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Transforming Our Pain Into Power:
The Key to Abolishing Modern Day Slavery |Randal LeFevre
I’ve been confined to MDOC for the past
18 years, and haven’t had a single visit.
Needless to say, I’ve felt my fair share of
pain. This pain intensified when my father
died in July 2017, and the prison violated
policy by refusing to grant me a special visit
with my sister who flew into Detroit from
North Carolina.
Self destruction has been a common theme
throughout my life, and would’ve been
extremely easy to do. However, to self
destruct would’ve only empowered this
legalized system of modern day slavery and
justified its existence. Therefore, I had to
make a conscious decision to transform my
pain into power, and this is done by adhering
to the below 4 prongs.
1. We must recognize that the similarities
during and after slavery are not coincidental.
Black men, women, and children were once
kidnapped and forced into chattel slavery.
Now, slavery and involuntary servitude
are legal so long as it’s punishment for
being convicted of a crime (see the 13th
Amendment, US constitution).
Blacks were once hung on trees and castrated.
Now, prisoners are symbolically castrated by
stopping their reproductive cycles during
incarceration (see Dr. Francis Cress Welsing
Jr., “The Isis Papers”).
Blacks were once given the Anti Ku
Klux Klan Act of 1871 to challenge the
depravation of their civil rights when
violated under color of state law. Now, the
exact language of that pleading has been
reiterated in 42 USC 1983, and serves as the
primary pleading for prisoners to challenge
their civil right depravations (see 431 F2d
1299 @1304).
Black slaves were beaten, raped, and
murdered, and it was common practice
that no one could tell the slave master how
to treat his property, the Negro. Now, the
federal courts who adjudicate prisoner 42
USC 1983 claims are reluctant to interfere

with prison officials and their prisoners.
This is called the “Hands-Off Doctrine” (see
316 F Supp 670 @674 and see 273 F2d 953
@955).
2. We must recognize that prisoners are
legally subjected to involuntary servitude
and exploitation, and recognize that policies
are designed to imprison the vulnerable and
keep us enslaved.
18 USCS 1584 prohibits slavery and
involuntary servitude which includes
physical bondage, free labor, or coercion
for the benefit of another (see 649 F Supp
1109 @1111). Although, because the 13th
Amendment allows involuntary servitude
as punishment for the convictions of crime,
the vulnerable are convicted and then legally
exploited in the above manner that 18 USCS
1584 prohibits.
Despite a decrease in crime, incarceration
rates rose dramatically for the past 4
decades. This was due to policy changes
such as 3 strikes, truthful sentencing, and
other mandatory minimum terms for drugs,
violence, and career criminals (see The
Covenant by Tavis Smily, p. 24). These policy
changes give birth to the laws which keep us
in prison for excessively long periods.
Prisoners are almost always found guilty when
staff write misconduct reports. Fortunately
a hearings officer admitted MDOC had a
nefarious duty to impose guilty findings in
at least 90% of all misconducts regardless of
innocence or guilt (see 209 F3d 597 @606).
These guilty findings keep prisoners behind
bars and subject us to continued legalized
exploitation.
3. We must feel the pain of our involuntary
servitude and exploitation.
Do you feel pain knowing that for most
prisoner jobs you only earn about $15 per
month which will not sustain your bare
minimum hygiene needs? Perhaps you
will feel the pain when you are charged $5
for inadequate health care and have to do

without needed hygiene items.
Do you feel pain knowing you are charged
$2.88 for a local 15 minute phonetical and
$3.94 for an out-of-state call? Perhaps you
will feel the pain when phone time must be
purchased with a minimum of $10, and you
have to decide whether to speak with your
loved once, get hygiene, or health care.
Do you feel pain knowing MDOC has
privatized food service, and the food quality
and quantity sends you to bed hungry each
night? Perhaps you will feel the pain when
you have to choose between supplementing
your diet with commissary items, speaking
with loved ones, or getting hygiene or health
care.
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Do you feel pain knowing that
MDOC doesn’t provide gym
shoes for exercising, and you will
have to do without commissary,
speaking with loved ones,
hygiene, and health care for
months to afford a pair? Perhaps
you will feel the pain if you want
a TV, typewriter, JP4 Tablet, and
wristwatch which will take years
of total depravation to afford
through an MDOC bloodythirsty vendor.
Do you feel pain knowing
MDOC has reduced the quality
and quantity of state-issued
clothing, and at certain facilities
the amount issued is not enough
to stay clean due to scheduled
laundry days? Perhaps you will
feel the pain when you have to
decide whether to buy additional
clothing or supplement your
diet, speak with loved ones,
get hygiene, health care, or
appliances.

realize MDOC is inducing you
to survive by violating prison
rules and/or law which reinforce
criminal behavior and keeps you
in prison or brings you back
upon release.
4. We must transform our pain
into power and vow to abolish
modern day slavery.
Transforming our pain into
power requires us to identify the
many pains of our enslavement,
and
thoroughly
research
its origin. Once we do our
homework, we will uncover the

atrocities of our slave masters,
and our pain will be magnified
tenfold. We then must transform
this pain into power by using
it as a motivation to become
an abolitionist dedicated to
creating change. All changes
begin internally and must be
accompanied with external
actions.

both law and history, and use
it like a sword. Maintain health
by implementing a disciplined
diet, exercise regimen, and
empowering thoughts. Draw
strength from fellow abolitionists
and vow to abolish modern day
slavery. We have enough pain to
move mountains. Let’s use it!

