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S e Stephen Wilson is a
e currently incarcerated.
we | Black. queer writer.
i activist and student.
ng? z. o For over two decades. he
was active in the
: Ballroom community and
work as an HIV-
prevention specialist
and community organizer.
His wwork and practice
inherit teachings Trom
prison abolition.
transformative and
racial justice. Black
feminist theory. and
gender and queer
libaeration.
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Spaecifically. he works
to end cycles of poverty
and incarceration that
have plagusd his
community. He works ta
expose and dismantle the
prison-industrial
complex and te build a
world in which we deal
with harm without caging
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| Studies have shown that states with mere prisens and / 7
. , el 4 prisoners do not have lower crime rates than other yf -
e LTI E =TI o= @Al states. The PIC claims te be about safety and order. /
' In reality, the PIC makes the lives of most people , j‘
— especially the poor and people of color — less safe
and more disordered. For example, poor people and
people of color are often targeted by the cops based |
on the way they look. And even in instances where |
people call the cops te sclve problems, the cops are
- often more disruptive than the original problem. Ve

cannot build strong communities when people are -
constandy being taken out of them.

Critical Resistance’s mission is to end the prison /

Z industrial complex (PIC). The PIC is a system
that uses policing, courts, and imprisonment to /
“solve” problems. ¥Ve don't agree that we need

the PIC to keep us safe. Instead, we work to . # -

build safe and healthy communities that do not <

depend on prisons and punishment.

P "

WHO WERE THE FIRST
ABOLITIONISTS?

Ve take the name “abolitionist” purposefully from
those who called for the abolition of slavery in the |
1800%. Abolitionists believed that slavery could not
be fixed or reformed. It needed to be abolished. As
PIC abolitionists today, we also do not believe that
reforms can make the PIC just or effective. Our
goal is not to improve the system;it is to shrink the
System into non-existence.

WHAT ARE THE
ALTERNATIVES?

YWe do not have all the answers. Bur, we do know that
people in other parts of the world rely on prisons
and police far less than the U.S. does, and suffer from
far less harm. ¥Ve also know that communities where
people have housing, food, education and jobs have
the lowest crime rates. The best way to reduce harm
is by building safe, healthy communities where people '
have their basic needs met.

.‘ '; w0 £18AC2Ng PAINOOE YINEThE rwl(l) oM A 1763 Lo 1l rodieq .‘

5 ' D'm;,ﬁm 1o yinumengd 991t 5% uw-:ﬁ,m: @ TmaR et vyt | i 2
3 @Y, oo powveoe bing ol gibne LA 2neiocdoq b
87 " ionuin dnsesimea A i _ otlo 2 Y oamsawovto 'k “

WHAT ABOUT
PUBLIC SAFETY?

t]
" We all want safe communities. The question is how
K|
13

ABOLITION IS
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do we build safe communities? s it by locking up and
pelicing mere and more people? Or is it by dealing
with the causes of the harm that is called “crime” in

ities?
l]lﬂl our communiues: prison is only about 200 years old. Even today there

are places where people rely on each other instead
of police, courts, and cages.

"~ Even the worst kinds of harm do not happen without
D'j a reason. Putting people in cages does not sclve any
° of the problems that lead te harm, like harmful drug
use,poverty,violence,or mentalillness. By separating
people frem their home communities, and isolating
them in abusive and viclent environments, these
: . problems can even get worse.V¥e take seriously the
N harms that happen between people. Ye believe that
in order to reduce harm we must change the social /**

Pm and econemic conditiens in which those harms

. take pl
]' place.

[

It has taken over 200 years to build up the PIC. We
n Can't expect to take apart such a complicated system
= in a short time. The first slavery abelitionists began

m‘}ia ::; eh>:xrr:‘1npl:e grov_iding drug users with health care ,’””ﬂ
: uction strategies instead of locking
H I' them in cages helps reduce the harm that drug use
uan might cause. Vhen public funding is directed into
5 "l policing and prisons, budget cuts for social programs, S
« «I including women'’s shelters, welfare and public housing 7'~ .-
@7 are the side effect. These cutbacks leave women less ff‘»‘.w'{
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-' energy on creating safe and stable conditio ad
of policing and imprisonment reduces harn
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' WHAT CAN | DO TODAY?

Today, there are small steps that will move us toward
abolition, such as:

Instead of supporting construction of a new

prison to make the horrible conditions that
. most prisoners live in a little better, we can
| push for alternatives that reduce the number of
people locked in cages.

Instead of calling the police everytime thereis a
conflict in our neighborhoods, we can establish
community forums and mediation practices to
deal with harm and conflict.

