SPRING 2019 NEWSLETTER

THE OPENING STATEMENT
of those who are supposed to remain silent

WHAT IF? Reco Simmons aka NiRat
In my alone time I always think
about what my life would be
like if I was born under different
circumstances, born a different
race or born deformed to require
a special kind of love. What if I
wasn’t born to a tyrant, because
sometimes my life feels more
like a video game that was preplanned and calculated to malfunction at any specific time the
player decides to consciously
and subconsciously give up and
lose the game. I was born to a tyrant the moment I was born because, I was being domesticated
to the ways of the government’s
idea of a monkey in a zoo, in a
world where I grow up and go to
school, go to prison, or get a job,
still working for dead presidents
(paid slavery), but this is supposed to be a free country.
What if I wasn’t exposed to the life
as I know it? Growing up with so
much weight on my shoulders because I am the oldest out of eight
kids, and watching my mother
struggle to raise us as a single
parent. What it I was never taught
that it was very ethical to steal, rob,
and sell drugs to feed my family?

What if my grandmother never died? I would probably still
be sane, I would have stayed in
church or lived a better lifestyle
for that matter, but then again, I
probably wouldn’t adore life the
way I do now, because now I understand how precious life truly
is.
What if my family was more meritorious? In this dark and critical
moment in life, I cannot depend
on my loved ones. I feel this because as much as I love them, I
sometimes feel that the feelings
are not mutual. I’ve been in prison
way too long, and still, they are
not trying to come together and
come up with some type of strategy to get me and my brother out
of this place I call hell. I guess it’s
“out of sight, out of mind.” Would
they commemorate my death in
some way if I died?
What if my little brother wasn’t my
co-defendant and he was free?
If that was reality, then I know I
would always be okay, for “I am
my brother’s keeper.” I love my
brother with every fiber of my being, and every day is heart-aching

pain knowing that the person I
am supposed to protect is rotting
in a six-by-nine prison cell. What
if my brother never looked up to
me? Sometimes I wonder, am I
his worst downfall and did I lead
him into a bottomless pit of misery? What if I would have pushed
him to stay in school to do good
in his life and get a job? Would his
fate still be a prison cell, would
he become a statistic dead at a
young age? I wonder. I love you
little bro.
What if my violent thoughts and
actions was eradicated and had
only good thoughts? What would
my life be like if I would have
stayed in school and robbed history of his wisdom, science of her
knowledge, and math of its equations? What would my existence
represent if I was born of the higher class? Would I be a product of
that environment or be a driving
force in making a difference in all
communities, giving back?
What if I wouldn’t have caught
this case? Would I still be living a
life on the edge, with no purpose
or would I be somewhere dead in

WHAT IF? Continued from Page 1
a ditch, left like some animal to
rot away and no one to mourn my
death? If I wasn’t in prison, would
my mother and my relationship
be as strong as it is now, or would
we still be distant, not knowing
each other like a mother and son
should? What if my father was
more of a father than my best
friend? Because I needed my father to be a father that taught me

about real ethics.
What if everything happens for
a reason and I’m just being sat
down to evaluate my mental
health and slow the fast lifestyle
down? And now that I am down,
I have gained a new conscious
mind, and I thank no one in particular but myself.
But you know what they say, “If

life was a fifth then we all will be
drunk.” But the only way to achieve
the impossible is to believe that
it’s possible, so if you are reading
this, keep dreaming and strive for
the better, try to touch the stars
even when you know you can’t
touch them, because in that moment of oasis, hope lies waiting to
be turned into reality.

DESPITE ATTEMPTS TO DRAW A LINE, THE INSIDE AND THE OUTSIDE BLEND
HOW DEBT IS USED TO USURP DECISION-MAKING POWER? Ronald Gervais
Is there a shifting line between
the inside and the outside? We
should not take for granted that
there is, a line that is. In my estimate the inside (prison) is the
microcosm, and the outside (the
wider society) is the macrocosm.
If there is amore robust and continuing dialogue I believe it would
empower the inside and the outside, both now and in the future,
to understand that what is often
perceived as a line is really a difference of degree, not kind. As an
example, I will explore how the
criminal justice system is used
to usurp decision-making power, and how debt, the pretext
to make such an undemocratic
move, takes place on both sides
of the wall.
While incarcerated citizens are
constantly maligned as liabilities
to taxpayers, I discovered the
state of Michigan uses a web of
predatory fees and fines to extract money from us to meet its
fiscal obligations. I’m not completely aware when this method of revenue extraction began,
but it excelled some time after
I entered the prison system in
the mid-1990s. Michigan passed
legislation authorizing courts to
take part or all the money we receive. Part of a larger predatory
cycle of state and local govern-

ments making up the loss of key
tax revenue streams by targeting
vulnerable populations. It really
adds insult to injury when I think
about it. It’s robbery without a
mask or a gun.
What I mean is, more or less most
incarcerated citizens come from
a handful of poor neighborhoods
in a handful of struggling cities.
It is in those cities and neighborhoods that austerity measures
such as cutting education budgets, slashing social services,
circumscribing health benefits,
neutering unions, reneging on
pensions and so on are the most
severe. Measures that make a bad
situation worse and an alternative
economy necessary in the eyes
of many, which of course is criminalized. Criminalization leads to
contact with the criminal justice
system, which leads to the court
using fines and fees to squeeze
money out of people, i.e. criminal
justice debt.
Criminal justice debt, which is becoming more and more parasitic
(e.g. jail book-in fees, post-conviction fees, post-release fees,
parole and probation fees, etc.),
affects not only individuals but
family members and loved ones
often go into debt to help us pay
off concocted fines and fees. Poor