Seek knowledge and apply it
wisely. Applied knowledge is
power, and liberates the captives.
Desire freedom, and don’t catch
frivolous misconducts. Study

Do you fee pain knowing
MDOC is programming you to
unconsciously develop a negative
self-image which is a byproduct
of when a person cannot provide
for their basic needs? Perhaps
you will feel the pain when you

A Program of Neocolonialism is Taking Place in America Today | Wilfred Fanon
As prisoners in Michigan and throughout
the country begin the grueling process of
breathing life back into the prison movement,
a process through which prisoners have been
slowly moving for the past several years, of
utmost importance is a cogent analysis of the
situation in which prisoners find themselves.
Through this process the larger movement
for social justice can review and reassess the
asphyxiation of differently situated social
activists in our society and in the world.
After nearly a quarter-century of being
imprisoned I began to recognize the need
for reorientation and reorganization of the
prison movement. I concluded that the
strategic and tactical shortcomings, and
defeats, over the past five decades, were
primarily caused by internal weaknesses and

only secondarily by the repression of prison
authorities, and other objective conditions.
For this reason, a "new," sustained,
revolutionary phase and movement must
begin with conscious and systematic
attention to those internal forces that are the
basis of change and development.
Many have, and continue to scoff at the
mere suggestion that the kind of discussion
undertaken by this writing should be
among the first steps taken in the process
of generating greater social activism, and
of building a new prisoner movement.
But I believe such a discussion is not only
necessary in and of itself, but also a means of
dramatizing the sharp reality of conditions
and the nature of the contradiction between
working class/poor people, the American

capitalist system, and America's use of
prisons.
One of the paradoxes in attempting to
understand the phenomenon of prisons
and why America imprisons at the rate
it does, is research and statistics seems to
obscure rather than clarify the inquiry. Not
only because of their unreliability in terms
of sources, models of calculations, and
definitions, or the extent to which their
meanings are contaminated by assumptions
and misinformation, but also because
research and statistics do not take into
consideration that the establishment that
rules this country has had great experience in
distorting and co-opting social movements,
for which prisons have played a major role.
It would seem logical to conclude, as many
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do, that American citizens are better off than
ever before in this rapidly technologically
advancing and generally open society.
But the fact is that in myriad ways many
American's situation is deteriorating. For
example, people are trained in skills already
obsolete; menial jobs and low income has
decimated the ranks of the middle class; tens
of thousands of college graduates cannot
find work commensurate in their particular
field of expertise; personal debt is at an
historical high; and despite the best efforts
to eliminate oppression based on race, it
returns time after time in different guises.
Prisons are presented to the public
as necessary institutions designed to
incapacitate law breakers and keep society
safe, but in reality they function more like
storage dumps for those who have no place
in the political economy. All the official
denials or aspirational rhetoric in the world
cannot mask the economic and social reality
of the last half century.
Millions of Americans have been left out
of the swelling prosperity and technological
progress of the nation as a whole. Increasing
numbers will be forced out of the economy
altogether,
becoming
a
permanent
underclass. Many of which have and will be
imprisoned.
If all these conclusions are valid, then it is
precisely this possibility, no, probability, of
a permanent underclass being forced into
prison that necessitates a form of indirect
rule. To operate efficiently prisons cannot
rely on force and the exercise of total power
alone. This reactionary alliance is made in
order to minimize the frequency in which
the resort to brute force is necessary to
preserve control. It requires varying degrees
of prisoner cooperation and collaboration.
Which means there must be an agency in
the prisoner class through which this rule
is exercised. From this thesis, a working
definition and analysis of prisoner facilitators
can proceed.
In America today a program of domestic
neocolonialism is rapidly advancing. It has
largely went unnoticed because it is taking
place behind the high walls of American
prisons; and because neocolonialism is
commonly associated with providing raw
materials for people whose origin is in some
"mother country," it is not associated with
prisons and prisoners. It was designed to
assimilate prisoner leaders and abolition

rhetoric into the prison machinery, while
subtly transforming the abolition program
for social change into a program which in
essence buttresses caging people for part or
all of their lives.
The Michigan Department of Corrections
[MDOC] is constantly faced with a
dilemma that preoccupies department of
corrections in all 50 States: the bureaucratic
management of large blocks of prisoners.
Every prisoner must do exactly what is
commanded of him or her, even if the
command is silly or dangerous, or the prison
authorities/prisoner dynamic does not work.
The most effective technique then for prison
authorities, a numerically small group, to
control prisoners, a larger group, is to set up
an "elite" within the prisoner group which
is willing to champion the ideas, programs,
and attitudes of prison authorities. Such a
technique has been very effectively achieved
in Michigan prisons with the creation of
prisoner facilitators.
As a class, prisoner facilitators gradually
appeared in the MDOC in the early
1990s. Mostly older prisoners, often lifers,
with significant time served, who have
been shaped and coded by chronic anxiety
about the consequences of breaking rules.
Consequences that range from suspension
of privileges, ridicule, vicious ribbing, to
moderate and sometimes severe corporeal
punishment. This was made necessary by
the rise of modern large-scale prisons with
their concomitant requirements of control
and protecting the status quo within the
prison. In other words, prison authorities
efforts to micromanage the daily activities
of 45,000 men and women, in a restricted
space, with finite resources, is optimally
realized when prisoners act, in effect, as the
tacit representative of the prison.
Seen as traitors by large numbers of prisoners
to the best interests of prisoners, often
identified as "Uncle Toms," the members
of this class consist of, but not limited to,
clerks, assignment foremen, warden foreman
representatives, program liaisons, religious
leaders, and even some gang leaders function
as prisoner facilitators. The task of this
class of prisoners is to ease the adoption
of behavior modification techniques and
facilitate programming to that effect.
Through near total obedience in action and
spirit prisoner facilitators have effectively
become appendages of the prison. In the

