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PRISON LIFE AND MASS INCARCERATION Charles A. Jackson Bey
Prison life can be a place of comfort 
to those who refuse to change, and 
for those who are tired of their con-
ditions, prison is a place you can’t 
wait to escape. Life within these 
walls tend to bring the animal na-
ture out of humans we live amongst! 
And you become a witness to some 
of the most vengeful acts commit-
ted by man. Waking up within these 
walls you never know what the day 
will bring! From something so simple 
as a fist fight or a war between gang 
rivals, where the order has been giv-
en by prison yard boss leaders, stick 
on sight. Bloodshed is like watching 

an old war film and the graphics are 
unsuitable for most viewers. Knowing 
at any moment a knife could be stuck 
in your back from a friend turned foe, 
or placed up under your bed by a cor-
rectional officer who dislikes you and 
prefers you spend time in the hole. 

Life in prison can be a man’s break-
ing point! One day he’s kicking game 
on the yard, the next he’s dangling 
from prison bars. Everyone has a 
problem and most never find the 
solution they’re looking for, walking 
the straight and narrow path seems 
impossible! When you’re surrounded 
by corrupt staff members whose fun 

and games is writing false tickets. No 
credit for the years avoiding trouble! 
And the parole board will hold you 
accountable for programs you’re not 
able to take because your kite was 
returned by the administration stating 
“not within ERD.” 

Life in prison can be a place of self-re-
flection if we choose to look in the 
mirror and see the person we have be-
come, taking a stand and showing uni-
ty as a whole is a mission impossible 
when a store bag is more important. 
Grown men physically, but mentally 
children rushing to the playground 
for recreation when yard is called or 
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to the prison chow hall lined up for 
chicken day waiting to be served like 
high school kids in a cafeteria. Life in 
prison. 

Prisoners will complain about a call-
out to play video games! But won’t say 
nothing about obtaining freedom or 
signing up for law library to fight their 
case! Instead they would rather pay 
Joe Blow to help keep them trapped, 
not knowing he’s been hustling pris-
oners for years! And your case is just 
another store bag in his locker. Hav-
ing confidence in a failing system 
praying a law will work in my favor 
or that a law become changed and my 
freedom is granted. Democracy for 
prisoners is the day we all long for, 
creating change together as a whole. 
It takes patience and the right tim-
ing some may say but for those who’s 
been waiting 20, 30, 40 and 50 years 
on a better outcome, if not during 
their time then whose time? 

Determination is what gives the Elite 
Prisoners courage to fight the battles 
others will not! Victory might be no-
where in sight! But the adventure is 
the satisfaction when this prisoner 
can say I did my part. In my perspec-
tive of mass incarceration and prison 
building it’s a trending effect like a 
latest fashion line or an alcoholic bev-
erage being advertised amongst the 
American people. 

The reason crime hasn’t went down as 
it should and prisoners remain in pris-
on is due to a number of things and 
I’ll touch base on just a few important 
key factors. The incarceration rates 
for Michigan has been proven that 
the stay in prison has become lon-
ger from 1981 to this number almost 
doubling if not surpassing the origi-
nal estimate of 2005. Here it is 2019 
going on 2020 and the laws are just 
finally working for juvenile lifers and 
second degree lifers, people who has 
the solution has spent decades behind 
these walls and should have been in 
society years ago, discussing their 
solution of today’s epidemic of prison 

mass incarceration problems. Manda-
tory sentencing is hurting the chance 
of many prisoners at the opportunity 
of having a guaranteed parole, mainly 
lifers who are non-parolable because 
of the sentencing guidelines in place 
that won’t allow judges a downward 
departure from guidelines. So even 
if my prison record is clean and I’m 
proven to be a redeemed rehabilitated 
prisoner the parole board still can’t 
grant me a parole even though they 
come see me every five years. 

The application of these laws 
throughout the criminal justice sys-
tem is racially biased and against 
the lower class. The criminal justice 
system has been in power over peo-
ple who are stuck and always been 
at a disadvantage from being from 
a certain county or urban commu-
nity. For example, Wayne has more 
corruption than any other county in 
Michigan due to underpaid staff and 
half ass lawyers who’s not willing to 
fight for a defendant because she’s/
he’s court-appointed and the man 
hours it takes to fight a murder, rob-
bery or rape is not worth their time 
or effort. So they settle for deals with 
the prosecutor to avoid trial and those 
who are less likely to win trial anyway 
get an unreasonable plea agreement 
which results in a term of years that’s 
compared to a life sentence which is 
called a long indeterminate sentence. 
But if I was from an upper class com-
munity and had the riches I would get 
a manslaughter charge for murder, 
larceny for a robbery, and probation 
for a rape or a very low sentence. 

So this covers and explains the ex-
ploitation and suppression of the poor 
and marginal through legal means 
from a justice system that’s built on 
political and economic power of the 
famous slogan “the rich get rich-
er while the poor stay poor!” We’re 
dealing with the lamb and the lion of 
justice and prisoners are the lambs 
and the courts are the lions as well as 
those who are against actual prison-
er reform. It has been proven locking 

people up and throwing away the key 
doesn’t reduce crime in the communi-
ty of the urban cities, not to mention 
how the prison system is releasing 
unrehabilitated prisoners just to keep 
crime going to say nothing works! For 
example you will have a prisoner who 
is doing all the right things! Ticket 
free, obtained good programs to be 
added to their prisoner file and the 
parole board will flop them multiple 
times! In order to break their spirit 
and allow them to lose confidence in 
returning to society! So they fall into 
the prison system design by catching 
tickets, going to the hole and become 
a part of prison downhill slopes. Then 
you’ll have the prisoner who is catch-
ing all the tickets MDOC has to offer, 
no self help programs for his self, his 
file shows he just got caught with a 
weapon and the parole board grants 
him a parole with no problem! Why 
is this? Because we are considered 
stock to their inventory, modern day 
slaves and the prison is the plantation 
for us who work and earn pennies off 
a dollar. 

As the United States has becomes a 
highly unequal society, residential 
segregation patterns have created 
inner-city jobless ghettos and the 
world’s largest prison system. This is 
a reciprocal relationship—just as you 
cannot have a slave without a master! 
so you cannot have U.S. mass incar-
ceration without the jobless ghetto. 
And reality is not only jobless ghet-
tos produce a higher crime rate, but 
the very prison system who contrib-
utes by releasing unprepared, non-re-
formed and unrehabilitated prisoners 
who they know for a fact will return 
and keep this plantation running and 
give them an excuse to keep us pris-
oners who has the solutions but re-
fuse to let us go because, we are a 
problem!!! Not to society but to their 
billion dollar plantations who don’t 
never want the slave to be equal to 
the master.