neighborhoods and struggling
families are hit coming and going. Courts are increasingly taking on the role of directly generating revenue. One of the most
egregious revenue generating
schemes, which appears legitimate but isn’t, is victim restitution.
Victim restitution as a practice
is legitimate. It is one way to acknowledge that a wrong has
been done and a harm has been
caused. Some people say that
money is not enough but it is at
least a token of responsibility.
What is not legitimate about it
is how Michigan uses victim restitution money. Victim restitution
is supposed to be the result of
a harm- or injury-finding process which determined a money
amount to be rewarded for losses like lost wages or the value of
destroyed property. Something
like a civil suit. Injury-finding processes do include personal humiliation, mental anguish, and
injuries to the quality of a victim’s
life. However, in Michigan, instead
of an injury-determining process
courts have something called
“presumed damages” where
the injury-finding process is bypassed and money is ordered to
be paid to victims, except victims
seldom receive the money.
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DESPITE ATTEMPTS TO DRAW A LINE Continued from page 3
In Michigan victim restitution
fees are taken from incarcerated citizens every time money is
deposited in our prison account
or money is earned on a prison
assignment, which is not a lot of
money. The average pay for incarcerated citizens is $.17/hour.
The state is very aggressive in its
collection practices. If a dollar is
received half or all of it is seized.
Multiply that by 43,000 incarcerated Michigan residents and the
money adds up. But what the
state does is delay forwarding
victim restitution to victims until
the full amount has been paid. It
is a deceptive practice.
Waiting until the full amount of
victim restitution is paid before
forwarding it to victims could take
many years, if not decades. Victims often move, die or cannot be
located for a myriad of other reasons, and that is what the state
is banking on, no pun intended.
This practice permits the state
to deposit victim restitution into
a “general fund,” a slush fund or
shadow budget where state officials can use it for just about anything--to pay off creditors, cover
government expenditures, etc.,
everything except compensate
victims. This sort of dubious extractive method prevails because
courts are authorized to treat victims like financial instruments.
If the full amount of victim restitution is not paid prior to parole or
termination of a sentence, private
companies are contracted by the
state, sort of like bounty hunters
to track returning citizens down
and extract money victims are
not likely to receive. These “bounty hunters” also have the power
to impose fines and fees on us for
their services. “There is no reason
why they should not get in on the
action,” a prison guard blurted out

when he heard me discussing this
with a group of fellow incarcerated citizens. On further thought,
although criminal justice debt
is a money-extraction scheme,
it would be misguided to cast it
solely in economic terms. Criminal justice debt also functions to
keep poor people, prisons’ majority clientele, in our place--at the
very bottom of American society.
I know many people have been
exposed to tales of incarceration
being “the life.” Tales of prisons
being a country club, but that is
a fiction. A more accurate comparison to prison would be an underdeveloped country where we
always have to chase after something, always have to hide something, and always have to hold

our ground against something or
someone. For example, all three
of our meals per day combined
cost $2.07. Food insecurity is a
fact of life for incarcerated citizens. Our summer attire is also
our winter attire. Michigan winters are brutal. Last month I had
to make a choice between calling
home and purchasing toothpaste.
In addition to criminal justice debt
creating a revenue stream for the
state, it keeps us in crisis mode
scratching and clawing to survive. A pretext to seize our decision-making power.
That is, when people are in crisis,
which can be broadly defined,
they are deemed to have problems that exclude them from
using the ordinary mechanisms

for maintaining and advancing
themselves, so the state or some
authorized body steps in and begins making the decisions. Taking away our ability to make our
own decisions is intimately tied to
the construction of some people
as disposable and deserving of
mass incarceration. Anti-democratic power, and not merely the
revenue extraction motive, is at
the heart of criminal justice debt.
So while criminal justice revenue generating schemes must
be eliminated, they should be
conceptualized not only in terms
of money expropriation, but expropriation of human rights. Said
another way, a crisis, which being
in debt qualifies as--student loan
debt, credit card debt, criminal
justice debt--authorized the use
of state power to gain influence
and more control over the life of
the person in crisis.
It should be emphasized that
vulnerability to decision-making
expropriation is not just reserved
for incarcerated citizens. There
are tens of millions of people in
this country who are in one form
of crisis (i.e. debt) or another. Just
like incarcerated citizens crises
compel them to perform work
that does not pay a living wage,
food insecurity, not enough and
too little, and they too are faced
with having to choose one necessity over another, the way I had
to choose between connecting
with family or dental hygiene. The
point is, usurping decision-making power is one of many examples how there is no line between
the inside and the outside. If there
is a more robust and continuing
dialogue we would learn that the
pervasive nature of rights expropriation that characterizes the
life of incarcerated people also
shades most aspects of life in our
society.
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WHY NOT JPAY? The Opening Statement Editorial Team
We’ve gotten some requests
from readers and contributing
writers for us to use JPay to engage in communication with
people imprisoned in Michigan.
The requests are very reasonable
and generally include two major
points: 1) JPay is faster and 2) JPay
is cheaper, compared to communication via postal mail.
Because of the frequency of such
requests, we want to state more
openly the reasons for our decision to not use JPay’s communication services at this time. Our
hope is to spark conversation and
dialogue, be open to feedback,
and present food for thought. We
may change our practice in the
future, but for now, here is our rationale:
1) JPay’s primary customer is the
state (not prisoners and their
loved ones). A look at JPay’s website and social media might suggest that they are interested in

serving the needs of prisoners
and their loved ones. But ultimately, the state decides who to
contract with for its communication services in correctional facilities. So JPay is accountable, at
the end of the day, for serving the
interests of the state. If the state
decides to choose a different vendor, as it did in 2017 when moving
prisoner money accounts to GTL,
it matters little how pleased or
displeased the ordinary users of
the services are. JPay’s financial
success depends on being chosen by the state in an exclusive
contract. For this reason, we have
little trust that JPay has any of our
best interests in mind. This leads
to our second point, which is-2) JPay’s primary product is surveillance (not communication).
Electronic communication is
logged in a database that is potentially permanent and searchable, meaning the administration
can instantly search all communi-

cation with a few key phrases to
see who is talking about any particular topic. Moreover, databases
such as JPay’s provide significant
information about networks, the
connections between individuals
through the flow of information
on the JPay platform. Knowledge
of these networks can be misconstrued to cast undue suspicion on
individuals within that network,
used to whatever political interests the administration may have.
JPay purports to offer the product of a communication platform
to help prisoners stay connected
with the outside world, and they
do. But this platform and the information it carries are ultimately
in the service of JPay’s primary
customer, the state.
Our rationale may change over
time. We’d love to continue to
hosting dialogue about technology, surveillance, and repression in
this periodical.