vernacular, model prisoners who possess
an intimate kind of involvement with the
formal running of prison. They have adopted
the "official" or staff view. Their talents,
skills and enthusiasm is at the disposal of
prison authorities. In exchange for serving
as a model to other prisoners, prisoner
facilitators receive a small number of clearly
defined rewards and privileges.
When this same process occurs between a
major power and an underdeveloped country
it is readily recognized as neocolonialism.
The term is being used in this writing to
describe activities in prison, because these
efforts, as should be by now quite evident,
are analogous to corporate penetration of an
underdeveloped country. The methods and
social objectives in both case are identical.
In all fairness, prisoner facilitators are
frequently more than the product of
capitulation, but firm conviction. Many
have faith in the system that if they could
"resocialize" themselves, they may better
their social position and expedite release.
This sounds commendable, but close scrutiny
reveals when there is a gross disproportion
of power like there is in favor of prison
authorities, most, if not all interactions
between prisoner administrators and
prisoners will be accessory and gratuitous.
Guaranteeing that "resocialization" will be
in the interest of prisoner administrators.
Rehabilitative rhetoric is used to cover up
the co-optative nature of this resocializing,
which predates the creation of prisoner
facilitators. For example, in 1962, at a
meeting in Washington, DC, between social
scientist and prison wardens, Dr. Edward
Schein presented his ideas on controlling
prisoner populations. He said that in order
to produce mark changes of behavior and/
or attitude, it is necessary to weaken,
undermine or remove support of old patterns
of behavior and attitudes.
Dr. Schein then provided the group of
wardens with a list of examples which
are ever so present in Michigan prisons
today. They are, in part, physical removal
of prisoners from those they respect to
positively break or seriously weaken close
emotional ties; segregation of all natural
leaders; use cooperative prisoners as leaders;
treat those who are willing to collaborate
in far more lenient ways than those who
are not; and placing individuals whose will
power has Contineud on Page 9
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Call for Contributions |International Conference on Penal Abolition (ICOPA)
Due date for proposals: February 15, 2018

Editor’s note: Please do not confuse submissions to ICOPA and
submissions to The Opening Statement. The following is a press
release calling for contributions to an international conference
in London. Please also note that February 15 is the due date for
proposals, not full submissions. The conference will take place June
15-18 and contributors will have more time, if the proposal is
accepted, to work on a final submission. In past years, contributions
from current prisoners have been assigned to a reader/presenter as
a stand-in for the original author.

We invite communities and organizers to join an international
gathering of people who are working to build a world without
prisons. Over four days we will come together to strategize and
debate, exchange ideas and build stronger relationships in our shared
struggles.

We welcome proposals for:

• Workshops: skill-shares, strategy sessions, teach-ins,
trainings, question-and-answer sessions, structured
debates, activities for young people and children
• Presentations: talks, panels, roundtable discussions,
reflections on organizing successes and challenges,
academic papers
• Art: music, poetry, dance, story-telling, film screenings,
visual arts and info-graphic displays

We seek contributions that address the harms done by policing,
prisons, immigration detention, surveillance and other forms of
punishment.
We especially welcome sessions that focus on solutions and
alternatives, including strategies for housing, health and well-being,
economic and racial justice, community accountability, gender safety,
youth empowerment, education, land rights and environment.
We encourage proposals that make connections between the harms
of criminal justice and larger systems of oppression, such as racism,
poverty, colonialism, gender and sexual injustice and disabilityrelated discrimination.
We particularly welcome contributions from current and former
prisoners, detainees and their families.

Conference format:

The conference will open with a public forum featuring local and
international speakers on the Friday evening. Saturday and Sunday
will be devoted to workshops, presentations, film screenings, artwork
and other contributions. Monday will host a symposium for academic
papers focused on how academics can support movement building.
We invite contributions that relate to one of the four main themes
below:
1. QUESTIONING This theme is about questioning the
assumption that prisons, police and surveillance can make us safe. It
is about understanding the harm that criminal justice systems do to
people, families and communities. It will ask how and why criminal
justice institutions were put in place and whether society could exist

without them.
2.RESISTING This theme focuses on how criminal justice systems
can be resisted by people both within and outside. It will consider
how we have resisted throughout history, how people affected by
criminal justice are resisting now and how we can build resistance
for the future.
3. DISMANTLING This theme explores how we can dismantle
criminal justice institutions and change the ideas, attitudes and
systems in society that reinforce punishment and imprisonment. It
will look at what strategies we can use to move towards abolition
and to improve the lives of people affected.
4. BUILDING This theme is about building effective alternatives
to prisons, policing and punishment—now and for the future. It
will explore what societies could look like without prisons and other
criminal justice institutions. It will look at how we can build safe,
healthy and flourishing communities for everyone.

Instructions for Contributors:
Please include:

1. Your name and email contact
2. A title for your session or contribution
3. Description of what your contribution will cover (200 words max)
4. Type of session (i.e. workshop, presentation, art or
academic paper, etc.)
5. If you want a 1-hour, 1.5-hour or 2-hour time slot or
space for a display
6. Which of the four themes your contribution most
closely fits within
Proposals from prisoners, detainees, and those without email access
can be sent by post to:
ICOPA 2018 c/o CCJS, 2 Langley Lane, Vauxhall, London SW8
1GB
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New Mail Policy in Michigan Prisons: Billionaires Profit at the Expense of Prisoners, Their
Families and Friends, and the US Postal Service | Rand W. Gould with Charles Edward
Atiba Bomoni Payton