Ve can build safer and healthy communities by
working to eliminate barriers to housing and
jobs faced by pecple coming home from prison
to help them stay out of the system.

c/o Social Justice Center Incubator
1202 Williamson St #71

Madison WI 53703
lgbthookstoprisoners@gmail.com
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Trafbking Letters and Words:
Print Media and Prison Activiam,
moving into the ‘20s

By Stephen Wilson

Because America’s priaons are ita
most cpaque institutiona, prisoners
and their allies have always employed
strategies of visibility to create
awareness and underatanding of who
is being held captive and the
conditions of their captivity. Print
media— books, magazines,
newsletters, newapapers, zinea,
pamphlets and vizual art has been a
critical part of those various

strategiea of visibility. Throughout
the different eras of the American

Prison Movement, but especially
between the late 60'a and early 80's, a
number of platforms were created to
connect prisoners to one another and
their allies. Streams of prisoner-

created content flowed from bhehind
the walls and into the handas of allies
who published and disseminated the
materials. Across the prison
movement, “prisoners used medha to
sustain connections with other
prisoners and with sympathetic
cutsiders. As collective action became
more difficult, wntmg and editing
provided an oppommity to continue
working collaboratively with others
on both sides of the prison walls.”
{Berger and Losier, 134)
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How People on the Outside {an
Support the Political Work of Peaple
on the Inside

By Stephen Wilson

Here are 18 things they can do for
us:

1. frganize and struggle with
us, but allow us to be the
authorities an our owm
experiences

2. Don't speak for us. We can
speak. When we cannot, due to
repression or threats from
prison officials, use your
freedom and privilege to
amplify our voices and
advance our issues.

3. Be accomplices. Put
yourselves out there for us.
Attend rallies and speak out
against the PIC. Organize
call-ins to prisons. Show up
at courthaouses. DHsrupt.
Bisrupt. Disrupt the PIL.

4. whenever you organize,
strategize or confer, make
your spaces inclusive and
accessible. Take note of
wha's missing. Find them,
invite them and include them.
If they don't come to you, go
to them. Often, those who are
missing are our families and
our friends.

5. Remember, we don't have
Internet access. The latest
news is nat just a click away
for us. Create offline
publicatians (newsletters,
magazines, journals, letters)
to keep us informed and
educated. Provide platforms
for our vaices.

6. Employ an intersectional
analysis. Identity does not
equal experience. We are all
prisoners, but we experience
imprisonment differently. The
experiences aof an able-
bodied, straight, cisgender
male is very different from
thase of a trans/queer,
disabled woman of calor. Many
of us struggle under multiple
oppressive structures, but
prevalent ideas of prison
center upan able-bodied,
straight, cisgender males.
Braaden yaour understanding of




TAKEN FROM A TEXT BY (ritical Resistance

1904 Franklin Street, Suite 504
- Oakland, CA 94612
Phone: 510.444.0484

8.

10.

Learn what really
happens in here. Don't
assume. Oftentimes,
reforms are pushed, and
their ultimate results
adversely affect
prisoners. The PIC is
adept at morphing
demands for referm into
measures that further
QpPpress prisoners.
Before and after
campaigns and
initiatives, selicit the
views and experiences af
prisoners.

. Join us in advancing

issues that truly create
safe communities. For
example: increased
school funding,
community mental health
clinics, universal
health insurance, living
Wages, community
substance and alcochol
treatment programs,
transformative justice
programs, gdecarceration
and decriminalization
efforts. This way., when
we are released we'll
have less chance of
returning te prison.
Take care of
yourselves. We need you.
This fight is for the
long term. We need you
struggling alongside us
and our families for the
duration. Create and
find joy in the
struggle. Find time and
space to rejuvenate and
recalibrate. Be good tao
yourselves. Breathe.
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Print media kept prlxoners atbend to
the social justice movements of the
da.y and enabled them to be active
pa.rticipants. Allhes created
opportumties and platforms for
prisoners to be heard. Prisoners’
voices were given spaces to articulate
their 1ssues and sohstions. Alhes knew
that “those closest to the probl are
the ones closest to the solution.”
These arrangements kept prisoners
and their allies informed about what
was happening mmde and ontaide the

prison walla. These connections,
enabled by print media, were critical
to successfully opposing the PIC,
“The media and cultural production
of people in prison- especially
writing, but also song and visual art
have been important vehicles for
garnering national and international
artention for local campaigns, and for

coalescing local demands into
broader social juatice agendas.” {5}

Print media, especially newsletters
and newspapers, enabled prisoners to
organize and educate. The San
Quentin Rebellion of 1968 started
after articles published in the prison
newspaper Th Outlaw circulated
prisonera’ grievancea. The Outlaw was
republished by The Berkeley Bard, an
underground, radical newspaper.
This led to more publicity and over
756% of the prisoners at San Quentin
jowning the work strike. The more
recent successes of the California

Hunger Strike demonstrate the

B meortz.nce ofpnnt medm,

Print media always played a major
role 1n the American Prison ey
Movement. Today, this is not the
casze. While there 1s more being

written about prisons and prisoners
.. today than at any other time 1

N struggling to have their voices heard.