PRISON LIFE AND MASS INCARCERATION Continued from Page 1
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I write this article with the hope of not 
offending the sensibilities of the con-
cerned and sincere white friends and 
family that are sincerely loved and re-
spected by me and others in the Belly 
of the Beast. But in order to free all of 
us from the mental shackles of prison 
slavery in requires me and others to 
speak truth to power and to speak it 
(truth) to those behind and in front of 
the Industrial Prison Complex and the 
so-called justice system.

In order to speak pure truth I must and 
shall start with a quote from a truth 
speaker, “The Most Honorable Elijah 
Muhammad,” founder of the Nation 
of Islam in North America. We must 
fight to never allow powerful people 
to write this man out of history, to re-
move him is to do a grave injustice to 
those of us of all races in this country 
and the world over.

The Honorable Elijah Muhammad 
stated: The modern day American 
judiciary system is designed for the 
legalized lynching of Black people in 
this country.

This statement by the Honorable 
Elijah Muhammad was made in the 
1950s and felt all the way up into the 
1990s with the war on drugs (crack), 
it was enforced by Jim Crow laws and 
others all used to disenfranchise poor 
blacks.

Today I would like to advance his po-
sition in light of the book wrote by 
Michelle Alexander, The New Jim 
Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age 
of Colorblindness. The position today 
reveals that the “modern day judicia-
ry system,” whether it is criminal or 
civil, is designed from the legalized 
lynching of all poor people in this 
country regardless of color.

Today, in both the criminal and civil 
court, there has been a plan in effect 
to weaponize the skin color of black, 
brown, Indigenous, and Asian youth 
through stereotypical TV programs. 
To stigmatize Indigenous, Asian, and 
Brown people in this country. The le-
galized lynching comes in the form 
of Border Patrol, INS, and Homeland 
Security.

This assault is so insidious, sub-con-
scious, and covert that even to imply 
that such exists—causes some whites 
in this country to claim that this is 
only the made-up conspiracy minds of 
those effected by the system.

America is in need of an overhaul of 
the judiciary system (criminal and 
civil) in order to save the country 
from itself. It starts with Generation X 
and the Millenials to unite in one com-
mon core goal of reforming a broken 
system. First these two groups must 
unify without the generation that was 
before us. The old sit-ins, marching 
and protesting all has served their 
purpose. We marched and sat-in in 
the late 1960s, 70s, 80s, and 90s only 
to have and to receive nothing that 
lasted in the year 2000. We need all 
new fresh ideas; new minds, young 
minds and thoughts in this new world 
that we are trying to build. We have 
enough young minds in position to 
build a new world of government. We 
must always be flexible and adaptive 
to new times and challenges. Read 
The New Jim Crow Organizing Guide 
by Daniel Hunter as a start. 

LEGALIZED LYNCHING OF POOR PEOPLE Curtis L. Jones AKA Muhammad

MICHIGAN: THE HARVESTER OF HUMANS Robert Winburn AKA Scott Libby
Michigan’s dirty little secret. Did you 
know our criminal justice system is 
operating as a sort of modern day 
slave livery stable where droves of 

poor/defenseless or uneducated peo-
ple are collected, kept, and finally tak-
en to markets, precisely like droves of 
horses?

For instance, in a courtroom 
every day, in all the major 
cities, i.e. Oakland County, 
Wayne County, Grand Rap-
ids, Macomb County, etc., a 
circuit court judge is selected 
on a throne (a lofty cabin of an 
immense harvester of human 
lives) with gavel in hand. From 
his or her lofty perch several 
feet above the ground, he or 
she is monitoring the progress 
of congested court dockets 
that provide detailed summa-
ries of case actions on plea 
and sentencing, measuring 
the progress of every subject 
down to the individual per-

son. Each judge’s production numbers 
testify to the power of this precision 
farming, as it’s known in legal circles.

The prosecutor’s average yield of con-
viction is about 98%. Interestingly, 
most of these large counties reliably 
produce more than 10 convictions per 
hour.

The staggering outpour is made all 
the more remarkable by the prosecu-
tor’s balance sheet contributing to job 
security, political ideology, and pris-
on industrial complex. Almost a de-
cade ago, Michigan made a statewide 
promise to change the system to sus-
tainable criminal defense under the 
rallying cry in Duncan v. State, 774 
N.W. 2d 89 (2009). See “Gideon’s 
Promise: Can the Michigan Indigent 
Defense Commission Act to Fix the 
State’s Broken Defense System?” 61 
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Wayne Law Rev. 123 (2015). Instead, 
we got twice as many convictions us-
ing half as many resources. For over 
a decade, judges, prosecutors, and 
their colleagues (criminal defense 
attorneys) have reduced jury trials to 
less than 3%.

One more reason to marvel: The 
jails as densely populated, reducing 
necessary calorie intake to maxi-
mize returns, and have become the 
state’s number one priority, even over 
schools and roads. That is, it has be-
come the number one player in human 

trafficking. Seen from an insider per-
spective, the current system resem-
bles no other major human producer.

The climate controlled farms enable 
a county struggling in funds for crim-
inal defense to be a state-wide leader 
in exports of humans to the manacles 
of the criminal justice system: proba-
tion, imprisonment, and parole.

The brain trust behind these astound-
ing numbers is centered at the heart 
and soul of lobbyists in Lansing.

These people are not simply judges. 

Most of them have an interest in con-
viction including separate business 
ventures involved in safety and se-
curity of the criminal justice system. 
Not only that, the brutal efficiency of 
convictions is driven in tandem with 
the market needs of bodies for prison. 
The challenge? Put in bluntly apoca-
lyptic terms, the system must produce 
more prisoners than it released in all 
of Michigan history.

This is their model of sustainability. 
We must wake up!

MICHIGAN: THE HARVESTER OF HUMANS Continued from Page 3

Present-tense history . . . caterpillar
lowly positioned human beings
  sentenced

Mud-journey drenched worms
coldness felt concrete after the rain,

Ceilinged in fencing we crawl with
fear of beaks defenseless womb
malnourished placenta within this
  prison

A pupa to compose an abode but
hindered no family no friends doomed,

Until the mind of those self improve
who place themselves in these
temporary cocoons

From these rooms wisdom span wings
live soaring seen free,

Lowly positioned human beings sentenced
perhaps present-tense
   History

METAMORPHOSIS  James Washington III
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LIMITING INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT: A FORM OF OPPRESSION   
Dwight Henley and Jamie Meade
For decades the Michigan Department 
of Corrections utilized a warehous-
ing approach, deploying suppression 
techniques to control prisoners. In-
carcerated people followed the rules 
because they had to, not because they 
wanted to. Unfortunately, incarcer-
ated people failed to internalize new 
values and attitudes, and once re-
leased on parole they reverted back to 
being the person that they were prior 
to incarceration and more than half 
returned to prison.