When the state is most corrupt the laws are multiplied. - Tacitus
Effective November 1st, 2017, the Michigan Department of
Corrections (MDOC) has instituted a new mail policy, which
they falsely claim will stem the flow of contraband, primarily the
controlled substances Suboxone and Fentanyl, into Michigan prisons,
when they well-know over 80 percent of all contraband is smuggled
into prisons by employees, as confirmed by multiple studies. If the
MDOC really wanted to stop drugs and other contraband, such
as cell phones and tobacco, from entering its prisons, then they
would search all employees just as thoroughly upon entry as they do
prisoners’ family and friends when visiting. Consequently, one can
only conclude that stopping contraband is not the goal of this new
policy, merely the excuse for it, and a cynical person might think this
new policy is to enable MDOC employees to corner the remaining
20 percent of the contraband market.
Its real goal, however, is to stop prisoners, as well as their families
and friends, from sending mail via the US Postal Service (USPS)
and force them into buying email “stamps” from JPay, so JPay and
the MDOC can rake in profits, while enabling this mail to be
closely monitored and recorded for future reference. Thus, taking a
big step toward the eventual shutdown of prison mail rooms, while
effectively abrogating the First Amendment to the US Constitution
by preventing newspapers, magazines, and other publications
from entering MDOC prisons. As already established, sending
and receiving email is not a right, it is a privilege, with prisoners
on sanctions not allowed access to JPay kiosks, when prisoners on
sanctions, even in the hole, i.e. administrative segregation, receive
and send USPS mail by right. Welcome to the Panopticon, where all
is seen, yet remains hidden, so billionaires can stuff their pockets at
the public’s expense.
JPay, by the way, is a subsidiary of Securus, the second-largest prison
phone company in the US, currently owned by the shadowy hedge
fund Abry Partners, and in the process of being sold, if not sold
already, to Detroit Pistons’ owner Tom Gore’s Platinum Equity, yet
another questionable, tax-dodging entity. Meanwhile, Pitney Bowes,
FedEx, and UPS are waiting in the wings for the USPS’s demise
in order to snap up the profitable urban and suburban mail routes,
leaving the unprofitable rural routes with minimal, if any, mail
service. The USPS having been rendered “unprofitable” through the
congressional accounting trick of forcing it to fund pensions years
in advance, at the behest of Pitney Bowes et. al., at the expense of its
infrastructure. The final blow will likely come from Donald Trump
whose policy is to sacrifice the public’s interests and assets on the
altar of private capital.
A close read of the MDOC’s new mail policy directive and operating
procedure, PD05.03.118 and OP05.03.118A, respectively, signed
by MDOC Director Heidi Washington, reveals they have less to
do with stopping drugs and way more to do with ending prisoners’
communication via USPS mail and goes a long way in proving
George Orwell’s point that “the greatest enemy of clear language
is insincerity.” Tellingly, the section of the new PD05.03.118 titled
“Prohibited Incoming Mail” begins with the blatant lie:
“Envelopes which cannot be effectively searched may provide a

means of introducing substances, for example Suboxone or Fentanyl,
or other contraband which poses a threat to the security, good order,
or discipline of the facility.” [Emphasis supplied]
A lie because the MDOC well-knows plain envelopes can be easily
and effectively searched using a “light pad” or detection light as
described in OP05.03.118A, paragraph C, subparagraph 4, which
it has been doing for years. Formerly, claiming only “padded,
corrugated” envelopes could not be effectively searched. (See
PD05.03.118, paragraph BB, effective date 09/14/2009.)
Nevertheless, according to the new mail policy and procedure, all
incoming envelopes will be thrown in the trash, unshredded, leaving
anyone, including other prisoners, access to prisoners’ families’ and
friends’ addresses. They will then be replaced with new plain white
envelopes, paid for by our Prisoner Benefit Fund (PBF), with our
names and numbers written on them, hopefully, with our letters
inside and, in most cases, leaving us no way of knowing the return
address or even the name of the sender.
However, the newly rewritten, effective November 1st, 2017 PBF
policy directive, PD04.02.110, paragraph E, still specifically forbids
the MDOC’s use of the PBF to purchase these replacement
envelopes:
“The PBF shall not be used to fund an activity or program that is
necessary to institutional operations.” [MDOC’s emphasis]
Ignoring the preceding paragraph, the MDOC added language in
paragraph F that contradicts paragraph E:
“In addition, the PBF shall be used to purchase plain envelopes used
for the delivery of prisoner mail in accordance with PD05.03.119.”
An error typical of the MDOC, which has long taken the position
that it is not required to follow its own rules or the law for that
matter.
Similar to the Indiana Department of Corrections’ new mail policy
put in place “temporarily” on April 1st (April Fool’s Day, really!?), as
reported this summer by Kwame “Beans” Shakur in San Francisco
Bay View, the MDOC’s new mail policy requires all personal
correspondence to be printed or written only in black or blue ink,
or graphite pencil, and greeting cards to be commercially produced,
which effectively prevents any drawings or cards made by prisoners’
children, grandchildren, nieces, or nephews from coming into
prisons. I, for one, really looked forward to the drawings my niece
made, usually in crayon, and was looking forward to similar drawings
from her two girls. None of which will be allowed in, according to
this new mail policy, and none of which is capable of coming in via
JPay. No photos printed on photo paper, cardstock, or paper heavier
than 24 pound will be allowed in either.
Moreover, some prison mail room employees, either through malice
or ignorance, are misinterpreting the new mail policy regarding
ink color and paper weight to apply to publications sent directly
from the publisher or authorized vendor, such as newspapers,
magazines, books, etc., when both policy and procedure state they
are to apply to “written content” only. See PD05.03.118, paragraph
OO, subparagraphs 2 and 3; and OP05.03.118A, paragraph C,
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New Mail Policy in Michigan Prisons: Billionaires Profit at the Expense of Prisoners, Their
Families and Friends, and the US Postal Service | Continued from Page 5
subparagraphs 6(b) and 6(c).
Further, they are ripping, or
cutting, off the mailing labels
on these publications, when
OP05.03.118A, paragraph C,
subparagraph 6(a) specifically
states:
“The following prevents an
effective search and therefore
shall be rejected:
a) Unless received directly from
the publisher or an authorized
vendor, mail that is taped, pasted,
or otherwise joined to another
item.” [emphasis supplied]
One MDOC employee even

claimed they would be rejecting
Bibles with red printing inside
and removing bindings from
hardcover books, as incredible as
that sounds.
None of the foregoing, including
the new mail policy itself, meets
the test of rationally relating to
a serious penological concern set
forth by the U.S. Supreme Court
in Turner v. Safely, 482 U.S. 78,89
(1987). Certainly, the MDOC’s
concerns regarding incoming
prisoner mail can be addressed
using far less dangerous and
destructive methods, such as the
use of a light pad and a physical

search, as before, in order to
avoid this wholesale tramping
of prisoners’ their families’,
friends’, and other mail senders’
constitutional rights. Especially,
those of freedom of speech and
press, and to send and receive
USPS mail, as guaranteed by the
First Amendment to the United
States Constitution.
Spreading
from
Indiana’s
prisons to Michigan’s, like some
viral disease, it is only a matter
of time before this policy of
monetizing and restricting
prisoners’ mail at the expense of
their families and friends, as well

as various publishers and the
USPS, for the financial benefit
of hedge fund billionaires, other
corporate bottom-feeders, and
prison administrators, infect
the whole country from coast to
coast.
Don’t monetize prisons, abolish
them!
Written
on
23
November
2017
National Day of Mourning

