders of the sta-
tus quo – are an occupying military force.

 “The status of the foreigner, of the conqueror, of 
the Frenchman in Algeria, is the status of an oppressor. 
The Frenchman in Algeria cannot be neutral or innocent. 
Every Frenchman in Algeria oppresses, despises, domi-
nates.” 

 The court and police are always oppressing and 
dominating whenever we encounter them and can do 
no less. Since we are meant to be a conquered people, 
any of our attempts at freedom and self-determination 
represent military threats to our oppressor. This is why 
our assertions of our own humanity (protests) must be 
met with force, violence by the colonizer – whether we be 
nonviolent or otherwise. 

 “Colonialism is the organization of the domination of a na-
tion after military conquest. The war of liberation is not a 
seeking for reforms but the grandiose effort of a people, 
which had been mummifi ed, to rediscover its own genius, 
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mies. This encourages those they have misled with the 
ideologies of white supremacy and patriarchy to assist in 
their designs. It is not necessary to give explicit orders to 
the capitalists’ acolytes. Just as Trump signaled his dis-
dain for marginalized groups like Asians, and inspired 
waves of violence against them, amerika continues to 
green light attacks on POC by police and vigilantes by 
protecting killers.
 Many of us refer to police killings as murder when, 
as I have shown, these acts are politically motivated. Ac-
cording to the government’s own defi nition that makes 
the attacks on our people terrorism. But perhaps it is sim-
ply warfare…
 The goal of our enemies is not just to put us in our 
place, but to constantly remind us of that place. Aggres-
sion by the government through the police is not “a few 
bad apples.” That violence serves a psychological pur-
pose. It maintains the “value gap” [the belief that white 
lives are worth more than others]. They are instructing 
the populace so there is no doubt about who is dispos-
able. The cops who kill us are not murderers. They are sol-
diers, destroying the enemies of amerikan white suprem-
acy. They don’t need explicit orders; they understand the 
assignment. They are working toward political ends. We 
should wake up and see it that way. I fi nd the words of 
psychologist and freedom fi ghter Frantz Fanon helpful 
in assessing the coma we have been bludgeoned into:

 “What defi nes the colonial situation is rather the 
undifferentiated character that foreign domination pres-
ents. The colonial situation is fi rst of all a military conquest 
continued and reinforced by a civil and police administra-
tion.” 

 Fanon refers to the French colonization of Algeria, 
but it parallels the “colonial situation” occurring in urban 
centers around amerika. Communities made up largely 
of POC live under domination by a people who are not 
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bers currently incarcerated, prison restrictions on com-
munication have made consistency much more diffi cult. 
We understand that consistency is important, especially 
in the unstable world of prison. Our goal is to do better. 
That is why this year we hope to get into a steadier pub-
lication schedule. But keep in mind a more consistent 
schedule means that we will need more help from you!

We know that police and prisons are not capable of 
producing a safe and equitable society. We also know 
that incarcerated people are skilled organizers fi ght-
ing for safety and equity. The chatter on prison twitter 
tells us that individuals and groups around the country 
are doing work on the inside. Of course security con-
cerns should balance with the need to educate others. 
With that in mind, tell us what you are doing on the 
ground! What has worked for you? What has failed? And 
what are you envisioning for a future without prisons? 
Is In the Belly a space to share the harsh realities of prison? 
Yes. Is it a forum to discuss strategies and visions for the 
future? Absolutely. And I love all of those things. But my 
favorite aspect of ITB is its power to build community, not 
only over the walls to the free-world, but through the walls 
to other prisoners. I’ve met so many amazing comrades 
from a simple, “Hey, did you read that article in ITB?” So, 
while we are working to transform the world, let us create 
that world in our own incarcerated communities. Healing 
circles, food coops, study groups, and transformative jus-
tice circles. All of your visions for the future can be started 
right now, in prison, with you and your incarcerated family. 
That’s how social change transforms the world. It starts 
from the soil, the roots, from the bottom up. Grassroots. 
The it bursts from the earth, up through the heavens, 
and rains down upon the entire world. Don’t consid-
er your actions insignifi cant. It will take those of us on 
the fringes to save ourselves and everyone else along 
with us. Collective liberation. Plus, as Mariame Kaba 
said, “anything worthwhile is worth doing with others.” 

Until Next Time,
Safear 
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Untitled by Eric Lee Tadana
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into homes with fi fteen year old Lakeith Smith and three 
others. Smith was charged with Felony Murder and sen-
tenced to fi fty fi ve years for being present. For a judge 
to give a child that kind of time in prison...imagine that 
nightmare.
 But, when Ashli Babbit and her band of patriots 
beat police offi cers, broke windows and stormed the 
capitol resulting in her death at the hands of police, the 
prosecution forgot the aforementioned principal of Fel-
ony Murder. Somehow this longstanding tradition of 
disposing of people who have not killed anyone did not 
apply to Babbit’s compatriots. Were they all not commit-
ting felonies that led to her death?
 The legal system devaluing Black and Brown 
lives is not only apparent in the biased way prosecutors 
charge and judges hand out decades, it is written into 
legislation: While police still kill unarmed POC with im-
punity, the consequences for killing a police offi cer is the 
death penalty, if not life in prison (even if it’s a police dog!). 
The law is saying they are more valuable than us. The law 
does not allow civilians to defend themselves from law 
enforcement’s racist terrorism. But the law does allow 
the brave heroes in blue to cite cowardice as valid justi-
fi cation for the killing of unarmed children: “I feared for 
my life” is their favorite line after they destroy a family. 
Twenty-eight year old offi cer Darren Wilson, at 6’4”, felt 
like a child and was terrifi ed next to the 6’4” teenager 
Mike Brown. Wilson referred to the eighteen year old kid 
as a “demon”; another example of Black bodies appear-
ing nightmarish in the white dream. 

NORMALIZATION OF VIOLENCE IS THE POINT
 …of devaluing and dehumanizing people of col-
or. Remember, economics and politics are the arenas in 
which the ruling class does battle against the exploited. 
The myriad forms of oppression they employ are all de-
signed to politically and economically weaken those they 
fear. One tactic is to cheapen the lives of their class ene-
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ing arguments ever delivered in a courtroom: A defense 
attorney describes in vivid, horrifying detail an atrocity 
committed against a young Black girl. After stoking the 
emotions of the jury he stares into their tear fi lled eyes 
and concludes, “Now imagine that she’s white…” Gasps 
ensue and an acquittal of Sam Jackson’s character is as-
sured. The jury affi rms his justifi cation in killing those 
white men for what they did to his daughter. But only be-
cause Matthew McConaughey and his Texas drawl con-
vinced a group of white folks to imagine a role reversal.
 I doubt I am alone in trying to imagine what 
would happen if a Black seventeen year old with an as-
sault rifl e went to a protest and killed two people. I can 
barely get past the image of him showing up with his 
gun and walking into a hail gunfi re from cops and proud-
boys. But if he somehow was not shot on sight, would the 
mypillow guy and a bunch of cops have bailed him out? 
Would a judge have even granted him a bail? Would the 
judge have ruled that the victims could not be referred 
to as “victims” but could be called “looters” and “rioters”? 
Somehow I just can’t imagine a world where that kind 
of grace is afforded to a Black person. Not even in my 
dreams.
 My subconscious is pierced by the knowledge 
that seventeen year old Khalif Browder was accused of 
stealing a book bag and spent three years on Rikers Is-
land, enduring the torture of beatings and solitary con-
fi nement.  When the charges were eventually dropped, 
and he was released, the residual psychological trauma 
pushed him to suicide. Khalif’s story leaps to the front 
of my consciousness when I learn about rioters who in-
vaded the u.s. capitol on January 6, 2021 being released 
immediately from jail without needing to post cash bail.  
Why are these folks handled with kid gloves yet Black 
and Brown children are routinely sacrifi ced on the altars 
of “law and order” and “tough on crime”?
 In 2015, a police offi cer shot and killed sixteen 
year old A’Donte Washington who had been breaking 
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Rest in Power Comrade 
Russell “Maroon” Shoatz

Serendipitous. That is how I would describe my transfer 
from SCI-Smithfi eld to SCI-Fayette in 2019. Early in my 
studies, I was introduced to the works of Russell “Maroon” 
Shoatz. I learned much from his work, especially his “The 
Dragon v. The Hydra” and “Black Fighting Formations” 
essays. His work helped me become a better organizer. It 
impressed upon me the need to cultivate and decentral-
ize leadership. I never thought I would have the chance 
to personally thank Maroon for the decades of work he 
put in, for the great example he set for all of us in the 
freedom struggle, especially those of us behind the walls. 
But when I got to Fayette, I learned he was there too. He 
was housed in the oncology ward, undergoing treatment 
for cancer. While it would be hard for general population 
prisoners to communicate with him, I knew it wasn’t im-
possible.

I befriended a barber who cut hair in the oncology ward. 
He had never heard of Maroon. I gave him one of Ma-
roon’s essays to read and told him to take advantage of 
his access to the author. The next time I saw this friend, he 
excitedly told me about his conversations with Maroon. 
He was impressed by his knowledge and understanding, 
but more importantly, he was impressed by his humility. 

Maroon had advised him to never stop learning. That no 
one knew it all and we all had room for growth and im-
provement.

I was able to communicate my gratitude to Maroon via 
my friend. I thanked him for his guidance and efforts. 
But Maroon wasn’t fi nished giving. When I convened a 
roundtable on the Black Radical Tradition for “Black Per-

August 23, 1943-December 17, 2021
by Stephen Wilson
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spectives,” I asked Maroon if he could write an essay for 
me. He graciously agreed. He was in the midst of treat-
ment for Stage IV cancer. His generosity was unstinting.
Now that Maroon has passed, I feel the best way to honor 
him, to show real gratitude, is to uplift and continue the 
work he dedicated his life to. He was cognizant of what 
we are up against, the obstacles that we face. He wrote:

“Presently, the imprisoned Black radical tradition is a 
shadow of what it was a generation ago. Its spread has 
been contained by decades of isolating, through solitary 
confi nement. It happens that technology handicapped 
the tradition because of its reliance on books, while nar-
rowing the pool of potential adherents through the intro-
duction of an almost endless selection of music, games 
and television programs.”

He called upon us to reinvigorate the tradition by fi nding 
innovative ways to connect and learn with other impris-
oned people and our outside allies. He called upon us to 
use technology to advance the movement. He said:

“Technology has the potential to broaden and deep-
en the tradition. How? Wisely used, technology has the 
potential to elevate many imprisoned individuals out of 
their distraction into organically acquired postures of 
leverage over their futures.”

He encouraged us to “join hands” with outside allies and 
study together. He encouraged us to utilize our time 
and orient our desire for freedom toward collective lib-
eration. He taught us how to neutralize the deleterious 
effects of prison. He taught us to counter the isolation 
and alienation prison imposes with connection and care. 
He showed us that through collective struggle, through 
joining hands, we can and we will win.

Maroon has left us with works that expound benefi cial 
analysis and theories. But most important, he left us an 
example of a committed freedom fi ghter. It is now up to 
us to carry his work forward.
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when after years of people being poisoned, the national 
public outcry threatened to be more costly than inaction. 
This shows how economic appraisals of human beings 
are bound to politics and race is frequently a determin-
ing factor.

AMERIKA’S DEVALUING OF THE LIVES OF PEOPLE OF COL-
OR (POC) 
 …in comparison to white lives, “blue lives” and even 
animal lives is never seen more clearly than when observ-
ing uses of force and violence by vigilantes, police, courts 
and prisons. Lately white supremacist vigilantes have 
been in the headlines casually defying common sense, 
yet their idiocy is largely unnoticed by the media out-
lets doing the reporting. In the course of exercising their 
whiteness, (i.e. policing Black people) three racists killed 
Ahmaud Arbery and then complained that they were 
not allowed to have more “non-college-educated older 
white men from the south” on their jury. They were not 
satisfi ed to have eleven white jurors and one Black juror 
(despite 25% of the potential jury pool being Black). The 
judge noted how the vigilante’s attorneys “intentionally 
discriminated” against Black jurors, but then he called 
their strategy “reasonable.” The absurdity continued as 
the media pundits debated whether the killers had a 
right to a jury of their racist peers, yet none mentioned 
thousands of Black and Brown folks who have been con-
victed, sentenced and some executed by all white juries. 
But media folks sidelining a Black man who was killed 
so they can empathize with his killers shouldn’t shock 
anyone. And it is not a surprise that they feel no need to 
disguise their solidarity. This is not the fi rst, and won’t be 
the last, attempt by the media and the state to assist a 
lynch mob in evading accountability. (It is laughable that 
they were convicted and it is being call “proof” that the 
system works.)
 Cases like the one above, and the killing spree of 
Kyle Rittenhouse, remind me of one of the greatest clos-
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If I have to choose between food and electricity, one of 
the two becomes worth more to me than the other. We 
compare the value of things when we are compelled to 
choose between them. This is why when we affi rm that 
Black lives have worth, the racist mind understands that 
for this to be true, the value of white lives must decline. 
In their minds, white lives are worth the most, and a rise 
in Black worth threatens their monopoly on value; their 
monopoly on the “American Dream.” When they say “all 
lives matter,” it is not an appeal for equality (they don’t 
believe equality is possible – or desire it). Their statement 
is an attempt to prevent the recognition of the value of 
Black lives. They are trying to end the conversation. They 
cannot tolerate hearing about our dream that we matter.
 At its root it is just (unjust) economics. Despite the 
lies of capitalists about “free trade” and equal opportuni-
ty, their actions betray their true philosophy: They believe 
there can never be enough resources for everyone to be 
treated with dignity or share space so some people must 
exploit, and live in dominance over, others. And this must 
be maintained along lines of race and gender.
 A natural consequence of that way of thinking is 
that those on top live in constant fear that those whom 
they oppress will one day rise up and replace them. Their 
fear drives them to constantly maneuver to strip away 
any gains in self-determination by the oppressed. This 
means limiting access to education, wealth and positions 
of power. It means controlling living conditions and con-
verting them to dying conditions whether it be by lead 
paint, lead pipes or lead police bullets.
 Some recent examples are Benton Harbor and 
Flint, Michigan. The government did not replace the lead-
lined water systems in those majority Black cities because 
the health of the people who live there was not worth 
the money to the politicians in power. Notice how night-
mares caused by neglect of communities of color some-
how never dispel the myth of the “American Dream.” The 
Michigan governor only promised to address the issues, 

11

Message from a Death Camp
By Russell “Maroon” Shoatz, 1997

We wanted to re-print some writing of Maroon’s. This 
piece was written about SCI-Greene in PA in 1997. At 
the very time of writing this, comrades are still fi ghting 
against the same conditions described here by Maroon, 
fi nding ways to unite in the face of violent, prolongued, 
torturous isolation. -Editors

There is a war going on in America.

Normally we can’t see it because the enemy has laid 
down a heavy screen of smoke that they use to maneu-
ver behind. The enemy has become so skilled at these 
maneuvers that, at times, they even tell us about this 
war; yet even then their deception is working to put us 
to sleep—all the better to attack us. The enemy calls it 
a “war on poverty,” a “war on crime,” “the war on drugs” 
or a “war on childhood disease,” and tomorrow they will 
make up another deceptive title to maneuver behind. 
Hide they must, because our enemies fear the day that 
we wake up the fact that, hidden in all of this rhetoric, is 
an impoverished spirit which is alienated from life, fearful 
of difference, greedy and confused. 

We are involved in a “cultural war” which has many fronts: 
political, economic, social, moral and ethical. However it’s 
the ideas, behavior and institutions of America, in their 
many forms, that are being fought over. If one does not 
recognize this fact, then your soul will be stolen by our 
enemy and used to fuel their machine. They are death 
dealers and death merchants; they destroy anyone who 
threatens to slow down or expose their mindless accu-
mulation of wealth, power and control. It makes no differ-
ence whether you are innocent, the young, or the elderly; 
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if you cannot add to their accumulation of power, they 
will grind you to dust! More still, they will vilify mock and 
otherwise distort who you are., all the better to get every-
one on their side. 

