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ABSTRACT 
 
 

 Before September 2013, I had been in four prisons, none of them currently used to 

incarcerate people. I had visited them all as a tourist—in Argentina, Cambodia, Chile, and 

Vietnam—for the purpose of understanding the histories of these countries. My participation in 

this tragedy tourism certainly informs the reader of the incredible amount of privilege (both 

personal and communal—to travel internationally as a tourist, to have had the luxury of not 

having been to prison or jail myself or to have had a incarcerated family member/friend, of 

having broken the law many times but never getting caught/arrested/charged due to my social 

and economic positions, to travel to sites of incredible violence out of curiosity, etc.) with which 

I first came to teach in the prison. For the past three semesters, I have been teaching composition, 

creative writing, and literature at Alabama prisons. I taught for one semester at Tutwiler Prison 

for Women in Wetumpka and for two semesters at. St. Clair Correctional Facility in Springville 

(I am currently teaching there); both of these are maximum-security state facilities run by the 

Alabama Department of Corrections. Both Tutwiler and St. Clair have been in the news 

repeatedly over the past few years for egregious abuses of people incarcerated there. 

This document attempts to make sense of both my personal experiences teaching in the 

prison and the place of the prison in contemporary United States society by weaving together 

disparate sources. It includes my personal experiences imagining and then teaching in the prison, 

as well as the words of artists and academics, some who have been incarcerated themselves, in 

relation to incarceration, punishment, rehabilitation, and reentry. The thesis contextualizes the 
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contemporary prison in the United States by discussing the punitive nature of the prison and its 

place in a U. S. racist institutional history that evolved from slavery and Jim Crow.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

If I were to write it, where would I begin?  All the stages seem heavy-handed, 

melodramatic, a further injustice. Start in the prison parking lot. On the walk inside. Start going 

through the metal detector, or at central control. Start when your fingerprint won’t register, the 

oils on your hands, wipe them on your pants, and again, and again, be firm but not harsh. Start in 

the classroom, waiting for them to come. Or start when they are writing. Or start with the count, 

when the officer enters the room, his radio crackling, to make sure the numbers are square. Or 

just to check in on you, the gun on her hip a silent partner, an object, devoid of intention until 

you remember its purpose is to maim or kill, the students. Or on the drive to the prison, on the 

freeway. Or on the two-lane highways that get you there. At the gas station down the road. Or 

the courtroom, the scene of the crime. In a novel, a memoir, a poem, or a painting, a play, a TV 

show, a film. A news story. A photograph of a victim, a prisoner, a watchtower. In the act of 

listening. In the act of hurting another, or not. The act of taking something that does not belong 

to you and making it your own.  

The walk from the metal detector to central control. A long white tunnel. Inspirational 

thoughts stenciled in bright colors on the white walls. 
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I know that in a prison in Springville, Alabama, this tunnel exists. At this moment. Since 

June 2, 1983. This tunnel is there whether I see it or not. Whether or not anyone is walking 

through it at this moment, it exists. 

I hold these inspirations in my mouth, repeating them over and over until I am let onto 

the visitation yard, chanting them silently, incantations. I am too scared to stop and write them 

down. I don’t want to do anything that would call attention to myself. I would have to set my box 

of materials on the ground, pull out a notebook, pull out a pen, open the notebook, pull the cap 

off the pen, brace the paper against my leg, look at the words again, write them down in the 

notebook, look again at the wall to ensure they match. No one has told me not to take notes in the 

prison. No one is watching, not that I can see. Some days the officer at the front hardly 

acknowledges my presence at all, beyond the scan of my materials in the x-ray machine, my 

passage through the metal detector. I don’t need to be told. I know I shouldn’t be doing this. 

Dream more while you are awake, I say, dream more while you are awake. Or it might become 

always dream when awake, or you should dream more. There’s no guarantee that I won’t forget 

the careful syntax, the mandate, the specific absurdity of each word and the word that follows it, 

the oppressive weight of each blue letter, each red loop of language, each yellow instruction. I 

have nowhere to verify these words. Michel Foucault writes  

 
Panopticon: to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility 
that assures the automatic functioning of power. So to arrange things that the 
surveillance is permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its action; 
that the perfection of power should tend to render its actual exercise unnecessary; 
that this architectural apparatus should be a machine for creating and sustaining a 
power relation independent of the person who exercises it; in short, that the 
inmates should be caught up in a power situation of which they themselves are the 
bearers.  
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Upon entry onto the visitation yard, I set down the box, pull out my notebook, a pen. 

Repeat it again. Write it down.  

This process takes months. I sometimes forget the words entirely, or I’m not sure of their 

order. I have a sick feeling in my stomach. I’m tired from driving two hours or nervous about 

discussing a particular novel or anxious to leave. The words flee the notebook, stay painted on 

those walls.  

I want to be in solidarity. I want to retort to each of these inspirations. And, after 

everything else, you’re even going to tell me how to feel. I imagine reading these as a prisoner 

(though this monolithic prisoner, who is he? who is she?) and get angry (what right do I have to 

be angry?) but my empathy means little in this tunnel. I hope never to know what it is like to 

read these inspirations as a prisoner—at best I can wonder. 

And none of the prisoners walk down this hallway anyway, other than the one prisoner 

whose job it is to sweep and mop the entryway, the administration offices, the lobby bathrooms. 

These inspirations, they are for the rest of us. They are fantasizing the prison, fantasizing the 

prisoner, fantasizing the state, the idea that personal shortcomings brought us to this juncture, 

that personal will is what we need to survive, that if we had followed them (dream more! drink 

more! pray more!) we wouldn’t be here, things would have been different. 
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CHAPTER 2 

ST. CLAIR COMPOSITION 

 

Enter St. Clair Correctional Facility. Not prison. Not penitentiary. Not building meant to 

house people the justice system has deemed undeserving of a life of uninhibited motion. Not a 

place to confine those we are terrified of, those we want to disappear. Not a warehouse to hold 

people until they die. George Carlin called language a tool for concealing the truth. 

Give something a name that conceals its essential brutality. Name it enhanced 

interrogation technique. Name it Structural Adjustment Policy. Call it posttraumatic stress 

disorder. Call it colonization.  

Give a person a name that obfuscates both humanity and context.  

Call them illegal aliens 

Call him a terrorist 

Call her a criminal 

Call it a correctional facility  

I used to believe I had the language to write about prisons. I once believed that if we gave 

something a name, a context, a human face, we could change the system. I used to believe in the 

power of language.  

I wrote that to point to the myriad examples of institutional racism, whether in the form 

of the prison-industrial complex, the continued unfettered incarceration of suspected terrorists in 
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secret prisons, the widespread use of stop-and-frisk policing against people of color, or the 

continued persecution of Black Panthers like Assata Shakur and Mumia Abu-Jamal, and 

institutional/interpersonal racism, from the murders of Trayvon Martin and Renisha McBride to 

discrimination in terms of job promotions and hiring, is to fundamentally challenge the notion of 

the American Dream and the venerability of post-racial and colorblind discourses. To point out 

racism, then, becomes un-American, and the idea of “American”-ness, as defined in relation to 

and opposition of this constructed un-Americanness, becomes fundamentally white, or at least in 

denial of the persistent operations of racist power structures.  

I once believed in the power of the word itself.  

In a discussion of survivors of Auschwitz writing about their experiences, Žižek writes 

that realistic prose fails, where the poetic evocation of the unbearable atmosphere of a camp 

succeeds. Audre Lorde writes 

 
A policeman who shot down a ten year old in Queens 
stood over the boy with his cop shoes in childish blood 
and a voice said “Die you little motherfucker” and 
there are tapes to prove it. 

 
She writes that the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. She writes that your 

silence will not protect you. 

If gathered together in one place, incarcerated Americans would constitute the nation’s 

fourth largest city—a city larger than Houston, Philadelphia, or Phoenix. In his Free Alabama 

Movement manifesto, St. Clair prisoner Melvin Ray writes 

 
Alabama prisons not only were more overcrowded more than any other Southern 
state, they also were more than twice as crowded as prisons in 11 Southern states, 
according to a Southern Legislative Conference 2012 report. The closest states to 
Alabama's 199 percent occupancy were Kentucky at 105 percent and Arkansas at 
104 percent. 
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I wanted to do something. As if Alabama’s prison overcrowding were the real injustice. In the 

face of brutality, what can one person do? Talk about it and tell everyone you know and find 

other people who care and protest together and make posters, chant slogans. Write about it. Write 

about it. Write about it. Write it down. 

As if writing about it would change one single thing. As if teaching creative writing or 

composition or literature would help dismantle a system. As if you could open a book and read 

the words there and then the walls would seem a little less concrete, the barbed-wire a little less 

harsh, the empty ache of missing a mother’s funeral or the birth of a grandchild a little less 

painful, the sting of an execution needle any less sharp. Žižek writes that shooting someone 

point-blank is for most of us much more repulsive than pressing a button that will kill a thousand 

people we cannot see. As if to listen to an incarcerated person’s words, to read their poems and 

their stories, help them punctuate their cover letters, fix the grammar in their essays, were the 

solution. Before I started teaching in prisons, I had never been to a prison in the United States. I 

am white and college-educated and from an upper-middle class family. No one I love has ever 

been incarcerated. I have broken the law multiple times in multiple ways but I have never been 

arrested.  

Mumia Abu-Jamal writes prison is a second-by-second assault on the soul, a day-to-day 

degradation of the self, an oppressive steel and brick umbrella that transforms seconds into hours 

and hours into days. It is as if prison were an inevitable fact of life, like birth and death, writes 

Angela Davis. 

I wish I could remember the first time I became aware of the prison. 

In the journey of life, that succession of buying property, buying railroads, building 

hotels and houses, some of us will lose. We will go to jail. This has nothing to do with race, 
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class, gender. It’s a chance card, not a social location card. 

The prisons I had been to were in Argentina and Chile, Cambodia and Vietnam. I had 

gone as a tourist, to bear witness to a bygone tragedy and move on, to enter into spaces of horror, 

to get on a plane, to return home. Angela Davis writes that on the whole, people tend to take 

prisons for granted. It is difficult to imagine life without them. At the same time, there is 

reluctance to face the realities hidden within them, a fear of thinking about what happens inside 

them.  