WE’RE ALL INSIDE THE FENCES: THE PREPRODUCTION OF PRISON INSIDE
OUR HEADS Rand Gould
Originally written in January 2012
In every cry of every Man,
In every Infant’s cry of fear,
In every voice, in every ban,
The mind-forg’d manacles I
hear.
– William Blake, “London
“It’s all in your head, man.” How
many times have we heard that
before? I’m bettin’ plenty and it’s
truer than one might suspect.
Why? Because the blueprint for
the system of our oppression –
state, religion, politics, and civilization – is inside our heads
where, if we’re not careful, and
sometimes even if we are, it’s
constantly being reproduced.
Prison is truly in our heads.

From the day we are born, we’re
all inside the fences and subject to civilization’s unrelenting
domestication project. Remember your crib? Not much different from jail, only the bars were
wooden and not steel. Same for
our playpens. How fucked up is
that? Starting life off in a playpen
and, in the case of many of us,
winding-up in a state pen.
the dream sea has been poisoned,
the stop light splashes me red
innocence suffocated in its
sleep,
– Acid Bath, “Dr. Seuss is Dead”
Our domestication begins when
we leave the womb and continues, with the mostly unwitting

assistance of our parents, right
on up through adolescence and
beyond. As we grow older we’re
confronted with an ever-expanding series of town or city, state and
nation. All of which assist in the
erection of mental fences where
there are no physical ones – the
so-called taboos. Especially forbidden is sexual play and experimentation. As children we’ve all
played doctor, our curiosity being
innate, and we’ve all caught hell
when caught doing it!
I have no name
I am but two days old.
What shall I call thee?
I happy am
Joy is my name,
– William Blake, “Infant Joy”
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WE’RE ALL INSIDE THE FENCES Continued from page 4
Then, of course, there’s school
and religion, those purveyors of
dogmatism, lies, and peer pressure that we all know so well.
Blake was right to call school “the
great Sin,” but the social engineers proved him wrong for saying, “There is no use in education.”
The state puts education – the
social coercion of school and religion – to use by having teachers
and preachers beat our inate joy
out of us in a veritable frenzy of
domestication.
Anytime I want
I got a right to move,
no matter what they say.
– Iggy Pop, “I’ve Got a Right”
In a civilization’s social engineering project, the tamer we are the
more room we have to move. The
less amenable to the project, the
less room to move. The wild ones
find themselves pushed into an
ever-decreasing series of spaces
– jails, prisons, mental hospitals,
etc., by the authorities known as
teachers, preachers, police, lawyers, judges, politicians, etc. In
two words – the parasites. And
inside of these spaces, these
prisons, there is yet another series of shrinking boundaries
– minimum-, medium-, maximum-security,
administrative
segregation (Ad-Seg), communication management units (CMU),
secure housing units (SHU), etc.
All of them the gut-wrenching,
mind-shredding, soul-killing instruments of domestication.
You don’t play along, the parasites put you in here. Inside a system where more than ever the law
is to be obeyed but not followed.
A prison where the convicted are
just as likely to be innocent as to
be guilty. Unknown to most on
the outside, once arrested and
charged you will never be considered innocent The best you can

hope for is a finding of “not guilty”
and if you were to sue for, say,
false arrest or malicious prosecution, the courts will quickly disabuse you of any thinking that not
guilty means you’re innocent.
Justice, dignity, nobility, freedom…
these words that yap and howl, are
they anything other than household pets whose masters have
calmly awaited their homecoming
since the time when heroic lackeys
won the right to walk them on the
streets?
– Raoul Vaneigem
Our much-vaunted constitutional
rights, which at best were an illusion, along with “life, liberty, and
the pursuit of happiness,” have
steadily been stripped away. For
example, the Fourth Amendment
states no searches and seizures
are to be conducted without a
warrant issued by a court upon
showing of probable cause, nevertheless this has somehow been
reinterpreted by the courts to
mean the suspicion of any armed
parasite, i.e., law enforcement
officer, allows searches and seizures. All that’s left of the Bill of
Rights is the Third Amendment,
as they’re not quartering soldiers
in our homes, yet!
The passage of the Antiterrorism
and Effective Death Penalty Act
of 1996 (AEDPA) gutted the Writ
of Habeas Corpus, i.e., the Great
Writ, along with 800 years of
case-law precedent and Article I,
Section 9, clause 2 of the United
States Constitution. This means
once you’re convicted you’re likely to stay convicted, no matter
what new evidence you discover
or what rules or laws the courts,
prosecutors, police, and your
lawyers have broken. Yes, “your”
lawyers, who are officers of the
court, so guess where their alle-

giance lies?
Then there’s the Prison Litigation
Reform Act of 1996 (PLRA), where
the so-called “reforms” make it
nearly impossible to pursue a
lawsuit for any violations of your
personal, human, or constitutional rights. For example, if a prison doctor prescribes the wrong
medication but it doesn’t result
in an immediate and serious injury, you’re left without a remedy. The potential for future harm
doesn’t matter. There’s a lot more
to it, but suffice it to say the PLRA
gives our jailers, the parasites,
carte blanche to torture us.
But the oppression of law is the
least of it, because it’s so obvious. Although, many prisoners
wind up domesticated, insane, or
both in their pursuit of perceived
but non-existent legal remedies.
The real danger is the shit in our
heads and the insidious methods
our jailers use to reinforce and
add to it. Modern prisons act like
monstrous pacifiers, while simultaneously training their victims to
be servile members of civilized
society.
Everyone sleeps here in a single
grave.
– The Cocktail Furies, “The Swelling of Leeches”
In men’s prisons the pacifiers
range from cable TV and organized sports to the female guards
that George Jackson so correctly
assessed as extremely dangerous. Some prisoners are so docile
that they don’t want to leave, and
would just as soon stay in their
cells and rot. The gun-towers,
chase-cars, and fences could all
be removed and very few would
walk away, except maybe the
prisoners at the highest security
levels.
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WE’RE ALL INSIDE THE FENCES Continued from page 5
When prisoners aren’t laid-up in
their bunks watching TV and eating a bowl of Ramen noodles or
a bag of chips, they’re down on
base playing cards or kickin’ it
with some guard, usually female,
spilling the beans about all and
sundry. Like Pavlovian zombies
they gather three times a day,
waiting 30 minutes or more for
chow to be called so they can
run to the chowlines and stand in
them for another 10 or 15 minutes
in order to eat. They’ll complain
like crazy about how short yardtime is, yet automatically walk off
the yard when it gets close to the
normal closing time, regardless if
it’s been closed or not.
The programs, as in domestication programming, are even more
insidious, from substance abuse,
assaultive and sexual offender
therapy, to building trades, food
tech, etc. All crap pounded into
your head in order to force your
acceptance of their nightmare
world, where nobody bats an eye
as predator drones reduce whole
villages to ashes in Asia and Africa, preferably women and children first, all in the name of civilization.
My own mind is my own church.
– Thomas Paine, “Age of Reason”
Of course, there’s school and religion in prison. Hell, these damn
joints are littered with Bibles and
Korans, even L. Ron Hubbard’s
ravings! Right from the jump, a
close friend warned me, “You
better be careful ‘cause god is
creepin’ all around those joints.”
It seems a mutual friend went
to jail and found Christ, and she
wasn’t talking about Alexander
the Great. You cannot walk the
yard without seeing scores of victims of the desert death-cult religions clutching their holy books,
while preying on the young kids