They will use their monster media apparatus, their agen-
cies of government, soldiers in police uniforms, judges 
and prisons to help do the dirty deed. They will even use 
you against yourself, or some other ‘target,’ if you’re not 
constantly vigilant, watching for their maneuvers and 
tricks. 

They are always maneuvering under the cover of a catchy 
slogan like: ‘welfare to workfare,’ which really means 
‘take them off our dole and put them in a hole.’ We were 
warned that the so-called ‘war on drugs’  was really a 
nickname for a stepped up war on Black youth. The tens 
of thousands of young Blacks in the Federal and State 
Prisons show that was all too true!

There is virtually no end to the examples of this real war 
if we only just look! But we are bombarded by the enemy 
so often that most of us have become shell-shocked. For 
all too many of us it’s just a matter of survival on a day-to-
day basis. Even if our enemy just sets off a “fi recracker” 
we dive on our bunkers and wait until the “shelling” is 
over.

I cannot think of a better way to seal our own fate. Those 
of us who recognize that our enemy is trying to destroy 
our spirit of resistance, our spirit of life, and most of all our 
human soul, realize that we must resist, we must get oth-
ers to resist and we must destroy this culture of death. 

I’m writing these words from a prison. Don’t get bent 
out of shape about that because I’m actually freer than 
many of you. I am no less community minded, moral or 
ethical. You see, everyone in prison ain’t a “bad guy.” In 
fact, you can be put in prison for refusing to be a bad guy! 
That is, refusing to go along with the real bad guys: the 
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with badges, dogs and water hoses to attack Martin now 
sends a new generation of thugs with badges, tanks and 
tear gas to crush the dreams of those demanding equal-
ity.
 Sometimes I dream of blood soaked ashes; the 
aftermath of a war. A bleak fi nality marking the end of a 
confl ict which has raged 500 years though somehow has 
yet to begin in earnest.
 Perhaps a day will come when we all will wake up. 
A day when reality won’t be so painful. A day when we 
won’t have to deceive ourselves in our dreams. It must 
begin with the acceptance of what is real; what is true. It 
begins with consciousness.

BLACK LIVES HAVE NEVER MATTERED
 …in this country. To declare Black lives matter is to 
compare the value of Black life in relation to other lives 
which have historically mattered more – mainly white 
lives. When people hear “Black lives matter” and feel the 
need to defend the value of “all lives,” it isn’t complicat-
ed: Any suggestion that Black lives should be valuable is 
scary to white supremacists. The devaluing of Black life is 
a main characteristic of the society we inhabit; apple pie, 
baseball and racism.
 Value, the worth of a thing, how much it matters, 
is subjective and determined by a thing’s desirability or 
usefulness to those who have the power to set the cost/
price. And cost matters. Since nothing is free, things one 
desires must be acquired from others; usually by paying 
a price, but sometimes by force. So a hungry person will 
buy food at the price set by the seller unless the price 
is so high it is not “affordable”. In which case food must 
be liberated by charity, theft or force – or the person will 
starve.
 Because our value system is based on competition, 
the rising of one thing’s value, for the most part, lessens 
the value of another. One example is how the rise in the 
value of Netfl ix destroyed the value of Blockbuster Video. 
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“The limits of tyrants are prescribed by the endurance of 
those whom they oppress.” - Frederick Douglass

HOW CLEVER OF THE TYRANTS
 …to coopt the power of dreams. Everyone has a 
dream. Each of us wants to believe that what we envision 
is attainable. For some that dream looks like a beautiful 
home in a safe neighborhood. Others crave fancy cars 
and status symbols. Some simply yearn for the day when, 
in securing food and shelter, their bodies are not needed 
as currency.
 To those who live comfortably, their dreams are 
acquired by merit. Intellect and hard work. They earn 
what they have. In their privilege, they rarely acknowl-
edge how the plight of those living in poverty is a byprod-
uct of their dream.
 Do we not live in a world of limited resources 
where, for a few to be super-rich, millions must be su-
per-poor? For some to be wealthy, must not many live 
in poverty? There is no middle class if there is no lower 
class. And is this status quo not maintained by the privi-
leged? Don’t they live their dreams at the expense of the 
oppressed?
 And yet the oppressed also dream. We envision 
ascendance to better circumstances. Security for our 
children. We dream that our dreams are possible.
 Today I watched a government offi cial mock the 
imagery of Martin Luther King Jr. and his dream – some-
thing about wokeness preventing progress to a color-
blind future. This same government which sent thugs 
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greedy billionaires, lying politicians, and visionless social 
workers.

I have a warning that I need to relay to you: I have to let 
you know that you have to get up out of your bunkers 
and do something about it before it gets worse. I’m be-
ing housed in a “death camp.” I mean that literally. It’s 
going to be hard for most of you to take that seriously 
enough, because of who I am, and where I’m at and the 
fact that our enemy has laid down so much smoke about 
crime and prison that most of you are blinded. 

Our enemy calls the place “State Correctional Institution 
at Greene” or “SCI Greene” for short. It’s located in Green 
County of Waynesburg, PA. That’s so far from Philly that 
if you ride past it you end up in Morgantown, West Vir-
ginia before you can fi nd a new station on your car ra-
dio. I say that SCIG stands for “State Concentration and 
Internment Ground.” That’s because there is nothing re-
sembling “correction” that goes on for most of these pris-
oners. Like the Nazi concentration camps, this is a death 
camp for sure!

Our Brother Mumia Abu-Jamal and over one hundred 
other men, who our enemy plans to kill, are locked up 
here as well. I am not under a court sentence of death. I 
have, however, been sentenced to “death by regulation.” 
Our enemy calls it a “natural life” sentence. I’ve spent over 
twenty-fi ve years in that state. 

The men in this prison are serving the full range of sen-
tences and many of them will be released back into your 
communities someday, perhaps soon. Yet even they are 
under a sentence of death. That is, they’re under a sen-
tence of “spiritual death.” 

It is the mission of the prison overseers to break the spirits 
of these men. The point is not to break them of their bad 
habits and help them reform. No, the only objective here 
is to terrorize these prisoners so that they will carry the 
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message throughout the prisons in this state, “If you’re 
sent to Greene County, you ain’t got nothing coming!”

That’s what prisons tell other prisoners.

Now, I know that most of you are thinking that this 
sounds like a good “tough love” approach. That’s because 
you’re blinded by the smoke again. This prison has what 
is called a “control unit;” the enemy calls it the “restrict-
ed housing unit.” It’s the largest control unit in the state, 
with a capacity of 772 although there are about 386 here 
a present. This is where the breaking takes place. This is 
also where the court-ordered death sentences take place. 
I’ve been in this Control Unit for close to seven years and 
I was told that I would never be released. 

A young prisoner who used to be a couple of cells away 
from me would get up every morning singing this song: 
“this must be hell, well, well, well” and would continue 
in this manner throughout the day. That’s because in his 
bathroom sized cell he had nothing to occupy his twen-
ty-three hour days but two Reader’s Digests that he was 
allowed to order from the library once a week. He was 
further allowed to exercise in a “dog cage” for an hour, 
fi ve days per week, and allowed to take three, fi ve-min-
ute showers. The rest of the time was spent in that cell. 
Outside of three plain meals, that is the daily, weekly, 
monthly, and yearly routine for the majority of the men 
in the control unit. Most of the men sentenced to death 
by the courts are qualifi ed to watch TVs or listen to radi-
os. But, of course, if our enemies have their way, this will 
only be “temporary.” It is a good way to keep them from 
thinking about their fate and, for some, from working to 
beat the hangman. 

However, most others here are trapped in the twilight 
zone, between a life-and-death torture of nothingness 
that kills one’ spirit and soul. The prisoners have 23 hours, 
which they can, in theory, use to read, study and devel-
op themselves, yet it is not allowed. Not unless you can 
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a silent protest in the kitchen of over 200 prisoners of all 
nationalities. They panicked and made up a bunch of bs 
charges and railroaded six of us out of the twelve and 
shipped us all across the state. Myself and Akono were 
sent back to MCC. Before we were all moved , Ziyon would 
be murdered on July 6, 1996. Tortured like Ajamu. He was 
poked with needles for over 45 minutes all over his body. 
The state claimed they couldn’t fi nd a vein. During the 
course of the murder there was militant action on all of 
the lock up units. Mass fl ooding which fl ooded the ad-
min bldg as IDU sits a top of it. Cells were destroyed by 
snatching the toilets and sinks out the walls and Bala-
goon and them allegedly engaged in hand to hand com-
bat with the goon squad as they went from cell to cell 
doing extractions. The 12 were immediately shipped but 
the protest continued and a c.o. named Patikis ended up 
being stabbed through the bars by a young comrade as 
they refused to lock down and engaged the goon squad.
This is why I haven’t been allowed to return back to ISP 
since 1996. Everyone has since been allowed back over 
the years, except for me.

These were different times . . . and a different era alto-
gether. However, it was also a product of the mass work 
that was taking place on both sides of the wall. Prison 
News Service also played an instrumental role in that 
mass work and politicization.

1.https://incarceratedworkers.org/news/shaka-shakur-
charged-attacking-guard-wabash-valley-indiana-calls-
needed-now 
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were carrying out this act, they were playing XXX HARD-
CORE FUCKIN PORN TAPES ON THE PRISON CHANNEL 
ALL NIGHT!!! Then the fascists threw a party in the admin 
bldg after the legal lynching was over. This was the epito-
me of disrespect, and was extremely hurtful and trauma-
tizing. Ajamu and Ziyon were PPOWs and co-defendants, 
and highly respected and loved.

Approximately two weeks later they found a neo kolo-
nial pig butchered in D cell house which Khal [Khalfani 
Malik Khaldun] was later charged with. Once it got ex-
posed how they tortured Ajamu and the fall out, the state 
stopped using the electric chair and started using lethal 
injection.

In the spring of 96 it came time for them to murder his 
co-defendant Ziyon Israel s/n Tommie Smith. Making 
him the fi rst to be lethally injected. This time tho political 
forces had been quietly doing mass work and educating 
the population as to the politics and contradictions of 
the genocide penalty. By the time his date came around 
large sectors of the prison was organized and mobilized. 
Various cell houses were carrying out nonviolent mass 
protest, hundreds of prisoners. In coordination with ac-
tions on the streets.

Because of what happened after they murdered Ajamu 
and although the two events were never proven to be 
linked, the state moved to temporarily stay Ziyon’s sched-
uled murder, while they manufactured all kinds of cra-
zy conspiracy charges of planning to riot, take over the 
prison etc, etc and went to federal kourt to get an emer-
gency kourt order to move us to MCC [Maximum Control 
Complex, now Westvile Control Unit] under investigation. 
They moved 12 of us for 30 days, while rounding up tens 
of others at ISP all under investigation. This was all after 
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learn those things from a Readers Digest or the other 
mindless books in the prison library. If you order or have 
books sent to you they are stored away until you’re re-
leased from the control unit. When your relatives come 
to visit you, you are separated from them by bulletproof 
glass, and you sit handcuffed to a waist belt for one hour. 

When one cannot take this grind and refuses to follow 
one of the ever changing set of petty rules, he will either 
be given more time to do in the control unit or beaten by 
the guards. That is in addition to the “initiation beating” 
that most prisoners get as soon as they step in the door. 
Recently, a prisoner named Henry Washington was beat-
en and had a guard’s nightstick shoved up his rectum. 
New York is not the only place that this brutality happens!

Our enemies are making very bitter men out of most of 
these prisoners. Many of them will be “monsters” when 
they eventually return to your communities, and most 
will be returning! But I can read your minds; a lot of you 
are preparing yourself to accept our enemy’s next trick: 
If many of these men were bad actors before going to 
prison, and the prison overseers are making them worse, 
then the “rational” solution is to keep them here forever. 
(Death by regulation. See how easy it is to fall for their 
tricks once you’re conditioned?)

But what about the prison employees who do return to 
their communities every evening?! Surely, you can see 
that if an individual torments even a wild animal and 
makes It attack, that individual is as responsible as the 
animal, if not more so, and probably more dangerous!

It is true that most of the prisoners who come in here 
need help in reforming their character and behavior, but 
they are not getting any help in doing that at SCIG. If you 
don’t do something to these men when they get out… 
you ain’t got nothin’ comin’!!!
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What Abolition Means to Me
by Harlequin

Abolition. It’s a word that means different things to differ-
ent people. To me, abolition is so much more than aboli-
tion of the prison industrial complex. It means abolition of 
racism, misogyny, the patriarchy, homo/transphobia, and 
much more. 

The common way of thinking is that if something is abol-
ished, then something must take its place.

For prison abolition, alternatives to incarceration and re-
storative justice should be used. 99.9% of all people who 
commit crimes even habitually, can be rehabilitated. Of-
ten, people who commit crimes are victims of a broken 
system and violate the law out of necessity. Abolishing 
systems that contribute to this “necessary” criminal ac-
tivity to survive must be accomplished. For that 0.1% of 
those who are not receptive to rehabilitation efforts, a type 
of penal colony should be established, a community of 
their own separated from society would be necessary. 

For the abolition of racism, misogyny, etc., this is so en-
grained in our society that reeducation programs must be 
implemented. This will take a couple of generations to ful-
ly implement due to the damage that has been done as a 
result. The way of thought and ideology must be changed 
in order for this to be successful. Unlearning these de-
structive thought patterns and way of life is going to be a 
process. Like prison abolition, it will not be spontaneous. 
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but as a political line refl ective of an ideology, it must be 
understood that the groundwork and foundation has to 
be established to develop the u.g. capacity to hold neo 
fascist terrorists accountable.

When I fi rst came into the system in the 80s and got sent 
to Pendleton, right after the rebellion that Balagoon and 
Naeem allegedly initiated, it was common for pigs to wear 
Klan rings, for them to call you boy or catch you isolated 
and call u nigger. At the State Farm in Putnamville they 
were extremely vicious. Chaining brothers to tables and 
shit and beating brothers. The stress positions, etc that 
they showed u.s. troops doing at Abu Ghraib was nothing 
new to us. Some of us were going through that shit at 18, 
19, 20, yrs old. It wasn’t til dudes started organizing, taking 
over shit and demanding that the feds come in....it wasn’t 
til we started serving notice upon racist pigs that justice 
was a double edge sword that we were able to push back 
some of the more blatant viciousness. Yet that came at 
a price: Balagoon did 35 yrs in the hole! Him and Naeem 
Trotter picked up another 80 to 100 yrs; I’ve done over 25 
yrs in the hole altogether. Had we had a strong outside 
mass based political movement with a u.g. capacity, then 
some of these sacrifi ces comrades would not have had to 
make. Understand what I’m saying?

For some of us its too late to try and retreat. I mean I’m 
a lot older and more disciplined now. I’m not so quick to 
just jump out there without seeing the larger picture and 
what’s at stake... with that being said, by the same token 
the state ain’t going to allow u to retreat. It’s like the scar-
let letter. And yet u can only kill me once.

The state murdered Ajamu Nassor s/n Gregory Resonover 
on Dec. 8, 1994. They tortured him, kept electrocuting 
him until his head exploded in fl ames and while they 
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if you ever beat me, its going to be a homicide!!

And here is one of the problems now. Back when I use to 
hustle, etc, etc, I had a couple of female c.o.s that I’ll just 
say I was extremely close with and I’d use to run counter-
intel ops. One use to be actually progressive and a sym-
pathizer to our struggle, so I use to get a lot of inside Intel 
and photos. I actually had emails and photos of the inside 
of their towers, all their weaponry etc. I can say it now 
becuz they busted some of the phones where I had them 
stored in my email folders etc. The point I was getting to 
is this. You now have a whole new young crop working 
the SHU who is fascinated by these stories of brutaliza-
tion. They are nostalgic for a time gone by. A lot of em is 
young, white, nationalistic and vets who have been over 
to Iraq and Afghanistan with that oppressive/authoritar-
ian bs and bringing it back home to visit upon us. Khal-
fani can tell you. After he was accused and convicted of 
killing that c.o. they psych tortured that brother for over 
a decade. Dirty mfkrs use to go on the rec pads and get 
bugs, crickets, grasshoppers, water bugs etc and put in 
his [food] trays . . . The same shit they were doing to me 
on a smaller scale before I went on that hunger strike.