How to write about the moment when you see the object reality of something you have 

heard about your entire life. Of discovering the things you had always heard are elaborate myths. 

The justice of spending a life behind bars for taking the life of another. The lack of willpower 

that leads to people continuing their criminal ways and committing the three strikes, the three 

generous chances to make something right. The belief that our safety hinges upon prisons to 

house those who would harm us.  

To enter into a space that everyone knows must exist somewhere. That must be 

somewhere far away, not here, not near this strip mall, not on this cul-de-sac, not near this loft or 

boutique, away from my office, hidden from my house, distant from my children’s school, 

church, park, safety.  

Distant from my safety.  

The first time I remember thinking about what life might be like inside the prison. I knew 

about prison, sure, from 20/20, Unsolved Mysteries, America’s Most Wanted, Dateline NBC. I 

knew that the shooters from Columbine should have gone there. I knew that Matthew Shepard’s 

killers would go there too. I knew about the Manson family, the Oklahoma City bomber, OJ 
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Simpson, that sometimes people did things so bad that they had to be removed from society. That 

sometimes they did things that so evil they had to be killed to protect us and to punish them.  

In middle school. Finding Oz on HBO. Sneaking downstairs when everyone else was 

sleeping, learning the parental control code. For a gay adolescent just becoming aware of my 

sexuality, Oz was the only thing in popular culture I could relate to, fantasize about.  

Prison was a sexual place. Love between men was something violent and situational. 

Prison was a sex dream. Kissing through bars, fucking through bars. Breaking a man’s neck 

while he’s performing oral sex on you. Sexuality in an all-male space. 

Dan Savage says we eroticize that which we fear. 

You turn on Orange is the New Black or Oz, you think everyone is fucking each other 

everywhere in prison. You think prison might be some kind of sexual summer camp for adults, 

where, free from social pressures and freedom, prisoners can fuck other prisoners they might 

never fuck outside, whether they are open to same-sex sexual encounters or not. Prisoners and 

officers fucking is presented as taboo and steamy, not as violation.  

Prison pornography, the apex of this eroticization, people fucking, often violently if not 

in outright violation, in shower stalls, bathrooms, cells, through bars, across race and class and 

ideological divides, desperate for human contact, regardless of whether the sexed and gendered 

bodies available would appeal on the outside.  

We eroticize that which we fear.  

How else are we to explain the eroticization, the arousal from watching actors simulate 

sex in a place designed to crush the human spirit, use sex as punishment, the punishment, 

voyeurism, to watch something already gone, powerless to change it.  
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Judith Butler writes that if drives must first be repressed for language to exist, and if we 

can attribute meaning only to that which is representable in language, then to attribute meaning 

to drives prior to their emergence into language is impossible.  

We create the language of fantasy before we name the fantasy itself. We fantasize the 

prison, through narratives of justice through conviction—s/he had it coming—to narratives of 

justice through eroticization of people in the carceral space—s/he had it coming (again). You 

hear the victim’s family say, on the evening news, over and over again, a parade of victims and 

their families, I want her/him to suffer forever. I want her/him to know the pain I/my family have 

felt from this loss for every second for the rest of her/his life. Having learned this desire since 

birth, as if the prison were an inevitable part of life, the justice they seek, the thing that will 

avenge their loss. 

When agents of the state commit the violence, when the state institutions themselves are 

violent, who besides the collective we can be said to be the perpetrator. We are holding this 

leash. We have stripped a man and made him bark and electrocuted him and water boarded him 

and murdered him. We have administered the injection. We have locked the door.  

Ali Madanipour writes: in a metaspatial public sphere, co-presence and exposure will be 

more representational than material, with the obvious danger of creating a large gap between 

representation and reality. Public sphere, therefore, is the integrated material and institutional 

common arena that relates individuals to one another, allowing them to regulate their relations 

partly through controlling exposure and concealment. 

Conceal that which you eroticize. Eroticize that which you fear. Do us all a favor.  

The United Nations in 1955, The Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of 

Prisoners:  
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58. The purpose and justification of a sentence of imprisonment or a similar 
measure deprivative of liberty is ultimately to protect society against crime. This 
end can only be achieved if the period of imprisonment is used to ensure, so far as 
possible, that upon his return to society the offender is not only willing but able to 
lead a law-abiding and self-supporting life. 

 
The assumption being that there is some social good inherent in the existence of prisons. The 

assumption being that the violence inherent in the structure of the system is, in fact, inessential to 

prison itself, instead brought there by twisted legal systems and prison administrations, 

corruption on a small scale, the sadistic urges of a few individuals, a few bad apples. The 

assumption being, then, that there exists such a thing as a just prison, a pure and just motivation 

for the incarceration, a way for it to function healthily, to ensure penance, rehabilitation, and 

correction itself.  

Mary Ellen Curtin writes that although the vast majority of Alabama’s antebellum 

prisoners were white, the popular perception was that the South’s true criminals were its black 

slaves. During the 1870s the growing number of black prisoners in the South further buttressed 

the belief that African Americans were inherently criminal and, in particular, prone to larceny. 

The change in language. Transform the word and the rest will follow. Place the desire in 

the word before you know what the desire is. Transform the word. Slave to criminal. Add some 

letters and syllables. Remove the violence from the word itself, and place it, objectively, into 

government institutions that are, we are to believe, by definition, incapable of injustice, of 

race/class/gender bias, justice being, we are told, blind.  

The summer before I start teaching in the prison, I go to Havana with my university. I 

learn that there is a chance we could meet Assata Shakur. I tell the director of the prison program 

the day before I leave, and she hands me an anthology of the students’ writing and art to pass 



 

 11 

along to Shakur, in the off chance that we meet. That same month, the FBI adds her, more than 

thirty years after her exile to Cuba, to their 10 Most Wanted Terrorists list. 

In Cuba, we are told it is too dangerous to meet Assata Shakur, that the Cuban 

government is charged with protecting her, especially now that there is a one million dollar 

bounty on her head, from intelligence agents, assassins, gawkers. But, we are told, there is 

another Black Panther having a party the next day. We are welcome to go. Four of us go. The 

others are uninterested or too nervous. We will be added to some list. We are young enough not 

to care. I still believe, in this moment, that her case, the cases of Leonard Peltier, Mumia Abu-

Jamal, the rest, are all aberrations. We arrive at her apartment. There is no party. It is Mother’s 

Day.  

We meet Nehanda Abiodun at the door. The two of us smoke cigarettes. She props her 

feet on my knees. She has pain in her legs. She is devastated to not be with her children on 

Mother’s Day. An FBI agent knocked on her door the week before, looking for leads on Assata 

Shakur. An FBI agent, in Havana. She says this as if it were ordinary. We still can’t believe it, 

even in Cuba, seeing how wrong we had been taught all these years. She talks about hip-hop and 

politics, about Jay-Z and Beyoncé and Barack Obama. She talks about still having hope, after all 

these decades. She believes in something, still. She has each of us ask a question, clockwise, and 

spends hours answering them. I can’t remember what my two questions are or what the other six 

are either, but I do remember that she talks a lot about whales. Whales are the key to justice. If 

we don’t protect the whales, if we don’t take up each other’s mantles as if they are our own and 

form a coalition, the entire Left, then nothing will change. We all have to be whales, queer, 

incarcerated, or none of us will be free to be anything at all.  
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As we are leaving I shyly hand her the anthology. She holds it to her heart and reaches 

for my hand. This is so beautiful, she says. I will read it and pass it to Assata. That this could 

come out of there. 

On sunny days, I believe it the same way she said she did. That creating a forum for art 

and poetry in the prison is unambiguously wonderful, that the students write incredible work and 

have beautiful insights, express extraordinary gratitude for our presence there, for the books and 

pens and paper and stories and ideas and workshops. And some days, then, and most days, now, I 

can’t believe it. Did they offer poetry workshops in Auschwitz? Would a slave ship crossing the 

Atlantic have been somehow less oppressive if the people aboard were given books to read and 

allowed their community in which to discuss them? Would I jump at the opportunity to go to 

Guantanamo Bay and teach composition? These are absurdities, impossible affronts, denials of 

the violence inherent to the system itself. 

I become another cog in the Department of Corrections. The Alabama state government 

has cut funding for education programs in prisons, and educational and religious non-profits have 

stepped in to fill the void; without these outside groups, there would be little to no educational 

programming inside. The prison shouldn’t exist. Or, if you’re less radical, less able to imagine 

alternative realities than the one we have inherited, alternative visions of justice, than at the least 

the prisons should offer educational opportunities that lead to true rehabilitation. But they do not 

and will not. So we will step in, with our white liberal guilt, and teach line breaks, tense 

agreement, character development, voice.  

Between Cuba and teaching in the prison, I am working on the Blackfeet Reservation in 

Montana for the summer. I use the internet at the community college’s library and step outside to 

talk with the director of the prison program in the parking lot. It is dry and hot. Three stray dogs 
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sleep in front of the library. A plastic bag floats in the wind. Glacier National Park, once half of 

the reservation and sold by the tribe to the federal government for one million dollars over a 

hundred years ago, is an impossible row of snow-topped mountains on the August horizon.  

I imagine myself taking this last bit of advice literally. Standing by the door as the 

students leave to go back to their cells, whispering to each one of them as they pass, Are you 

okay? Are you okay? Are you okay? Are you okay? Are you okay? Are you okay? Are you okay? 

Are you okay? Are you okay? Are you okay? Are you okay? Are you okay? Are you okay? Are 

you okay? Are you okay? Are you okay? Are you okay?  

To enter the prison, to lift up the rug and shake it out and find anything that has been 

hidden there. To meet the people who suffer there. To speak with them human to human and 

learn about their desires, their fears. To suspend your anger and fear and desire and open yourself 

to learning and creation. To open yourself, again, to the possibility of the word. To believe in its 

power, its beauty. The word. 

The anonymity afforded by the internet.  

The anonymity afforded by the law.  

The powerlessness of a human in the face of something so faceless, the law. A Black man 

sentenced to twenty-five years in prison for stealing speakers that he sold for one hundred 

dollars. His murder in the prison. The apathy of the administration, the bureaucracy, the staff 

themselves. The law is colorblind and doesn’t care about your bank account or what you have in 

your underwear, we are told. Justice is blind. Any violation of the law is the fault of the criminal, 

any consequence of that violation to fall on the shoulders of the criminal alone, no one else. No 

one above the law, justice being blind. 
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I can’t sleep the night before that first class. I can hardly drive straight on the freeway. 