that come through the bubble.
Disgusting, but not surprising,
when their holy books are little
more than paeans to predation
and slaughter.
You don’t get made a victim,
you have to make yourself a
victim.
– Brigitte Mohnhaupt, RAF member, quoted by Stefan Aust, Baader-Meinhof
It’s a head game and the jailer’s
maximum effort is devoted to
creating a condition commonly
called “Stockholm Syndrome.” I
wish, because we’d be living in
a very different world if the Red
Army Faction (RAF) of Andreas
Baader and Ulrike Meinhof had
anything to do with it. The April
1975 RAF attack on the German
embassy in Stockholm, Sweden,
resulted in the hostages being released, walking out, and declaring the RAF was right in trying to
overthrow the German predator
state and the rest of the states in
Europe! Although, I suppose, as
Marxists they would’ve replaced
the capitalist state with their “dictatorship of the proletariat.” Another, albeit different, blueprint of
oppression.
Inside prison, “Stockholm Syndrome” is manifested in prisoners
currying favor from guards and
the administration by snitching
out their fellow prisoners. The reward might be sex with a guard or
transfer to a “better” prison. However, it’s not unusual for prisoners
to give-up a fellow prisoner, even
give them a case and testify in
court against them, in return for
nothing but a little recognition
from their pals – the guards!

– Fredy Perlman, Letters of Insurgents
But, it isn’t just inside prison
where this is going down. We’re
all witnessing how Occupy Wall
Street and the leaderless movement it engendered is being attacked and destroyed from without by armed goons and parasites
known as police, while simultaneously being attacked from
within by the advocates for leaders. And not just by the avowed
statists, either, whose various
political parties offer up a plethora of ready-made leaders, but
even, however inadvertently, by
Berkeley’s Slingshot, where the
Hella Occupy Edition 2011 article,
“Solidarity not United,” quoted
Zizek asking, “What type of new
leaders do we need?” Huh!? The
cry for leaders, the very antithesis of anarchy, is ubiquitous and
will continue to be reproduced so
long as the blueprint for oppression, Blake’s “mind-forg’d manacles,” remains in our heads!
Consequently, our survival depends on getting out of our heads
and into our bodies. It’s time to
quite consuming all the spectacular bullshit and start living –
quit school, work, watching TV,
texting, sitting at a keyboard and
monitor, driving cars, all political
parties, and worshipping patriarchy and hypocrisy in temples,
churches, mosques, and synagogues. Pull down the temples,
run wild in the streets, tear them
up, and sow a garden of your own
desires!

Politics: that’s the religion of today,
that’s the cancer that annihilates
every possibility of community and
puts an end to every period of ferment.
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AFTER THE QUARANTINE, FEBRUARY 2019

What is this stranger lurking undetected in the hallways
The silent noise and odorless being lingers and lives
It wafts into the noses of authority figures, mandating us one and all
This spirit’s seeking out an entity in which to inhabit
Singing without a language in some unknown knoll, yet to be discovered
In order to give name to a slow mayhem, arbitrarily calling it a rash.
Decisions made in some far off place, on a rock—defiled—
awaiting vaccination and there is nothing we can say
Words cannot change that we are not sufficiently human enough
to warrant effective treatment since, to the world, we are animals.
Caught in a political tug of war, knowing you are the scabies.
Rash? Someone is swinging from the rafters—
Is this part of the extermination plan?
Emerging from the most disturbed caverns of clamoring language and fear
But the Bible does say in Romans 8:28 that
“Everything that happens, happens for the good of those
that have the lord and are called according to his purpose.”
Teach me the good of standing, hooves and paws, swallowing dignified humanity
I recognize injustice, my eyes stay open, they cannot close
The more I learn, the more I understand I do not know
What luxury of poetry could it take to be in cooperation against the order imposed?
Voices peeping in the cracks of white brick calling for a refusal
Harmony—not orchestrated cacophony—would have been the sweeter sound.
Heave your chest in the direction of coming together at just the right moment,
Seizing power in the palm of our hands
And if death didn't grab their attention, what else, what else?
What about a resurrection on the predawn horizon?
Would they be able to call it that? Divine intervention?
Standing toe to toe, in mounting rebuttal.
from WHV
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TRANSFORMATIVE JUSTICE Exerpted Interview with Jamal Hammond
What does transformative
justice mean to you?
I am glad you asked this question
because while “restorative justice” is gaining currency among
social justice advocates, it does
not deal with the idea of transformative justice at all. Restorative
justice seems to imply that measures can be taken to change the
world back to the way it was before a crime occurred. Which, for
both victim and offender, that often means restoring them to the
marginalized, enraged, disempowered condition most were in
just before the offense. It implies
that we had justice, and lost it in
the course of this or that specific
crime. When in reality our practice and much of the world’s is
not just. Transformative justice,
by contrast, seeks to transform
the world as we know it--conditions and relations--so that crime
and other injury are less likely to
occur.
What are some of your creative
ideas that could move us/
society from being focused on
punishment to being focused
on transformative justice
rooted in real accountability?
I will answer like this: The women’s liberation movement developed important theoretical and
analytical tools for a general theory of oppression and liberation.
Through consciousness-raising
groups, women collectively uncovered and deconstructed the
ways that the systems of patriarchy reproduced inside women’s
consciousness as well as in external social institutions, and challenges conventional assumptions
about human nature, sexuality,
family life, and gender roles and
relations. I think the abolitionist movement should follow that
script.