In response to perpetual recidivism 
and a $2 billion MDOC budget, citi-
zens and legislators want incarcerat-
ed people rehabilitated. This makes 
sense because research shows reha-
bilitation is a more cost-effective ap-
proach to corrections than warehous-
ing. Nevertheless, the MDOC has yet 
to fully buy into this idea. In fact, the 
MDOC appears to be implementing 
tactics to resist rehabilitation and 
to limit intellectual development of 
incarcerated people as a form of op-
pression.

The MDOC has compiled over 60 
pages of restricted books that are pro-
hibited from entering prisons across 
the state. These books include cover-
ing rehabilitation to business to basic 
computers. One would have to ask 
why the MDOC would not want peo-
ple incarcerated to know how to start 
and operate a small business or lim-
ited liability company, how to invest 
in stocks and bonds, or how to use 
Microsoft Office programs (i.e. Word, 
Excel, and Powerpoint).

A close look at MDOC programming 
reveals their resistance to rehabili-
tation and intellectual development. 
Many prisons offer very little pro-
gramming, and at “programming’ 
facilities, staff set such stringent 
criteria for enrollment that most in-
carcerated people are ineligible. The 
MDOC promotes its Vocational Vil-
lages, yet their Villages exist in 3 or 4 

housing units in the entire prison sys-
tem—each of the 30 prisons in Michi-
gan has 5 to 8 units.

Many professors and educated pris-
oners submit proposals to teach edu-
cation classes, but they continuously 
get denied. The MDOC offers tablet 
technology for video games and mu-
sic downloads but not for e-books or 
college classes. Most prisons show 
movies on an intra-institutional tele-
vision channel but refuse to show ed-
ucational lectures. The MDOC offers 
an Edovo educational system with 
over 150 course topics on a tablet to 
“special” populations but not to the 
general population.

Recently, the Woodside Church has 
been working with the Chicago Theo-
logical Seminary (CTS) to allow Ja-
mie Meade the opportunity to partic-
ipate in an online Master of Divinity 
(M.Div.) program while incarcerated. 

Although MDOC’s Policy Directive 
01.01.104 on Internet Access permits 
incarcerated persons to be approved 
for online educational programming, 
this permission has never been giv-
en since its inception in 2009. Cor-
rections officials have continued to 
place structural hurdles in the way to 
impede the efforts of CTS and Wood-
side Church to bring this opportunity 
to fruition.

The reality is that the MDOC has yet 
to buy into the idea of rehabilitation, 
and they continue to use subtle tactics 
to limit intellectual development of in-
carcerated people. The MDOC is suc-
cessfully slowing the rehabilitation 
movement, and the 70 percent of the 
prison population that lacks access to 
substantive programming is proof.
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THE 13TH AMENDMENT OF THE UNITED STATES CONSTITUTION  
Ahjamu K. Baruti
The 13th amendment of the United 
States Constitution reads as follows: 
neither slavery nor involuntary ser-
vitude except as a punishment for a 
crime whereof the party shall have 
been duly convicted, shall exist with-
in the United States or any place sub-
ject to their jurisdiction.

The US Supreme court states in its 
long-standing precedent case Ruffin 
v. Commonwealth: a convicted felon, 
whom the law and it’s humanity pun-
ishes by confinement in a penitentiary 
instead of with death, is subject while 
undergoing that punishment to all the 
laws which the legislature in its wis-
dom enacts for the government of that 
institution in control of its inmates, 
for the time being, during his term of 
service in the penitentiary, he is in a 
state of penal servitude to the state.

The convicted prisoner as a conse-
quence of his crime, not only forfeited 
his liberty, but all his personal rights 
except those which the law and its 
humanity ascertain. He is for the time 
being a slave undergoing punishment 
for his heinous crimes committed 
against the law of the land.

In other words, prisoners themselves 
are a commodity! Our Black and 
Brown communities are prime targets 
for extractions. One cannot over em-
phasize the connection between slav-
ery and the Prison Industrial Enslave-
ment Complex.

During the Delegation to the Constitu-
tional Convention in 1787, when they 
were attempting to establish the US 
Constitution a holy debate arose on 
the issue of slavery between the dele-
gates from the North and South.

George Mason of Virginia argued el-
egantly against slavery, warning his 
fellow delegates: “Every master of 
slaves is born a petty tyrant.” South-
ern delegates argued strenuously that 
the new government should not be al-

lowed to interfere with the institution 
of slavery. Delegate John Rutledge 
of South Carolina told the delegates, 
“Religion and humanity have nothing 
to do with the questions of whether 
the Constitution should protect slav-
ery.” It was simply a question of prop-
erty rights.

The Constitution that the delegates 
proposed included several provisions 
that explicitly recognized and protect-
ed slavery. Without these provisions 
Southern delegates would not support 
the new constitution and without the 
southern states onboard the constitu-
tion had no chance of being ratified.

Provisions allowed the southern states 
to count their slaves as three fifths of 
a human being for the purposes of ap-
portionment in Congress even though 
slaves could not vote.

The United Snakes of Amerikkka 
have more people incarcerated in the 
world than any other nation, especial-
ly people of color. There are over 2.3 
million prisoners in America’s crimi-
nal justice system according to a re-
port from the Prison Policy Initiative. 
There are 1719 state prisons and 102 
federal prisons.

Black people make up 37.9% of in-
mates, even though Blacks make up 
14.9% of the US population. It took a 
long and violent Civil War in order to 
legally disestablish the peculiar insti-

tution of slavery!

Frederick Douglass stated: “Slavery 
has been fruitful in giving itself many 
names. It has been called: The Pecu-
liar Institution, The Social System, 
and The Impediment. It has been 
called by a great many names; and 
you and I, all of us, had better wait 
and see what new form this old mon-
ster will assume, in what new skin 
this old snake will come forth next.”

It has come forth a new institution, 
the United States prison system. It 
has emerged as the Modern Day Slav-
ery, and the 13th Amendment to the 
US Constitution justifies its existence 

stating if you are convicted of a crime 
you are justified to slavery!

There are significant similarities be-
tween slavery and the prison system. 
Both institutions reduce their subjects 
to dependence on others for the sup-
ply of their basic human needs, food 
shelter, etc. Both isolate their sub-
jects from gathering more than six 
in a group, work long hours and far 
less compensation for their labor. The 
US Constitution was never meant for 
Black people. Most of the founding fa-
thers who wrote the US Constitution 
were slave owners. Just as slavery 
was tied to capitalism, so is this mod-
ern-day prison system under the 13th 
Amendment of the US Constitution.
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FROM THE FACTORY TO THE WAREHOUSE: A BRIEF HISTORY OF PRISON 
LABOR IN MICHIGAN MAPS Editorial 
Several articles we have published 
in The Opening Statement over the 
last three years have drawn parallels 
between the pre-Civil War system of 
slavery in the United States and the 
current crisis of mass incarceration. 
These articles--including “The 13th 
Amendment of the United States 
Constitution” by Ahjamu K. Baruti, 
included in this issue--point to some 
common features of slavery and incar-
ceration, including confinement, loss 
of agency, and unpaid (or extremely 
low wage) labor. While we agree with 
these commonalities, we also wanted 
to study the changes and differences 
over time in the relationship between 
economic forces and imprisonment in 
Michigan. The following is the result 
of that study, submitted to you for con-
sideration and further conversation.