You cannot claim to be radical, revolutionary or anti im-
perialist and you allow the state to defi ne and set the 
rules of engagement. Ain’t no such thang as legal resis-
tance. A movement without any teeth or the ability or 
even the desire to bite or bite back when bitten is a pa-
per tiger. I refuse to be apart of such because what that 
tell me is I can be killed or sacrifi ce my life and those re-
sponsible would not be held accountable or brought to 
justice. It ain’t about pushing masculinity or false mascu-
linity/bravado, to me sometimes that argument is used 
as a copout and excuse to not take responsibility. I don’t 
advocate any type of reckless reactionary adventurism, 
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Certain careful steps will need to be implemented and fol-
lowed for this to be successful.

All of these practices have zero room in society. Everyone 
has the right to be free from hate, discrimination, and fear 
for their lives. But being that this has been practiced for as 
long as it has, it will be a process and will take a few gener-
ations to accomplish.

You may wonder, since it’s going to take so long to accom-
plish, why even start? The answer is simple – somebody 
has to start somewhere, so why not start now!? As a trans 
woman, I personally experience discrimination, hate, and 
animosity from others on a daily basis. I am personally 
impacted by not only transphobia, but misogyny and the 
patriarchy. Millions upon millions of people, incarcerated, 
and free, face racism, misogyny, homo/transphobia and 
other things daily. The current system is utterly destruc-
tive and is killing people, literally. Somehow, some way, 
this must be stopped! That is why I am involved in aboli-
tion.

In struggle,
Comrade Harlequin

Write Harlequin at:
Smart Communications/PADOC
SCI Mahanoy
Thomas Flick LJ9467
PO Box 33028
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Anarchist Solidarity to 
Prison Lives Matter!
I write this to answer the call to action by Prison Lives 
Matter! as an anarchist prisoner and co-founder of Fire 
Ant (established 2017). While maintaining our autonomy 
and internationalist anarchist/ anti-authoritarian position 
against corrupt political parties and/or leadership van-
guards, I nevertheless call on my comrades to support 
PLM by engaging in dialog and solidarity actions toward 
our common goals to abolish legalized slavery!

PLM's objective is to establish a revolutionary prison 
movement infrastructure. The purpose is to implement 
an effective overall strategy through a movement build-
ing network of regional organizing committees, for col-
laborative work with PLM national coordinating commit-
tee. This is a necessity, the need is obvious!

Every single prison should have a George Jackson Univer-
sity or a Kuwasi Balagoon Liberation School. Sometimes I 
like to ask myself, not "What would Jesus do?", but "What 
would Kuwasi do?" For those who don't know about our 
beloved revolutionary hero, he has been eulogized:
"He was an anarchist in a Black nationalist movement, he 
was queer in a straight-dominated movement, he was a 
guerrilla fi ghter before it was "chic", and he never backed 
down from his ideals, his beliefs, the struggle, or himself. 
And, he demanded to be seen, not as a revolutionary 
icon, but as a person, beautiful and fl awed."
-Walidah Imarisha (from "Kuwasi at 60" by Kazembe 
Balagoon)

As anarchists, we can particularly support this statement 
by comrade Kwame "Beans" Shakur:

"Prison Lives Matter is not about "reforming" the exist-
ing system. Through this United Front... we will strive to 
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All movement to the rec yards was in handcuffs and 
shackles. After a late night argument between myself 
and a young dumb wannabe white supremacist inmate, 
I witnessed the guards passing him a knife that morn-
ing before rec. They then tried to run us outside together 
and remove his handcuffs fi rst. I had a handcuff key, and 
came out of my cuffs fi rst. I gave him a chance to surren-
der his weapons, he refused and I allegedly commenced 
to stabbing him nine times, til they were able to drag 
his ass out. Clearly and fi rmly sending a message to the 
good ol boy network that I had no intentions on being a 
victim. There are many instances of this nature.
Wabash [Valley Correctional Facility] is infested with 
white nationalist c.o.’s [correctional offi cers] and they 
make no secret about it. Some of it is just cultural and 
racial ignorance, but some of it is also rooted in ideology. 
They love Trump’s dirty drawers.

They also have a fi rmly entrenched ‘good ol boy’ network 
of male AND female pigs that are either older or been 
there a while who are steeped in the racist tradition of 
targeting New Afrikans. People like Major Russell, Lt. 
Nicholson, Basinger, Alan Finnan, etc; all of them dudes 
came up through the ranks together. This is why they 
were so mad when I allegedly stabbed Sexton.[1] He had 
been there over 20 yrs and was entrenched in their lit-
tle racist networks and would sit out there in ear shot of 
prisoners and tell stories to the younger c.o.’s about how 
they use to beat us and throw us down steps while hand-
cuffed etc. Seriously.

Several times while I was being escorted, the guards 
would act like they were talking among themselves, but 
was actually talking to me indirectly about how they wish 
this was the old SHU (Secure Housing Unit) so they could 
teach trouble makers a lesson. I always made it clear that 
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The IDOC has a rich history of Klan and white suprem-
acist activity, as well as organized violence. It was only 
after New Afrikan prisoners in particular started organiz-
ing and engaging in military strikes was some of these 
abuses curtailed and/or pushed underground. A lot of 
these racists who were up and coming through the ranks 
during the 70’s and 80’s are now in leadership positions. 
They are policy makers at Central Offi ce or sitting on the 
boards of private prisons or companies like Aramark. 
They act as consultants and their background is shroud-
ed in secrecy. This is while giving rise to a whole new gen-
eration of neo-fascists from their ilk.

In the 80s a crooked investigator named Penfold at ISP 
tried to put a hit on Balagoon by offering two white con-
victs (who were allies) a deal if they would throw white 
gas in his cell and burn him alive. They refused and in 
turn exposed the plot. Later during court proceedings, 
after a takeover hostage situation, he admitted under 
oath on the stand that he tried to do this and he wasn’t 
fi red, demoted, or charged with attempted murder!!! 
In fact the bastard would eventually be promoted and 
moved to Central Offi ce.

When I fi rst went to Pendleton in 1985 after the ini-
tial slave rebellion of Feb. 1, 1985, the lock up unit MRU, 
known as the dungeon was racially segregated. Blacks 
and Whites could not come out together for recreation. 

Shaka Shakur on the 
Struggle Against Orga-
nized White Supremacists 
in the IDOC
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By Anarchist Prisoner Jennifer Rose, 
Co-Founder Fire Ant Collective

expose the prison industrial slave complex's hidden po-
litical and economical position of hierarchy within the 
United States empire" (from "Prison COVID", Vol 1, No 2).
"In the spirit of Nelson Mandala" campaign calls for inter-
national agencies and courts to investigate the human 
rights' violations that exist within the United States pris-
on system. These violations include the mass murder of 
nearly 3,000 incarcerated people over the past year, us-
ing methodic execution by COVID-19. This killed the most 
vulnerable, elderly, and chronically ill prisoners.

People should also take note of the torture claims against 
the U.S fi led by Sean Swain (and myself). Under the 
American Declaration of the Rights and Duties of Man, 
currently pending trial (The InterAmerican Commission 
on Human Rights case #14-146). 

To contact the lACHR to make claims or witness state-
ments in corroboration of the above, write to: -
InterAmerican Commission on Human Rights
Organization of American States
1889 F St NW
Washington, DC 20006
tel #: 202-370-9000
fax #: 202-458-3992
email: cidhoea@oas.org
website: cidh.org

We are our own liberators! 
Solidarity to Prison Lives Matter!

Send all comments, criticism, and correspondence to:
Jennifer Rose #E23852 
Salinas Valley State Prison 
PO Box 1050
Soledad, CA, 93960
email: jennirose@conpals.com 
blog: www.betweenthebars.org/blogs/490   
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The Currency of Credibility
By Pierre Pinson and Safear

Don’t mistake elected and appointed offi cials as the only 
politicians. Politicians don’t always dress in suits or roll in 
motorcades. Some dress in fl annels and chant the latest 
revolutionary slogans. Unfortunately, there are many of 
them lurking in revolutionary movements. It’s possible 
there may be a politician in your abolitionist organization 
right now. A politician is far removed from the people 
they claim to represent, self serving, and quick to sell out 
for power, or position. These people can be toxic for radi-
cal organizing. Fortunately, it’s easy to identify a politician 
once you know what to look for.

Reformists Are Politicians.
Reform is a compromise without a demand. It says, 
“something is better than nothing.” Or, “we’ll take what 
we can get.” The 13th amendment reformed slavery and 
made incarceration an institutionalized form of bond-
age. Reform may alter an oppressive structure, it cannot, 
however, change its function. Thus, reform is a political 
tactic used to portray progress but - really things stay the 
same. It is pacifi cation for the masses. So, who does re-
form really benefi t? Those who profi t from the system 
staying the same, i.e. the politicians.

Informants Are Politicians.
Informants pretend to be with the people but actually 
work to further their own interests. And their interests 
coincide with the interests of the state. These politicians 
are some of the most dangerous.

In the 1800’s Gabriel Posser’s planned rebellion was 
thwarted by enslaved politicians. Similarly Denmark Ve-
sey was turned in to authorities by politicians and exe-
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Send us your abolitionist 
and revolutionary writing 

and artwork!
We want to read and print your art-
work, poems, demands, summations, 
refl ections, calls to action, critiques, 
polemics, manifestos, reports, book 
reviews, essays, and stories.

We are especially looking for anything 
you can safely tell us about abolition-
ist work you have done inside, strug-
gles you have been involved in, chal-
lenges you have faced, victories you 
have won and losses you have taken. 

We always want more writing from 
our imprisoned queer and trans com-
rades.

We can’t respond to everything you 
send, but keep reaching out with sug-
gestions and notes. 

We have lost a lot of dear comrades, 
friends, and family these past couple 
years. We welcome tributes to those 
who have passed on. 

In The Belly
PO BOX 67 
Ithaca, NY 14850
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carried out in such a way that a future striker would think 
twice about declaring a hunger strike. 
 In the end, due to the work of many dedicated 
and hard-working people inside and outside the prison, 
Tamms Supermax is now a mold-encrusted empty shell, 
decaying and shuttered forever [Tamms closed in Jan-
uary 2013]. Oddly enough, when that happened, many 
of us felt a sense of sadness. The struggle, that struggle, 
although won, was a pyrrhic victory. It changed and ru-
ined many lives, but aside from that, it was the end of 
an era. The community that formed spontaneously at 
Tamms does not exist in any other prison. Most prisoners 
(offenders) are out for themselves only. There is very little 
unity and even less honor and respect. In a sense, this too 
is a community, just not one that will facilitate positive 
change. 
 It should be noted that drastic change can come 
without drastic measures. You should not have to starve 
yourself to make your point. Change can come via uni-
ty amongst prisoners and by educating our loved ones 
about our fi ght, giving them direction as to how they can 
most effectively assist us. We should never assume that 
they know our conditions of confi nement or that they 
know how to help us. Whether it’s about bringing back 
a parole system for all or making our conditions better, 
we NEED outside help - grassroots organizations, com-
munity leaders, prison activists, local politicians (that our 
families vote into offi ce), as well as civil rights groups and 
attorneys. 
 No one knows the struggle better than us, the in-
carcerated. Get involved; get your family and friends in-
volved. You’re either part of the problem or part of the 
solution. There is no middle ground. We can, as a whole, 
as a COMMUNITY, bring positive change. See ParoleIlli-
nois.com. 
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cuted for conspiring to free the enslaved. Even the great 
Marcus Garvey was infi ltrated by James Wormley Jones. 
Malcolm X’s bodyguard was an undercover agent for 
Bureau of Special Services. And Joel Springarn, an early 
leader in the NAACP, doubled as an agent for the Military 
Intelligence Division of the US Army.

There are many examples of informants betraying those 
who failed to recognize them as government loyalists. 
And to this day reformists are still attempting to water 
down the movement until there is no substance left. 
What is our protection from these politicians?

Street cred is not just a pop culture reference; It is the 
currency of credibility and credentials. Those who oppose 
the state must always ask, “who do you know?”, “who 
knows you?”, and “what are you known for?” Whether it 
is slaves preparing a meeting for escape, a radical group 
plotting revolution, or gang members holding down the 
block, all are enemies of the state. That means the ap-
proach must be the same for all of them. Someone must 
always check, re-check, and cross reference credentials. 
Many can speak the language of the people, but until its 
offi cial, we must always assume that the one pontifi cat-
ing or claiming to “represent” is a politician.

In the streets “politicking” means to converse, and when 
used in reference to someone who speaks superfl uously, 
politicking is a distraction. People who politic are essen-
tially attempting to avoid the visibility associated with 
confrontation. Don’t confuse eloquent speech with cred-
ibility. When you want to know what someone is really 
about, look for three things: Who do they enter with? 
Who do they leave with? And who do they walk with? A 
person may be able to hide their intentions, but they can’t 
hide their friends. If one should fi nd themselves among 
politicians, do not search for blood on their hands. Simply 
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observe who stands with them - no one you know.

Presently, some non-profi t “abolitionist” organizations 
have taken up the mantle of liberation without includ-
ing those in bondage. Such organizations have no credi-
bility; they are simply politicians perverting the struggle 
to gain false credibility. While many have no signifi cant 
ties to prisoners, they have appointed the “formerly in-
carcerated” to represent the interests of those in bond-
age. However many of those former prisoners do not, nor 
have they ever represented the people. For all intents 
and purposes, they themselves are politicians. And even 
if they are offi cial, the formerly incarcerated have a major 
part to play in the movement, but they cannot take the 
place of those currently imprisoned.

Whenever confused about the credibility of an abolition-
ist organization, start asking questions: What prisoners 
are you in contact with? Then cross check those refer-
ences. Not all prisoners are abolitionists, so it’s import-
ant to check all credentials. Often politicians will select a 
random prisoner’s voice as justifi cation for their platform. 
But not every prisoner is a representative of the people. 
Solidarity must be made with imprisoned leadership, 
those who the people have elevated to be their voice.