The system of incarceration has
been reproduced inside our consciousness. We instinctively respond to harm with exclusion
and punishment and it starts at
the earliest phases of life. For example, “confining” a child to the
house or their room is a form of
incarceration. Not only is walking
in some schools like walking into
a military complex complete with
metal detectors, check points,
and armed guards, but, making a
student sit their desk in the hallway away from other students,
detention and expulsion are all
forms of incarceration. Incarceration functions not only through
overt, conscious practices but
also through the unconscious attitudes and behaviors of a society
that pressures an unacknowledged but pervasive punitive
cultural norm.
One of the reasons many people
evade accountability is it invites
discomfort, pain, and/or punishment. Things people naturally try
to avoid. Why take responsibility
for a harmful act if the outcome
is so-called “tough on crime” or
some other punitive measure?
We have to create and enact new
liberated ways of thinking about
accountability and justice, in general, that don’t include harming
those that harm others. And we
are really talking social movement, not criminal justice reform.
What I mean is, criminal justice
reform focuses primarily on getting people in the criminal justice
system to change their thinking,
a sort of top-down approach. A
social movement appeals to the
masses to get them to think different and act different in their
individual lives which carries over
to larger systems of organization,
a bottom-up approach.

What
political
strategies
can move us toward a more
transformative justice system?
One strategy is to create restorative and transformative justice
centers in every K-12 school.
The goal is to enable people in
their formative years to develop
a sense of agency and capacity
to interrupt and change harmful
patterns of behaviors in themselves and in the institutions and
communities of which they are
a part. Ideally, these centers will
become “departments” on the
collegiate level and inform professional practices.
How can we move toward
this transformative system
when we have yet to
completely grapple with racial
reconciliation? What can we
do with criminal justice system
to do this reconciliatory work?
The first thing I thought about
when I read this question was
about the sit-in movement in
the early 1960s that started with
college students in North Carolina. Older civil rights leaders, including Dr. King, were staunchly
against the sit-in strategy. They
said the students were moving
too fast, that what they were doing was too provocative, and that
they had to be patient. However,
the students forged ahead and
it did two things: 1) It called into
question the older civil rights
leaders’ leadership, and 2) it
forced them to adopt and incorporate sit-in and other “provocative” strategies into the civil rights
movement.
Part of the reason why we are yet
to grapple with racial reconciliation is many of the most prominent people in the movement
perceive that line of inquiry and
criticism as too provocative or
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outright divisive. So not only do
they steer clear away from it, but
marginalize and ostracize people
and groups that perceive the opposite, i.e., that racial reconciliation is central.
Not just on the issue of racial reconciliation, but in general, the
criminal justice reform movement
is missing a student sit-in element. An element that will push
us beyond our comfort level and
help us stay conscious of our position as historical subjects as we
try to meet current conditions in
more effective and imaginative
ways. That element has to have
a seat at the table and play decision-making roles in the movement.
What are your thoughts on
abolition? Can you list out
your ideas of how we can
move toward a world without
prisons? What do we need in
place to do this work?

imagine a different world.
When we talk about ridding the
world of prisons people can’t
wrap their mind around it because they are thinking about
the world the way it is, just minus
prisons. I don’t know if it is ideas
we are short on or vision? This
is why I appreciate you basing
these questions in the context of
transformative justice. Abolishing prisons in a world steeped in
oppression is no simple feat. For
this reason, we need clear ways
to define and analyze oppression
so that we can understand how
it operates at individual, cultural
and institutional levels, historically and in the present. We can
move toward a world without
prisons when we have a better
understanding why they exist in
the first place.

In order to imagine a world without prisons we have to be able to

HOW TO WRITE AN ESSAY The Opening Statement Editorial Team
There’s no right or wrong way to
write. Some of the most famous
writers have broken all the “rules.”
However, some people find it
helpful to follow a rough guideline through the process of writing an essay. Here’s one set of
steps you can take to write an essay:
1. Pick a topic with which you are
familiar or want to learn more
about. Perhaps this is an experience you have had, a situation
you find yourself in, something
you enjoy, or a topic that interests
you

2. Inquire and reflect: Ask yourself
“why?” and “how?” questions. Discuss the topic with a friend. If you
have access to books on the topic, read more on the topic. If not,
or if your topic is personal, skip
the books and reflect in your own
mind.
3. Develop a thesis. This is a statement of your perspective on the
topic after you have inquired. A
good thesis will be somewhat
unique, a perspective that may
surprise some people or catch
others off-guard.
Hint: Sometimes a thesis is also a
great title because it tells your reader exactly what you plan to address.

4. Explain your thesis. You can describe how you came to your perspective, defend your perspective from counter-arguments,
or pick apart a commonly held
perspective that is different from
your own. Some people find it
helpful to use one paragraph for
every main point.
5. Don’t worry too much about
spelling, grammar, and style.
Writing is like anything else—over
time, with practice, it gets more
comfortable. The important thing,
if you want to write, is that you get
around to actually writing.
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INTERVIEW WITH NICK ESTES Rustbelt Abolition Radio
Originally recorded for Rustbelt
Abolition Radio, transcript reprinted with permission
Nick Estes: My name is Nick Estes. I am Kul Wicasa from the
lower Brule Sioux tribe in South
Dakota, and I helped co-found
The Red Nation in 2014 in Albuquerque, New Mexico, along with
a collective of radical indigenous
feminists and non-indigenous organizers. We formed specifically
around the issue of police violence and state violence against
indigenous peoples. Right now
we have organizations in several different locations, primarily in
the southwest.
a Maria: There’s a chapter in the
book Policing the Planet in which
Christina Heatherton interviews
you and other members of The
Red Nation to discuss how the
criminalization of Native people,
particularly the poor and houseless, represents a colonial strategy of crisis management. Can you
talk about the relentless state violence against Native people in
urban settings, and the roots of
this violence?
Nick Estes: I think to contextualize the issue of criminalization of
indigenous peoples off-reservation, we have to think historically
about the boundaries that were
created between off-reservation
and on-reservation spaces. Oftentimes we think of indigenous
peoples in the U.S. and Canada,
for example, as confined only to
these designated homeland areas, quote unquote, which are
in fact reservations which were
intended to be open-air concentration camps. In the 1950s, the
era of termination and relocation
really set into motion a forced
displacement of indigenous peoples off reservation lands in an effort to prioritize those lands and