Various threads of the movement 
against mass incarceration has placed 
prison labor at the center of discus-
sions about the crisis of mass incar-
ceration. Workplace struggles have 
appeared as a way forward for ac-
tivists and advocates, including calls 
for better wages for prisoners being 
central to the demands of local and 
national struggles. Labor is also an 
important part of the reformist dis-
course of the Michigan Department 
of Corrections (MDOC), which high-
lights job training as a path toward 
rehabilitation and reform.

Michigan, where we live, was once a 
symbol of the “golden age” of indus-
trial capitalism, and its prisons were 
once a factory. But today, most pris-
oners do not work. Some still do, and 
their labor is often important for the 
operation of the facilities that confine 
them, but prisoner labor is now more 
of an appendage than a central feature 
of the state’s bloated carceral sys-
tem. The home of the Motor City has 
been at the leading edge of the crisis 
1 Charles Bright, The Powers that Punish: Prison and Politics in the Era of the “Big House,” 1920-1955 (Ann Arbor: University of Michi-
gan Press, 1996).
2 Bright, The Powers that Punish, chap. 2.
3 Bright, The Powers that Punish, 3, 45.

of racial capitalism at least since the 
1970s, if not long before. By tracing a 
genealogy of prison labor and of the 
relation between prisons and labor in 
Michigan—by attending to the pas-
sage from the “factory” to the “ware-
house”—it is possible to shed light on 
the tendencies and dynamics of the 
carceral state today, and the pros-
pects for an abolitionist future. 

* * *

In The Powers that Punish, the histo-
rian Charles Bright shows how Michi-
gan prisons, especially in Jackson, re-
flected both the specific conditions of 
the state and the broader transforma-
tions in the relation between carceral 
ideology and labor over the long twen-
tieth century.1 Work had long been an 
important part of the penitentiary, 
but it was understood primarily as 
punitive—a punishment that, in com-
bination with reflection, repentance, 
and pain, would serve to reform the 
criminal. In this context, work did not 
have to be productive in order to be 
effective. Make-work schemes, like 
smashing rocks, were enough to keep 
prisoners out of trouble and instill dis-
cipline. By the late nineteenth centu-
ry, however, prison labor was becom-
ing increasingly industrialized, with 
productivity and profits being the key 
measures of success. With this trans-
formation, a newly coherent ideolog-
ical narrative converged around the 
centrality of productive labor within 
the prison—this labor would not only 
make prisons self-sustaining by gen-
erating profits, but also produce re-
habilitated subjects ready for gainful 
employment upon their release.

As contracting or leasing prison labor 
to private companies fell out of favor, 
states like New York and California 
withdrew from the market, shifting to 
production solely for state use. Mich-

igan, along with other midwestern 
states, took a different path, opting to 
produce and sell goods competitively 
on the open market. In 1907, Jackson 
prison installed a facility to manufac-
ture binder twine, which immediately 
began to generate profits. The state 
also leased and then purchased agri-
cultural land next to the prison and in 
1912 opened a commercial cannery at 
the facility, selling vegetables under 
the brutally ironic brand name “Home 
Grown.” The cannery was soon pro-
ducing and distributing 400,000 cans 
of vegetables a year to grocery stores 
and state institutions. By the 1920s, 
prisoners were also manufacturing 
brushes, brooms, tombstones, hun-
dreds of varieties of furniture, brick 
and tile, cement, vinegar, textiles, 
as well as the prison staple license 
plates and road signs. The warden ran 
the twine factory day and night, pro-
ducing 14 million pounds a year and 
generating annual profits of $90,000 
(over $1 million in today’s dollars); 
with the boom in highway construc-
tion, the state leased a private cement 
factory and was generating profits of 
$180,000 (about $2.5 million today) 
by 1925. The warden boasted that 75 
percent of the prisoners at Jackson 
were gainfully employed, and the prof-
its their labor generated were enough 
for the prison to pay for itself.2

Michigan’s industrial approach to pe-
nology crystallized in the construc-
tion of a new model prison in Jackson, 
which began in 1924—in fact, the new 
prison was built down the road from 
the existing one to take advantage of 
the large pool of cheap prison labor.3 
When it was completed a decade lat-
er, this monstrous facility, occupying 
57 acres and with a capacity for 5,500 
prisoners, was the largest walled in-
stitution in the world, a title it would 
hold for half a century. Ironically, the 
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industrial model on which this “big 
house” was based, organized around 
the conversion of incarcerated labor 
into sustainability and rehabilitation, 
was already entering into crisis be-
fore the new prison was finished. The 
Great Depression made it increasing-
ly difficult to justify investing in prison 
industry when there was widespread 
unemployment on the outside. In the 
1930s, federal and state legislation 
restricted the production and distri-
bution of prison-made goods. In this 
context, the industrial prison in Mich-
igan entered into a period of decline. 
Even the superheated war economy 
during the Second World War was 

only a temporary distortion—as Fred 
Munnell, head of Prison Industries at 
Jackson, explained at the American 
Prison Association meeting in 1943, 
“One does not have to be a prophet 
. . . to accept the fact that once this 
present emergency is over, the urge 
or the necessity to produce in prison 
industries will no longer exist.”4 The 
postwar industrial expansion, which 
centered on skilled and especially 
unionized labor, was incompatible 
with unskilled, low-wage prison labor.
4 Bright, The Powers that Punish, 250.
5 Bright, The Powers that Punish, 254.

According to Bright, the decline of 
the industrial model undermined 
the coherency of the narrative spun 
by corrections officials, which tied 
prisoners’ productive labor to their 
prospects for rehabilitation. If prison 
industries were being taken offline, it 
was no longer convincing to center 
this labor as the key to transitioning 
prisoners back to society. For their 
part, prisoners could no longer hope 
to be granted parole on the basis of a 
positive work record. By the 1940s, a 
new psychological or therapeutic ap-
proach to penology was beginning to 
emerge to supplement the industrial 
model. This approach prioritized the 

work of professional counselors who 
would monitor and attend to the in-
dividualized treatment of every pris-
oner. Individualization meant classifi-
cation, that is, slotting prisoners into 
“scientific” categories, and aiming to 
rehabilitate them on that basis. In this 
new model, productive work was not 
abandoned but “permanently decen-
tered,” a single component of a broad 
program that also included education, 
vocational training, group counseling, 
and individual therapy.5 As with the 

industrial model, then, rehabilitation 
was the goal of this new therapeutic 
model, but productive work was side-
lined.