Each breath feels like my last. I question my motivations for going to the prison, whether I am, 

indeed, allowing myself to become a larger part of the problem, whether I am motivated by some 

white savior complex, some white man’s burden, some voyeuristic desire to see inside, a 

fetishization of male relationships within the prison, or some combination of all of the above. I 

wonder if these possible latencies, whether present or not, should disqualify me for the job, make 

me the worst person to ever enter a prison in this capacity, will add to the toxic environment 

inside the prison. 

Another worry: I have a disease. My body doesn’t absorb water. It is called Diabetes 

Insipidus, and it has nothing to do with the other common conditions that share the name 

diabetes. Every twelve hours, my body starts releasing all of its water. I pee every twenty 

minutes, a clear odorless urine, I get thirsty, my skin dries out, my stomach aches. I have never, 

since I was diagnosed at eleven, been in a situation where I could not have access to my 

medicine. It seemed too complicated to bring up my disease and medication to the system, so I 

take too much medicine in my car, driving on the highways between the freeway and the prison, 

to be safe. When I take too much medicine I feel sick, bloated, nauseous, like I would keel over, 

fetal on the ground, if I were home. I wonder about this punishment I give myself, if I do it out 

of, like I think, fear that I will need my medication, to go to the bathroom, once I am inside, or if 

I want to feel intensely in my body a pain, to condition myself to anticipate pain at the thought of 

the prison, the way you train a dog or horse to heed a command. 

The first day of class, my boss comes with me. We arrange the tables in a square so that 

the class members can all see each other. We are on the visitation yard. There are three 

microwaves and eleven vending machines there. It is loud, an echo chamber, an entire wall 
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covered in beautiful murals, a purple sky, snow covered mountains, a bear in a canoe, two deer 

behind a snow bank, the exit sign over the door mechanically controlled by the control center, 

which always has its lights off, the exit sign above it flanked by the black silhouettes of painted 

birds, three with their wings up, two with them down. On the wall, beside the vending machines: 

Break the Cycle of Abuse: Report Sexual Assault. 

We begin every class with ten minutes of automatic writing. Just keep the pen moving. 

Don’t stop moving your hand. Dali’s melting clocks. The Surrealists believed that writing like 

this would free the unconscious and remove the psychological and sociological barriers to 

creating pure art, completely free of expectation and censorship. They always struggle, at first. I 

say, it would be easier with dance, your body moves almost on its own to the music, with 

painting, with song. With words, though, how to verbalize a thought without thinking, how to 

give language to a sensation or a sentiment without actively naming it, without focusing your 

consciousness. Easier with meditation, this letting go of the ego, becoming a drop of water in the 

ocean. 

If you’re thinking too much, I say, start with I. Write I, I, I, I, I, the letter I over and over, 

until your hand moves on to something else.  

Breton writes: The mind of the dreaming man is fully satisfied with whatever happens to 

it. The agonizing question of possibility does not arise. Kill, plunder more quickly, love as much 

as you wish. And if you die, are you not sure of being roused from the dead? Let yourself be led. 

Events will not tolerate deferment. You have no name. Everything is inestimably easy.  

We do this every class, for ten minutes. Turn off the consciousness. Escape into the id, 

the superego. Abandon the ego.  
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I busted my ankle this week of all weeks, giving thanks in this prison. This actual prison. 

And this is a prison of a world with its banks and its well-stocked supermarket shelves. I don’t 

know which way is up or down sometimes, the way you assemble a clarinet or a war crimes 

tribunal. Sometimes to speak requires such effort that the whole periphery crumbles World 

Trade-style to the ground. Turn up my symphony, man. Sand on a sunset cow in Arumbol. Going 

to ayahuasca bed in a chicken rice shack. The Killing Fields where you can shoot your own 

Kalashnikov, this tragedy tourism, this 16th Street Baptist Church, this Hutus and Tutsis, this 

Mountain Meadows Massacre or Auschwitz—why can we be drawn to these places of horror, 

our tabloid dreams and binge-eating. This grammar over any other, beside a book or a kiwi, a 

hamster dying in a well-lit cage, six little ducklings rigid in Native American Tupperware. So 

strange, that walking to the law library in a maximum Alabama prison security I smell the same 

plants that you can smell at a Blackfeet ceremony, in this cordoned-off high fence section of the 

prison, the willowy skeleton of a sweat lodge. Is it some kind of aggression or compassion to 

have a law library in a prison—the sanctification of the very abstractions that incarcerate you 

while also promising your freedom, if you can only locate the correct phrase on the correct page 

in these thousands of books, these million pages, so strange a world with no room for a newborn 

dog, a man who carried a drug thirty years ago, an idea that says everyone should be safe and 

have the opportunity to be happy, if they so wish to be. To what god does this smoke go? Is there 

an electric bubble over the prison to prevent the air from escaping? Is there a corporation that 

controls prison air flow, copyrighting the oxygen, charging each prisoner to an account they’ll 

have to settle when they leave, impossible to close.   
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That a piece of writing or any art is a result of its circumstance, the architecture around it, 

the psychology of the space. As if, to read this writing, this piece of my unconscious, if one 

could ever enter it, is to understand something of the place from which it came. 

This, from my second day of class, my second time in a prison. Walking to the law 

library, the officer stops walking, looks at me. Someone like you, you never know what they 

would do to you if you were to disappear in here. Walking further, a prisoner walks by us, looks 

me up, down, licks his lips. To say that I felt terrified wouldn’t do it. That fear, when you turn 

off the consciousness, become all heart and stomach, the cage of the body. Pass the Native 

American Religions section of the prison. A sweat lodge skeleton.  

No officer checks on my class. The law library is a fishbowl, surrounded by windows. 

This is a Maximum Security Prison. We are all the way inside. Men walk by, slowly, outside, 

signaling with their hands to the students. The students signal back. Men knock at the door. The 

students police them. Go away, they wave. What do you need? they ask. I talk about commas and 

metaphor. I know now that students would never allow something to happen to a teacher. I had 

heard that before, but I didn’t (in my stomach) know it.  

The desire to go there and see for myself. The darkest place in the democracy, the 

necessary evil to our necessary freedom. The root of our happiness. The desire to witness a 

tragedy first hand, to bear witness to injustice, to take my portion of the responsibility. To 

acknowledge my privilege, white, male, educated, mobile, to move into a place of unimaginable 

horror, to paint something beautiful inside, to return to my car and drive away.  

This project an exercise in pushing myself to the very edge and trying to stand there, 

looking down but not losing my balance and falling in. Write until you are sick. Cry until you 

have nothing left to do but fall asleep. 
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My fourth week of class a federal court in Alabama rules that the Alabama Department of 

Corrections must end their segregation of HIV-positive prisoners. I don’t remember what the 

notice said, but it perpetuated myths about HIV and revealed a basic lack of understanding, on 

the part of the writer of the notice, presumably a DOC administrator, about both HIV 

transmission and care as well as basic grammar.  

The thing about prisons, you can’t find photos of anything that you are looking for on the 

internet. The innocuous entrance. This simple ugly industrial façade. Surely, not here. Not under 

our watch. Cracks, round around the edges of a window pane like an oval mirror on a big 

rectangular frame. How tall was the man whose head was smashed here? Or was it his back?  

 From my syllabus, that first semester: It is incredibly important that you are respectful to 

your peers and me. Writing and reading are vulnerable acts that go hand in hand with strong 

emotions. Trust is essential and responding respectfully to these emotions is the key to 

maintaining a collaborative and professional learning atmosphere. There will be a no tolerance 

policy on any behavior that makes other students feel uncomfortable in their writing 

environment. We should all feel like this is a safe space where we’ll have positive discussions of 

our readings and one another’s writings. I will be looking out for you, and I expect you to look 

out for each other. 

Every time someone opens the door or we hear a voice in the breezeway outside, all eyes 

are on it, all heads turn. Everyone in white scrubs and white or brown or black shoes, some that 

look decades old.  

I wonder about my illusions of safety, that anyone is ever truly safe in this world, that I 

feel relieved when an officer escorts me through the prison, that her/his gun will protect me, keep 

us both safe, as if the danger, the threat, were in the prisoners themselves and not the state power 



 

 19 

manifest in the gun, the camera, the barbed wire, the door, the officer, the teacher. I am the 

teacher.  

St. Clair County, where St. Clair Correctional Facility is located, was established on 

November 20, 1818, when the Alabama Territory legislature split Shelby County into two 

counties. Shelby County, as it stands today, was, on February 22, 2014, home to the largest 

residential real estate listing in the country—a sixteen bedroom, twelve fireplace, twelve-car-

garage mansion originally listed for 17.9 million dollars. The county was also the plaintiff in 

Shelby County. v. Holder, the case which, in a 2013 Supreme Court decision, effectively 

dismantled the Voting Rights Act of 1965.  

St. Clare of Assisi, on the other hand, was an Italian saint and the founder of the Order of 

Poor Ladies. She was declared, by Pope Piux XII in 1958, the patron saint of television. She was 

able to see and hear a mass she was too ill to attend on the wall of her room.  

A prison in Alabama the same size as a mansion in Alabama. The prison named for a 

white woman honored for her religious piety. A woman who believed in her fantasy of the mass, 

a fantasy in sound and image named before the drive to see the mass was named, before the 

fantasy itself was given language. The desire written on the wall before the drive to that desire is 

acknowledged, the desire of millions to believe in a prophecy of the television, our spiritual 

yearning for entertainment. 

My class at St. Clair is usually on the visitation yard. When I arrive there, in the 

cavernous space, dozens of tables set up with chairs on either side for weekend visits, the 

perimeter surrounded by vending machines, many empty, some with food, some cigarettes, 

others sodas. I arrange the tables in a square, try to give enough space between each chair, 

enough space between the back table and the microwave so I can walk by when passing out 
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poems. The hum of vending machines. The light shifting with the ceiling fans. A harsh sun 

creating barbed wire shadows against a small courtyard. A square of hot blue sky. Padlocks on 

the bathrooms. A beautiful mural with many scenes runs the length of the yard—the US flag at 

Iwo Jima, deer on a mountain, a purple sky. Fluorescent lights. Maximum capacity 220. Rules 

for visitors. Vending machines are not the property of D.O.C. Notice: Pictures taken on the yard 

will be confiscated if any gang signs are shown.  