Politicians disguised as abolitionists are more dangerous 
to the movement than the apparent enemy. The appar-
ent enemy attacks us from the outside, attempting to 
penetrate our fortifi cations. The disguised politician sim-
ply destroys us from the inside, or opens up the gates to 
let the enemy in. Thus, it is essential to verify the credibili-
ty of those you are working with. Otherwise you may fi nd 
yourself as just another corpse among the many victim-
ized constituents.
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ture as empty, demeaning, and racist. The truth, though, 
was nationwide, even worldwide. By day 19, there were 
fi ve prisoners still striking. Overwhelmed by the uni-
ty inside as well as outside the prison, the strikers felt 
confi dent that change would come. Not overnight, but 
change would come. Too many people on the outside 
now knew what was going on behind the walls at Tamms 
Supermax. Lawyers, civil rights activists, and grassroots 
organizations were at our side. They promised to contin-
ue to fi ght for and with us. Collectively, the strike came to 
an end. Unchecked pride will kill you. 
 Due to the perseverance and unity of the Tamms 
community, as well as putting aside hatred and precon-
ceived notions, we were able to achieve change. We now 
had a system of due process to challenge our transfers. 
We were given notice as to why we were sent to Tamms. 
We were given access to school programs. Religious pro-
grams. Seg prisoners were now able to purchase food 
from the commissary and were able to have their TV or 
radios in their cells. Many of the severely mentally ill were 
transferred to mental health facilities, where they be-
longed all along. While these changes made the condi-
tions more bearable, long-term isolation was torture, and 
it had to end. 
 The IDOC was under a microscope, and the last 
thing they wanted was to look as if they had caved to 
prisoners’ demands. Alongside the changes we won, 
IDOC also introduced changes to how they would han-
dle future hunger strikes. If more than one prisoner de-
clared a hunger strike for the same reason, the prisoners 
would be written up for a host of infractions, including 
“dangerous disturbance,” which carried a year segrega-
tion time and the loss of a year in good time. The IDOC 
also implemented a rule stating that at any time during a 
hunger strike, if they felt that the striker’s life was in jeop-
ardy, they could force feed him or her without a judge’s 
consent. Force feeding consists of a tube being slid down 
the throat to administer a liquid diet. That procedure was 



78

for the duration of our stay at Tamms. For many of us, 
that meant years, in most cases over a decade, without 
the touch of a loved one. We had no access to school or 
religious programs. Many men had their incarceration 
lengthened due to the inability to earn good time sim-
ply because they were being housed at Tamms. Tamms 
equaled punishment. 
 On the dawn of the strike, the goal was to get at 
least twenty guys to declare a hunger strike. It seemed 
unrealistic to assume that everyone would participate. It 
didn’t matter though. If you were a Tamms prisoner, ex-
isting in a concrete box, you were a brother in the strug-
gle, and you too would benefi t from those who would 
make a hunger strike declaration. 
 As the hours passed on May Day, we waited at the 
windows like politicians watching the polls on election 
night.
 Just prior to the delivery of our lunch meal, “feed-
ing time” as they call it in prison, word came. No one ac-
cepted a breakfast tray! Not one! That type of unity was 
unheard of anywhere else in the prison system. By day 
three, the wardens and the IDOC director from Spring-
fi eld were touring the prison to fi nd out what the prob-
lem was. They took a stern stance, not wanting to ad-
dress any of the issues until we began to accept trays. By 
day fi ve, about half of the population was still not eating. 
Civil rights organizers and the media were requesting to 
come into Tamms to interview us. News outlets, paper 
and online, were writing pieces on the hunger strike and 
our conditions. The IDOC spokesman put out a state-
ment demonizing the strikes as the “worst of the worst” 
and claiming that we were “gang leaders” to justify our 
inhumane treatment. Our families, the “carpoolers,” were 
doing interviews with the media. They were our voices, 
and they were being heard. The administration was now 
desperate to be removed from the spotlight. They were 
walking the wings promising fried chicken to anyone 
who wanted to come off the strike. Many saw that ges-
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The address for True Leap’s “Zine Distro” has recently 
changed. Our P.O. Box in Chicago has been closed since 
October of last year, and is now (temporarily) located in 
Concord, California.
 Since 2017, True Leap Press has provided free 
print political education materials for people who are 
engaging in abolitionist study behind enemy lines. We 
offer over 200 titles in our new 2022 catalog, at no charge 
for people in prisons and jails. Topics of zines that we 
distribute include Black Studies, Ethnic Studies, History 
of Prison Movements, Abolition, Feminism, Anarchism, 
Communism, and Organizing Toolkits, to name a few. 
All you have to do is send a letter asking for a catalog, or 
selections from the catalog if you already have one.

If you would like a new catalog of their 2022 literature 
selections, please reach out to:

True Leap Zine Distro
P.O. Box 6045

Concord, CA 94524.

One common misunderstanding has been that the Zine 
Distro keeps a mailing list. We DO NOT keep a mailing list 
for the Zine Distro. All literature from the catalog must 
be requested on an as-needed basis. So every time you 
want something new from the catalog, please reach out 
with the request! Please don’t be shy with the requests. 
 In some states, we have had diffi culty getting 
zines inside due to mailroom censorship and repression. 
If this has happened to you over the last few years, please 
reach out and let us know. We keep all of our records of 
rejected mail, but have a feeling that many places just are 
not informing us of the rejections anymore at all.
Forward ever,
c

Important Update from True Leap 
Press: 

Zine Distro Temporarily Relocated
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In Are Prisons Obsolete by Angela Davis my eyes were 
opened to several different things that I never even 
thought to think about. First of all being that prison has 
become a given. The idea of prison as the standard for 
punishment has become “common sense” through all 
different types of media, so much so, it’s hard to imagine a 
society without it. Though it is basically out of sight, out of 
mind to those on the outside or those not directly affected 
who have been led to believe that it’s just “where the bad 
people go” without a true understanding of what happens 
beyond that. 

In comparison to the other punishments of crime at the 
time of its inception, prison seemed to be a revolutionary 
idea, and it was on paper. But, the reformation and re-
habilitation it promised never came to fruition. Instead it 
became a replacement for slavery (Through the implemen-
tation of “black codes,” the racialization of crime and the 
criminalization of environment along with convict leasing 
the state created a way to legally re-enslave newly re-
leased slaves.), and an incubator for the same habits it was 
supposedly created to correct (For instance, an individual 
could be arrested for a simple possession of marijuana and 
become involved in gang culture etc.) while simultaneously 
turning punishment into a business. 

What was supposed to be a place for restoration and heal-
ing quickly turned into a revolving door. Through programs 
such as probation which are near impossible to complete 
and end up with either the accused being back in incarcer-
ation or making the state a huge profi t, and in most cases 
both. Also by labeling them a felon and placing them back 
into the same criminalized environment where jobs are 
sparse to begin with, in an effort to transform a human life 
into a product of the PIC. Counseling and other forms of 
mental (health) help are replaced with drugs (psych meds) 
that are more likely to “zombify” or incapacitate the individ-

What I Learned From Are 
Prisons Obsolete by Angela 
Davis
by Smoke
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each wing would pass on to the next. Aside from the 
communications regarding our common struggle and 
how we planned to grieve and litigate our issues, the cell 
window was used to ‘talk’ and pass time playing chess by 
signing each and every move well into the early morning 
hours. 
 The new community was as diverse as it could 
get. It consisted of bitter rivals and life-long enemies - 
Black Nationalists and white supremacists, Christians 
and Muslims. These were prisoners who in an open set-
ting would never speak or mingle. These unlikely part-
nerships formed out of need and survival, reached be-
yond the prison walls. Like us many of our families came 
from segregated areas of Chicago. Our families were now 
carpooling the 350-mile trek to Tamms because many of 
them did not have reliable transportation or the money 
to make the trip alone. They worked with and for us by 
writing and emailing their local politicians to bring light 
to our plight. They became our number one allies in all 
that we did. When the administration at Tamms saw 
unity on a wing, they would break us up by moving ev-
eryone to different wings. It stopped nothing. Actually, 
it was helpful because it enabled us to spread our ideas 
and plans to how were going to address our issues. 
 One May 1, 2000 (May Day), a small group of pris-
oners formulated a plan for a hunger strike in order to 
alert the outside world to the horrendous conditions that 
we were forced to endure. We were simply being ware-
housed in a concrete box, alone, for twenty-four hours 
a day, for weeks, months, and, eventually, years on end 
without any form of human contact. To leave our cells, 
we were strip-searched and then put on our knees in or-
der to be shackled at the ankles. We were then escorted 
by guards dressed in full riot gear to wherever it was we 
were being taken. Visits were conducted through glass 
via an intercom. We were seated on a concrete stump 
and chained to the visiting booth fl oor. Wives, moth-
ers, and our children were physically unable to touch 
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feces on themselves, while others would cut themselves 
just to have the physical contact of the doctor or nurse 
who would stitch up their self-infl icted wounds. See-
ing and hearing of the madness, another prisoner and I 
formed a pact to pull one another up if we saw the other 
nearing the edge. I later learned that such pacts were not 
uncommon.
 The administrations tried to divide and conquer 
by placing general population (gen-pop) prisoners on 
the same wing with segregation status (seg status) pris-
oners. Gen-pop had a TV or radio, and they were able 
to purchase food items from the commissary, whereas 
those on seg status basically lived in an empty cage. 
 This environment was created by design to have 
the haves and the have-nots at each other rather than 
focusing on the real issue of the prevailing conditions of 
confi nement. It did not work. If you were placed on a wing 
as a have-not, by the day’s end, you had hygiene items, 
food to eat, and books to read. It was a spontaneous com-
ing together that would not have happened in any other 
prison setting. It wasn’t formulated as a plan, nor was it 
discussed amongst us. If you went to the “yard” (a soli-
tary rectangle of concrete, 12x20 with 20-foot walls and a 
fenced in roof, or to the shower, you left a care package 
for those in need. It was an innate gesture to pull up the 
next man in need. 
 Men housed on the same wing had a few differ-
ent ways to communicate. The most obvious was to yell 
through the door, while others chose to talk through the 
vent, now a de facto intercom system. We were also able 
to empty the water from our toilets and use the plumb-
ing as a means to communicate. While unable to com-
municate verbally with the next wing over, we were able 
to see other prisoners through the small slotted window 
at the back of our cells. Although they were permitted 
at other prisons, Tamms administrators forbid us from 
having sign language books mailed in. Within the fi rst 
few months, we created our own alphabet system, which 
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ual rather than help, especially since they are doled out in a 
fashion as if to say that all of those incarcerated are dispos-
able test subjects. 

Corporations big and small started to become invested 
into the criminal justice system, and many companies were 
even formed based solely on the existence of prison.  Lead-
ing to what is now referred to as the Prison Industrial Com-
plex. Contrary to what the state may want you to believe, 
prison populations grow and more prisons are built due 
to an increase in profi tability rather than an actual rise in 
crime. For example, private prisons are in their very essence 
for profi t and have a motive to remain full and keep prison-
ers housed for as long as possible since they are paid per 
inmate. The PIC has created a vast array of jobs and ways 
to capitalize on the suffering of the lower classes through 
bondsman and the expense of criminal defense attorneys. 
Not to mention the money made by the court system itself, 
the maintence workers, food suppliers, nurses and com-
misary workers it employs, the pharmaceutical companies 
invested, construction companies to build more prisons 
and correctional offi cers to “guard” them. 

The business of prison has become so deeply woven into 
the fabric of society that to deconstruct the PIC would also 
mean the dismantlement of the capitalist system current-
ly in place, because so many corporations are invested in 
it and the PIC in and of itself is a big company. It should 
be stated that prison as punishment only truly (for lack of 
a better term) thrives under capitalism, because it takes 
away a quantifi able amount of potentially accumulated 
capital from said individual. Wages being calculated by 
time, time being taken away. Doing said amount of years 
is in actuality losing so much potentially acquired money 
or property. Regardless of how little the state may value life 
they still put a price on it. 

NOTE: There are more things I learned an/or could have 
expanded on such as genders role in the structure of the 
prison system and how deeply intertwined slavery is with 
the origin of prison, but I feel like I would have to copy 
those entire chapters to fully convey the point.
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Neither Nor: Self Portrait  by Eric Lee Tadana 
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aware of this, so this consciousness alleviated the worst-
case scenario - most of the time. 
 In the weeks prior to the Tamms opening, I was 
housed at Menard and working the offi cers’ dining room. 
The rumor among staff and prisoners was that the guys 
who were being housed out-of-state would be the fi rst 
ones sent to Tamms, then the guys who were in segre-
gation status around the state. What I did not anticipate 
was having “words” with the one of the wardens during 
the fi rst week of March 1998. Tamms opened on March 9, 
1998. On March 12, I was taken from my cell, handcuffed 
and shackled, and then driven to Tamms. I wasn’t tak-
en there for a previous assault, not the possession of a 
weapon, nor for an escape attempt. I was now at Tamms, 
labelled as the worst of the worst, for “words,” words that 
did not even warrant a written disciplinary report. 
 When I arrived, there were no more than twelve 
of us in the prison. While we all knew of each other, we 
never really mingled in the open prison setting. As days 
turned to weeks, more and more familiar names and fac-
es showed up. it didn’t take long to see a pattern in who 
was being sent to Tamms. The label “worst of the worst” 
was taking on a much broader defi nition. Arriving now 
were prison litigators, prison activists, and jailhouse law-
yers, with grievance writers amongst them. If you were a 
thorn in the side of a prison administrator, you were go-
ing to Tamms. Isolation was the place for the prison sys-
tem’s “natural” leaders. 
 Tamms was only designed to hold a maximum 
of 500 prisoners. Each wing houses just ten men and 
was a microcosmic community within an already small 
community. Men who just weeks earlier had nothing in 
common now had everything in common. Isolation. In 
an environment specifi cally designed for isolation and 
sensory deprivation, it didn’t take long to see men, who 
I knew to be strong, start to unravel. Humans are social 
beings in need of some type of social interaction. Some 
men would kick their doors for hours, some would smear 
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Starved For Change 
by Joseph Sorrentino

Joseph was born and raised on the South Side of Chicago 
in the racially and ethnically segregated neighborhood 
of Bridgeport. He is an auto mechanic by trade. During 
his 38 years of incarceration (12 at Tamms Supermax), 
he has held many job titles. As a novice writer, he land-
ed a job within the now-defunct prison newspaper, The 
Menard Time, where he was eventually fi red for being too 
critical of prison administrators. Convicted as a young 
adult, he now spends much of his time fi ghting for his 
freedom. 

In March of 1988, Illinois opened its fi rst supermax prison, 
called Tamms after the town where it was built. Its pur-
pose was to house the so-called “worst of the worst” that 
the prison system had to offer. Inadvertently, the Illinois 
Department of Corrections (IDOC) created a community 
of men that came together as unlikely allies, supporting 
each other in one common cause- to shut down the su-
permax. 
 Prior to the creation of Tamms, prisoners were 
self-segregated by a multitude of factors. Race, affi lia-
tion, and religion were the top three. It was unheard of 
in those days to see two men of opposing affi liations liv-
ing in the same cell. Actually, whole galleries were segre-
gated for that reason alone. It was equally unheard of to 
have a mixed-race cell. Blacks lived with Blacks, whites 
with whites, Latinos with Latinos. Cell assignments were 
made by prisoners and were unquestioned by prison 
administrators. The downstate maximum-security pris-
on, Menard Correctional Center, especially maintained 
a strict unwritten racial segregation policy. There was a 
Cold War atmosphere that created many tense times. 
A fi ght, a theft, even perceived disrespect between the 
groups could have led to all-out war. Most prisoners were 
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What does Abolition mean 
to you?
by Comrade Pitt

When most people hear the term “abolition,” they instant-
ly think obliterate, destroy, crush or burn down which to 
some degree it does imply precisely that, however it’s not 
just utter destruction akin to a phoenix rising from the 
ashes. It’s also about turning something obliterated into 
something new or even more recognizable than the orig-
inal. Think of a butterfl y crawling out of its cocoon. It was 
once a caterpillar but transformed into an entirely differ-
ent and beautiful creature, it metamorphosizes into some-
thing new so that the original isn’t even recognizable. 

I’ve had the unfortunate experience to know fi rst hand 
how destructive the Amerikan Injustice System, the 
carceral state and its many oppressive structures are to 
humanity, these experiences, observations and stud-
ies solidifi ed my belief that abolition is the solution but 
when I speak on abolishing these structure I’m also im-
plying to rebuild new and vastly different structures 
which would serve the needs of the People in their best 
interests as opposed to structures which solely served 
as tools of oppression. though abolishing these struc-
tures may seem impossible, such an assumption is de-
feated by the fact that history has shown us how abol-
ishing oppressive structures has been possible in the 
past. On our part in takinghistory into our hands it 
would require putting the pieces of the puzzle together.      

All Power To The People!

Peter K. Mukusia 1197165                  
Red Onion State Prison                        
Minister of Labor–Revolutionary Intercommunal
P.O. Box 1900                                       
Black Panther Party
Pound, VA 24279                                 
D.C. Baltimore IWW / IWOCInstagram @PittPanther_art      
jpay.com/email
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Marc Lamont Hill, WE 
STILL HERE Pandemic, 
Policing, Protest, & Possi-
bility (Haymarket Books 
2020)
A review by Ya’iyr 
Surely a rainforest has been designated for destruction 
to produce pages for books chronicling, critiquing and 
lamenting 2020. And who among us has not considered 
that years from now we will be describing the last tumul-
tuous year to a future generation? While much of 2020 
was trying and sad, there were also moments of unity 
and lessons learned. As that turbulent year came to a 
close, Marc Lamont Hill sat down for a series of discus-
sions about what we collectively experienced.

In We Still Here, Hill provides his assessment of the cur-
rent state of the movement for racial and social justice in 
amerika and where we go from here. He answers ques-
tions on topics ranging from COVID-19 death rates, to ri-
ots, to abolishing the police.

Hill’s opening chapter tackles the disproportionate ef-
fects of the novel Corona virus in Black and Brown com-
munities, and the causes of the disparities. He highlights 
concepts like the “value gap.” “It is this gap that allows 
the United States to completely shut down when faced 
with the prospect of mass death, only to quickly reopen 
once it became clear that poor Black people were the 
ones most at risk of dying.” When it comes to the capi-
talist ruling class, Hill states what is obvious, yet obviously 
needs to be stated: “Black death does not constitute a 
crisis.”