Pressure from outside economic forc-
es combined with pressure from pris-
oners inside to halt the profit-driven, 
production-oriented model. By the 
early 50s, the prison-as-factory be-
came the prison-as-ward. Although 
this shift meant the end of one com-
ponent of industrial penology—the 
search for profits and self-sufficiency 
through productive labor—it main-
tained rehabilitation as a core function 
of the prison. From this perspective, 
what changed was not the intended 
outcome but the means of achieving 
it. Within two decades, however, re-
habilitation too would be exhausted.

At first glance, it may seem surpris-
ing that the industrial prison would 
disappear at the same moment that, 
outside the prison walls, industry was 
expanding rapidly. In fact, however, it 
was precisely the expansion of Ford-
ist production and the strength of the 
labor movement outside the prison—
best symbolized by the auto plants of 
the Motor City—that made industrial 
labor inside the prison seem so del-
eterious, so irrational. Why should 
skilled, unionized, highly paid, and 
importantly free workers have to 
compete with incarcerated workers 
making a few dollars a day? In this 
way, the decline of the factory inside 
the walls made sense even as outside 
the walls everything came to look 
more and more like a factory.

If the postwar industrial boom helped 
to shape Michigan’s prisons, its de-
cline had an even more radical effect. 
Deindustrialization was already well 
underway in the 1960s, but it acceler-
ated rapidly in the early 70s. This pe-
riod, known as the long downturn, is 
marked by an overall decline in manu-
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facturing, diminishing capital returns, 
wage stagnation, and increasing turn 
to automation that pushes workers 
out of production processes. As the 
historian Robert Brenner explains, 
“[b]etween 1973 and the present, 
economic performance in the U.S., 
western Europe, and Japan has, by 
every standard macroeconomic in-
dicator, deteriorated, business cycle 
by business cycle, decade by decade 
(with the exception of the second half 
of the 1990s).”6

These general trends had a racialized 
character. The Second Great Migra-
tion had brought hundreds of thou-
sands of southern Blacks to north-
ern industrial cities like Detroit in 
search of better jobs and an escape 
from Jim Crow segregation. The city 
grew larger and Blacker—from 1920, 
at the height of the industrial prison, 
to 1967, when the Great Rebellion 
exploded, Detroit’s Black popula-
tion jumped from about 4 percent to 
more than one third.7 The stubborn 
resistance of White workers delayed 
the entrance of Blacks into indus-
trial workforce until the 1940s and 
50s, and the resulting lack of senior-
ity—exacerbated by the UAW’s “last 
hired, first fired” policy—made them 
bear the brunt of deindustrialization. 
By 1960, the unemployment rate for 
Blacks was three times the rate for 
Whites; Black auto workers were 
nearly four times more likely to be un-
employed than White auto workers. 
8Access to the wage had offered work-
ers a palatable standard of living, and 
potentially a chance to increase their 
lot in life. But the closing of the facto-
ries meant a near-total reorganization 

6 Robert Brenner, “What is Good for Goldman Sachs is Good for America: The Origins of the Current Crisis,” translation of the 
prologue to the Spanish edition of his Economics of Global Turbulence (Madrid: Akal, 2009). https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0sg0782h
7 Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1996), 23, 260.
8 Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis, 144.
9 Citizens Research Council of Michigan, “Growth in Michigan’s Corrections System: Historical and Comparative Perspectives,” 
Report 350, June 2008. https://www.prisonpolicy.org/scans/rpt350.pdf
10 Bright, The Powers that Punish, 316.
11 Rand Gould, “Why the Capitalist State Wants You to Think America’s Prisoner Warehousing System is an Industrial Complex 
When It’s Not,” 9 October 2013. https://freerandgouldcom.files.wordpress.com/2018/07/gould_why_the_capitalist_state.pdf

of this life. Detroit’s former workers, 
this racialized surplus population, 
adapted in various ways. Those with 
means—mostly White—moved to the 
suburbs, while those without—mostly 
Black—had to make do in whatever 
ways they could, often by participat-
ing in the informal or illegal economy.

The demographic transformation of 
Detroit was intensified by the reac-
tion of its white majority. As the city’s 
Black population grew, Whites used 
everything from legal measures to 
terroristic violence to resist the inte-
gration of social life, and when these 
measures failed they fled to the sub-
urbs. White flight intensified in re-
sponse to Detroit’s Great Rebellion 
in 1967, one of the largest uprisings 
among a broader wave of unrest that 
marked the second half of the 1960s. 
This uprising posed a direct challenge 
to the assumptions that underwrote 
the postwar liberal consensus, a be-
lief that good factory jobs and piece-
meal civil rights reforms would be ad-
equate solutions to the racial fissures 
that cut through the city. The Great 
Rebellion led to calls for more “law 
and order” policies from across the 
political spectrum as well as across 
the color line. This sentiment extend-
ed all the way to President Lyndon B. 
Johnson, who addressed the nation 
during the unrest and asserted that 
“the criminals who committed these 
acts of violence against the people 
deserve to be punished—and they 
must be punished.” For Michigan pol-
iticians, incarceration partially grew 
out of this moment: to the forces of 
law and order, the threat of Black un-
rest should be quelled with razor wire 

and cages.

Ongoing deindustrialization and ra-
cial conflict were expressions of a 
larger social crisis, one that the state 
had no way reverse. In this context, 
prisons emerged as a catch-all solu-
tion to these social problems. From 
1973-2006, Michigan’s prison pop-
ulation skyrocketed from just under 
8,000 to more than 52,000 and the 
state’s annual prison expenditures 
grew by nearly 5,000 percent, from 
$38 million to $1.87 billion. The state 
built 31 new prison facilities—more 
than any other midwestern state—
and the number of Corrections em-
ployees rose by roughly seven times. 
9In Michigan, mass incarceration is 
the rustbelt’s twin. 

Along with Michigan’s prison boom 
came a new carceral model. The ra-
cialized politics of “law and order” 
and the turn to “three strikes” and 
“throw-away-the-key” frames in cor-
rectional discourse closed off pros-
pects for rehabilitation and reentry. 
10These shifts also underwrote the 
massive expansion of the prison sys-
tem, the building out of the carceral 
infrastructure necessary to contain 
the growing prison population. No 
longer a factory or a ward, the prison 
had become a warehouse.11 As a re-
sult, the prison’s relation to labor was 
fundamentally transformed.