The first semester I teach a class entitled The Fundamentals of Writing and Composition. 

I have a lesson plan each time, but we move free form, the students asking questions, many of 

which I don’t have an immediate answer to, about punctuation, grammar, vocabulary. After our 

automatic writing, each student presents a word he has learned in the last week to the class. He 

says the word, spells it as I write it on the board, reads the definition, uses it in a sentence.  

I bring handouts to class every week, commonly confused words (lay vs. lie, sit vs. set), 

comma usage, semi-colon usage, essays about literacy, articles from newspapers and magazines. 

We learn the rules of grammar and punctuation, I tell them, not because they are correct, as if 

there were one singular English, but so that we can know what’s expected of us, how we may 

come across to someone else. 

After the first month, all of the white students have stopped coming to class except for 

one. I am down to seven students, the prison administration only having allowed twelve to 

register in the first place out of the twenty allotted spots. When a student signs up for a class, 

after seeing a flier for the class, he must sign up. Students are only eligible in most prisons if 

they have not had any disciplinary issues in over a year. After that, the selection process is a 

mystery, and I have heard dozens of times about the students who were not allowed into the 

classes, no reason given.  
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My one white student is so angry when we read a short story by Z.Z. Packer, a Black 

author, that he writes me a four page note outlining his opposition to affirmative action, his belief 

in the inherent biological lesser-ness of Black people, his anger at having to read a story by a 

Black author when, he argued, every piece of writing by a person of color is always centrally 

about race. 

I am shaken by this response. I worry, too, as he is the student who others go to when 

they need help writing their appeals, that his bigotry informs his level of assistance, that he could 

be using his hatred as motivation to give bad advice, misspell words, confuse motive. 

And opposite the painted birds, every so often, the shadow of a real bird, moving quickly, 

manically, between different surfaces in the small cement courtyard off the visitation yard. A 

reminder of freedom outside, how easy to move out there, up there, anywhere but this.  

As we walk down the tunnel of inspiration that third class, I hear stomping, and a large 

man in shirt and tie comes to walk with us. 

My knowledge of the students, limited to the classroom. I question whether even using 

these “one of my students said” anecdotes is ethical. As if an incarcerated person needs one more 

person to take away their agency. Tell me how to relay and humanize without any kind of 

specifics. I don’t want to tell you their names, their crimes (the few that I know), their ages or 

illnesses or family members or regrets. I don’t want to tell you about their lyric poetry, their 

cutting political raps, their practice cover letters for when they get out, their fairy tales about 

children and animals who escape, against-all-odds, their circumstances and make their way alone 

in the world, or with a sidekick, and find happiness. Paul Farmer writes that [Structural violence 

is an apt term] because such suffering is ‘structured’ by historically given and often 
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economically driven) processes and forces that conspire—whether through routine, ritual, or, as 

is more commonly the case, the hard surfaces of life—to constrain agency. 

I hesitate to tell you about the students convicted by all-white juries. I don’t want to tell 

you about the ones who admitted to murdering someone. I don’t want to tell you about the ones 

convicted with no evidence. I don’t want to tell you about the ones who killed partners or 

children, parents, neighbors. I don’t want to tell you about their forced testimonies. I don’t want 

you to think they are all innocent of the things they have been convicted of, and I don’t want you 

to think that they are all guilty of the things they have been convicted of either. Guilt and 

innocence are, for me, beside the point. I don’t want you to value them because you think they 

are innocent. Though I think they are innocent. Whatever value we ascribe to that word, 

whatever expectations, I know they possess them.   

In my original application to teach in the prisons, I wrote that I believe that education, 

and especially creative education, is one of the principle paths to achieving agency. I think that 

writing can help us heal and make us lead more emotionally and mentally fulfilled lives. I know 

that our justice system is broken, and I hope that I can help create positive change by sharing 

writing and literature with incarcerated people. 

I read that sadly, after having taught in the prisons for three semesters, not because I 

don’t think the heart of what I wrote is true. I believe, still, that writing, creative activity of any 

kind, helps us heal and gain agency. It’s not enough, though, and if I ever thought it was I want 

to go back in time and shake myself. Teaching creative writing in Auschwitz in hopes of 

stopping a genocide. Teaching creative writing on a slave ship in hopes of stopping a system 

with so much money and power and violence behind it. If we wanted education to change these 

machinations of oppression, wouldn’t we be focusing on the wrong side? And if we worked the 
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other side, would that simply reveal our farce. As if, to enter the police station in Ferguson, do a 

workshop, Darren Wilson shares his poem. Suddenly he gets it, he will not murder an unarmed 

eighteen-year-old, his body in the street for four hours and thirty minutes, because of that 

carefully placed line-break, that rhyme, metaphor, meter.  

On solitary confinement, Lisa Guenther writes 
 

What does it mean to recognize, as the effect of a standard method of 
incarceration, the possibility of a suffering that blurs the distinction between life 
and death? What must subjectivity be like in order for these effects to be possible? 
Who are we, such that we can become unhinged from ourselves by being 
separated from others? 

 
In the documentary Herman’s House, Jackie Sumell, a white interdisciplinary artist, 

decides to build Herman Wallace, a Black Panther who, convicted of killing a prison officer 

while serving a sentence for armed robbery, spent over thirty six years in solitary confinement 

and was ultimately released from prison three days before his death from liver cancer. Sumell 

asked Wallace to design his dream home. Sumell and Wallace spent over a decade designing this 

home, as a way, she thought, for him to escape solitary confinement. The filmmakers show the 

blueprints for the house to several prison architects. What they say is astonishing, that Wallace’s 

dream house would be an oppressive place to live in, with much in common with prison designs. 

He had, they believed, internalized his surroundings so much that his dream of a different 

structure to live in shared many characteristics with the structure he was trying to escape.   

I bring in a plastic water bottle from the gas station each time I teach. This pains me, as 

someone who avoids buying plastic containers at all. One of my students wrote the Alabama 

Department of Environmental Management and inquired about the water. Assuming he was 

prison staff, the Department replied. Do not drink that water, the report said, not safe for human 

consumption.  
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Problematic nature of Sumell’s project aside, I wonder about Wallace’s design. I wonder 

about the ways in which we, as humans, limit our abilities to dream of alternative realities 

because of the world we have lived in thus far, the ways that even our fantasies are shaped by the 

world as it stands. I wonder, too, about Wallace and Sumell’s relationship, the way that he seems 

to go along with the project to humor her, the way she thinks she is helping him, the way racial 

and gender and class and age politics play out in their relationship. More bluntly, I wonder about 

the ways that I am similar to her in my presence, in the classroom, in my heart.  

In the “Free Alabama Movement” Manifesto, Melvin Ray, currently incarcerated at St. 

Clair, writes “Additionally, as prisoners at West Jefferson, St. Clair, and Holman, we already 

know that the water supply at these Prisons is unsafe, and we know that cadets are told on their 

first day on the job NEVER to drink the water at these prisons.” 

To store people in a place where that most basic of human necessities—water—is unsafe 

to consume. My hypersensitivity to this fact because of my disease. My students with their health 

problems untreated, unmedicated, undiagnosed. 

The warden returns to watch the class one week, circling our tables, ignoring my greeting 

with a stern look on his face. His arms are crossed over his chest. We are discussing active and 

passive voice, the ways we become subjects and objects through language. How using the active 

voice gives the subject agency in the sentence, acting rather than being acted upon. The warden 

seems particularly uninterested in our conversation. He acts upon us with his rage. He acts, we 

are acted upon. For me this object-hood lasts two-and-a-half hours each week. For the students, 

though, they can never speak back to the warden. There is nothing to do but keep on with the 

lesson. There is nowhere else for us to go.  
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I write, the more I learn about prison and the justice system, the more I am shocked that 

our system in the U.S. has managed to be so broken for so long, and I am also constantly 

reminded how invisible prison populations are to the general population. Working in the prison 

has taught me several things that I had heard before but had never experienced. One is that the 

employees in prisons can be very kind and thoughtful, which is something I had never 

considered before. Another is that we laugh in literally every one of my classes—I had never 

pictured prison to be a place where people would be laughing. I also never would have imagined 

before I went to the prison that every single one of my students would be a great writer and 

thinker. 

Why it should matter whether or not an officer can be kind and thoughtful. Why it should 

matter whether or not people can laugh inside. Why it should matter whether or not they write 

well. 

When I arrive, the officer at the front tells me that it will be an hour before any of my 

students will come since it is feeding time. He tells me I can leave and come back or I can wait in 

the yard. I decided to wait in the yard, and then three of my students come after half-an-hour. We 

wait another half-hour for the rest to come and end up starting without them. About half-an-hour 

later, they show up. They are angry, saying the officers aren’t letting them come to class. One of 

the students then tells me that he had to convince the officer to let him come to class; the officer 

was saying that “that class is for faggots” and that I had “called Montgomery to complain that I 

was alone on the yard with twenty prisoners.” The officer then comes in and shuts down the class 

half-an-hour early. He says my class is only supposed to be an hour long. We pack up quickly. 

They leave through the back door. The officer in central control has to wait before they have all 

gone before he can let me out. 
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The United Nations in 1955, The Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners:  
 

46. (1) The prison administration shall provide for the careful selection of every 
grade of the personnel, since it is on their integrity, humanity, professional 
capacity and personal suitability for the work that the proper administration of the 
institutions depends. 

It is our last class. I am sad to say goodbye to the students and excited to leave the 

facility. I never want to return to this place. When I arrive at the front, there are many boxes, full 

of Christmas packages.  

That day we did Exquisite Corpses, each of us writing for one minute, then passing it on 

to the next person, then folding the paper so that the following person can only see what the last 

person wrote and none before him. I would like to include one here, and although I know that I 

kept them, that the students didn’t want them, I can’t find them anywhere 

We are almost finished with class when the warden enters the visitation yard. He yells 

“What’s your name?” to me, and I answer. He then yells “What are you doing here?” I answer 

again, and he yells “Have I seen you here before?” and I answer. I am shaking.  