ol 8a much of the discourse occurs -

L online. 2l

77,

«» 2 Many outside activists have not e

P é thought about how the move to bl
online media affects inside activists. ity
With so much of the focus of our

activism being squarely placed on l
social medm, how are the imprisoned L,
to contribute? Prisoners don't have
mternet access so how wll they join

" the conversation? This shift causes
one to wonder what role prisoners
play in the movement. Are prisoners’
efforts central to their own

liberation? Are prisoners’ opinions

wmany ooy 4 L
v important oF decisive? Do they play a
{:" " role in creating strategy? Are they
“17% just symbolic actors?
naulurt l.’ > \ ;'Nl M(Mﬂj O‘c ‘\'\\OSC ‘k\‘
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There are real questiona to be
answered now that the role of print
media has been diminished. How will
prisoners connect to each other and
outside activista? How can we
expand a base that has no internet
access? How has the internet affected
our ability to organize behind the
walls? How has the internet affected
prisoners’' political education and
resiatance abilities? Without access to
the public via the internet, how will
prisoners create visibility? Beyond a
fFew creative writing contests, there
aren't many opportunities to do so.

Even well-meaning activiats and allies
sometimea misa the point. Recently, 1
received two calls for submissions.
Each one aaked for essayn centered
on abolition or masa incarceration.
Both notices welcomed contributions
from the currently incarcerated. But
both notices directed interested
pa.rtim to a website for more
information and submission
guidelines. Neither notice included a
street address for the edrtors or
publishers. How 1s a prisoner going
to contribute? It's frustrating bemng
the topic of conversation, but never a

pa.rticipant.

At a time when mass incarcerabon
and poliang are being wadely
discussed, prisoners' voices need to
be heard. The importance of print
media cannot be overstated. We need
pla.tforms that enable us to connect
with each other and outaide activists.
We need platforms where strategies
and tactics can be shared. We need
pla.tforms where discussion and
debate can happen. We need
platforms where heali.ng €an occur.
Prisoners depend upon allies to

create these platforms. As a
movement, we need to grow our
capacity to listen. We need to expand
our ability to connect. We need to
place more seats at the table.

This is not a call to abandon online

foruma or activism. It is a call for
greater awareness and inclusivity, We
need to be conscious of those not
privileged with internet access. The
next time you write or read
interesting material online, ask
yourself who is denied access to it.
Then, do something to connect a
prisoner to the material. Moreover,
support the few print periodicals that
keep prisoners connected and

informed. Support publications like

- Black &3 Pink, The Abolitionist, Turning

The Tide, Hearts on a Wire, Stiletts,
Ultraviolet, News €3 Letters, Prison Legal
Neww, and others. Print out an article
and aend it to a prisoner/activist. The
voices of those centered at the most

 concentrated point of the PIC must

WORK CITED:

‘ Berger, Dan and Toussaint Losier.

Retbinking The American Prison
Movernent. New York. Routledge.
2018.
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;; . I want to specifically thank i
* As 2018 winds down, | want to take certain people. While have con- ~a "
the time to thank you for your sup- tribut edpetopm. q many d ' §
y education and prac- :§

port, efforts, and generosity. You have - . A
enabled me to learn and convey a = tice, these people have been main- - 74

N\ great deal this year. You have heiped _ Stays of support and understanding:
S

me better organize behind the walls, ~_ Dean Spade, Dan Berger, Charlotte
! When we needed help to fight PA { Pope, Sarah Jane Rhee, Emily
DOC's onerous mail policy, you were | Abendroth, John Rowland, Suzy Mar- E
5 g{ there. I thank you. i am grateful to " tin, Black & Pink, and Critical Re-
1have you—a patient ear and wise Y' gistance.
- . tongue—in my life. Words cannot ad- \\', s50oen s o =%

é equately convey my appreciationso [ - I want to thank Eric §tanl, & Pilar Maschi, Haymarket Books, AK‘

=

work everyday to become a better % Che Gossett, Mariame Kaba, ]oyg Press, True Leap Press, Signs and GLQ

person and ally behind these walls. ; James, Andrea J. Ritchie, Beth Richie, * for the work you're doing. When

This is my gratitude in practice. @ Reina Gossett, Liat Ben-Moshe, Tous-  you're feeling frustrated or doubtful,

L e T RN D 8 saint Losier, Darnell L. Moore, Ruth » remember that you are helpmgf o

It is my hope that moving into || Wilson Gilmore, Dylan Rodriguez, 27 dp‘:;l’ple’ A e;lal]y those of us o
, ; . . o n e walls, better understand

Z¢ the new year 19 our connection Maya Schenwar, Monica Trinidad, (he world and effectively struggle

=  strengthens. I hope to contribute CITY OF . against oppression. You are appreci-

.—= more to the struggle and deepen my ated.

L
‘11aria understanding and practice. I hope
. that together we move another step
\.._ ~ closer to building a world that values

\— all our lives, or at least abolishing the
oppressive one that exists today.
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