opened them up further for white
settlement.
Oftentimes we think of settler colonialism as something that happened primarily in the 19th century, but in fact, as we can see with
the criminalization of indigenous
peoples off-reservation that really took place in the 20th century as well as you know, the 21st
century and today. But what happened in the 1950s and the 1960s
is you had over a quarter million
of native people who were sort of
lured or displaced from reservation lands in an effort by the state
to essentially liquidate its federal
responsibilities and treaty rights
to tribes. And so what happened
is you had a lot of people moving
to off-reservation spaces, primarily urban locations such as Minneapolis, you know, Los Angeles,
San Francisco, Boston, Cleveland, Denver, etc. With this influx
off-reservation, you had sort of
the increase of policing of indigenous people off-reservation. And
this wasn’t a new thing, this isn’t
like a new sort of tactic that was
developed by the settler state,
but it had been intensified in this
particular period. So for example,
in 1968 in Minneapolis, the police
department of Minneapolis would
go around on the weekends and
bust up what were called “Indian
bars” in the city and make mass
arrests of indigenous people out
on the weekend and then imprison them for the weekend in this
effort to police this off-reservation
presence in the city. And so in effect, you had two things that were
happening: you had one that was
the criminalization of indigenous
peoples for quote unquote drinking. So you have the figure of the
drunk Indian, which you know, by
definition, being drunk in public is
not technically illegal nor is being indigenous. But nonetheless,

indigenous peoples have historically been criminalized for being
quote unquote, the drunk Indian.
And so in response to the mass
criminalization of indigenous
peoples in not just Minneapolis, but also in other places, you
know, in Gallup, New Mexico for
example, or Rapid City, South
Dakota, you had the formation of
the Red Power Movement essentially to combat police violence.
And most people don’t realize
that Red Power formed initially
as an anti-police violence movement and they formed these
community patrols, much in the
same vein as a Black Panther
Party for Self-Defense, founded
in Oakland, California, to essentially provide community safety
patrols for native people on the
weekends who were being profiled and harassed by the police.
Eventually that expanded into
things such as survival schools,
providing an alternative education model for native students in
public schools because not only
were native students taken away
from their communities, but they
were also educated in non-indigenous spaces which taught really distorted versions of american
history.
The Red Nation, when we were
founded, was really founded in
that sort of tradition of addressing
off-reservation, police violence.
But this isn’t, you know, when we
think of state violence, we often
think of the figure of the cop. But
what we, not just, we The Red
Nation, but historically: the indigenous movement has addressed
the figure of the settler as well as
carrying out the will of the settler-state to essentially eliminate
indigenous peoples. And this
happens in a practice called Indian rolling where primarily young
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men go around on the weekends
or at night and murder or harass
or mutilate any native people
who may be on the street. For example, two young men shot and
killed Ronnie Ross, a Navajo man
in Albuquerque, New Mexico,
thus continuing this longer pattern of upholding this notion of
anti-Indian common sense where
the settler-state doesn’t always
need to kill indigenous people
when everyday settler-citizens
do that for them.
We can see this in places like
what is currently called Canada
with murdered and missing indigenous women. Thousands of
women who have been disappeared or murdered by everyday
settlers. And we can see this in
the two most recent court cases
in Canada –that ironically happened during the truth and reconciliation process– of the murders of Coulten Boushie as well
as Tina Fontaine, where white
settler-citizens were essentially
exonerated by the state of any
wrongdoing. So when we were
talking about the criminalization
of indigenous peoples, it’s not
just the state itself enacting this
violence. It’s how settler-citizens
uphold that sort of status quo.
What we call anti-Indian common
sense.
This ranges from anything from
just murdering people outright
to essentially policing the city as
a quote unquote non indigenous
space, to upholding certain binaries of authenticity between urban and reservation-based indigenous people. So we were really
pushing back on that because
we do see this kind of policing
of the normative boundaries of
indigeneity is upholding binaries
that aren’t useful. For example,
four out of five native people in

the United States don’t live on
reservation land or trust land. So
the majority experience of indigenous peoples is one of off-reservation experience, and so how
do we confront what is the dominant experience of native people
off-reservation? And that’s really
the core foundation of who we
are as The Red Nation.
a Maria: Along those lines, you
write that Indian killing has always
been authorized through the law,
as Native people are marked as
deviant and lawless for transgressing settler dictates. Historically, how do you understand the
project of U.S. Settler colonialism and indigenous resistance as
they relate to the formation of the
carceral state?
Nick Estes: So, I think we have to
go back to… I use this example
not because I –well– I do agree
with Justice Scalia. Justice Scalia, who recently passed away,
thank god, he represented this
tradition in the supreme court:
he was a constitutional purist,
right? He believed in the original
intent of the constitution, and as
somebody who studies American
history, I do believe that he was
correct in that interpretation that
we have to go back to the original intent of the founding fathers
and we can look at, you know, the
founding documents such as the
declaration of independence, primarily written by somebody like
Thomas Jefferson, which essentially criminalizes domestic slave
revolts and indigenous resistance. And the codification of the
armament of everyday settlers
under the second amendment,
which was, you know, obviously it
was the second –it was the second amendment, right– it was the
second thing passed next to the
first amendment. And the second