The massive increase in corrections 
spending over the course of these 
decades went not only toward build-
ing new prisons but also to radically 
expanding the corrections workforce. 
Small towns and rural areas lobbied 
aggressively to be the lucky bene-
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factors of a shiny new “Correctional 
Facility.” More than two-thirds of the 
state’s new facilities in this period 
were built in rural towns with pre-
dominantly white populations. Even 
today, when the bloated corrections 
budget has made “tough-on-crime” 
positions less tenable, there remains 
a consensus that “prisons equal 
jobs”—a consensus that reflects as 
much on the crisis of rural poverty as 
it does on the racism of rural Whites. 
This process has had two parallel ef-
fects. On the one hand, it has effec-
tively redirected public funds and job 
opportunities away from deindustrial-

ized, predominantly Black cities to ru-
ral, predominantly White towns.12 On 
the other hand, it has also effectively 
transferred jobs from the incarcerated 
population to those hired to oversee 
and administer them. In the era of 
mass incarceration, prisoners were, 
by and large, not producing commodi-
ties. Instead, their imprisonment pro-
duced the conditions for prison guard 
labor.

Despite the ideological shift that jus-

12 Heather Ann Thompson, “Unmaking the Motor City in the Age of Mass Incarceration,” The Journal of Law in Society 15 (2013): 41-61.
13 Thompson, “Unmaking the Motor City,” 57.
14 Associated Press, “Prisons Make People Secure in Ionia, Mich,” 27 December 1987. https://www.nytimes.com/1987/12/27/us/
prisons-make-people-secure-in-iona-mich.html
15 Tracy Huling, “Building a Prison Economy in Rural America,” in Invisible Punishment: The Collateral Consequences of Mass Impris-
onment, eds. Marc Mauer and Meda Chesney-Lind (New York: The New Press, 2002), 197-213.
16 Prison Policy Initiative, “Michigan Profile,” accessed 15 May 2019. https://www.prisonpolicy.org/profiles/MI.html

tified extreme punishment against 
the Black poor and propertyless, the 
system still operated under extreme 
pressure. In the face of overcrowding 
and other forms of abuse, pushback 
by prisoners punctuated the system-
ic changes and strained the system’s 
capacity the early 80s. This pres-
sure became the pretense for a rapid 
increase in hiring of even more cor-
rections officers. From 1985 to 1989, 
the number of Corrections employees 
grew at an average annual rate of 
17.8 percent, causing the Corrections 
workforce to double in size. But this 
was only the most extreme leap in a 
more general trend: the percentage 
of the state classified workforce em-
ployed in Corrections rose from 5 per-
cent in 1973 to 32 percent in 2006. By 
2013, the state had hired over 12,000 
corrections officers, all members of 
the guard union.13

The city of Ionia, Michigan, is one 
of the best examples of a small city 
where life is tied directly to the jobs 
provided by prisons (to the extent 
that life remains tied to the wage). A 
New York Times reporter interviewed 
an Ionia resident who lived directly 
across the street from a prison. After 
describing how “out-of-towners are 
often alarmed when they visit,” she 
told the reporter that living next to the 
prison didn’t bother her at all because 
“really, it’s like living across from a 
factory.’’ The same article quoted a 
university professor who pointed out 
how incarceration is “a major indus-
try in Ionia. . . . If you ask them if you 
want the prisons to move out, it’s anal-
ogous to asking people in Flint if they 
want their auto plants to move out.”14 
In the minds of some in Ionia, prisons 
were not only the economic solution 
to the crisis of deindustrialization but 

a direct replacement for the rusted 
out shells of the silent factories.

In 2002, Ionia “won” a sixth state pris-
on, tying it with Huntsville, Texas for 
the most lockups in a single U.S. city. 
Even before the sixth prison opened, 
Ionia prisons held 5,094 prisoners 
and employed 1,584 workers. Thor-
oughly integrated into the city econ-
omy, one warden served on the city 
council while another was president 
of the city’s fair association (the Ionia 
“Free Fair” claims to be the largest 
free county fair in the country). But a 
2002 study on Ionia found evidence 
of increased rates of divorce, alcohol-
ism, substance abuse, suicide, health 
problems, family violence, and other 
crimes associated with multi-genera-
tional prison communities.15 For fam-
ilies both inside and outside, the pris-
ons of Ionia seemed to displace social 
problems rather than solve them.

Today, the prison system that the 
state of Michigan has built up over 
the past five decades is in crisis. The 
growing prisoner movement and pub-
lic concern for prisoner issues offers 
one expression of this crisis. Another 
expression is the system’s incapacity 
to sustain itself. Michigan’s behemoth 
carceral system stretches out across 
the occupied lands of the midwestern 
state. In 2018, it held almost 40,000 
people inside its state prison walls. In 
stark contrast to the early twentieth 
century, when prisoners were largely 
White (and the incarcerated popula-
tion was significantly smaller), today 
Black prisoners are overrepresented 
by what is almost a six-to-one ratio16.  
The Wolverine state’s “big house” is a 
massive warehouse of racialized pop-
ulations that have been rendered sur-
plus to the needs of state and capital, 
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contained behind walls and barbed 
wire for decades on end—a life sen-
tence to premature death by incar-
ceration. Clearly, the prison serves a 
different purpose today than it did a 
century ago. While in 1920 75 percent 
of the incarcerated population was 
“employed” in production, by 2018 
this figure was about 2 percent. Let’s 
take a closer look at this number.

Michigan State Industries (MSI) is 
the legal entity that administers pris-
on labor in the Wolverine state. Ac-
cording to its 2018 annual report, 53 
percent of MSI’s total sales is to the 
Michigan Department of Corrections 
(MDOC).17 In this sense, MSI is quite 
vital to the reproduction and sustain-
ability of the current carceral system. 
As of this year, MSI reported having 
13 factories at 10 different prisons 
across the state. Prisoners in Michi-
gan produce everything from shoes, 
signs, mattresses, as well as license 
plates. By far, the most common oc-
cupation is the highly competitive and 
exceptionally marketable “sewing 
machine operator.” But the diversi-
ty of occupations should not distract 
from the scale of the operation: on any 
given day, only about 500 prisoners 
are working for MSI. That’s about 
1.75 percent of the entire incarcerat-
ed population in Michigan state pris-
ons. Furthermore, MSI has been op-
erating at a deficit for at least the last 
five years. Only in 2018 did it attain 
its first positive cash balance. Howev-
er, this recent “success” should take 
into account the difference between 
the cash value of MSI’s total net sales 
and the total cash value paid in pris-
oner wages. In fiscal year 2018, the 
dollar value of wages paid to prisoner 
workers is a mere 3.24 percent of to-
tal net sales. While MSI’s operations 