In what Hill terms “corona capitalism,” he explains how 
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Stolen from birth
Child Soldier!
Trained to maim and assassinate
The Accountant.
Given a fl ag and a gun
I can
hardly carry
I bury my tears
Superior to my peers
I climb the ranks
General!
Twist and turn
Rotate and assimilate
My fi ngers dance gracefully through the air
giving orders to the child soldiers in the wind.
Civilians drive through the invisible warzone
all they see is an insane kid and joke
“He must’ve had a bad batch of dope!”
 Not knowing he was stolen from birth
Bred to war!
Bellicose!
But to the trained I, morse code
Reminded of the Mexica and Maya’s stylistic
Warfare.
I wore
my scars like badges of war
Honorably. 
At 23
I broke free from my mental captivity
Destroyed my own kind
Every scar I wear came from struggling
with someone with the same struggles as mine.
 Destroyed and conquered like my ancient ancestors
Genocide
No outcry
just lauded
WHY!?!?

Child Soldier
by Minco
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Evaluate the condition of the people. Instead of entering 
a space thinking you have everything fi gured out, ask: 
What is needed? A scholar once said “Every fi eld has 
its men, and a person speaks according to their level of 
knowledge.” Everyone has a part to play in community. 
People bring different skillsets to this work. Some may 
be teachers, some may be warriors, some may be both of 
these and more. Our job is to create space for each per-
son to do what they’re good at. 

Speak to the people in the language they understand. 
Some folks are pacifi sts, some are George Jackson. Ad-
dress each person accordingly.

Prisoners are trained to sniff out bullshit. We learn quick 
how to tell if someone is running game. Are you really liv-
ing what you’re teaching? Is your handshake matching 
your smile?

Be mindful of the authorities. They don’t take kindly to 
organizing the captives in their dungeons. Try to stay un-
der the radar as long as possible. Build up the comrades 
to be as self suffi cient as possible.

Pick your battles. If you’re truly living abolition, confl ict 
with authorities is inevitable. Don’t let this discourage 
you. If you’re not getting any resistance you’re not doing 
something right. 

IA: Why do you do this work?

S: We’re all gonna die sooner or later. We can’t control 
that, but we can control how we live. I want to die know-
ing I did my best to change the world.
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the millionaire and billionaire class is able to reap extreme 
profi ts during a crisis by exploiting the poor and work-
ing class. He documents specifi c examples of how large 
companies received hundreds of billions in government 
aid from Donald Trump’s CARES Act while small busi-
nesses and people of color were left out to dry. “These ex-
amples spotlight how corona capitalism normalized an 
environment where the poor are stigmatized for having 
legitimate need while corporations are the undeserving 
benefi ciary of a generous welfare system.”

Hill transitions his analysis from the most privileged to 
the most oppressed: the incarcerated. The politics of dis-
posability and the concept of confi nement are subjects 
rarely mentioned in mainstream discourse despite most 
people encountering these issues daily. Whether locked 
in a cell, bedridden or in the closet, you may be “con-
fi ned,” and are therefore (to much of the world) “dispos-
able.” Hill crafts a prescription lens for those who have yet 
to clearly see how society increasingly consigns its most 
vulnerable citizens to the status of “death-eligible.”

It’s no coincidence that the disposable are the most po-
liced, most surveilled and most likely to fi nd themselves 
victims of amerika’s ongoing “spectacle of violence.” 
While many “activists” advocate for body cams and oth-
er forms of surveillance they say will decrease police vio-
lence and keep us safe, Hill offers evidence for the con-
trary. He also delves into the dangers of watching videos 
of police violence; the psychological impacts and the 
normalization that fosters dehumanization. He asserts 
that when we watch these atrocities “…we are witnessing 
more than brutal acts of state violence. We are also being 
taught a message about the limited value of Black lives, 
the power of White supremacy, and the state’s capacity 
to determine whether we live or die.”

Martin Luther King Jr. called the uprising of the op-
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pressed, “the language of the unheard.” Hill’s take on the 
riots that were in response to the killing of George Floyd, 
Breonna Taylor and others might be why we haven’t seen 
him on TV in awhile. The mainstream liberal stance is hos-
tile to any insinuation that violence in response to state 
violence is justifi ed, yet Hill is undeterred: “It’s inaccurate 
to suggest that the use of violence is not an effective tool 
in the fi ght for freedom. And it’s ahistorical to ignore the 
role that violence, or the threat of violence, has always 
played in resisting structures of power.” Hill goes on to 
allude to the trajectory of the struggle for equality in a 
country that ignores our peaceful requests to be treated 
as though our lives matter. Those fi ghting for freedom 
would do well to follow Hill and begin questioning when 
violence is appropriate and who is justifi ed in using it. 

As the fi ght for justice progresses, Hill encourages read-
ers to adopt the emerging slogan, “All Black Lives Mat-
ter.” When police, or racist vigilantes, kill a Black person, 
conservatives search for some “bad” personal traits of 
the victim to somehow justify their own inability to see 
that life as precious. Hill dismantles logics that attempt 
to place the values of Black lives on scales against each 
other. He credits pioneering Black feminists like Barba-
ra Ransby as being on the front lines of the fi ght to free 
us all while many in the struggle continue to prioritize 
cisgendered heterosexual Black men. He calls men out: 
“Without question, Black cis-hetero men are victims of a 
racist and violent system. But this fact does not nullify the 
reality that we are also tremendous perpetrators of harm 
within our community.” He implores us to do better: “To 
truly affi rm that All Black Lives Matter, we must be will-
ing to acknowledge our power and privilege, recognize 
our complicity with systems of oppression, and work to 
undo and avoid repeating the harm we have caused.”

Hill circles back to the issue of violence, specifi cally the 
state’s monopoly on it. He calls into question the narra-
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they’ll be around. 

IA: How comfortable were you, in the beginning, trying 
to have conversations about abolition with other people 
on your block?

S: First, this work requires stepping outside of your com-
fort zone. If you’re always comfortable, you’re not doing 
enough. My advice is, either speak with knowledge or re-
main silent. If you don’t know, just say “I don’t know, but 
I’ll do some research then I’ll get back to you.” If you do 
that, people will recognize your speech is precise. Then 
they’ll start to listen. 

Educational dialogue is an art, and like any art, it requires 
practice. 

You can’t give what you don’t have. You can only speak 
according to the information you’ve acquired. Knowl-
edge can be gained by study or experience. Take the 
time to acquire it before you open your mouth with an 
opinion. 

IA: What advice can you give someone who wants to 
start an abolitionist study group from the ground up?

S: Build relationships fi rst. This work is more than busi-
ness, it’s personal. It’s creating a world where even the 
idea of sending someone to prison is far-fetched. Doing 
this requires changing the way we interact with each 
other. It’s removing this idea that other humans are dis-
posable. This requires not only theory, but practical ap-
plication.
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dation of this country. And Rethinking the American Pris-
on Movement, showing the real history of prisons here. 
Reading about George Jackson and the prison rebellion 
years gave me motivation. Those comrades showed me 
it is possible to fi ght the beast from within. Ruth Wilson 
Gilmore gave me the intellectual confi dence. Of course 
George was an intellectual in his own right. But Gilmore’s 
current analysis of the Prison-Industrial Complex gives 
you the tools to converse from an academic standpoint. 
And Angela Davis gave me the spice. She is a wordsmith. 
I love adopting the construction of her arguments be-
cause they are fl awless.

IA: What are some traps or hangups you want to help 
others avoid?

S: Just because every person has the potential for re-
demption doesn’t mean that everyone has reached that 
level yet. Trust has to be earned. Your inner circle should 
only be people of integrity. Be mindful of who you dis-
close strategy to, and who you introduce to outside com-
rades. Make sure they are battle tested. Also, don’t get 
arrogant. Stay humble. Lower yourself to serve the peo-
ple. When it rains the benefi t fl ows to the valley. Don’t 
put yourself on a pedestal. The world will still spin when 
you’re gone,  try to make a difference while you’re here. 

IA: What makes a good abolitionist teacher?

S: I’m not impressed with eloquent speech alone! A good 
teacher acts upon the knowledge they’ve acquired. You’ll 
never know a person’s true intentions, but you can wit-
ness their actions. When you fi nd a teacher leading by 
example, learn from them. You don’t know how long 
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tives that “valorize” police through entertainment, media 
and even our childhood games of “Cops & Robbers.” Hill 
deduces: “The story of US police violence is not ‘Some-
times violent police kill us’. The more accurate narrative 
is ‘US policing is a violent institution that uses illegal and 
excessive force against its most vulnerable citizens rou-
tinely. Sometimes, in the process of engaging in ritual vi-
olence against us, they also kill us’.”

The conclusion of We Still Here is conspicuously shorter, 
and less detailed, than his previous chapters. Hill’s clos-
ing argument drops the responsibility of change in the 
readers lap, yet attempts to provide hope that together 
we can dismantle repressive power structures and “radi-
cally reorganize the world.”

The plain language and conversational style make Hill’s 
latest offering accessible and his analysis keeps the pages 
turning. He is consistent in his criticism of capitalism and 
patriarchy. He points to a Black feminist politics, and ab-
olition, while cautioning us to beware of reformists who 
want to co-opt the movement. We Still Here is a book for 
all who enter the fi ght against inequality and oppression.

R. Ya’iyr Carter, Activist/Organizer 
Randy Carter HV 2925 
SCI Fayette
Connectnetwork.com
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Accessing Black Bodies
By Pierre Pinson

In a capitalistic society, such as America, access deter-
mines wealth and power. We see it everyday: those with 
access to education enjoy greater advantages; access to 
healthcare facilitates longer lives; and access to resources 
leads to a greater quality of life. By stripping Black people 
of their humanity and reducing them to capital, whites 
have been able to access and exploit Black lives. From 
the founding of America, racist doctrine justifi ed chattel 
slavery, allowing unfettered access to Black bodies. Not 
much has changed.

“Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, EXCEPT as a 
punishment for a crime whereof the party shall have been 
duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any 
place subject to their jurisdiction.” -The 13th Amendment
The 13th amendment of the United States Constitution 
abolished slavery, EXCEPT...

It did not prohibit access to Black bodies. The 13th 
Amendment includes an exception, otherwise known as 
a “loophole” or “clawback” provision. The clause, “except 
as punishment for a crime” gives government access to 
slavery through conviction of a crime.” Conviction of a 
crime reduces one to a slave. By criminalizing Black peo-
ple, places, and behaviors the state is able to circumvent 
protections guaranteed by the 13th Amendment. Crimi-
nalization is the modern form of dehumanization, similar 
to the dehumanization employed by the slave trade.

Criminalization depicts people of color as inherently 
cageable. Black bodies are racially profi led; Black spaces 
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IA: Why do you go through all of this, comrade? 
SW: All I am doing is passing along the goodness that has 
been given to me to make the world better.

Second: An Interview with Safear

IA: When and how did you become an abolitionist in 
your thinking? And in your practice?

Safear: I’ve been radical since before abolition was in my 
vocabulary. Meaning, I was always someone who wanted 
to understand things from their source. The status quo 
of white society never appealed to me. However, I wasn’t 
politicized until I came to prison.

In prison I was introduced to the teachings of Islam. Islam 
teaches the principles of establishing justice and forbid-
ding all forms of oppression. So, Islam gave me the prin-
ciples of justice. Abolition showed me different areas to 
apply them.

From the greatest principles of Islam is preventing harm. 
Prisons don’t prevent harm. They haven’t made our com-
munity any safer, nor the world any better. No, they cause 
more harm. That’s why we need to abolish the Prison-In-
dustrial Complex. 

IA: As you began learning about abolition, which ideas, 
readings, or lessons really hit you hardest?

S: You gotta learn the history. The real history. Not that 
bullshit you were taught in middle school. I’m talking Our 
History is the Future by Nick Estes, showing the true foun-
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prisoner. He didn’t know it until the fi rst game. He didn’t 
start the prisoner until late in the fi rst game. That is when 
he realized the queer prisoner was a great volleyball play-
er. Players on his bench balked at playing with the queer 
prisoner and began to make homophobic comments. I 
walked over and asked them if they felt they were better 
players than him. They knew they weren’t. I asked them if 
they thought they would become gay if he played on the 
team with them. They vehemently denied this. So what 
is the problem? They were there to win a game. The best 
player on their team happened to be queer. So what. 
When confronted with their bigotry, most prisoners, be-
ing unable to defend it, pipe down. When enough of us 
do this, things will change. And they need to. Homopho-
bia, transphobia, and ableism are prejudices that are still 
acceptable in our society.

IA: How have you navigated the guards?

SW: Most offi cers stay out of the way. They see us study-
ing and leave us alone. They walk by and spy on us, but 
they don’t try to break us up. They allow us to pass out 
materials on the block. From the offi cer’s perspective, 
our studying is a good thing. We are quiet and less like-
ly to get into trouble, especially the kind of trouble that 
would require more work from them. It is the upper ad-
ministration that is antagonistic toward study groups. 
They see us building infl uence and they don’t like it. They 
are the ones who create obstacles to study, not the front 
line offi cers.

At Smithfi eld, we were able to do more because the ad-
ministration actively recruited us to create positive out-
lets for prisoners. Fayette is very different. 180 degrees 
different. We do more work on our own. But I fi nd that 
Fayette has created, through its oppressive acts, a hun-
ger for knowledge among the prisoners. The organic de-
sire is greater here.
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are deemed high crime areas and occupied by police; and 
Black women are able to be violated in every imaginable 
way. Simultaneously, criminalization denies access to ed-
ucation and employment as a way to perpetuate crime 
in Black communities. This ensures that Black bodies re-
main accessible for economic and political exploitation.

The 13th Amendment’s loophole recreates the arbitrary 
function of slavery that allowed for any Black person to 
be apprehended and taken into bondage. It is through 
this function that Black people are over-policed and sub-
sequently stopped, arrested, convicted, and killed by law 
enforcement at disproportionate rates. As it stands, the 
13th Amendment has transformed the slave state into the 
police state. Slavery is abolished - until you are caught.
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The Many Faces of Mental 
Health Behind the Wire 
by Shaka Shakur 

Within the context of a prison i.e. penal facility, mental 
health both manifests and display itself in many forms.
A lot of Us who enter into the Prison Industrial Complex 
come from the lower socio-economical strata of society 
and arrive with some form of existing psychosocial issues 
whether it hides/conceals itself behind that of substance 
abuse, sexual abuse, etc.

A lot of times it is these underlying issues that often lead 
Us into the P.I.C. in the fi rst place and go unacknowl-
edged by the Criminal Judicial System. In fact the krim-
inal (in)justice system has became a substitute for and 
replacement for the many mental health institutions 
and mental health treatment programs that have been 
closed down due to lack of funding, lack of caring and 
outright indifference. So that now people whom should 
be receiving some type of mental health treatment or in-
tervention is now being warehoused in the prison system 
while mental institutions are being closed down.

Mental health issues and ‘conduct’ is now being krimi-
nalized and placed into that context and the responses 
of the state and its agents is to that of a kriminal and not 
someone with mental illness. This triggers the full weight 
of the oppressive and repressive state. This also triggers 
more abuse, brutalizations, solitary confi nement, verbal 
abuse, beatings, manhandling, disrespect and disregard 
by people who are often untrained, overworked, under-
paid and I’ll equipped to deal with such mental illness or 
mental health issues.

So someone hearing voices, who is delusional, who 
might have PTSD, anger or rage issues, doesn’t take 
care of their hygiene, suffers paranoia, etc all becomes 
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ways participants learn. This can only happen if I build 
relationships with potential participants fi rst. My point 
is that study circles need to be participant-focused. Of-
ten, facilitators focus on the syllabus and getting through 
the texts. The focus needs to be on those in the group 
and facilitating understanding and application. If we get 
through a text and the participants haven’t extracted 
anything meaningful, something they can apply to their 
lives, I feel we haven’t succeeded.