He laughs, and for a second I believe that he will be kind to us. It is the holiday season, I 

know it’s an extra difficult time of year for incarcerated people, away from their families, and so 

I, for a sliver of time, hope for the best.  

He looks to the students. You fucking idiots, he yells, you fucking retards got caught. 

You’re all so dumb, you broke the law and got caught. I break the law every day. I never drive 

slower than a hundred on the freeway. But guess what? I’m not a fucking idiot. I don’t get caught 

when I break the law. That’s the difference between me and you. You’re all idiots. 

The students look at the table. I look at the table. If anyone in here could talk back, it 

would be me. Technically. Although I think I am the weakest person in the room in every way 

that counts here.  
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One of the students looks up. Are our Christmas packages coming? 

If it were up to me, he spits, you wouldn’t get a single thing. You don’t deserve anything. 

You’re animals. You don’t deserve this class. If it were up to me, you wouldn’t get this class.  

What about deodorant, one of the students asks. 

You don’t deserve deodorant, he spits. Deodorant is for people. Deodorant is not a human 

right. You don’t have a right not to smell. I don’t use deodorant. I use cornstarch. 

Can we have cornstarch, he asks. 

You don’t deserve cornstarch, he spits. Cornstarch is for people. 

Can we have toothpaste, another student asks. 

You don’t deserve toothpaste, he spits. Toothpaste is for people. You don’t have a right 

to a fresh mouth. I don’t use toothpaste. I use baking soda. 

Can we have baking soda, he asks. 

You don’t deserve baking soda. You fucking idiots got caught. The difference between 

me and you is I don’t get caught. I break the law all the time. You’re all fucking pathetic.  

He then goes through each of the students, calling them by their last names, saying 

something degrading about each of them, a democratic process, no one skipped over, no matter 

how old or mentally ill, ensuring that he makes each of them as small as he can for his audience. 

I hope he’s not doing this for me, to prove something to me, but I think this is wishful thinking, 

just as I know his string of yelled questions when he entered was to knock me off-balance, 

demonstrate the paper façade of teacher-hood for them all to see. To make us all weak in the face 

of the system, all of us witness to each of our weaknesses, our collective weakness, the 

irrelevance of words in the face of such strength.  

I hate that guy, I say when he finally leaves. 
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Of course, they say, we know. We do too. Of course. 

I’m not supposed to say anything negative about the administration or the staff or the 

prison. I can’t help myself. I’m shaking. I have never felt so powerless. Which tells you a lot 

about me and my privilege, if you didn’t already know. But still. That feeling, of watching 

people you have grown to care about over several months being abused by a common enemy, 

your hands tied behind your back, you think, or are you just scared, as you have always been, by 

the mechanical locking of the doors, the voices crackling out of radios, the ever-present guns at 

officer hips, rolls of barbed-wire, and, as unconscious as it may be, as painful as it may be to put 

in words, the prisoners themselves. 

We’ll see you, they say as we part.  

We hope you’ll come back and teach here again.  
 

Me too, I say.  
 

I hope never, I think.  
 

And, of course, I will come back. 
 

But I don’t know that yet.  
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CHAPTER 3 

TUTWILER 

 

The first day teaching the class at Tutwiler, I am nervous. The class I am teaching is 

called Animal Imaginations, a mix of creative writing and animal literature. Will the students 

think it childish to talk about animals, read about them? What place do animals have, in the face 

of such injustice? 

The non-human animal, the first student who speaks says, I do believe I enjoy the 

company of non-human animals better than that of human animals. I am relieved by this 

statement, from a student with a third-grade formal education, that we can acknowledge our 

human animality here, that at least one other person in the room prefers the company of dogs, 

cats, horses, to doctors, lawyers, mechanics.  

At Tutwiler Prison for Women, one of my students, on the second day of class, asks me 

what freedom is. What is a prison? she asks. See? she asks at my silence, the grasping at words, 

the struggle to give something a name, in here, I know what my prison is, and it’s outside of me 

now. Out there, what is your prison? What do you have with your freedom? 

Before the class starts, at training, two representatives from the Alabama DOC give us a 

training on PREA, the Prison Rape Elimination Act, passed by the federal government in 2003, 

with states having ten years to implement its mandates. Alabama waits until the last minute to 

implement them. The men explain that prisoners cannot consent to sexual activity with anyone—
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other prisoner, staff, volunteer—because they are in a place where they have no agency, like 

children or people with developmental disabilities. These men, they spend two hours, then, 

describing all the ways that prisoners will manipulate us and try to get us in trouble, to blackmail 

us, to get things from us. That you cannot trust anyone in prison. They tell us anecdotes of 

people, good people, who have lost their jobs because of some lying prisoner.  

Days later, on January 17, 2014, the United States Department of Justice releases a report 

finding widespread sexual abuse and harassment at Tutwiler. The men at the PREA training tell 

us, that if a student reveals that s/he is being sexually abused by anyone, we should just tell the 

nearest officer. I argue with them. How would it make any sense to just tell the nearest officer 

when that officer will, at the very least, punish the prisoner for the allegation, and could even be 

the abuser him/her self. They laugh, these good old boys—why so serious? Why so angry? 

There’s an anonymous tip line! Look, any prisoner in any facility can pick the phone up and call 

this hotline, which goes to an office in Montgomery, and the DOC will fully investigate any 

allegation of sexual misconduct. When they are gone, my director says, ignore what they said. I 

didn’t know that’s what they were going to say. If a student comes to you with something like 

that, you ask to speak to the warden. Don’t tell any other officer why you need to speak with the 

warden—just firmly, politely, insist that you speak with the warden. Then call me as soon as you 

are out of the facility, and I will make sure that the DOC is also aware of the abuse. 

As if following up, this corporation-inspired bureaucratic chain of command, passing the 

buck, will ever fight the injustice.  

My second class at Tutwiler, taking my fingerprint, the officer tells me, you have some 

really amazing writers in there.  

From my syllabus: Everyone deserves a safe place to write things that no one will read. 
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At Tutwiler, the students are very vocal about their chronic illnesses, children who don’t 

speak to them, the necessity to drop out of class because they work too much at their jobs, 

getting woken up at 3 in the morning to fix a pipe, no respect for sleep here. I wonder what it 

would be like, to wake in the morning, each waking another torture, another realization of where 

you are, for how long, and why, both the legal why and the existential why, worrying you for 

years.   

The comments in response to the sexual abuse at Tutwiler follow. And why do I keep 

including these comments? The drive. Fantasy. Language. The fantasy of justice. The drive to 

share the ugliest recesses of the heart. The language, without repercussion. The language, 

disembodied, alone.  

The moment when the prison enters the collective consciousness of the people enabling 

its existence. The brutality of what goes on inside, of each of us owning a small fragment of this 

brutality. To enter into the space, find a guilt-sized souvenir, place it on a shelf with all the others 

And Michel Foucault writes: 
 

Punishment, then, will tend to become the most hidden part of the penal process. 
This has several consequences: it leaves the domain of more or less everyday 
perception and enters that of abstract consciousness; its effectiveness is seen as 
resulting from its inevitability, not from its visible intensity; It is the certainty of 
being punished and not the horrifying spectacle of public punishment that must 
discourage crime; the exemplary mechanics of punishment changes its 
mechanisms. As a result, justice no longer takes public responsibility for the 
violence that is bound up with its practice.  

 
The transformation from punishment as spectacle to punishment as institutional, cold, objective, 

none of us taking ownership in the punishment, the punishment independent of any person, 

determined by the actions of the punished and nothing else.  

There is often a delay between when prison classes are supposed to start and when they 

start. Everything in prison is run on mechanisms that I only slightly understand. We begin late 
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because they are in lock-down. Or because they are in the middle of the count. Or because of a 

meal, or the commissary, or because of the distribution of mail or medications. I’ve lost track of 

the reasons for delays. I give the students cards from a French storytelling game, Dixit, and task 

them with, if we are running late, writing from the cards. 

I should have known what would happen with these cards. The students treasure them. 

They spend long moments considering each card before choosing the card for the week. As we 

move through the course, the stack of cards shrinks and shrinks, although the students are 

supposed to turn in a card before taking a new one. 

I am interviewed in the university’s student newspaper about the program because of a 

documentary series on prison that I decide to run, a documentary each month, two speakers from 

a wide variety of disciplines commenting on the films and leading discussion.  

To be ashamed of your political beliefs, rendering them impossible without even testing 

their feasibility for fear of coming off as angry, obsessed. The fantasy of a better world, 

impossible in the mind, the drive squelched before it even enters into the word. This bullshit 

moderation, this desire for a career, positioning myself as someone who “has to” think about the 

prison, still pretending that the mission of incarceration is to rehabilitate, still perpetuating the 

myth that the incarcerated are, indeed, in need of rehabilitation, the fantasy of language, of 

literature, as essentially radical. 

 In class, we watch The Life of Pi after reading the novel. I am fiddling with the DVD 

player. I turn around, there is a bag of microwaved popcorn and a can of Coke on my desk. We 

all got it for you together, one of the students says. Most of the students are eating popcorn. I feel 

so guilty, knowing how little they get paid for an hour’s work—less than a quarter—and how 

much the administration and its contractors inflate the price of luxuries like these inside. Not 
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eating and drinking them, though, will not return their money. I try to relish each crunch of 

popcorn, each sip of Coke, as we watch Pi in the boat, floating across the ocean with the tiger, 

landing on a carnivorous floating islan of lemurs. The students laugh louder than any other 

audience I have been in. They yell at Pi when he makes mistakes, cry when his family dies, give 

him reassurance when things get tough.  

The United Nations in 1955, The Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners:  
 

31. Corporal punishment, punishment by placing in a dark cell, and all cruel, 
inhuman or degrading punishments shall be completely prohibited as punishments 
for disciplinary offences. 

At the beginning of 2014, prisoners at three prisons in Alabama—St. Clair Correctional Facility, 

Elmore Correctional Facility, and Holman Correctional Facility—strike, protesting conditions in 

the prisons and the use of free and cheap labor on the part of the DOC and its contracted 

businesses.  