Abolitionist Alternatives
Exerpted from Are Prisons Obsolete? (2003) | Angela Y. Davis
“Forget about reform; it’s time to talk about abolishing jails and
prisons in American society . . . Still—abolition? Where do you
put the prisoners? The ‘criminals’? What’s the alternative? First,
having no alternative at all would create less crime than the present
criminal training centers do. Second, the only full alternative is
building the kind of society that does not need prisons: A decent
redistribution of power and income so as to put out the hidden
fire of burning envy that now flames up in crimes of property—
both burglary by the poor and embezzlement by the affluent. And
a decent sense of community that can support, reintegrate and
truly rehabilitate those who suddenly become filled with fury or
despair, and that can face them not as objects—‘criminals’—but
as people who have committed illegal acts, as have almost all of
us.” -Arthur Waskow, Institute for Policy Studies
If jails and prisons are to be abolished, then what will replace
them? This is the puzzling question that often interrupts further
consideration of the prospects for abolition. Why should it
be so difficult to imagine alternatives to our current system of
incarceration? There are a number of reasons why we tend to balk
at the idea that it may be possible to eventually create an entirely
different—and perhaps more egalitarian—system of justice. First of
all, we think of the current system, with its exaggerated dependence
on imprisonment, as an unconditional standard and thus have great
difficulty envisioning any other way of dealing with the more than
two million people who are currently being held in the country’s
jails, prisons, youth facilities, and immigration detention centers.
Ironically, even the anti-death penalty campaign tends to rely on the
assumption that life imprisonment is the most rational alternative
to capital punishment. As important as it may be to abolish the
death penalty, we should be conscious of the way the contemporary
campaign against capital punishment has a propensity to recapitulate
the very historical patterns that led to the emergence of the prison as
the dominant form of punishment. The death penalty has coexisted

with the prison, though imprisonment was supposed to serve as
an alternative to corporal and capital punishment. This is a major
dichotomy. A critical engagement with this dichotomy would
involve taking seriously the possibility of linking the goal of death
penalty abolitionism with strategies for prison abolition.
It is true that if we focus myopically on the existing system—
and perhaps this is the problem that leads to the assumption that
imprisonment is the only alternative to death—it is very hard to
imagine a structurally similar system capable of handling such a
vast population of lawbreakers. If, however, we shift our attention
from the prison, perceived as an isolated institution, to the set of
relationships that comprise the prison industrial complex, it may be
easier to think about alternatives. In other words, a more complicated
framework may yield more options than if we simply attempt to
discover a single substitute for the prison system. The first step, then,
would be to let go of the desire to discover one single alternative
system of punishment that would occupy the same footprint as the
prison system.
Since the 1980s, the prison system has become increasingly ensconced
in the economic, political and ideological life of the United States
and the transnational trafficking in U.S. commodities, culture, and
ideas. Thus, the prison industrial complex is much more than the
sum of all the jails and prisons in this country. It is a set of symbiotic
rela
tionships among correctional communities, transnational
corporations, media conglomerates, guards’ unions, and legislative
and court agendas. If it is true that the contemporary meaning of
punishment is fashioned through these relationships, then the most
effective abolitionist strategies will contest these relationships and
propose alternatives that pull them apart. What, then, would it mean
to imagine a system in which punishment is not allowed to become
the source of corporate profit? How can we imagine a society in
which race and class are not primary determinants of punishment?
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Abolitionist Alternatives | Continued from Page 6
Or one in which punishment
itself is no longer the central
concern in the making of justice?
An abolitionist approach that
seeks to answer questions
such as these would require
us to imagine a constellation
of alternative strategies and
institutions, with the ultimate
aim of removing the prison
from the social and ideological
landscapes of our society. In other
words, we would not be looking
for
prison-like
substitutes
for the prison, such as house
arrest safeguarded by electronic
surveillance bracelets. Rather,
positing decarceration as our
overarching strategy, we would
try to envision a continuum of
alternatives to imprisonment—
demilitarization of schools,
revitalization of education at all
levels, a health system that pro
vides free physical and mental
care to all, and a justice sys
tem based on reparation and
reconciliation rather than retri
bution and vengeance.
The creation of new institutions
that lay claim to the space now
occupied by the prison can
eventually start to crowd out the
prison so that it would inhabit
increasingly smaller areas of our
social and psychic landscape.
Schools can therefore be seen
as the most powerful alternative
to jails and prisons. Unless the
current structures of violence
are eliminated from schools in
impoverished communities of
color—including the presence
of armed security guards and
police—and unless schools
become places that encourage
the joy of learning, these schools
will remain the major conduits
to prisons. The alternative would
be to transform schools into
vehicles for decarceration.
Within the health care system,
it is important to emphasize the
current scarcity of institutions
available to poor people who
suffer severe men
tal and

emotional illnesses. There are
currently more people with
mental and emotional disorders
in jails and prisons than in
mental institutions. This call
for new facilities designed to
assist poor people should not
be taken as an appeal to rein
stitute the old system of mental
institutions, which were
—and
in many cases still are—as
repressive as the prisons. It is

simply to suggest that the racial
and class disparities in care
available to the affluent and the
deprived need to be eradicated,
thus creating another vehicle for
decarceration.
To reiterate, rather than try
to imagine one single alter
native to the existing system of
incarceration, we might envision
an array of alternatives that will
require radical transformations
of many aspects of our society.
Alternatives that fail to address
racism,
male
dominance,
homophobia, class bias, and
other structures of domination
will not, in the final analysis, lead
to decarceration and will not
advance the goal of abolition.
It is within this context that it
makes sense to consider the
decriminalization of drug use
as a significant component of a
larger strategy to simultaneously