amendment was passed in the
context of the Battle of Wabash,
wherein the Shawnee Confederacy, alongside allied Miamis,
essentially wiped out the Continental Army following the socalled Revolutionary War of Independence. So what happened is
that the standing army of the socalled the United States was like
in shambles. It was almost nonexistent. And so the second amendment was passed to arm everyday
settlers and to federally subsidize
the armament of those settlers to
essentially carry out Indian killing.
To continue taking land. Because
if we understand historically, as
Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz in her new
book, Loaded, argues: the second
amendment was created to facilitate the taking of indigenous land
and territory because the revolutionary war was not fought for,
as we were told, as a war of independence from Britain, but it was
fought as a war to expand settlement west of the Allegheny and
Appalachian mountains and thus
expand the institution of slavery.
And so, out of these well-regulated settler militias, you have
the formation of the first forms
of law enforcement on the frontier, to essentially bring order to a
savage land. And so we can see
the foundations of the carceral system as we know it today,
as being literally codified in the
founding documents of this nation; and unlike other so-called
republics –capitalists republics–
the U.S. Constitution has never
been changed, right? It’s one of
the few documents that exists
in the modern world that hasn’t
changed since it’s inception or
deviated from what Roxanne
Dunbar-Ortiz calls “the cult of the
covenant.” So we can kind of see
this ideological groundwork being built from the very inception
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of the United States onwards, and
so if we think of modern police
departments, but also the arming
of everyday settler-citizens, we
can think of this society as from
the get-go, a carceral society that
was –incarceration we tend to
think of, as many in the Black radical tradition have highlighted in
the abolitionist framework, as one
that essentially imprisons bodies
to steal time from people that are
alive, but often missing from that
framework is the understanding
of the role of indigenous elimination to essentially clear the land
so that this capitalist project, the
settler project can grow and can
continue to expand. And so we
have to see incarceration, mass
incarceration, as essentially a
sort of a logical outcome of the
system. Because we don’t, when
we talk about carceral studies,
most people don’t consider the
reservation system as one of the

founding systems of control and
containment. So yeah, I think the
idea of studying but also in challenging the carceral system we
have to actually talk about settler-colonialism as foundational
to it.
Catalina Rios: To jump to the recent present… Water protectors
faced conspicuous and well-documented police violence for
many months at Standing Rock,
and only afterwards did the extent of close coordination between police and private security
become clear. Tell us about the
criminalization of overt Native
dissent, and how genocide is not
only a project of the state, but of
capitalism itself.
Nick Estes: I think many were
surprised, first of all, that Morton
county was essentially acting
as a security firm for a pipeline
company, but I think it misses the

fact that the state is literally the
handmaiden or the foot-soldier of
capital and in this case the state
and you know, the Emergency
Management Assistance Compact which was used to bring
in 96 different law enforcement
agencies from around the country really facilitated a new mode
of indigenous expropriation and
EMAC, as it’s known, was a law
that was passed under Clinton to
essentially aid states in times of
natural disasters such as floods,
hurricanes, wildfires, et cetera, to
solicit support from other states
to deal with those catastrophes.
It also allowed –has a provision
that allowed– for so-called “community disorders, enemy attack,
or insurrection” I think is the actual language of the thing. And
so, the Morton County Sheriff’s
Department, with the backing of
the state of North Dakota, essentially solicited the support of 96
different law enforcement jurisdictions which also included federal jurisdiction such as border
patrol, the FBI, federal marshals,
etc. This was really kind of like the
full-fledged security state on-demand at the behest of this small
little tiny sheriff’s department.
I think we have to kind of take a
step back and actually look at: a
year prior to this mass mobilization, the governor of Maryland
declared a state of emergency
during the Baltimore uprising in
response to the police killing of
Freddie Gray, and he evoked the
same powers of EMAC in that situation. So, essentially you have
what is natural disaster legislation
relief being used to crush black
uprising, but also to expropriate
indigenous lands, and now combine that with the close coordination with a private security firm
which cut its teeth in Iraq and Afghanistan running counterinsur-
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gency campaigns against civilian
populations in both countries,
and you have sort of the making
of this global system of these security regimes.
You know, when we say that, “Oh,
these struggles are different”,
oftentimes people try to parse
out differences in struggles to
say that the indigenous movement is unique, the black movement is unique, you know, the
immigrants’ rights movement is
unique, and they’re all disparate
and they need their own autonomy, but what’s interesting is that
the security state actually sees
all of these struggles as connected, and even the private security
state –those the private security firms as well– and if you read
those FOIA’d emails, they’re actually talking about the connections
between policing what are blackled urban uprisings in Baltimore
and Ferguson and elsewhere, in
connection with border security,
as well as the tactics of crowd
control that are used by the IDF
in policing Palestinian protests all
the way to the policing of indigenous protests in Canada against
pipelines crossing through unceded territory.
So the security state already sees
all of these things as interconnected, right? So the criminalization
of indigenous peoples, it’s kind
of come full circle because counterinsurgency as a practice by the
U.S. military and then taken up by
private security firms was literally
formed during the Indian Wars at
West Point. In the officer’s training
on international law, they begin
with the Indian Wars as the first
example of counterinsurgency
tactics deployed by the U.S. army.
And then they continue on up into
the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq
and now Syria. The U.S. has cut

its teeth on waging wars against
civilian populations by waging
total war campaigns against indigenous peoples first. And then,
you know, in the 21st century it’s
still waging those campaigns, not
just on indigenous peoples in the
so-called U.S., but also on people
elsewhere throughout the world.
We have to think of these things
as interconnected and the criminalization of water protectors in
particular is just a continuation of
an Indian War that literally never
ends.
Catalina Rios: Coming from the
migrant rights movement, I often think: what can legality even
mean in stolen land? Creating
those
connections
between
these movements is something
I’ve been reflecting on.
Nick Estes: We have people who
work closely with Dreamers and
DACA recipients in the New Mexican context, but also within the
national context, and one of our
main contentions is that this government, the settler-government,
has no right to determine who
can and cannot come on these
lands when it itself is an invading occupying force. I think if we
understand the U.S. as an invading, occupying force that literally
cannot define the parameters of
legality because it in and of itself,
according to indigenous customary laws, is itself an illegal invading force, brings up this larger
question about what does Native
Liberation look like.
I think what we have tried to put
forward as something that is kind
of outside of the formal channels
of power, in the sense that nonprofit and NGO organizing tends
to organize toward power, to
speak to power, whereas we’ve
kind of drawn on a longer tradition of indigenous resistance that