I try to resist the urge to compare a zoo to a prison, not because I believe it dehumanizing 

to the prisoner, but because I don’t want it to appear that I think prisoners are less human than 

those of us who “are free.” As someone who values non-human animal life, it is difficult to keep 

the similarities separate. How foolish of me, to assume that I see something that the students 

don’t. It’s funny, they say, how a lot of times in these novels we read, in these poems, an officer 

steps into the room, counts each of the students, counts again, closes the door, they are talking 

about animals but they could really be talking about prison.  

Judith Butler writes that what constitutes through division the ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ worlds 

of the subject is a border and boundary tenuously maintained for the purposes of social 

regulation and control. The boundary between inner and outer is confounded by those 

excremental passages in which the inner effectively becomes outer, and this excreting function 
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becomes, as it were, the model by which other forms of identity-differentiation are 

accomplished. 

One day in class, before we are even close to reading Kafka’s Metamorphosis, there is a 

cockroach in the middle of the room. The cockroach in prison, a trope. The cockroach in prison, 

prison writings. The cockroach in prison, a memoir. I have heard harrowing stories about 

cockroaches and rats. Rats like wet frogs crawling up walls. Students waking up in the night with 

cockroaches or rats crawling on their faces. The students argue about whether or not to kill the 

cockroach. It wanders around the center of the room, its antenna twitching. We watch it, at times 

in silence, at times in discussion. We can’t kill it, one of the students says, for who are we to 

decide the value of one life over another. Another student agrees. Its subjectivity is as valid as 

the subjectivity of any of us or a dog or a tiger. Just because it’s not cute and cuddly doesn’t 

mean we should kill it. One of the students says it’s still a cockroach in here, takes her shoe off, 

and kills it. We laugh and begin writing. She wipes it up with a brown paper towel, but there is 

still a smear in the middle of the floor where it died.  

Paolo Freire writes 

The radical, committed to human liberation, does not become the prisoner of a 
“circle of certainty” within which reality is also imprisoned. On the contrary, the 
more radical the person is, the more fully he or she enters into reality so that, 
knowing it better, he or she can better transform it. This individual is not afraid to 
confront, to listen, to see the world unveiled. This person is not afraid to meet the 
people or to enter into dialogue with them. This person does not consider himself 
or herself the proprietor of history or of all people, or the liberator of the 
oppressed; but he or she does commit himself or herself, within history, to fight at 
their side. 

 
One week I arrive and they are doing a fire drill. All of the women from the prison out in 

the fenced area outside of the prison. Over the semester, we have snow, tornados. I try to 

imagine what the tornados must be like in the prison, the sirens, the nowhere to go. Whenever I 
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arrive after inclement weather, the students are so concerned for me. We’re so glad you made it, 

they say. It’s a crazy world out there.  

The situation at Tutwiler gets more national coverage.  

 As if trouble weren’t inherent to prison, as if prison, ever, is free from trouble. 

The place. The idea. The word. 

I spend hours each week, photocopying novels, making supplementary optional packets 

that are hundreds of pages long, full of every story I have ever loved, articles I have recently 

read, poems, tips on grammar and punctuation, interesting science research tangentially related 

to the novels we are reading. They, each class, tell me how grateful they are, how starved they 

are for contemporary reading material, anything written by women, by people of color, by 

anyone young, by anyone in the last fifty years.  

How easy it is to access information, for me, out here. I can search anything I want in 

seconds, have access to the entirety of human experience in a few clicks. I used to think. The 

prison, invisible on the internet. On television, the fantasy of Orange is the New Black.  

Gina Dent writes: 

The history of visuality linked to the prison is also a main reinforcement of the 
institution of the prison as a naturalized part of our social landscape. The history 
of film has always been wedded to the representation of incarceration… the 
prison is wedded to our experience of visuality, creating also a sense of its 
permanence as an instruction.  

 
And this project, is it further strengthening the prison, the photographs, the inevitable bars, the 

permanent barbed wire, the immutable watchtowers, the everlasting justice, always blind 

And at some point, I think, I’ve got to stop distancing myself from everything I have ever 

written or said about teaching in the prison. I find something that doesn’t make me cringe, 

something I wrote for our program’s newsletter while teaching at Tutwiler. Last night in my 
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creative writing class at Tutwiler Prison for Women we had our first workshop. Six students had 

submitted stories, poems, or essays for me to type and distribute to the class. We then took a 

week to read the work and comment on it, and then last night each of the people getting 

workshopped received fifteen minutes of our focused attention.  For some of the students, it was 

their first time sharing their work with an audience. All of them were nervous. No one offered to 

go first. I asked one of the students at random to share her work. She read it, and then everyone 

was silent for a moment. Many of the students were unsure of how to proceed. But then, one 

student began speaking, and then everyone began speaking, and I have never before been in a 

classroom bursting with so much energy and empathy. Each student was completely invested in 

supporting and enhancing the work of every other student. We moved through the workshops, 

maintaining the same level of passion and compassion, and then we arrived at the last poem. The 

student had written a poem entitled ‘Barriers’ that was about maintaining dignity and agency 

while being incarcerated without ever mentioning the words “prison” or “incarceration.” The 

poem could have been about working in an office, attending a high school, or struggling with 

mental illness. The other students loved the poem, several of them saying that it was the best 

description of incarcerated life that they had ever read. I left the classroom feeling completely 

elated. It is difficult to articulate what drew me to teaching in the prison or why I interested in 

doing the work. Each time I enter the prison, I hear each of the four gates between the outside 

and the classroom clang shut. In the classroom, though, we read stories and we can’t stop 

laughing. We read a poem and no one speaks, all of us on the verge of tears. When a student 

reads her work, the other students nod or shout or whisper words of approval, they clap, they rub 

each other on the shoulder, they do the things humans do when we need to support each other. 
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Each night when I leave the prison, I feel incredible hope for what a group of people can 

accomplish when we listen to each other and speak from our hearts.    

But still, there, the obscuring, the language. Leaving the classroom. Leave the classroom, 

you’re still in the prison. It’s not leaving the classroom, it’s leaving the prison, which is a 

warehouse where we allow the state to hold people while they are raped, tortured, denied basic 

services and medical care, denied safety and healthy food and water. Let’s call it by its name.  

And that word, elated. Of course I’m on some kind of high from the class. But there’s 

still the space of the prison, the waiting for each of the four doors to be unlocked, the collecting 

the ID and cars from the control desk at the front, the getting in my car, the driving away. There 

is, in some sense of the word, elation, but that is not all there is. That’s not all there ever can be, 

there. 

Speak in the newsletter, to the liberal guilt. Tell them that education is enough. Tell them 

to donate their money to the program to help soothe their consciences. Tell them you are elated. 

Tell them there is a classroom.  

This everlasting prison, this supposed economy of suspended rights but not unbearable 

sensations. Tell that to Jammy Bell. Tell that to Marquette Cummings. Tell that to the dozens of 

unnamed, disembodied women at Tutwiler who have been assaulted in the care of the state. In 

the care of the state.  

In class, we read Disgrace by J. M Coetzee. The narrator is a man, a white professor who 

sexually assaults a student, who is the embodiment of post-colonial white African entitlement 

and privilege. Dogs play a large part in the book, their individual murders (with guns) and their 

institutional murders (through euthanasia). I chose the book because I knew I would grow tired 



 

 38 

of making copies. We have a few dozen classroom sets of novels in the office. Disgrace was 

there, I remembered the dogs, and I chose it. 

The students, almost all of them, hate it. Some are unable to separate the narrator and the 

author. Some recognize the separation but believe the author, having crated the monster narrator, 

to be, on some level, all of the things he describes. And a handful love it, the quiet, careful prose, 

the overwhelming sensations of brutality and loss. The narrator’s daughter, Lucy, a lesbian who 

has moved to the country to farm and has been gang-raped, her material possession stolen and 

destroyed, her dogs murdered, tells her father: 

 
I can’t run my life according to whether or not you like what I do. Not any more. 
You behave as if everything I do is part of the story of your life. You are the main 
character; I am a minor character who doesn’t make an appearance until halfway 
through. Well, contrary to what you think, people are not divided into major and 
minor. I am not minor. I have a life of my own, just as important to me as yours is 
to you, and in my life I am the one who makes the decisions. 

 
And I feel, in that moment, a sickening spread of guilt, as if Lucy is talking to me, both as I’m 

teaching at the prison, and here, sitting in this chair writing this essay, that perhaps I am not the 

right person to tell this story at all, my experience and subjectivity wrong in every way for the 

telling of this story that desperately needs to be told. But I can’t be anyone other than myself, I 

tell myself, and as long as I tell this from my perspective, it’s okay.  

Julia Tutwiler, known as “The Angel of the Prisons,” as if a prison were a heaven, a poet, 

a social reformer. I hope for her terror at her name attached to such a place. The perennial 

dilemma of prison reformers, though, as if reform were enough, and perhaps her name on such a 

horror is a just repayment for her reforms, a taking it out from under the rug, a look at what you 

have done. 
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The song, though, written just after the Civil War, celebrating a land in which a slave-

based economy had flourished for so long, the reformers, the moderates, the believers in a 

system after some changes, perhaps enabling that system all along.  

From my original application to teach in the prison: I have never been convicted of or 

plead guilty to a crime. 

And what separates me from that suffering? What makes me different from him? 

Before we workshop a piece, the students give me their writing. I spend the week typing 

it up. As I write the pieces, I feel as though I am channeling the students. The stories and essays 

and poems are already written, but I’m writing them again on the computer, tracing the leaps 

from one word to the next, internalizing the logic of the created world, confusing the boundary 

between she and I, between that man and me.  

So, what separates me? Is it because I am white? That is a large part of it. Raised upper-

middle class? Yes. Educated? Definitely. But what else is there? What else separates this reality 

from all the possibilities, what fate led me to this moment instead of that one. Because if one 

believes, as I do, that whether or not one has committed a crime has little to do with whether or 

not one ends up in prison, there must be some kind of explanation for my presence out here.  

The students at Tutwiler have asked me at the end of every class to see what I can do 

about improving their library. I organize a book drive. We collect lots of books, several hundred 

of them from my house. After prison, you look at every single thing, every object, every street 

sign, every piece of technology, in a new way. This book, I enjoyed it. But what right do I have 

to keep it? When there are a thousand women with a shitty library who would love to pass it 

between them? One of the students hands me a letter and asks me to share it with the people who 

have donated books. It reads: 
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Dear friends: 
 
Thank you so much for donating books to "us girls." At Tutwiler and Annex, 
there are roughly 1,000 women; those of us who do love to read inhale books—
absorb the information, the experience of falling into otherness. 
 