oppose structures of racism
within the criminal justice
system
and
further
the
abolitionist
agenda
of
decarceration. Thus, with respect
to the project of challenging
the role played by the so-called
War on Drugs in bringing huge
numbers of people of color into
the prison system, proposals to
decriminalize drug use should
be linked to the development of

a constellation of free, commu
nity-based programs accessible
to all people who wish to tackle
their drug problems. This is not
to suggest that all people who
use drugs—or that only people
who use illicit drugs—need
such help. However, anyone,
regardless of eco
nomic status,
who wishes to conquer drug
addiction should be able to enter
treatment programs.
Such institutions are, indeed,
available to affluent com
munities. The most well known
program is the Betty Ford
Center which, according to
its website, “accepts patients
dependent on alcohol and
other mood-altering chemicals.
Treatment services are open to
all men and women eighteen
years of age and older regardless
of race, creed, sex, national
origin, religion or sources of

payment for care.” However,
the cost for the first six days is
$1175 per day, and after that
$525 per day. If a person requires
thirty days of treatment, the
cost would amount to $19,000,
almost twice the annual salary of
a person working a minimumwage job.
Poor people deserve to have
access to effective, voluntary
drug treatment programs. Like
the Betty Ford program, their
operation should not be under the
auspices of the criminal justice
system. As at the Ford Center,
family members also should be
permitted to participate. But
unlike the Betty Ford program,
they should be free of charge.
For such programs to count as
“abolitionist alternatives,” they
would not be linked—unlike
existing programs, to which
individuals are “sentenced”—to
imprisonment as a last resort.
The campaign to decriminalize
drug use—from cannabis to
heroin—is international in scope
and has led countries such as the
Netherlands to revise their laws,
legalizing personal use of such
drugs as marijuana and hashish.
The Netherlands also has a
history of legalized sex work,
another area in which there has
been extensive campaigning
for decriminalization. In the
cases of drugs and sex work,
decriminalization would simply
require repeal of all those laws
that penalize individuals who use
drugs and who work in the sex
industry. The decriminalization
of alcohol use serves as a
historical example. In both these
cases, decrimi
nalization would
advance the abolitionist strategy
of decarceration—that is, the
consistent reduction in the
numbers of people who are sent
to prison—with the ultimate
aim of dismantling the prison
system as the dominant mode of
punishment. A further challenge
for abolitionists is to iden
tify
other behaviors that might be
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appropriately decriminalized as preliminary
steps toward abolition.
One obvious and very urgent aspect of the
work of decriminalization is associated
with the defense of immigrants’ rights. The
growing numbers of immigrants—especially
since the attacks on September 11, 2001—
who are incarcerated in immigrant detention
centers, as well as in jails and prisons, can
be halted by dismantling the processes
that punish people for their failure to enter
this country without documents. Current
campaigns that call for the decriminalization
of undocumented immigrants are making
important contributions to the overall
struggle against the prison industrial complex
and are challenging the expansive reach of
racism and male dominance. When women
from countries in the southern region are
imprisoned because they have entered this
country to escape sexual violence, instead of
being granted refugee status, this reinforces
the generalized tendency to punish people
who are persecuted in their intimate lives
as a direct consequence of pandemics of
violence that continue to be legitimized by
ideological and legal structures.
Within the United States, the “battered
women’s syndrome” legal defense reflects an
attempt to argue that a woman who kills an
abusive spouse should not be convicted of
murder. This defense has been abundantly
criticized, both by detractors and proponents
of feminism; the former do not want to
recognize the pervasiveness and dangers of
intimate violence against women and the
latter challenge the idea that the legitimacy
of this defense resides in the assertion that
those who kill their batterers are not respon
sible for their actions. The point feminist
movements attempt to make—regardless of
their specific positions on battered women’s
syndrome—is that violence against women is
a pervasive and complicated social problem
that cannot be solved by imprisoning
women who fight back against their abusers.
Thus, a vast range of alternative strategies
of minimizing violence against women—
within inti
mate relationships and within
relationships to the state
—should be the
focus of our concern.
The alternatives toward which I have gestured
thus far—and this is only a small selection
of examples, which can also include job and
living wage programs, alternatives to the
disestablished welfare program, communitybased recre
ation, and many more—are

associated both directly and indirectly with
the existing system of criminal justice. But,
however mediated their relation might be
to the current system of jails and prisons,
these alternatives are attempting to reverse
the impact of the prison industrial complex
on our world. As they contest racism and
other networks of social domination, their
implementation will certainly advance the
abolitionist agenda of decarceration.
Creating agendas of decarceration and
broadly casting the net of alternatives
helps us to do the ideological work of
pulling apart the conceptual link between
crime and punishment. This more nuanced
understanding of the social role of the
punishment system requires us to give up
our usual way of thinking about punishment
as an inevitable consequence of crime. We
would recognize that “punishment” does
not follow from “crime” in the neat and
logical sequence offered by discourses that
insist on the justice of imprisonment, but
rather punishment—primarily through
imprisonment (and sometimes death)—
is linked to the agendas of politicians, the
profit drive of corporations, and media
representations of crime. Imprisonment is
associated with the racialization of those
most likely to be punished. It is associated
with their class and, as we have seen, gender
structures the punishment system as well.
If we insist that abolitionist alternatives
trouble these relationships, that they strive
to disarticulate crime and punishment, race
and punishment, class and punishment, and
gender and punishment, then our focus
must not rest only on the prison system as an
isolated institution but must also be directed
at all the social relations that support the
permanence of the prison.
An attempt to create a new conceptual
terrain for imag
ining alternatives to
imprisonment involves the ideological work
of questioning why “criminals” have been
constituted as a class and, indeed, a class of
human beings undeserving of the civil and
human rights accorded to others. Radical
criminologists have long pointed out that
the category “lawbreakers” is far greater
than the category of individuals who are
deemed criminals since, many point out,
almost all of us have broken the law at one
time or another. Even President Bill Clinton
admitted that he had smoked marijuana at
one time, insisting, though, that he did not
inhale. However, acknowledged disparities