Out there, you have to talk prisons up. Not so inside. Pris-
on is our environment, our world. So everyone inside has 
an opinion about prisons and policing. I don’t have to cre-
ate interest in these topics. It is already there. What I try to 
do is get people to see these issues differently. And many 
are willing to take another look. One good way to get 
started is by doing defi nitional work. Getting people to 
think about how they defi ne certain terms is really about 
getting them to think about how they view the world. 
Two of our fi rst defi nitions to explore are community and 
safety. How people defi ne these terms is important. And 
often, we fi nd that people change their defi nitions after 
study.

IA: How do you combat reactionary tendencies, patriar-
chal behavior, homophobia and transphobia, misogyny, 
anti-Blackness, ableism, and other forms of chauvinism 
and anti-solidarity thinking and behavior?

SW: Prison is a hyper masculine environment. Patriarchal 
thinking, sexism, homophobia, transphobia and ableism 
are rampant behind the walls. The only way to handle 
these oppressive behaviors is to confront them straight 
up when they manifest. I do so by questioning the per-
son’s motive. We have sports teams inside. Often, teams 
are created through a draft process. The coaches often 
don’t know whom they are drafting until it’s over. During 
one volleyball season, a coach selected an openly queer 
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me to get me removed from the block. And it didn’t end 
there. The next day, my comrade was placed in solidarity 
for emailing people informing them of what happened 
to me. Their solution is simple: whoever is complaining, 
remove them. And it works to produce a chilling effect 
upon others.

I began to think about how we could approach this offi -
cial tactic. What counter-tactic would work? One thing I 
learned, and Maroon wrote about this many years ago, is 
that we need to develop hydras and not dragons. There 
is only so much space in solitary. They cannot lock us 
all up. Moving together is always much more powerful 
than moving alone. The incident made me think about 
deep organizing and assessing just how much strength 
we have and how much actual support. The deeper the 
support, the more likely the success and defense against 
offi cial repression.

Personally, I have a great support team. Their support en-
ables me to keep going. This is why I stress connections 
across the walls. While I have faced repression here, they 
are beginning to understand that they cannot harm me 
without consequences. People care. People will agitate. 
The administration knows if we have support or not. That 
knowledge shapes their actions.

IA: So the struggle leads you back to study. How do you 
help others bring those two aspects of the work togeth-
er?

SW: Generally, going into any study situation, my goal 
is to convey meaningful knowledge. I want people to 
learn things that will enable them to better understand 
the world and empower them to change it. Specifi cally, I 
do an assessment before determining what text we will 
study. I try to fi gure out what participants already know 
about certain topics. I try to understand the different 
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a “disciplinary problem” to be further controlled and re-
pressed . Hid away in segregation units, isolation units, 
placed into camera cells on suicide watch while stripped 
naked and clothed in suicide prevention smocks. Only to 
have their good time taken and sentences extended and 
adding another layer of job security for the employees of 
the state. Then these same employees become resentful, 
hateful and vindictive because of having to or choosing 
to work in an already high stress level environment and 
this isn’t what they signed up for.

I’ve seen prison guards and prisoncrats commit some 
of the most vicious abuse and treatment of those who 
really needed proper medication or mental health treat-
ment, and then laugh and joke about it.

The fl ip side of this is those of Us who came into the sys-
tem that have suffered issues that We have never been 
diagnosed for or those of Us that have grown up in com-
munities or environments that are warzones, where civil 
wars are raging over so call “beefs”, territory and/or mar-
kets connected to the underground economy. Where we 
have witnessed or seen a body before the age of 13, have 
loss childhood friends to violence, have lost a parent (s) to 
the drug game or P.I.C.

It has always angered me to hear govt. offi cials and other 
agencies talk about military veterans coming back from 
foreign wars that have PTSD and/or other mental health 
issues because of what they have witnessed or experi-
enced and yet we got children in Our communities wit-
nessing school shootings, street souljahs that have been 
involved in shooting wars, have buried friends and fami-
lies or have bodies under their belts.

Ain’t no Red Cross for Us, ain’t no Veteran Affairs/Benefi ts 
for Us, ain’t no military courts for Us where convictions 
and felonies get deferred or mediated. The only thing left 
for Us is life sentences, extended aggravated sentences, 
and a slow death.
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The same applies to those of Us whom have fell victim to 
the govt.. campaigns of chemical warfare raging in Our 
communities. Don’t talk to Us about weapons of mass 
destruction hidden in the Middle East when we got 
Meth, Crack, Heroin and every illicit drug known to man 
saturating Our communities. Where We grow up on it in 
order to escape the deplorable and harsh reality we often 
have to fi nd ways to either cope with or escape, only to 
end up in the Prison Industrial Complex. Where the side 
effects or after effects of years of drug abuse get mis-
diagnosed or not diagnosed at all. Where such is again 
looked upon as a disciplinary issue; when in fact some 
of these youngsters who have been traumatized in the 
ghetto colonies of amerika and have been smoking em-
balming fl uid and experimenting with all kinds of chem-
ical cocktails or have suffered all kinds of mental health 
issues that go untreated.

Because we aren’t cutting on Ourselves (some do), not 
threatening suicide (some do), We don’t get treatment 
and if fortunate enough to get into a program, many of 
which are racially and culturally biased and not ground-
ed or rooted in a reality which many of Us come from or 
plan to return back to.

Many of these programs, including Re-Entry do nothing 
to adequately prepare Us to return back to society and 
not recidivate. In some systems, in fact, it is just another 
way/scheme to get federal funding/dollars for programs 
that have no real substance. So once again many of Us 
are shoved through the cracks in the system, only to get 
trapped in the vicious cycle of catch, release and return. 
Caught in the cycle of carrying these mental health is-
sues into Our communities to only exacerbate already 
existing social ills and issues. A never ending cycle of 
Genocide in drag!!!

FREE THE LAND!!
SHAKA SHAKUR
12/14/21
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solitary confi nement, physical assault, constant shake-
downs, constant transfers (diesel therapy), destruction 
of property, denial of parole and even frame-ups on new 
charges. The administration will employ many different 
measures to effect compliance. They don’t want us to 
learn anything that will keep us from coming back to 
prison. They don’t want us to learn anything that will en-
able us to benefi t our communities. I have said before: a 
learned prisoner is an affront to the PIC.

IA: So beyond study, what about struggle? How do you 
decide when to really jump into action, and when to wait 
something out? 

SW: How do I decide when something is worth it? Is it 
the right thing to do? That is the question. I don’t tend to 
think about what the administration will do to me per-
sonally. Because the tactics I use aren’t those that will 
give the administration grounds to oppress us, tactics 
that knowingly subject others to possible harm by offi -
cers, my main issue is doing what is right and alleviat-
ing oppressive conditions. Recently, I have been thinking 
about developing a criteria regarding when we imple-
ment action plans.

This new way of thinking occurred to me after a recent in-
cident. We are not under normal operations. So our time 
out of cell has been curtailed. We are being let out 35-40 
people at a time. We are given limited time to shower, 
make phone calls, use the kiosks and exercise. Certain 
offi cers purposely allow us out late and put us in early. 
This creates problems for us and between us as we try to 
stay in contact with family and friends and stay clean. I 
attempted to address this issue with the unit manager. 
I thought we had come to a solution. But an offi cer did 
exactly what we discussed shouldn’t happen in front of 
the unit manager. And the unit manager refused to do 
anything. Instead, he wrote a false misconduct against 
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to see that cops don’t produce safety. All of the police vi-
olence captured on camera is making people question 
the supposed link between cops and safety. We need to 
do more to get people to see that prisons don’t produce 
safety either. Because the quotidian violence of prisons is 
mostly hidden from the public this task becomes harder 
than showing that cops don’t make us safer. One of the 
biggest obstacles in abolitionist organizing behind the 
walls is convincing people that we can keep each other 
safe.

IA: You have told me a lot about the importance of his-
tory, and seeing yourself as part of a tradition. Could you 
talk a bit about that? 

SW: If we don’t know the movement history, if we don’t 
know the elders and what they have accomplished, we 
will fi nd ourselves stuck in old problems, spinning our 
wheels, and attempting to enact failed solutions. I love 
studying movement history and elder bios. I fi nd inspi-
ration. I fi nd strategies and tactics I can adopt or adapt. 
I fi nd confi rmation. And that’s important too. Some-
times, we wonder if what we are doing is worth it. Read-
ing movement history and elder biographies convinces 
me that it is. There have been times when I have faced 
repression from prison offi cials and began to feel de-
pressed. During those times, I refl ect upon what so many 
others have endured and my spirit is comforted and em-
boldened. Reading about people like Martin Sostre, who 
was wrongly arrested and sentenced to nine years be-
cause he educated the people, keeps my head up during 
these periods of repression. Many of our elders have been 
physically, mentally and emotionally abused, but they re-
mained strong. History becomes a living tool.

Oppression breeds resistance. And often, resistance 
breeds more oppression. It is a dialectical relationship. 
Behind these walls, oppression can take many forms: 
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Comrade Lorenzo Kom’Boa Ervin’s classic 1979 text Anar-
chism and the Black Revolution has been republished with 
new material and a new foreward by William C. Anderson. 

Pluto Books, the book’s publisher, sums the book’s contri-
bution like this:  “Anarchist theory has long suffered from a 
whiteness problem. This book places its critique of both cap-
italism and racism fi rmly at the centre of the text. “

Pluto is offering the book at half-price for imprisoned com-
rades. If you can have an outside supporter order the book 
through their website (www.plutobooks.com) and enter the 
Discount Code:

ERVIN50 at checkout, the book should cost about 10 
bucks before shipping. 

Discount on a Vital Book!
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The Toxic Case Against the 
DOC: Housing prisoners at 
SCI Fayette
SCI Fayette is surrounded by “about 40 million tons of 
waste, two coal slurry ponds, and millions of cubic yards 
of [coal ash] waste.” The Pennsylvania Department of 
Correction (DOC) would be hard-pressed to feign igno-
rance about whether it is environmentally hazardous to 
house prisoners on and around a toxic dump site. 

For DOC offi cials to be unaware of the potential health 
risk prisoners may face, prison planning offi cials would 
have to have been oblivious to all the red fl ags erected be-
fore them at every turn of the prison siting process. Some 
of the factors that should have alerted DOC authorities 
are, but not limited to, the following: 1) Matt Canestrale 
Contracting (MCC) the toxic waste company, had a long 
history of environmental pollution citations  2) the prison 
site was on top of a former coal mine and connected to 
an adjacent coal waste dump site 3) at the time, there 
was readily available evidence from scientifi c studies, 
health experts and environmental justice organizations 
fi nding that exposure to coal ash pollution is dangerous 
to human health and the environment. 

If the above factors were not enough to arouse con-
cern from offi cials tasked with vetting and planning a 
safe prison placement, then they were either woefully 
incompetent or deliberately indifferent to the potential 
risk prisoners would face. DOC offi cials had a duty to be-
come familiar with such information, especially given the 
alarming factors cited above that were present before 
constructing SCI Fayette. 

In any event, the DOC was put on notice in 2014 when 
the Abolitionist Law Center (ALC) and Human Rights 
Coalition (HRC) sounded the alarm in their published re-
port entitled, “No Escape: Exposure to Toxic Coal Waste 
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possibilities of abolition. As I said before, prisoners believe 
nothing they hear and half of what they see. We have to 
make that half count. To riff off a Lisa Nichols quotation I 
read years ago: Abolition is not just what you feel or what 
you say. It is what you do. So what are you doing?

IA: How has COVID-19 impacted your work? 

SW: COVID-19 affected our ability to meet face to face 
as much as we would like to. But it didn’t stop us from 
studying. We issue composition notebooks to everyone. 
We provide copies of the reading materials and discus-
sion questions. Participants can submit their answer by 
writing in their comp books and turning them in for feed-
back. We are able to comment on each other’s answers 
and leave our own comments.

It became much more like the inside/outside study 
groups we have in which we read and discuss materials 
with outside allies. The point is that study never stopped. 
Moreover, I found that there was an uptick in interest. 
With the prison’s normal operations shuttered, people 
are looking for other things to do. The normal distrac-
tions, TV and tablets, become boring quickly. I have been 
disseminating lots more materials since the viral out-
break.

IA: How do you inspire long term interest and growth in 
new, old, and potential comrades?

SW: Really it has never been about them trusting me 
because they haven’t heard of abolition. It is about get-
ting them to trust themselves and their communities to 
handle harm without calling the cops. Part of our task is 
convincing people that we have within us the resources 
to handle harm. We can make us safe. For so long, people 
have been told only the cops can make us safe. Only pris-
ons can keep us from being harmed. People are starting 
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doesn’t happen too often for them inside. It seems every-
one wants to tell them what to do and think, but who is 
listening to them? I do. And because I do, they listen to 
me.

Also, being open to feedback and criticism is important. 
Be human. Don’t try to come off as a know it all or like 
you have all your shit together. When I found out that 
Maroon was here in the infi rmary, I was looking for a way 
to connect to him. I knew the barbers go to the infi rmary 
to cut hair. When I went to the barbershop, I struck up a 
conversation with a baber and asked him if he knew Ma-
roon. He didn’t, but he knew whom I was talking about. 
He had seen him. I gave the barber some materials, in-
cluding Maroons’s The Dragon vs. The Hydra essay. I told 
him to send my love to Maroon the next time he went to 
the infi rmary to cut hair. I also told him how I wished I 
could spend time talking to Maroon about his work. That 
was enough to spark the barber’s interest.

The next time I went to the barbershop, the barber excit-
edly told me how he had spoken to Maroon a number of 
times since our last appointment. He told me how they 
discussed the essay too. I was so jealous! But what stuck 
with him the most, and this is according to his own words, 
was how Maroon remained humble. He was amazed that 
this elder who had spent so much time in the trenches 
still felt he has so much to learn and still needs to grow. 
The barber told me he expected this elder to act like he 
had it all together, all fi gured out. But he didn’t. The bar-
ber told me how Maroon inspired him to always study, 
keep learning and keep growing.

The point is that we, organizers and activists, our behav-
iors and attitudes, are determining factors in how far and 
wide abolition can go. This is why the internal work of ab-
olition is so important. That’s why the presence aspect 
of abolition is key to expanding the awareness and the 
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at State Correctional Institution Fayette.” In the report, 
ALC and HRC conducted an investigation and found the 
harm done to SCI Fayette prisoners’ health correlated to 
nearby toxic coal waste. 

In response to the charges levied against the DOC, the 
DOC and Department of Health (DOH) conducted a per-
functory internal investigation into the possible health 
ailments of prisoners and coal ash exposure. The irony of 
the DOC’s and DOH’s health investigation is that none 
of SCI Fayette’s prisoners were aware or involved in any 
health investigation/assessment, especially since prison-
ers were the subjects in question.

In spite of both departments’ fi ndings, which are still un-
clear to this writer, we know their method and process 
of investigation is unreliable and disingenuous for the 
following reasons: fi rst, merely reviewing medical fi les 
of known and reported medical ailments alone is a mis-
leading and deliberate narrowing of the scope of inves-
tigation; second, there was no physical examination or 
medical monitoring of prior or current SCI Fayette pris-
oners for any health maladies associated with exposure 
to toxic coal ash pollution; third, substantial and credible 
allegations of medical neglect and diagnoses of prison-
ers’ health complaints by SCI Fayette’s medical depart-
ment should have further warranted an independent 
and expansive medical assessment of prisoners. 

Because it is well-documented and recorded, by way of 
videos and pictures, that MCC has and continues to pol-
lute the surrounding environment with fugitive coal ash, 
it is imperative that prisoners be prescribed monitoring 
for early detection of latent diseases caused by exposure 
to toxic heavy metals. “The prescribed monitoring re-
gime is reasonably necessary according to contemporary 
scientifi c principles.” 

Without suffi cient and genuine fact-fi nding processes 
DOC’s investigation was a farce and intended to quell the 
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mounting scrutiny. This painfully obvious cover-up by the 
DOC is government malpractice that has likely cost peo-
ple their lives and health. 

Knowingly and continuously exposing prisoners to a 
substantial risk of serious harm is unconstitutional. The 
supreme court found that it was objectively “cruel and 
unusual punishment to house a prisoner in an environ-
ment exposing him to levels of [environmental tobacco 
smoke, or secondhand smoke] that pose an unreason-
able risk of harming his health.” The court further con-
cluded, “It would be odd to deny an injunction to inmates 
who plainly proved an unsafe, life-threatening condition 
in their prison on the ground that nothing had happened 
to them.”  