Because of your thoughtfulness, mental atrophy can be staved off for quite some 
time. After eighteen years (give for some, take for others), there's no such thing as 
favorite authors--it's experiencing authors we may never would have chosen.  
 
We are grateful. And we will be thinking of you often as we utilize them. 
 
Peace. 

 
I check with my director to make sure that I can ethically share the message. Under the 

assumption that there exists a system of ethics in this world that can still be respected. I try to 

imagine what it would be like to read that email, the people in the English department who may 

never have been to a prison, if the and we will be thinking of you often as we utilize them might 

be read as threatening, if the faculty and graduate students might read into the we may never 

would have chosen as a marker of class and education, never guessing that the woman who wrote 

the message has a singular voice in her writing, a very specific face.  

One of the students asks me, the night the governor has visited the prison, trying to stave 

off a US DOJ takeover of the state prison system, if people out there are talking about Tutwiler, 

the sexual assaults and abuse, the medieval living conditions. Yes, I tell her, everyone is 

outraged. But no, no one is talking about it at all, not around me. I talk about it with other people 

who have taught in the prison. People post it on social media, receiving few likes or comments, 

because people grow tired of reading the depressing things we have no control over. As I suspect 

you are growing tired of reading this.  

The only other people I meet going into the prisons are religious volunteers. One week, 

the shift change, which occurs at 6:00, half an hour before my class is supposed to start, takes 
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over an hour to complete. I wait in the lobby with two women. One of them goes to the bathroom 

and the other begins to talk to me. She talks about the art projects she does with the women. This 

week they are making cards to send home to their children for Easter. I ask her if they are part of 

a religious group and she says no, they are an arts and crafts group. The other woman returns 

from the bathroom and asks me if I am a religious volunteer. It becomes apparent that they are, 

in fact, with a church down the street. They scare me, these people who lie about their intentions 

for coming here. But what, exactly, then, are my own?  

Please reject humanizing someone vis-à-vis their familial relationships, as if those ties are 

the reason we should value their existence, although to hear the women at Tutwiler speak of their 

children, their grandchildren, the acuteness of their absence, chokes me up to even think about. 

Not that the men at St. Clair didn’t have familial relationships as well, of course they did, and not 

buying into some cult of motherhood, but because of the way they talk about them, as if they are 

ghost limbs, startling in their absence, each time they look down.   

They ask me to bring in my own writing to workshop. I bring it in for the last workshop. 

They give more thorough and thoughtful feedback than I have ever received in my life. The story 

I bring in is about two couples having dinner on a sinking glass-bottom boat. They 

psychoanalyze my use of color, when you use purple you mean this, and blue means this, and 

green, this.  

We read Virginia Woolf’s “The Death of the Moth” and afterward no one says anything, 

the room noticeable silent. That’s so beautiful, they say, we love her. 

Yet, because he was so small, and so simple a form of the energy that was rolling 
in at the open window and driving its way through so many narrow and intricate 
corridors in my own brain and in those of other human beings, there was 
something marvelous as well as pathetic about him. It was as if someone had 
taken a tiny bead of pure life and decking it as lightly as possible with down and 
feathers, had set it dancing and zigzagging to show us the true nature of life. Thus 
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displayed one could not get over the strangeness of it. One is apt to forget all 
about life, seeing it humped and bossed and garnished and cumbered so that it has 
to move with the greatest circumspection and dignity. Again, the thought of all 
that life might have been had he been born in any other shape caused one to view 
his simple activities with a kind of pity. 

 
I copy Tiny Beautiful Things, the collection of Cheryl Strayed’s Dear Sugar advice 

column from The Rumpus in its entirety and give it to the students, as supplemental reading, over 

a month. The columns address issues of violence, drug use, sex, sexual violence, and abuse. The 

students love them and ask me if they can keep the book. I tell them, which is true, that I’m not 

allowed to give anything to one student that I don’t give to all students.  

And Cheryl Strayed: 
 

One hot afternoon during the era in which you’ve gotten yourself ridiculously 
tangled up with heroin you will be riding the bus and thinking what a worthless 
piece of crap you are when a little girl will get on the bus holding the strings of 
two purple balloons. She’ll offer you one of the balloons, but you won’t take it 
because you believe you no longer have a right to such tiny beautiful things. 
You’re wrong. You do. 

 

The last class at Tutwiler, the students ask me why I have worked with them. What’s in it 

for me? I tell them that they have made me fall in love with writing and reading again. This is 

true. This essay, though, is the attempt to answer that question in full, to not hedge and sensor 

and conceal. This essay, an extended worry. To worry over the prison, to never smile again.  

The last class, I am organizing materials. I turn around and there are several snacks on 

my desk. They are all vegan, they tell me. We made sure, we read through the ingredients. No 

non-human animal products involved. This touches me, this consideration and understanding, 

this accepting of each human exactly as they are, every piece of them.  

The impossibility of keeping in touch with the students, they having to send the letters to 

my program office, where my director will read them and, assuming they are appropriate, 
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forward them to me, after which I would response, through the office, and then subject to 

inspection by the prison itself, and, after jumping through all of these hoops, a chain of 

communication. I wonder how they are doing, whether their pains from their terminal illnesses 

have subsided, whether their children started talking to them again, whether anyone has come to 

visit, if they are too cold at night, if they are still writing. Their physical existence seems almost 

impossible now. 

Jacques Derrida writes “the subject becomes merely a position in language.” Or the 

possibility of language, I, out here, and they, in there, formulated into subjects through our 

written and verbal production. What is a person trapped alone in a room?  
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CHAPTER 4 

ST. CLAIR ANIMAL IMAGINATIONS 

 

I head back to St. Clair the next fall to teach Animal Imaginations. The first day we read 

Maya Angelou’s “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.” Why would she, I ask, use a bird? What 

is gained by using a bird that would be lost if she used a human? They list reasons: everyone can 

empathize with a trapped bird; the bird metaphor doesn’t have a specific historical context (in 

terms of oppression) so everyone can relate their own struggles to the poem and identify with the 

bird. The last response surprises me, how strange I didn’t notice before. A student says, if she’s 

writing about a bird, she’s safe from the government. If she’s writing about a bird stuck in a 

cage, no one can prove she’s writing about anything else.  

We are back on the visitation yard. Nothing has changed in the eight months since I’ve 

been here. No inmates allowed sign on the bathroom door. Linoleum tiled floor. Cigarette 

vending machine. Five black silhouettes of birds against the purple sky around the exit sign. 

Break the Silence of Abuse poster. A toucan painted above the Maximum Capacity 220 sign 

above a microwave.  

I have worked in Cambodia and Burma for the summer. In Cambodia, a young 

Cambodian woman I work with takes me past the Battambang province prison. Inside they 

incarcerate men, women, and children. Her father works with an NGO, advocating basic health 

care and sanitation in the prison. Why would you teach a class in a prison? she asks me. 
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Prisoners reading books? she laughs. The students I work with in Burma, upon finding out I 

teach in the prison, are amazed. Your country is so wonderful, they say, that even people in the 

prison get to learn and read books.  

A couple weeks in to the class, there are prisoners outside mowing the lawn, one with 

pant legs rolled up. Go tell that one he’s not at the fucking beach an officer tells another officer 

with a less decorated shirt. 

We read an essay about the zoo. Berger writes, “However you look at these animals, even 

if the animal is up against the bars, less than a foot from you, looking outwards in the public 

direction, you are looking at something that has been rendered absolutely marginal; and all the 

concentration you can muster will never be enough to centralize it. 

One of my students often seems sad and agitated, noticeably so, even for the prison. I 

shake his hand because he offers it to me even though they have decided now this is no longer 

appropriate. 

The Equal Justice Initiative calls for the warden’s removal, citing an incident in which he 

punched a handcuffed prisoner in the head during a transport in a van.  

Eleven weeks in to my fourteen week class, I still have yet to see the warden this time. 

Cross your fingers. Knock on wood. 

An automatic writing from the beginning of  my second class at St. Clair, in the woods a 

bear a bear the smell of bleach a freeway the burned husk of a semi-truck is always a sign of 

some small dangerous path that has been abandoned, the always empty ocean frothing back and 

forth, a rabid dog pacing a cage forever. This is not the way it was supposed to happen, the green 

to me, the red to you. Car troubles, the Troubles. Each moment seems the last moment. Each 

present seems the only reality. A whirring is always a symptom and never the thing itself but 
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everything is a symptom of something. I love symptoms. I heart the ocean. I think this is the end 

of the line, the fucking around that I gotta get to the next place, take my life out of the potting 

soil and put it in the woods, leave it there for the rain to take care of, to learn the ways of trees 

from the masters instead of the strip malls. A dog on its back, stretching its belly. I’m trying to 

get into lucid dreaming, astral projecting. Make a profit off of everything, turn everything into a 

commercial. Swing silently in the night, pendulum, you beat maker, you music, you hollow. 

Bury me where I fall, no coffin, let the worms eat out my eyeballs, my toes, my knuckles. This is 

how you recognize your infinitesimally small place in the cosmos. Is it even a place with a role, 

why this world over any other the pain of not remembering being born, the pain of not 

remembering where I left my glasses. The scissors, my baby. This exhaustion over every other, it 

the top of each mountain lays the one thing any person needs.  

As if the writing produced in a space could teach you the space. The drive before the 

word, the fantasy before the language to pull it into meaning.  

When I was eighteen I learned about prison writing programs and picked up an anthology 

of some writing. The last essay in that book ends: 

Within the walls of York Correctional Institution, physical freedom is removed 
and, all too often, residents receive the message that they are society’s subhuman 
throwaways. Writing, especially deep recorded recollections of specific events 
and the feelings these memories engender, is a means of fighting back—a way to 
take control and preserve one’s dignity in the face of adversity. “Writing’s helped 
me figure out who I am and who I want to be,” a [classmate] told me recently. 
“My body’ still in prison, but my spirit’s finally free.”  