in the intensity of police surveillance—as
indicated by the present-day currency of
the term “racial profiling” which ought to
cover far more territory than “driving while
black or brown”—account in part for racial
and class-based disparities in arrest and
imprisonment rates. Thus, if we are willing
to take seriously the consequences of a racist
and class-biased justice system, we will reach
the conclusion that enormous numbers of
people are in prison simply because they are,
for example, black, Chicano, Vietnamese,
Native American or poor, regardless of their
ethnic background. They are sent to prison,
not so much because of the crimes they may
have indeed committed, but largely because
their communities have been criminalized.
Thus, programs for decriminalization will
not only have to address specific activities
that have been criminalized—such as drug
use and sex work—but also criminalized
populations and communities.
It is against the backdrop of these more
broadly conceived abolitionist alternatives
that it makes sense to take up the question
of radical transformations within the
existing jus
tice system. Thus, aside from
minimizing, through various strategies, the
kinds of behaviors that will bring people into
contact with the police and justice systems,
there is the question of how to treat those
who assault the rights and bodies of others.
Many organizations and individuals both
in the United States and other countries
offer alternative modes of making justice. In
limited instances, some governments have
attempted to implement alternatives that
range from conflict resolution to restorative
or reparative justice. Such scholars as
Herman Bianchi have suggested that crime
needs to be defined in terms of tort and,
instead of criminal law, should be reparative
law. In his words, “[The lawbreaker] is thus
no longer an evil-minded man or woman,
but simply a debtor, a liable person whose
human duty is to take responsibility for his
or her acts, and to assume the duty of repair.”
There is a growing body of literature on
reshaping systems of justice around strategies
of reparation, rather than retribution, as well
as a growing body of experiential evidence
of the advantages of these approaches to
justice and of the democratic possibilities
they promise. Instead of rehearsing the
numerous debates that have emerged over
the last decades—including the most
persistent question, “What will happen
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to the murderers and rapists?”—I will
conclude with a story of one of the most
dramatic successes of these experiments in
reconciliation. I refer to the case of Amy
Biehl, the white Fulbright scholar from
Newport Beach, California, who was killed
by young South African men in Guguletu, a
black township in Capetown, South Africa.
In 1993, when South Africa was on the cusp
of its transition, Amy Biehl was devoting a
significant amount of her time as a foreign
student to the work of rebuilding South
Africa. Nelson Mandela had been freed in
1990, but had not yet been elected president.
On August 25, Biehl was driving several
black friends to their home in Guguletu
when a crowd shouting anti-white slogans
confronted her, and some of them stoned
and stabbed her to death. Four of the men
participating in the attack were convicted
of her murder and sentenced to eighteen

years in prison. In 1997, Linda and Peter
Biehl—Amy’s mother and father—decided
to support the amnesty petition the men
presented to the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission. The four apologized to the
Biehls and were released in July 1998. Two of
them—Easy Nofemela and Ntobeko Peni—
Iater met with the Biehls, who, despite
much pressure to the contrary, agreed to see
them. According to Nofemela, he wanted to
say more about his own sorrow for killing
their daughter than what had been possible
during Truth and Reconciliation hearings. “I
know you lost a person you love,” he says he
told them during that meeting. “I want you
to forgive me and take me as your child.”
The Biehls, who had established the Amy
Biehl Foundation in the aftermath of their
daughter’s death, asked Nofemela and Peni
to work at the Guguletu branch of the
foundation. Nofemela became an instructor

in an after
-school sports program and
Peni an administrator. In June 2002, they
accompanied Linda Biehl to New York,
where they all spoke before the American
Family Therapy Academy on reconciliation
and restorative justice. In a Boston Globe
interview, Linda Biehl, when asked how
she now feels about the men who killed her
daughter, said, “I have a lot of love for them.”
After Peter Biehl died in 2002, she bought
two plots of land for them in memory of
her husband so that Nofemela and Peni can
build their own homes. A few days after the
September 11 attacks, the Biehls had been
asked to speak at a synagogue in their com
munity. According to Peter Biehl, “We tried
to explain that sometimes it pays to shut up
and listen to what other people have to say,
to ask: ‘Why do these terrible things hap
pen?’ instead of simply reacting.”

A Program of Neocolonialism is Taking Place in America Today | Continued from Page 4
been severely weakened or
eroded into a living situation
with several others who
are more advanced in their
thought-reform. Whose job
it is to reinforce the attitudes
and behaviors desired by prison
authorities.
Following Dr. Schein's address,
then Director of the U.S. Bureau
of Prisons, James V. Bennet
commented that he and the
other administrators had a
tremendous opportunity to
carry on experimentations, and
one of the things they could do
is more research. That they could
manipulate their environment

and culture.
With the aid of prisoner
facilitators, prison authorities have
been able to operate without facing
many of the problems which once
made intimidation and physical
force a necessary expedient.
Not only do prisoner facilitators
espouse a model of behavior that
is at once ideal, employ a sternness
sometimes excelling that of prison
authorities but, they tend to be
leaders, depriving the rest of the
prisoner population of needed
skills and resources.
Prisoners who surrender the habit
of thinking independent of the
people who imprison them, who