In essence, the DOC is stating that because their inten-
tionally narrow and erroneous investigation yielded no 
medical concerns, they are to continue the business of 
exposing prisoners to coal ash pollution–until it harms. 

To date, the only kind of “widespread” health assessment 
of SCI Fayette prisoners have undergone was the survey 
ALC and HRC sent to a number of prisoners asking them 
to report their health conditions. The survey was con-
ducted in 2014, almost seven years ago. The DOC, in at-
tempting to absolve itself of any liability, has abandoned 
the appearance of a good-faith effort of discovering the 
impact of prisoners’ toxic exposure. They are placing the 
burden on prisoners and their supporters to make the 
connection–they are not willing to concede anything. 

The health survey conducted by ALC and HRC revealed 
a pattern of symptoms consistent with exposure to toxic 
coal waste. Specifi cally, 

• More than 81% of responding prisoners (61/75) re-
ported respiratory, throat, and sinus conditions, including 
shortness of breath, chronic coughing, sinus infections, 
lung infections, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, 
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vouching for me helped tremendously. But I spent time 
noticing who was doing what. I noticed who was in the 
dayroom reading. I listened to conversations. And peo-
ple watched me too. A few guys came up to me and told 
me they overheard my conversations on the phone. I had 
been talking with other abolitionists. What they heard 
piqued their interests. They also saw what I was doing. 
Mutual aid is major inside. Nothing speaks like action. 
They saw me practicing abolition. They saw me practic-
ing mutual aid. They saw me practicing solidarity. These 
acts opened the people’s hearts to me. I can honestly say 
that I have received just as much respect and love from 
prisoners here that I did at Smithfi eld. I know that this 
mutual love and respect is built on knowing and being 
present for each other.

IA: How do you start to build relationships with new peo-
ple on your block?

SW: There is nothing like face to face organizing. To be 
there, in the trenches, with others, struggling and orga-
nizing together builds bonds of trust and care. There are 
people behind these walls whom I have organized with 
that I will always feel a deep connection to. We are in the 
belly of the beast. And when others stand with you inside 
of this place, it creates something special between you.

To organize inside, you have to be a people person. You 
cannot be shy. You have to notice things. There have been 
times when I hear young prisoners talking about some-
thing and I listen for a while. Then, I ask questions. Asking 
questions is a great way to enter a conversation. Inter-
jecting with a statement is risky. Making declarations, es-
pecially when they contrast the participants stance, can 
lead to arguments and accusations of not minding one’s 
own business. But when you ask questions, especially 
those requesting more info or clarifi cation, it allows the 
young prisoner to be heard and express their views. This 
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may be particular issues at a site that make studying 
certain topics more important and relevant. Here , at 
SCI-Fayette, which is built on a toxic site, materials on en-
vironmental racism and environmental justice resonate 
with prisoners. This topic may be the gateway for many 
prisoners to studying other issues. The point is that the 
choice of study materials is always connected to where 
the people are and what is happening there.

IA: What role have teaching and mentorship played in 
this process for you?

SW: In the beginning, I did assume a leadership role. But 
it wasn’t leadership in the sense of making decisions for 
everyone or having authority over others. It was leader-
ship that was grounded in responsibility. I felt responsi-
ble for the groups. I had a commitment to nurture and 
grow them. I knew I needed help and readily reached out 
for it. Also, I tried to get people involved and taking re-
sponsibility for tasks. I wanted them to own the groups. 
Then they would care about them.

It is important to cultivate leadership inside. At any mo-
ment, any of us can be transferred. So it is important to 
plant seeds and tend to them while you can. This is one 
area we need to do lots of work on inside. We have to 
work harder to create a network of people inside who can 
create and sustain study groups.

IA: What makes a good abolitionist teacher?

SW: Being a noticer is important. We have to notice who 
is doing what and how. At Smithfi eld, I had spent years 
cultivating relationships and a reputation for sincere 
concern for others. This made it easier for me when I be-
gan groups. People already knew and trusted me. When 
I came to Fayette, I didn’t have that history. There were 
people here who knew me from Smithfi eld and their 
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extreme swelling of the throat as well as sores, cysts, and 
tumors in the nose, mouth, and throat. 
• 68% (51/75) of responding prisoners experienced 
gastrointestinal problems, including heart burn, stom-
ach pains, ulcers, diarrhea and vomiting. 
• 52% (39/75) reported gastrointestinal problems, 
including heart burn. 
• Eleven prisoners died from cancer at SCI Fayette 
between January of 2010 and December of 2013. Another 
six prisoners have reported being diagnosed with cancer 
at SCI Fayette, and eight more reported undiagnosed tu-
mors and lumps. 

Although ALC and HRC’s survey is a good starting point, 
verifying causality is going to require more expansive 
medical intervention. Specifi cally, a blood test program 
to determine the current levels of toxic heavy metals in-
cluding but not limited to lead, arsenic, and cadmium, as 
well as other toxic chemicals in the blood serum of pris-
oners. 

Keep in mind, the DOC held us captive in this toxicity. It 
is their duty to uncover the possibility of any health ail-
ments related to toxic exposure, but they are actively 
looking to over up this possibility. For years, the DOC has 
been noncompliant with a Commonwealth court’s Or-
der in releasing Fayette prisoners’ de-identifying medical 
records to an investigative reporter. If DOC had nothing 
to hide, why not be transparent and release the medical 
data? DOC would not be in violation of any HIPAA laws, 
because the records would be de-identifying. 

The case against the DOC is overwhelming. To recap, we 
have proven the DOC recklessly built a prison on top of 
a former coal mine and near an adjacent toxic coal ash 
dump site. We also proved that the DOC after offi cially 
being notifi ed of the alarming health ailments at SCI Fay-
ette, likely connected to the toxic exposure, intentionally 
conducted a narrow investigation. The investigation was 
not medically or scientifi cally suffi cient to measure the 
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impact of this exposure. Thereafter, in a lawsuit by an in-
vestigative journalist the DOC delayed a court order and 
tried to short-change the release of prisoner’s de-identi-
fi ed medical data. 

The DOC is guilty as charged. 

At this point, we must bring ore than critique to bear on 
the DOC empire. We must bring action. We must bring 
the power of the pen. We have to continue to organize, 
strategize, and collectively hold the DOC to account on 
this blatant crime against humanity. 

We, prisoners and allies, can no longer continue in the 
state of desperation, confusion or capitulation. The DOC 
actions or inaction could not be any clearer. We need to 
collectively make our position equally clear, if not more. 
With information and collectivism we can be just as pow-
erful, if not more. 

This toxic exposure of Fayette is more than an easy issue 
to galvanize around, it should embolden liberation ef-
forts on every battlefront. We need our allies to become 
accomplices. Amplifying the message is not enough. We 
need to amplify action. This is a call to action against one 
of the most formidable institutions in this country. All 
allies and organizations must join forces with prisoners, 
and act.

Let us continue to ground our power in knowledge, net-
work, and action. 

In Collective Power, 

John ”Berk” In

If you are interested in building power with the pris-
oners of SCI Fayette send an email to: Detoxifi cation.
Coalition@gmail.com
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springboard to other issues.
Starting a study group means spending some money. 
Even if you get the zines for free, you have to pay for cop-
ies. In PA, we aren’t allowed to receive multiple copies of 
any publication in the mail. So people cannot send a pris-
oner two copies of any book, journal or zine at one time. 
This means I usually received one copy of a text. I had to 
make lots of copies for the groups. That costs. Then, there 
are supplies. Martin Sostre opened a bookstore in Buffalo. 
He wanted it to be a learning site for people, especially 
the youth. And it was. He made it easy for them to learn. 
He provided a space. He provided the materials. All at 
no cost. So they kept coming back. I had to do the same 
thing. I had to cover all costs for the groups. That means 
composition books, pens, pencils, folders and paper costs 
had to be covered. And as the groups grew, so did the 
costs. But the upside is that the groups grew. We made 
studying easier for the people so that is what they did.

IA: What is the role of outside support in all this?

SW: Outside support is critical to maintaining study 
groups. We need material support as well as guidance 
regarding how to handle group dynamics issues. We 
were/are fortunate to have a strong support circle that 
provides both for us. Without them, we couldn’t do this 
work.

IA: What are your goals going into a new study group? 
How do you inspire interest in new and potential com-
rades?

SW: Choosing study materials is a combination of assess-
ing where the people are and the particular needs of the 
environment. Choosing materials for a group of people 
who are already readers and who like to hold discussions 
is very different from choosing materials for people who 
haven’t been exposed to such activities. Likewise, there 
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Ruthie Gilmore’s statement about thinking theoretically 
but writing/speaking practically. She talks about writing 
like you want to be read. So many people are writing like 
they don’t want to be understood by the masses. If peo-
ple need a dictionary or encyclopedia to read your work, 
they most likely won’t.

To overcome the obtuseness of texts, I found myself 
“translating” materials for our study groups. The mes-
sage contained in the texts was benefi cial, but I had to 
explain what the message is to others. Without under-
standing there is no application. It was frustrating but it 
made me better. I learned how to create good discussion 
questions. I learned how to connect the readings to real 
life situations and encourage application. It made me 
and the group participants more critical thinkers.

IA: How do you start a study group in a prison?

SW: As I said before, without materials there is no study 
group. So it is important that we fi nd sources for materi-
als. That is step one. Sometimes, you already know what 
you are looking for. You may want to study Black libera-
tion struggles. So you contact a zine distro or press and 
request materials relevant to the topic. Other items, you 
don’t have a particular topic so you can request a cat-
alogue from a distros that covers many topics. I would 
suggest ordering a catalogue.

It is important to talk to participants or potential partic-
ipants about what they are interested in studying. Even 
if one feels some other topic is more important, it is im-
portant to start where the people are. So even though I 
feel patriarchy is a topic everyone inside needs to study 
and tackle, I didn’t start there. I had to get people inter-
ested in and acclimated to study. That meant meeting 
them where they are. Prison issues and racism are easy 
entry points to studying. From these topics, one can 
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The Prison Paradox
By Pierre Pinson 

They tryna kill me at the same time keep me 
alive.

—Beanie Siegel

In one line, Beanie Siegel captured the prison paradox 
perfectly. Whether it’s being sentenced to forever, the 
lack of nutritious food, the commissary that will kill you, 
or a prison built on top of toxic land, at every turn they’re 
trying to kill us and at the same time to keep us alive.

This truth was blatantly obvious during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Every prisoner knew that in order to limit the 
spread of the virus the most important step would be 
limiting staff interaction. Since staff are the only people 
who leave the prisons and return, we knew that they pre-
sented the most danger.

Due to the geography of Pennsylvania’s carceral land-
scape, the state’s prisons are located in rural areas, areas 
full of people who aligned themselves with Trump. This 
made it a perfect storm: not only were we in the belly 
of the beast but we were at the direct mercy of people 
who had offi cially lost all sense of reality. Many COs ex-
pressed that they thought the pandemic was a ploy used 
by the Democrats, they refused to socially distance and 
wear masks. Some staff even came into work with visible 
symptoms of COVID-19. We had to run a CO off the block 
because he was coughing everywhere. It turned out to 
be the virus. My question is: how did he make it into the 
prison?
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The prison at SCI Fayette did everything to spread the vi-
rus while simultaneously extending the lockdown mea-
sures for our “safety”. At the beginning of the lockdown, 
my celly—a kitchen worker—was exposed to someone 
who contracted the virus. Instead of quarantining him 
and the other kitchen workers separately. They were sent 
back to their blocks and made to quarantine with their 
cellies. The guard came to our door and said, “This door 
will not open for any reason. Not shower, phone, or kiosk.” 
All I could hear was Beanie Siegel’s warning.

Make no mistake about it, the prison system is racist. 
But more importantly, if a prison staff does not come 
equipped with racism, they will be conditioned into as-
suming supremacy. That conditioning is called institu-
tionalization, much of the staff are more institutionalized 
than prisoners. (It’s impossible to hold a man down with-
out “stooping” yourself.) The staff at SCI Fayette were so 
used to treating prisoners as subhuman that when it was 
time to be humane, they were unable. In fact, the con-
cept was so alien to them that some of them got burned 
out just pretending to care. It was like watching a re-
versed version of the movie Get Out except it was racists 
who were trapped in a “sunken place,” forced to watch 
themselves treat people like humans. I never saw people 
have such adverse reactions to being human. Beanie Sie-
gel was right.
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the need to abolish the system and create new relations. 
As long as one works within the strictures of the system, 
that world will be impossible.

IA: What were some of your hurdles, struggles and frus-
trations early on? How did you overcome those--and how 
have you still had to fi ght to overcome them? 

SW: I knew that in order for me to deepen my practice I 
needed a community. So I began to reach out to others, 
extending myself. Abolitionists must extend themselves. 
I passed out literature and formed discussion groups. 
And none of this would have worked if I hadn’t been real-
ly striving to show abolition to others. In prison, we have 
a saying: “Believe nothing you hear and half of what you 
see.” So people are looking and they are keeping tabs. 
Are you really about what you say? Especially when ad-
versity strikes? So practice was necessary. And being in 
here, in this environment, defi nitely forced me to deepen 
my practice.

One of the earliest big hurdles I had to overcome was 
materials. The prison isn’t going to provide us with radi-
cal, transformative materials. I had to fi nd sources to pro-
vide us study materials at low or no cost. Reaching out 
to presses and zine distros enabled me to procure ma-
terials. Without materials, there is no study group. This 
hurdle is often the biggest one for prisoners who want to 
start a group.

Connected to this issue is the matter of accessibility. So 
much of what is written isn’t accessible to most prison-
ers. Sometimes, it is a matter of forum. There are very in-
formative essays, articles, panel discussions and excerpts 
online. Prisoners cannot access these materials. This bar-
rier keeps us uninformed and out of discussions. Anoth-
er accessibility issue concerns writing style. Often, there 
is no way into the text for prisoners. I am reminded of 
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Resistance-New York City sent me lots of materials to 
read and answered tons of questions. Before this time, I 
was more of a disillusioned progressive. I knew we could 
create a better world but was frustrated by the tools and 
means at our disposal. No matter what we did, the sys-
tem was changing. Not real change. It never occurred to 
me that we could do away with the entire system. That 
the system itself was the problem. Abolitionist theory 
created new possibilities. It opened new ways of seeing 
and being. It wasn’t a tough leap for me from progressive 
to abolitionist.

Practicing abolition is harder, especially behind the walls. 
Abolition is not supposed to be an individual exercise. It 
is about community, about connection. And that is what 
makes it hard in prison. We are conditioned and encour-
aged to separate, isolate and differentiate.

IA: Could you say a little bit about the difference between 
“progressive” politics and abolitionist politics?

SW: When I say progressive/reformer, I am referring to 
a mindset that couldn’t see beyond or outside of the 
system. A mindset that lacked imagination and viewed 
the system as necessary to solve our problems. I couldn’t 
imagine the work, whether it was on educational, pub-
lic health or social justice issues, being done outside of 
the system. So I found myself frustrated but constantly 
pushing for tweaks to make the system more responsive. 
I couldn’t see that the system was the problem.

Abolition broadened my imagination and helped me to 
see outside of the box/system. It also restored my faith 
in us. I believe we can keep each other safe. I believe we 
can provide for each other. I believe we are enough. I now 
know that the system was never broken. It was doing 
what it was meant to do: control, surveil, punish and kill 
us. No amount of tweaking will change that. Now, I see 
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Fayette’s Collective Concern
by Safear Qaswarah

It hurt to look at him. He lost so much weight that his 
bones seemed to protrude through his skin. even his col-
or had a green translucent tint. The characters on pris-
on Twitter said he was sick. When he fi nally spoke, he 
told me it was true. He had cancer. They found it a few 
months back. No words could make it better, but he had 
to stay strong. He was scared. He didn’t want to die in 
prison. I didn’t want to lie to him. I was scared too…

What do you get when you strap people in shackles, pack 
them on a bus, and send them up the mountains to a 
toxic coal waste site? Well, if you’re in Pennsylvania you 
get Fayette State Prison. SCI Fayette sits on a dump site 
for toxic coal refuse and coal ash. Do I need to explain 
how this is unhealthy? Just think of words like: “cancer”, 
“gastrointestinal problems”, and “respiratory illness”. 