isn’t just confined to the examples
of North America –which I would
just call it like the anglosphere
or the first world– but ones that
draw from a hemispheric as well
as a transnational and international approach where we try to
organize with the base versus
trying to organize in so-called
civil society and trying to constantly convince the colonial institutions that indigenous people
are humans, because that’s been
a failed project thus far. If they do
want to recognize their humanity, that’s great, but that’s not our
ultimate goal. Our ultimate goal
is to empower everyday indigenous peoples to take charge of
their lives, and so when we think
of liberation it’s also a process
of decolonization that includes
non-indigenous people, who may
or may not be complicit in the
system, but also themselves are
disempowered by it.
And so if we think of settler-society which creates minorities
out of Indigenous peoples –like,
statistical minorities out of indigenous peoples– we have to
understand that when we were
talking about liberation, we’re
talking about forms of autonomy
and self-determination, but we’re
also talking about a process that
includes the vast majority of society that doesn’t hold power in
this current system. There’s a lot
to be said about that, because I
think oftentimes people get uncomfortable with this label of settler and settler-colonialism. But
it’s not that we made up this term,
you know, and then it becomes
this individual identity that people
take on as their own, but it’s literally structured in the legal, political, cultural and social systems
of this particular colonial government. Right? And so when we’re
talking about liberation or indig-
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enous self determination, that
means that we’re also advocating
for the abolition of the systems
that grant these particular privileges that are always constructed
against indigenous governance
as well as indigenous territory or
rights to territory. I think some
people get uncomfortable with
that or they want to reduce it to
something they call “identity politics” when in fact we’re not talking
about individual identities, we’re
actually talking about structures
of power. And identities tend to
obscure, you know, the claim of
an individual identity tends to obscure those structures of power.
a Maria: How can a better understanding of settler colonialism
and its project of elimination shift
how we think about abolition and
carcerality in the so-called United States, and what are some
concrete ways you would like to
see the movement to abolish the
carceral state engage with an anti-colonial framework?
Nick Estes: That’s a really good
question. I think for us, because
this is a settler-society and its primary function and goal is to erase
indigenous peoples, indigenous
people always kind of become a
tack-on struggle. So it’s like: “How
are indigenous peoples incarcerated, too?” or “How are they
affected by police brutality, too?”
And then it becomes this kind of
afterthought in this larger conversation, when I think organizers
have argued for the last centuries
[laugh] that settler-society’s primary organizing principle is the
elimination of indigenous peoples first and foremost, to essentially secure access, unrestricted
access, to the land. And oftentimes what, for example, what
Black people in the U.S. face with
the carceral system will be dis-

tinct because their mode of criminalization is different from the
mode of criminalization of indigenous peoples, but nonetheless:
they speak to each other across
those differences because it’s
part of the same kind of project.
Some concrete ways in which we
have been advocating for non-reformist reforms would be: thinking about indigenous treaties as
something that aren’t just exclusive to indigenous peoples. For
example, at Standing Rock we invited people from all walks of life
to essentially uphold treaty law
and indigenous governance. That
wasn’t an exclusive project for indigenous peoples. I think there’s
a fear that indigenous liberation
or sovereignty is somehow an exclusive project that categorically
excludes other people and that
if indigenous peoples were left
in charge that they would do to
settlers and settler-society, what
was done to their ancestors, you
know, genocided, removed from
the land, displaced, incarcerated,
etc. But I think every sort of iteration of a multinational indigenous
struggle has proved otherwise.
Right. We didn’t kick people off
the land at Standing Rock or elsewhere, we invited them in to participate in this particular struggle,
you know, for better or worse.
I’m not saying that it’s a perfect system, but I think when
we think about implementing
things such as treaties we’re
also talking about the upholding
of –if we want to get like kind of
legal– this approach is that: the
first amendment has within its
language that treaties are the supreme law of the land and that
if people want to hold their government to account, they can say
that, “Hey look, our government
signed these treaties with these

people,” and it’s the first amendment right? If people are so constitutionally pure, how come they
don’t focus on the first amendment and the first agreements
that were ever made — the first
diplomatic agreements that were
ever made were with indigenous
peoples. These agreements essentially guaranteed peaceful
coexistence.
You know, I’m saying these
things, but I’m not saying that
these are the perfect modes of
understanding what indigenous
liberation is. I’m just talking about
a baseline approach, but these
treaties also guaranteed things,
you know, not just access to territory, but things such as healthcare, such as employment, such
as food, and education; and
you know on the left, those are
things that we would call part of
a living social wage. And so we
can think of treaties as kind of a
model, like a base framework for
understanding how these other
struggles connect with indigenous struggles: that treaty rights
have to be at the forefront of this.
They can’t be an afterthought. Indigenous liberation has to be at
the forefront of this –it can’t just
always be an afterthought– and
that it does speak to these other
movements in ways that are really generative and that deserve a
more robust conversation versus
always siloing off movements as
kind of disparate struggles that
don’t speak to each other.
Because as we saw, not just on
the ground of Standing Rock, but
in places like Minneapolis, even
in places like Albuquerque where
I’ve organized, the tendency is
not to just have only indigenous
peoples, the tendency is always:
how did these struggles speak
across these differences? How
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are we accounting for different
definitions of indigeneity, for example, and how do we not reproduce something in the first world
such as the Monroe Doctrine in
how we organize, in a hemispheric approach that the U.S.-based
and Canadian-based indigenous
struggles don’t have hegemony
on the definitions of what constitutes indigeneity, and just because somebody crosses a border, does it mean that person is
either less indigenous or is quote
unquote not from the community,
but in fact deserves our support
and solidarity.
Catalina Rios: Thank you for joining us today!
Nick Estes: Thanks so much.
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Issue #9					THE OPENING STATEMENT			

Page 15

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.

HELP SPREAD THE WORD!

WE WOULD LOVE TO HEAR FROM YOU.

IF YOU WOULD LIKE TO UNSUBSCRIBE,

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

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.
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

write to the address below requesting a subscription and
you will begin receiving the publication free of charge.
Current publication is quarterly.

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
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