Death of an Anthem | Moe-Moe “The Coldest”
freedom to speak, freedom of expression,
freedom to pull your weapon and kill a kid
or a Black man with no discretion, what
country do we live in when the ones that’s
helpless, can’t even express it unless he take
a knee during the national anthem, now it’s
disrespectful, because you took a situation
you couldn’t stand for, took your platform and
shed a light on, now you’re getting scorned, by
a nation that was built on the backs of those
who were strong-armed, only to be treated like
a lesser sum, it became louder than a suicide
bomb, how can you not be loved? you’ve

acquire the habit of considering
behavior from an obedience
standpoint and of judging it
only in terms of being nonconfrontational, can readily be
induced to behave in other ways
contrary to personal and group
interests.
In other words, prisoner facilitators
came to pass in Michigan not
because the MDOC had decided
to undergo a partnership with
prisoners in pursuit of being agents
of their own transformation,
but because with the aid of an
“insider,” social control can be
more efficiently implemented.
Despite the analysis just made,

done more on one knee than 47 presidents
done do through the White House doors, it’s
been underscored, that the fact of the matter
is the less people want to hear it should be
talked about more, White America is a sore
that bleeds from not being treated with the
proper medicine needed, we see and breathe
the same air it take to bend on one knee, and
pray that we find a cure for this disease, the
national anthem is our dream, but how can
anyone stand when the people behind it don’t
see equality in another human being.

there will be those who object to
the application of a framework
of neocolonialism to the internal
structure of American prisons.
Their chief argument is that
prisoners stand to benefit by
gaining status, self-esteem and a
new satisfaction of "meaningful"
work. It must be admitted that
there is some merit to this
argument. However, Michigan
prisoners are undergoing a
process akin to that experienced
by many colonial countries. The
leaders of these countries believed
that they were being granted
equality and self-determination,
but this has proved not to be the
case.
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THE OPENING STATEMENT is an abolitionist newsletter
driven by the voices and visions of Michigan prisoners, as
well as those on the outside impacted by the prison system.
THE OPENING STATEMENT hopes to foster ongoing discussion
against the violence of incarceration.

WE WOULD LOVE TO HEAR FROM YOU.
If you would like to contribute to the ongoing discussion, please send
critical essays, reflections on your own experiences, poetry, or artwork
to the address below. Feel free to write something in response to the
pieces in this publication. We are particularly interested in publishing
pieces exploring the personal and political impact of imprisonment,
as well as envisioning a new world without the violence of cages,
walls, and borders. Please tell us clearly if you want us to publish
your work with your full name, a pen name, or anonymously. If you
submit material for publication, we will automatically add you to
our subscription list and publish your work online unless you clearly
ask us not to.

IF YOU WOULD LIKE TO SUBSCRIBE, please

write to the address below requesting a subscription and you will
begin receiving the publication free of charge. Current publication
is quarterly.
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HELP SPREAD THE WORD!
Do you know someone who might be interested in this publication?
Please share it with them and have them write to us directly. We are
not able to add someone to our subscription list without hearing
from them directly.

IF YOU WOULD LIKE TO UNSUBSCRIBE,

please let us know and we will remove your name immediately. We
understand that people may choose to unsubscribe for any number
of legitimate reasons and respect that choice, no questions asked!

CONTACT:
The Opening Statement
c/o MAPS
PO Box 4811
East Lansing, MI 48826

FAMILY AND FRIENDS can find us at
www.michiganabolition.org

Attention
mailroom: The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution protects free speech. Regulations that
permit the government or its employees to discriminate on the basis of the content of the message cannot be tolerated under the First

Amendment (i). Further, prisoners retain free speech rights. Thought control, by means of prohibiting beliefs, would not only be undesirable
but impossible (ii). Fact of confinement and needs of the penal institution impose rational limitations on prisoner free speech rights (iii),
but those restrictions must have a “valid, rational connection” to “legitimate penological interests” not related to the content of ideas (iv).
Regulations and practices can only be justified when the practice “furthers an important or substantial government interest unrelated
to the suppression of expression” (v). This means you cannot legally suppress the expression of ideas. Prison walls do not serve to form a
barrier separating prisoners from the protections of the constitution (vi). Core political speech is most-zealously guarded and there is a
public interest “in having free and unhindered debate on matters of public importance— the core value of the Free Speech Clause of the
First Amendment” (vii). Thus, exclusion of printed material on the basis of its political perspective amounts to free speech retaliation and
discrimination, which is illegal (viii). If you exclude printed material for an unlawful basis, or if you simply conjure up a false pretext for its
exclusion, you have broken the law. The prisoner recipient of this mail has cause for bringing a civil rights action against you and has cause
for gaining punitive damages—which means money. You and everyone who permits this action, from your supervisor to the director of the
prison system, may be named in those civil actions, and you may also be subject to termination from your employment. Because this primer
is included in this mailing, you will not be able to claim you did not know your actions were illegal. For these reasons, we ask that you
conform to federal law and refrain from unlawful discrimination against the enclosed materials, permitting mail service of this literature that
objectively meets all legitimate criteria set forth in prison regulations. i, Reagan v. Time, Inc., 468 U.W. 641, 648-49, 104 SCt 3262 (1984).
“[T]he fact that society may find speech offensive is not sufficient reason for suppressing it. Indeed, if it is the speakers’ opinion that gives
offense, that consequence is a reason for according it constitutional protection.” Hustler Magazine, Inc. v. Falwell, 495 US 45, 46, 108 SCt
876, 882. The government may not prohibit the expression of an idea simply because society finds the idea itself offensive or disagreeable,
U.S. v. Eichman, 496 US 310, 319, 110 SCt 2404 (1990). “[A]bove all else, the First Amendment means that government has no power to
restrict expression because of its message, its ideas, its subject matter, or its content.” Police Dept. of Chicago v. Mosley, 408 US 92, 95, 92
SCt 2286, 2290 (1972). ii, Jones v. North Carolina Prisoners Labor Union, 433 US 119, 97 SCt 2532 (1977). iii, Pell v. Procunier, 417 US
817, 822, 94 Set 2800, 2804 (1974). iv, Turner v. Safely, 482 US 78, 107 SCt 2245 (1987) v, Turner, supra vi, Turner, supra vii, Pickering v.
Board of Education, 391 US 563, 573, 88 SCt 1731 (1968). viii, Abu-Jamal v. Price, 154 F3d 128 (3rd Cir., 1998); X v. Blatter, 175 F3d 378
(6th Cir. 1999)