 
I wonder if I started on this trajectory then, ten years ago, in my first women’s studies class. 

Despite everything, I leave each class, this time, feeling hopeful, driving into the autumn day, 

windows down, music loud. For twenty minutes or so. And then I start to cry. Every time. 
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Always about something else—a podcast I am listening to, a memory I have of something else. 

As if production from the space could teach you something about the space itself.  

One of my students, who had used to be on death row, began to cry in workshop. He’s 

the last person you would expect to cry in the class, often scowling through class, his arms across 

his chest, his only words about how much he hated the reading. I wrote that poem you read, he 

said, or I didn’t, but I could have. It came from my heart. 

I don’t know how I didn’t notice the other parts of the military before. Three US soldiers 

hoisting a flag onto a beach. A military helicopter. This tropical warfare diving two mountain 

vistas, the bear in the canoe, two deer behind a snow bank, a lonely barn.  

In every class we have read Barthleme’s “The School,” an exercise in escalation, a series 

of increasingly greater and more absurd deaths until, at the end: 

I said that they shouldn’t be frightened (although I am often frightened) and that 
there was value everywhere. Helen came and embraced me. I kissed her a few 
times on the brow. We held each other. The children were excited. Then there was 
a knock on the door, I opened the door, and the new gerbil walked in. The 
children cheered wildly. 

 
Where to go when you have escalated through every possible violence, when the object of your 

attention becomes a mere position in language, when things have gotten so bad that you don’t 

know where else to turn.  

The United Nations in 1955, The Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners:  
 
 
A prisoner shall be informed at once of the death or serious illness of any near 
relative. In case of the critical illness of a near relative, the prisoner should be 
authorized, whenever circumstances allow, to go to his bedside either under escort 
or alone. 

The student who needs to shake my hand, who stays and talks to me every time after 

class, one day he is the only one on the visitation yard with me for a few minutes before anyone 

else arrives. This has been a hard time for me, he says, I’m still grieving. You see, a few weeks 
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ago I lost my wife, and I couldn’t be there with her, you know? It hurts. And then, removing his 

jacket, a button flies off behind him into the yard. I’m still grieving. I lost my wife a month ago 

and now I’ve just lost a button. I just got this coat yesterday. The place where the loss of a wife 

and the loss of a button can be said in the same sentence, without humor. 

The place where this, even to me, a visitor, makes sense, the jacket meaning warmth, the 

minimal number of possessions, the DOC issued clothing, this jacket, Alabama Department of 

Corrections stenciled black on the back, his name and AIS# stenciled black on the chest. 

In Citizen, Claudia Rankine writes “My brothers are notorious. They have not been to 

prison. They have been imprisoned. The prison is not a place you enter. It is no place. My 

brothers are notorious. They do regular things, like wait. On my birthday they say my name. 

They will never forget that we are named. What is that memory?” 

We wait for the others to arrive. What do you say to someone who has lost a wife? I’m 

sorry. I can’t imagine what you’re going through. I’m listening and I care. All insufficient. All 

language.  

My youngest student, probably just younger than I am, it’s his birthday. Someone says 

we should sing happy birthday and we do. If you have heard a sadder rendition of the song 

please tell me where to find it.  

I don’t know how be alive in this world without screaming. I cry at everything. I cry at 

the news, at podcasts, when I’m writing, when I’m reading novels and theory, when I’m 

watching films or television or commercials or movie previews. I cry all the time. I cry at things 

that aren’t even sentimental. How can these things happen right here, right now, all the time, 

forever. How can you engage with the world enough to stay true to your sensitivity, your 
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essential empathy without losing all hope. How to disengage enough to survive without feeling 

cold.  

And John Berger writes that everywhere animals disappear. In zoos they constitute the 

living monument to their own disappearance. And in doing so, they provoked their last 

metaphor. 

The drive, the fantasy, the word. The memorial for a thing before its gone. A word a 

memorial for an idea, the eroticization of that which we fear. The sweep under the rug. The if it 

stops being hard it’s time for you to take a break. The do the right thing The student who lost his 

wife he asks me the next week, does it take a toll on you to come here? I answer too quickly, no, 

I love it, I am so inspired by you guys, your writing, I’m so grateful to be here, don’t want to add 

the guilt of my freedom, the helplessness I feel in the face of a system, to his plate. I have a 

student who, due to chronic medical issues, never attended school, was illiterate until he arrived 

at St. Clair in 2006. He is now reading long novels every week, writing and sharing his work in 

many classes.  

We read Love Medicine by Louise Erdrich. They hate it. It’s a novel in stories, in third 

person, in first person, from different points in time, often repeating the same event from several 

different perspectives throughout the novel. It does not meet their desire for rising action, climax, 

denoument. They ask me, if you don’t read for entertainment, why read at all? In the novel, she 

writes: 

He simply knew he did not belong in prison, although he admitted it had done him 
some good when he was younger, hadn’t known how to be a criminal, and so had 
taken lessons from professionals. Now that he knew all there was to know, 
however, he couldn’t see the point of staying in a prison and taking the same 
lessons over and over. “A hate factory,” he called it once, and said it 
manufactured black poisons in his stomach that he couldn’t’ get rid of although he 
poked a finger down his throat and retched and tried to be a clean and normal 
person in spite of everything. 
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And Danner Darcleight, incarcerated in New York, writes: 
 

The thing is, I see faces and animals in the painted cement… But I know they’re 
random chips of paint, an opportune juice stain, not some supernatural force. 
Pattern-recognizing animals, we humans are. I see a bus, a ship, a hippo. Hamlet 
suggests to Polonius what any child can see in passing clouds. Over time we learn 
to turn that feature off, lest we become too engrossed, to the detriment of our 
daily functioning. The key is to understand that the ability lies dormant in us. 

 
And Melvin Ray, Free Alabama Movement: 

 

In spite of all of this, though, we prisoners still retain the POWER to tear this 
playhouse down at any time. All we have to do is shut down and this cruel system 
of inhumanity and exploitation comes to an end. Everything about ADOC and 
justice in Alabama can be understood if we just educate ourselves about 
economics, economic systems, and the Free Labor economic system -- better 
known as slavery. 

The student whose wife passed away, each time I’m leaving, says God bless you, be careful out 

there. It’s a scary world. 

And my last day, my forty-second class, my 126th hour, which means that over sixteen 

months of being in the prison for three hours a week during class time, that I will still have spent 

less time in a prison than a person who has been inside for one week. What do I know? Where do 

I get this notion that I have something to say about the whole thing here?  We read The Brief 

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, in which Junot Díaz writes “it was like being at the bottom of an 

ocean, she said. There was no light and a whole ocean crushing down on you. But most people 

had gotten so used to it they thought it normal, they forgot even that there was a world above.” 

Try to imagine what it will be like when you don’t have to think about this place 

anymore. When you don’t have to return here. When you wonder if it was all a dream, if the 

tunnel is there at all, physical in any place other than on the page.  

But I think my experience will be more this, from Yusef Komyakaa’s “Snow Tiger,”  
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But crawl out of your hide, 
walk upright like a man, 
& you may ask if hunger is the only passion 
as you again lose yourself 
in a white field’s point of view. 
 
In this glacial quiet 
nothing moves except— 
then a flash of eyes & nerves. 
 
If cornered in your head by cries from a 
cave 
in another season, you can’t forget 
in this landscape a pretty horse 
translates into a man holding a gun. 

 
What at a younger age, a more naïve and hopeful worldview, I might have considered 

paranoia. I will carry this knowledge with me wherever I walk. I know the power of the state, the 

power of people to be willfully ignorant, the quotidian violence to which we close our eyes.  

I wonder, the drive to this ignorance, has it always been here or have we bred it stronger 

in the last century? It seems everyone I know is so tired, tired of talking about prisons, about 

voter disenfranchisement, about the closing of family planning clinics, of corporate personhood, 

of hens in battery cages, of mass extinction, of climate change, of depictions of race and gender 

in popular culture, of GMOs, of public health crises, of mass surveillance, of botched executions, 

of disappearances in Mexico and Nigeria and police murders of people of color all over the 

United States, of anything that lays outside the realm of humor, popular music, reality television, 

interpersonal relationships, money.  

I’m still unsure why I came here to begin with. To bear witness, to stand in solidarity. To 

lift up the rug and see what’s hidden there, to pull it out in the daylight, to name the drive with 

language and point at it and take away its power. To try to enter into a space of incredible 

violence and help facilitate something beautiful before getting in my car and driving away.  



 

 52 

The desire is to have a Great Epiphany, to realize something about Myself and The 

World, to have The Answers and to spell out The Solutions.  

I hope this essay to be a way of turning it back around, of creating a reciprocal 

surveillance, solely for the purpose of dismantling the entire system altogether.  

To get in my car and drive away. A spring in my step. To drive calmly off of the prison 

grounds, wanting to floor the gas pedal all the while.  

And then, thinking you’re done, for now, with this thing, this prison-industrial complex 

thing, there, on the left side of the road, prisoners doing landscaping. So bright the sun, so green 

the trees.  

In no uncertain terms: prisons should be abolished. I have no concern for constructions of 

guilt and innocence and neither should you. This system is a colossal failure, a tortuous monster.  

And of course, the prison-industrial complex, that horror, is not an isolated mess. As 

Wendy Brown writes: 

Indeed, as the walls limning nations and high-security prisons come increasingly 
to resemble one another and to share technology and construction outfits, not only 
does a regime of disciplinary power seem to fade before one of an older 
carcerality, the promise of a globally connected human world, one bathed in 
liberal freedoms, is contravened by one in which cement, barbed wire, 
checkpoints, and surveillance appear the norm. (81) 

 
The world, becoming the prison. The government collection of all internet and cellular activity. 

Immigration detention centers, black sites, the wall along the border, surveillance. All methods 

of control. Control our movements, our communications, culture, thoughts. The words 

themselves. And dreaming of an education that works to dismantle the system, the education 

itself included.  

And driving away, every single thing so twisted and beautiful, to make you remember, to 

shake you awake.  
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And Danner Darcleight, incarcerated in New York, writes “you can find your way out 

from here. I can’t leave with you. Yes, I can see your car, your regularly scheduled life, just past 

that last paragraph. Please remember me to the beach, to the bar that sits poolside.” 
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