17 Michigan State Industries, “Annual Report: Building Bridges to Success” (2018). https://www.michigan.gov/documents/
msi/2019-MSI_Annual_Report_Final-Reduced_File_Size_651850_7.pdf
18 Michigan State Industries, “Annual Report,” 1.
19 This is in large part because commodities produced behind prison walls are subject to unpredictable interruptions, such a s 
lockdowns. See James Kilgore, “Confronting Prison Slave Labor Camps and Other Myths,” Social Justice 28 August 2013. http://www.
socialjusticejournal.org/confronting-prison-slave-labor-camps-and-other-myths/
20 im Requarth, “How Private Equity is Turning Public Prisons into Big Profits,” The Nation 30 April 2019. https://www.thenation.

are seemingly vital for the sustain-
ability of the Michigan carceral sys-
tem, then, this labor quantitatively 
represents only a minor appendage 
of the MDOC system. As the MSI ad-
ministrator Christopher J. Kamrada 
writes in his introductory note to the 
annual report, “Yes, we have facto-
ries that make things, but those are 
byproducts of our real mission here.” 
Kamrada intends to suggest that this 
“real mission” is to prepare prisoners 
for the “real-world job market.”18 As 
we have shown, this narrative about 
the rehabilitative capacities of pris-
on labor is nothing new. The differ-
ence is that, in contrast with the early 
twentieth century, the state’s limited 
capacity to provide this “opportuni-
ty” for its massive prison population 

today makes out Kamrada’s argument 
to be little more than wishful thinking.

A parallel example of such wishful 
thinking is MDOC’s highly-publicized 
“vocational village” program. The 
stated purpose of this novel initia-

tive is to provide vocational training 
to prisoners using “state-of-the-art” 
equipment located within Michigan 
prisons. The first of these opened in 
2016, a second in 2017, and a third 
is currently being built in the state’s 
only women’s prison. Despite all the 
hype, MDOC’s two vocational villag-
es, working at “full capacity,” provide 
vocational training for just 405 im-
prisoned workers. This gives us the 
remaining jobs from which we calcu-
late the 2 percent figure above.

Most of the prisoner labor in Michigan 
actually falls outside of these two ex-
amples.19 Instead, reproductive labor 
like cooking and cleaning is far more 
common and important to the overall 
sustainability of each facility. These 
kind of statistics are hard to come by, 

but the Bellamy Creek prison kitchen 
might serve as a typical example. As 
of this year, sixty prisoners in Bellamy 
worked the kitchen shifts.20 Given that 
MDOC administers about two dozen 
other facilities, it is not far fetched to 
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conclude that more than 1,400 peo-
ple incarcerated in Michigan are do-
ing this kind of labor. In other words, 
the reproductive labor done in pris-
on kitchens throughout Michigan is 
quantitatively more significant than 
the kind of labor undertaken by MSI 
and the “vocational villages” com-
bined. Furthermore, this kind of labor 
is also qualitatively more vital to the 
immediate maintenance of the prison 
population. It is no coincidence, then, 
that kitchen workers have been cen-
tral to the movement in recent years.21

Today, MDOC’s administrators tell us 
that Michigan is on the leading edge 
of prison reform efforts. After all, they 
claim, they are cutting costs, reducing 
the prison population, and generating 
“novel” job opportunities. It is true 
that, since the late 2000s and espe-
cially in the wake of the 2008 finan-
cial crisis, the total number of people 
locked up in Michigan prisons, as well 
as the rate of incarceration, have de-
creased slightly.22 This means that 
the MDOC has closed prisons and 
tendentially decreased its budget. 
However, this trend has led to more 
overcrowding, as prisons are closed 
at a faster rate than prisoners are let 
out.23

It has also meant a turn to other forms 
of state supervision, like probation 
and parole. There are now 189,000 
people on probation and parole in 
Michigan, and the state ranks 7th in 
the nation in the rate of “correction-
al control,” or the cumulative rate of 

com/article/prison-privatization-private-equity-hig/
21 Stark, “Like a Game of Chess.”
22 Prison Policy Initiative, “Michigan Profile,” accessed 15 May 2019. https://www.prisonpolicy.org/profiles/MI.html
23 Stark, “Like a Game of Chess.” On the limits of the “bipartisan consensus” on prison reform, see Ruth Wilson Gilmore, “The 
Worrying State of the Anti-Prison Movement,” Social Justice 23 February 2015. http://www.socialjusticejournal.org/the-worrying-state-
of-the-anti-prison-movement/.
24 Prison Policy Initiative, “Correctional Control 2018: Incarceration and supervision by state,” December 2018. https://prisonpolicy.
org/reports/correctionalcontrol2018.html
25 James Kilgore and Emmett Sanders, “Ankle Monitors Aren’t Humane: They’re Another Kind of Jail,” Wired 4 August 2018. 
https://www.wired.com/story/opinion-ankle-monitors-are-another-kind-of-jail/
26 “When tethered convicts cut and run, police face dangerous chase”, MLive 23 April 2019. https://www.mlive.com/news/sagi-
naw-bay-city/2019/04/when-tethered-convicts-cut-and-run-police-face-dangerous-pursuit.html
27 Jared Ware, “I’m for Disruption: Interview with Prison Strike Organizer from Jailhouse Lawyers Speak,” Shadowproof 16 August 
2018. https://shadowproof.com/2018/08/16/im-for-disruption-interview-with-prison-strike-organizer-from-jailhouse-lawyers-speak/

all forms of incarceration including 
prisons, jails, probation, parole, and 
more.24 There are also 6,100 peo-
ple currently confined by tethers, 
or electronic GPS ankle bracelets 
(“e-carceration”). The state justifies 
these transformations as cost-saving 
measures, since they shift the costs 
of supervision and compliance to the 
condemned, their families, and their 
support networks. In any case, pro-
bation, parole, and ankle monitoring 
are not alternatives to incarceration 
but incarceration in another form.25 
And these systems have weaknesses 
that are already being exploited. Each 
year, for example, 500 tethers go 
“missing.” In some cases, the police’s 
attempts to track down absconders 
have escalated into car chases and 
deadly shootouts.26

There is a complex relationship be-
tween prison labor and the reproduc-
tion of the prison as a social institu-
tion—the prison must be understood 
in relation to the broader dynamics of 
racial capitalism. The passage from 
the factory to the warehouse in Mich-
igan’s prisons highlights the transfor-
mation of the carceral system from 
a regime in which productive labor 
and rehabilitation were tightly linked 
to another in which productive labor 
and rehabilitation are largely side-
lined. This process—from the fac-
tory to the warehouse—also names 
the direct transfer of the racialized 
working class of Detroit and Flint to 
rural prisons from which, for decades, 
there has been little hope of release. 