Yes, all prisons are toxic environments and I have a prob-
lem being held captive in any of them. Still, it’s sicken-
ing to be caged amongst such fl agrant environmental 
abuse. Really, it exposes the hypocrisy of the DOC. They 
justify COVID restrictions for our safety while keeping 
us landlocked on poisonous earth. If offi cials are so con-
cerned about our health, why are they imprisoning us on 
toxic land? 

Prisoners in Pennsylvania are already dealing with severe 
medical abandonment. It’s no secret the medical care 
provided by the DOC is negligent at best, and hostile at 
worst. Exposing prisoners to unnecessary health risks 
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without adequate medical care is prisoner endanger-
ment. 

Let me keep it real, most prisoners at Fayette don’t seem 
to know they live on a toxic coal waste site. Back around 
2012 there was prisoner leadership and participation to 
close the prison down. Most of those people have been 
transferred or went home. This left a vacuum on the in-
side that was never fi lled. By the time I got to the prison I 
barely heard whispers that the prison was toxic. You can’t 
address a problem if you don’t know it exists. 

One way to cure the lack of communication is to mend 
the disconnect between prisoners and outside activists. 
Those of us imprisoned in the mountains are especial-
ly isolated from current movements. Any inside strug-
gle is only as strong as its connection to outside allies. 
And a truly abolitionist organization must be connected 
with the prisoners it claims to represent. Prisoners know 
what’s going on inside and are in the best position to di-
rectly confront their conditions. 

Fayette prisoners are those most affected by the deci-
sions outside organizations are making, so we deserve to 
have a say in the decision-making process. Paternalistic 
advocates aren’t needed. We are looking for accomplices 
to build connections across the walls.  

Anyone who wants to help can reach out to: 
Detoxifi cation.Coalition@gmail.com 
 
 Until then, breathe free.
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First: An interview with our Editor-in-Chief Stephen Wilson 
by an outside editor, IA:

IA: When and how did you become an abolitionist in 
your thinking, and how did you become an abolitionist 
in your practice?

Stephen Wilson: These questions reminded me of some 
anecdotal advice Mariame Kaba gave organizers fi rst en-
countering a community or group. She talked about how 
important it is to be a noticer, to observe what is already 
there. Often, we enter communities revved up to teach 
and show and convey. But if we took the time to observe 
and learn, we would see that there are ideas and practic-
es already in place that are abolitionist, even if the people 
don’t call them that.

Before I ever read any abolitionist theory, I already had 
some abolitionist ideas. Before I called my praxis aboli-
tionist, parts of it already was. I have often spoken about 
how the ballroom community prepared me for this work. 
It was within that community that ideas about non-dis-
posability and centering the needs of the most vulnera-
ble/impacted were fi rst taught to me. It was within that 
community that I fi rst learned about mutual aid. We 
didn’t call ourselves abolitionists, but we were practicing 
it.

My conscious embrace of abolitionist theory occurred 
soon after reading issues of The Abolitionist and having 
conversations with Jason Lydon at Black & Pink. Critical 

Doing the Work Right: 
Two Interviews
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destination, and another week to receive mail, depend-
ing on if the material in the envelope is not considered a 
Public, or Prison Safety violation. That doesn’t include the 
price of phone time. A 15-minute phone call costs approx-
imately $1. A prisoner is limited to an hour a day, which 
would cost $120 monthly.
 Family members, children, lawyers, or anyone 
travelling from the east who needs to visit a prisoner (at 
Fayette) has to sacrifi ce a 10-to-12-hour drive, not includ-
ing actual visit time, which will average out to approx-
imately 14-16 hours out of a day. As a result, many pris-
oners have lost communication with family and friends. 
Let’s be honest not many people can afford to lose a 
full day to travel to a prison, be strip searched, violated, 
embarrassed, then have to wait to see a prisoner. Espe-
cially at the risk of being denied a visit due to faulty pris-
on equipment or terminated due to a crowded visiting 
room.  Not to mention you’re only allowed two hugs, one 
on arrival, and one on departure. Any further contact re-
sults in a terminated visit, visit suspension, and solitary 
confi nement. 
 These problems are accruing because the DOC is 
not interested in rehabilitation, integration, and family/
community support as they would like society to believe. 
Their sole purpose is operating under the guise of Public 
and Prison Safety. The more we are punished, restricted, 
isolated, and confi ned, the more they can sell communi-
ties on “Public Safety”. 
 We need to pressure the DOC, Prison offi cials, 
and state representatives. We encourage prisoner fam-
ily members and friends to work together and to sup-
port “Free Them to Heal Us”, an organization dedicated 
to supporting prisoners and giving communities the re-
sources they need to be safe. 
 What is a greater resource that the parents, chil-
dren, and loved ones snatched away from those commu-
nities held captive in prison?
 Let’s invest in community/family connections be-
cause we cannot afford to return to normal.
 Thank you for your time and your concern. 
Get with us at Detoxifi cation.Coalition@gmail.com 
 Breathe Free,
   Unique “Black” Kennedy (LX-3102) 
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Each morning the sun rises in the former coal mining 
town of LaBelle, Pennsylvania. I awake in a prison cell, 
and I’m immediately reminded that I’m classifi ed as an 
outcast, a reject, a slave, and a menace to society. I lay 
in bed with my head beneath the bedsheets to shield 
my eyes from the annoying count light which pops on 
at approximately 6 AM. Moments later like clockwork, 
the commotion begins. As the guards change shifts, 
with zero consideration for the inmate residents who 
are still half asleep, I hear loud talking back and forth be-
tween guards, I hear pod doors swinging open and being 
slammed shut and I hear loud footsteps. By this time I’ve 
pulled the sheet from over my head, and with coal in the 
crevices of my eyes, I peer out the windows of my soul as 
my pupils begin adjusting to the cell’s lighting. Over the 
past few weeks I’ve acquired a constant and rapid twitch 
of nerves in my right eyelid which immediately imposes 
its will upon me the very moment I awake each morning. 
Sometimes I wonder if this twitch stems from stress and 
anxiety or possibly something far worse; perhaps some-
thing chronic. I prefer it to be the former. I’ve also won-
dered for the past few years why am I the only inmate I 
know at SCI Fayette who hasn’t been given the option to 
receive annual lab work, where blood is drawn and gen-
eral tests are done. But I haven’t alerted medical staff of 
their negligence since I honestly don’t care to have these 
people poking me with needles while they chew bubble-
gum at the same time. The unprofessional medical staff 
here are the worst. 

As I grip the bed’s ladder and begin climbing down from 
the top bunk, I feel pain and soreness in my right thumb 
from a sports injury I acquired 3 months ago. When I fi rst 
injured my thumb while playing basketball in the gym, 

Surviving Toxic Fayette
by Keith Williams
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I immediately notifi ed gym staff and asked if I could be 
sent to medical to receive an icepack. The staff member 
stated that medical doesn’t give out icepacks to inmates 
and he refused to write me a pass. So once I got back to 
my housing unit, I asked a Correctional Offi cer if he’d call 
and have me sent to medical. He granted my request af-
ter seeing how swollen and badly bruised my thumb was. 
Upon my arrival to medical, their CRNP examined my in-
jury and stated that an X-ray needed to be performed to 
determine whether the thumb was broken, dislocated or 
if any ligaments were torn. Unfortunately, the X-ray tech-
nician hadn’t shown up to work on that day, and no one 
else there was qualifi ed to perform X-rays. Therefore, I 
was forced to wait and return the following day. Howev-
er, before being sent back to my housing unit, the CRNP 
used an H bandage to tightly wrap my hand, because for 
some odd reason the material needed to make a proper 
hand splint had been out of stock. 

Now in my mind the question arises: Why doesn’t the 
prison’s medical department have adequate material 
to make something as simple as a hand splint? Doesn’t 
the Prison Industrial Complex make enough money off 
of their slave trade to provide something as simple as 
a hand splint? Well, an hour after wearing the tightly 
wrapped H bandage I removed it because it was cutting 
off my blood circulation and causing numbness and dis-
coloration to my entire hand. Finally, when I returned to 
medical the next day, an X-ray was performed. And I re-
ceived 2 different diagnoses, which were confl icting. The 
CRNP who had tightly wrapped my hand the day before 
said that the X-ray displayed a dislocated thumb and she 
believes that some ligaments were torn, but the doctor 
who read the X-ray after her says that he didn’t see any-
thing out of place. And since the doctor’s opinion held 
more weight than the CRNP, my hand was left untreat-
ed. So, 3 months later, I’m still experiencing pain, swelling 

53

We Can’t Afford to Return to Normal

Before the PA-DOC implemented their archaic COVID-19 
restrictions, there were major issues with the State Cor-
rectional Institutions. For those reasons, prisoners, our 
loved ones, and our communities can’t afford to return 
to normal.
 Community, as well as family connections have 
been the backbone for Prison Safety. When prisoners 
lose these resourceful connections, we are more apt to 
be consumed by Prisons’ negativity. This is a signifi cant 
contribution to recidivism. 
 It’s time to question, “Why?” Why is our ability 
to connect with the outside world facing so many lim-
itations? Why is our mail being outsourced? Why is our 
communication so expensive? Why are visits so restrict-
ed? Why are we housed so far out of our region? 
 Isolating prisoners does not result in insulation 
for society, nor does it contribute to safer communities. 
The DOC claims that communication and family support 
is necessary while applying unnecessary restrictions to 
all forms of communication. These restrictions divide us 
and our communities, creating injurious barriers for rein-
tegration into society. 
 “Prison Security” is being used as an excuse for the 
outsourcing and over-surveillance of our mail/e-mails. So 
much so that prisoners don’t feel safe enough to express 
our struggles and explain things to our contacts without 
it being used against us and entered into the prison da-
tabase as a “security threat”. Once entered into the data-
base, all rights are moved and things like strip searches, 
mail interception, picture confi scations, property dam-
age, and more communications restrictions become jus-
tifi able in the name of “Prison Security” and “Public Safe-
ty.”
 Correspondence between prisoners and their 
contacts is way too expensive. A tablet, which should be 
provided by the DOC, costs nearly $200. Add that to the 
fact that it costs 25 cents per email. If that is not afford-
able, then we have to rely on the archaic “snail mail”. It 
takes a full week for a letter from the prison to arrive at its 

by Unique “Black” Kennedy
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that most staff members don’t do their jobs. All they do 
is come to work, milk the clock, get free money, and ha-
rass the inmates (slaves) who reside at SCI Fayette. All 
day, I hear these staff members constantly conversing 
amongst themselves about how inmates are the scum 
of the earth. Why do prison staff both hate and bite the 
hands that feed them? Aren’t we (slaves) the reason why 
they have jobs? We (slaves) are the only reason they have 
nice cars and homes! We are the ones who put their 
children through college! If it wasn’t for prisons, most of 
these staff members who are up here on their high horse 
would be standing in a welfare line, and living in pover-
ty, likely in a rundown trailer park. These prison staff are 
nothing without us! All Power is Ours!
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and limited range of motion. 
In the present moment after standing for count, I brush 
my teeth, I wash my face, and then prepare to pray the 
fi rst of my fi ve daily prayers. Oh yeah by the way, I’m 
a Muslim who converted to Islam at age 16, but at SCI 
Fayette I’m being subjected to Islamophobia, religious 
deprivation and discrimination at the hands of the ad-
ministration. Since the pandemic has begun, I’ve only 
been permitted to attend Islamic service one time so far 
and this was only just recently. The Muslims here at SCI 
Fayette have recently been allowed to begin attending 
religious services again, but only once a month, while 
other religious groups here attend their services multiple 
times a month. The administration here are using the ex-
cuse that due to the vast Muslim population here at SCI 
Fayette which is estimated to be in the range of 300 to 
400, this calls for our service to be divided and limited to 
50 inmates per week, which means individual Muslims 
are only allowed one service per month -- if that. Well, if 
they’re supposedly allowing up to 50 Muslims to attend 
a service per week then how come there were only ap-
proximately 10 Muslims in attendance the one time I’ve 
been permitted to attend? Something’s not right about 
this picture. On top of that we have to worry about prison 
guards constantly harassing us as we enter the program 
services building, where the chapel is located for us to at-
tend our service. A lot of the prison staff here are current 
and former military or have family members who are still 
currently or were in the service, and for whatever reason 
,they stereotype all the Muslims here. SCI Fayette’s staff 
treats us Muslims as if we are the same ones they were 
at war with when they or their family members were per-
forming their military tours in the middle east. 

Okay now with my morning prayer complete, I head 
on out to the pod to retrieve my breakfast bag. I don’t 
encounter any problems along the way, but once back 
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inside my cell the only problem I’m having is that I’m a 
170 lb muscle bound man, and I’m expected to only eat a 
6-ounce cup of corn fl akes cereal, 2 slices of white bread 
and an orange for breakfast. This sounds like a slave meal 
to me. Well fortunately I do have commissary in my lock-
er. But what about the hundreds of other inmates here 
who can’t afford commissary and are forced to only eat 
these 2 slices of bread and small cup of cornfl akes for 
breakfast? 

After breakfast, I head on over to my place of employ-
ment where I get paid about $50.00 which is very cheap 
labor. I don’t work only because I need the money, but 
mainly to avoid confi nement to a prison cell all day 
where I’d be deprived of open air (which is toxic anyway), 
sunlight and social relationships. Still, I must ask why am 
I only receiving 50 bucks a month for performing a job 
that would pay me at least $2,000 a month if I were free? 
Could it possibly be: simply, because I’m a modern-day 
slave and I’m expected to only have enough money to 
buy food to keep me strong enough to show up for work 
each day? Wasn’t this a common practice of slave owners 
all throughout the southern states in the 1800’s? Didn’t 
slaves work to eat, and eat just to work? 

That afternoon, I head out to main yard to jog a few miles 
around the track. Before going outside, I make sure 
to use the toilet, because for some reason this prison 
doesn’t have a bathroom building for inmate use in the 
main yard. There is only a single urinal outside, but no toi-
let for inmates to defecate in case an emergency bowel 
movement is necessary. Main yard rec period is over an 
hour long and guards won’t allow inmates to leave until 
yard is called back inside. 

Also, I hydrate myself by drinking a few cups of water to 
prepare myself for the run ahead. But as I drink this tap 
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water, I’m very mindful of the fact that I’m possibly poi-
soning and killing myself with every sip and gulp. Am I 
literally drinking my life away? Over the years, there have 
been several studies and articles written about the wa-
ter and air pollution in Fayette County: especially at SCI 
Fayette. It’s public knowledge that this prison is in close 
proximity to former coal mines and was built directly atop 
a former coal ash dumping site, which contaminates the 
drinking water as well as the air we inhale daily. So as I 
walk to the prison yard surrounded by alleged murder-
ers, rapists, and robbers, etc., in this environmentally tox-
ic atmosphere, instead of being concerned about poten-
tially getting stabbed in my neck, I believe the chances of 
me dying from cancer are much more likely.

Ultimately SCI Fayette needs to be abolished, in order to 
protect the best interests of the inmates (slaves) being 
oppressively held captive behind its walls, and to protect 
the best interest of society as a whole. In the meantime, 
I personally would like to be transferred to a prison that 
is closer to my hometown of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 
which may possibly be far less hazardous to my physi-
cal health than SCI Fayette and may also be willing to 
provide me with adequate medical care for my still un-
treated hand injury, because at the present time I am 
receiving none. I’m also currently eligible for an incen-
tive-based transfer (promotional transfer), since I’m now 
a low custody inmate (slave), have completed program-
ing and have remained misconduct free for a substantial 
amount of years. But the counselors and unit staff here at 
SCI Fayette are refusing to submit and process the nec-
essary paperwork for me to be transferred. I’m constantly 
being told by housing unit counselors that my transfer 
paperwork will be submitted in the near future, and then 
a few weeks later, I’m being shipped (ping ponged) to a 
whole different housing unit, where this responsibility is 
then placed upon another counselor. It is a trend here 