In some sense, the recent “rehabilita-
tion of rehabilitation” in correctional 
discourse and the return to narratives 
of cost-cutting and the reformative 
power of work suggest a resuscita-
tion to the earlier factory model. But 
these transformations have so far oc-
curred largely at a discursive level—
productive work remains a small part 
of the experience of prisoners within 
the MDOC. Although there will be no 
return to the conditions of the early 
twentieth century, in this moment of 
bipartisan reform we expect such nar-
ratives to gain ground.

Today, the prisoner-workers that do 
the reproductive labor within prisons 
today can still apply pressure to a sys-
tem that is struggling to sustain itself. 
This is why an abolitionist strategy 
proposed by prisoner-led organiza-
tions such as a Jailhouse Lawyers 
Speak is key to challenging the dis-
course of work as “rehabilitation” and 
to increasing the political and fiscal 
costs of a system in crisis.27 And as 
the warehouses we call prisons are 
gradually emptied out, new forms of 
resistance to these shifting mecha-
nisms of capture and control are al-
ready emerging.

FROM THE FACTORY TO THE WAREHOUSE: A BRIEF HISTORY OF PRISON 
LABOR IN MICHIGAN Continued from Page 11



Issue #11     THE OPENING STATEMENT   Page 13

What does a 56 year old Native 
American/Irish woman living in a 
United States prison in 2020 have in 
common with an older Black man liv-
ing in the US in the 1960s? This man, 
James Baldwin, wrote the book The 
Fire Next Time and after reading it, 
I realized that I have a lot in common 
with him.

In the beginning of the book, James 
Baldwin’s uncle wrote a letter to 
him. Something his uncle said in the 
letter stood out for me. He wrote, 
“Know whence you came. If you know 
whence you came there is really no 
limit to where you can go” (8). I find 
these words to be true as I believe 
James Baldwin did. Later in the book 
Mr. Baldwin writes, “To accept one’s 
past--one’s history--is not the same 

thing as drowning in it; it is learning 
how to use it; An invented past can 
never be used; it cracks and crumbles 
under the pressure of life like clay in 
a season of drought” (81). Hi swords 
hit home.

There is a saying in prison that in-
mates can say whatever they want 
about their past because who would 
know. We can make up stories, sug-
ar-coat partial truths, or tell our be-
lieved distorted perceptions. What-
ever we do we do for survival and I 
do know that our history, real or not, 
whether personal or of a people, cre-
ates experiences that usually define 
us. As Mr. Baldwin’s uncle writes, 
“You have been told where you can 
go and what you can do (and how you 
can do it) and where you can live” (7). 
Isn’t his statement true.

I can relate these words to living in 
prison but I also can relate this to 
when I lived in the world as a free 
woman. Growing up my parents had 
limited choices. They could be part 
of the working poor class and strug-
gle to make ends meet or go under 
the state’s tyranny and receive aid but 
be closely watched and monitored. 
We had a choice of which bad neigh-
borhood we could live in and which 
school districts we could be educat-
ed in. We lived under many more 
restraints, too many to list; however, 
one things I learned about my life on 
the outside: It helped me to adjust to 
being “told what to do, how to do it, 
and where to do it” on the inside. Had 
I not had the cognitive abilities or the 
opportunity to learn to think freely, I 
wouldn’t have been able to recognize 

Mr. Baldwin’s uncle’s words as true.

This uncle also writes, “They are, in 
effect, still trapped in a history which 
they do not understand and until they 
understand it they cannot be released 
from it” (8). This statement is why so 
many of us who end up in the bow-
els of the social strata stay in men-
tal, emotional, spiritual and physical 
prisons. Our histories are our chains 
which are meant to keep us down as 
much today as they were hundreds of 
years ago.

So, revisiting our personal past and 
journeying through our racial/cultur-
al/ethnic histories ends up being the 
alchemy that melts away the metal 
barriers that have been set in place 
way before our time. Mr. Baldwin’s 
uncle schooled him on the reality of 

his circumstances and his message 
is still important and still relevant in 
today’s society. In fact Mr. Baldwin 
writes, “and all ‘his’ technology, psy-
chology, science, and tricknology,” 
meaning we are given so many dis-
tractions that we don’t even notice 
what is going on. Mr. Baldwin also 
writes, “Most crucially their sense of 
their own worth; people cannot live 
without their sense; they will do any-
thing whatever to gain it” (76). So how 
do we regain it after being bound and 
caged? We have to know that what we 
are using to regain it is ineffective be-
cause there is a reality James Baldwin 
writes which is foretelling, “Crime be-
comes real, for example, for the first 
time not as a possibility but as the 
possibility; one would never defeat 
one’s circumstances by working and 

saving one’s  pennies” (21).

The sad realization that we are born 
into a status that is just as hard to 
leave as the ancient caste systems 
written about in history books. For 
me, added to the burden of being a 
minority, large, aging woman with a 
mental illness and a substance abuse 
issue is the word “felon.” So, where is 
the hope?

James Baldwin’s book, and his uncle’s 
wise words, “Please try to remember 
that what they believe, as well as, 
what they do, and cause you to en-
dure, does not testify to your own in-
feriority but to their inhumanity” (8), 
is what I keep my focus on. We have 
to know where we came from and as 
James Baldwin states, “Learn how to 
use your past.” 

LEARNING HOW TO USE OUR PAST: A REACTION TO THE FIRE NEXT TIME 
Colleen O’ Brien
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In the last issues of The Opening Statement, we have advertised the 2020 book club featuring The Fire Next Time by 
James Baldwin. We are thrilled at the response of requests for the book! We hope everyone who received it has been 
enjoying the text.

We’re thrilled to feature Colleen O Brien’s response essay “Learning How to Use Our Past” in this issue. Now it’s your 
turn! If you liked the book and want to share your thoughts, please send us a piece of writing to publish here in The 
Opening Statement. It can be long or short, formal or informal--just something you want to add to the conversation. 
Perhaps a quote resonates with you and you want to share what it means to you, or maybe you want to analyze and 
highlight some of the major themes in the book. We’d love to hear from you! Thank you for your engagement.

BOOK CLUB: CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS The Opening Statement Editorial Team

CLARIFICATION 
In the fall 2019 issue of The Opening Statement, we published an article entitled “The Closing Argument” with the 
pen name Rev’s Solution. We intended to also include the author’s legal and intended pen name, Robert Winburn a.k.a. 
Scott Libby, at the author’s request. We apologize for the error and any confusion. Also note that the author also has 
an article featured in this issue entitled “Michigan: Harvester of Humans.”

THE OPENING STATEMENT is an abolitionist newslet-
ter 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 ex-
periences, 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 im-
prisonment, 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 mate-
rial 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.

HELP SPREAD THE WORD!

Do you know someone who might be interested in this pub-
lication? Please share it with them and have them write to 
us directly. We are not able to add someone to our sub-
scription 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


