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Foreword

How rare and refreshing to see a passionate philosophy professor en-
gaged in serious and substantive dialogue with challenging and talented
fellow citizens behind bars! Drew Leder has taught—and been taught by—
incarcerated men in Baltimore for many years. He is a kind of latter-day
Socrates who embodies and enacts an intellectual spiritnality that critically
questions and lovingly serves others in an atmosphere of mutual respect.

‘When 1 visited Professor Leder’s course and lectured in the prison, 1
was struck by the genuine camaraderie and the intense intellectnality of
the class. Martin Buber would have approved of our dialogues—dynamic
I-Thou exchanges that touched heart, mind, and soul. How I wish such
high-quality pedagogical experiences could be had in schools and prisons
across this nation and world! Yet Professor Leder never lost sight of the
different plight and predicament of those outside and inside the oldest
prison in America. His class promotes an intellectual and spiritual free-
dom that even bars cannot contain, yet these bars still divide, degrade,
demean, and dishonor. The delicate dialectic of personal responsibility
and societal accountability, of individual choice and limited social options,
informed our philosophical discussions of evil, injustice, and social misery.

This book is a timely lifting of the veil on the Auman doings and suf-
ferings within one of the fastest growing industries in America—a prison
industry that literally warehouses disproportionately black and brown
peoples due mainly to social neglect, poverty, lovelessness, inequality,
and sheer icy indifference to the suffering of the most vulnerable in our
society. Professor Leder’s ability to accent the profoundly fuman dimen-
sion of his intellectual dialogues stands in stark contrast to the stereotypi-
cal perceptions of prisoners rendered invisible in our midst.

In this way, this is philosophy at its best—the courageous love and
quest for wisdom that sheds mem and enlightens souls in the heart of
American darkness.

Cornel West
. Harvard University
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CHAPTER ONE

Getting into Prison

The first time I entered the prison was the only time I saw it. From then
on T was used to it all or had trained myself to see through it and beyond.
The bars and guards had become just passing annoyances on the way to
the classroom. But the first time I arrived they seemed everywhere.

I came in through the portals of a massive, Gothic building—a strange
castle or dungeon incongruously plinked near the heart of downtown
Baltimore. As I walked through the entry—I almost expected to see a
moat and drawbridge—T encountered the first set of iron bars. With some
convincing, the guard waved to another guard sitting inside a bulletproof
room. When she pushed a button the gates slid open.

There were more barriers to surmount, physical, psychic, bureatcratic,
in this passage to another world. I signed in at the visitor’s registry. This
was my first day as a volunteer instructor in the Pen. A call was made to
the prison school for someone to accompany me. Then I waited along
with a dozen others on a set of institutional benches in a dingy room—a
couple of vending machines, a one-person bathroom whose door didn’t
lock (please knock before enterin, ), posted signs everywhere (as of April
1, visitors to the prison will no longer be allowed to wear shorts or tank-
top Tshirts). There were young women with me, black and white, wait-
ing for a half-hour supervised visit with their inmate. A girl squirmed in
impatience like any child forced to sit on a cold bench without toys. I
wondered what it meant to a five-year-old to be visiting her father in the
state penitentiary. That her daddy had done something wrong and been
sent to his room, for twenty years? That my daddy’s different, we’re dif-
ferent too, or that this is just where all daddies go? Did the prison scene
reappear in the child’s nightmares—her father entwined in a cage by
dream-serpents, or ever receding as the girl pursued? And when would
my escort ever come to rescue me from this dismal dream? Everything

~ was unfolding with glacial slowness—the movements of the guards, the

gates, the promised redeemer who had never arrived. I was not justin a
waiting room, but in a whole temple of waiting where time was all any-
body did and there was plenty of it to kill.
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Finally, my escort appeared. The guard in the plastic booth pressed a
second button to slide open a second gate and I was frisked, signed in
again, stamped, and banded. The guards were not rude, but neither were

they friendly. They were doing their job, boring, repetitive, with its whiff

of power but not quite enough to get drunk on. I went through the visit-
ing room where inmates sat across tables from girlfriends, uncles, moth-
ers, and lawyers. Everyone leaned forward but never touched.

As T descended a flight of stairs, voices echoed from the cell area to my
right, resonating in the strange sound chamber made by so many cages in
a row. It seemed a human zoo. I have been invited to visit that region of
the prison, but in two years have never gone. Better to meet my students
as men than to peer at them curiously through bars.

Walking on, I came into a sudden blaze of sun and space. The prison
yard, about a football field in size, sported an occasional straggly tree.
Inmates congregated here and there, talking against a fence or playing
pick-up ball. High above in one of the Gothic turrets a guard with a high-
powered rifle surveyed the scene. I didn’t notice it then—not until several
weeks later when one of the other teachers pointed out: “I like to know
where they are just in case I get jumped crossing the yard.” But I didn’t
find this armed surveillance too reassuring: if a free-for-all broke out with
me in the middle, how discriminating would the marksman be?

I approached the school building, a two-story red-brick job. I was led
to an upstairs classroom, not that different from any other, just smaller
and dingier, where I sat alone. My students, I was told, would arrive from
hmch sometime. Tt depended on which cell block was served first and how
long the general count-out took (that process repeated six times a day of
counting each of the 886 inmates). Finally, three or four filtered in, of the
thirty-five who had signed up. No one had reminded inmates when my
course was to begin; no one had prepared the paperwork for them to
come to class. I did a slow boil at this incompetence that had wrecked my
plans. I was not yet used to it. Later I learned that this was “the belly of
the beast,” at least for me—not so much the rage of murderers gathered
around in evil mob, but the unending indifference and glitches of prison
bureaucracy. What could I do? The guards and administrators had their
anger, their modes of imprisonment and resistance, intertwining with
those of the convicts. I had stepped on a new dance floor and was learn-
ing the moves. ,

I introduced myself to the few prisoners and we struggled to figure out
what we wanted from one another. This was a world apart from my elite
college environs. But I'd decided to render it familiar using two rules of
thumb. (1) T was the teacher, they were the students—a role-play I had
trained for over many years. (2) These were individuals to be addressed as
courteously and respectfully as I would a colleague. I suspected that they
would appreciate such treatment since it was not a part of their daily fare.

i
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The next week I was excited by a flood of students, all by my require-
ment college-level or beyond. The thrill did not last. It was based on a
mistake: instead of a class in philosophy, this had been billed by the school
as a psychology course, a popular major in the prison’s Coppin State Uni-
versity program. A number of inmates immediately melted away, and we
were down to ten or fifteen hard-core guys. Many of them are still part of
the class two years later, not a long time when you’re serving double life.
Yet the years did bring changes to our group: deaths, transformations, re-
leases. But we’ll get to all that.

I remember our first real class, studying Plato’s 4pology. They had read
it in advance and were loaded for bear. I posed some standard questions:
Was Socrates trying to win his trial, or convert the men of Athens to a bet-
ter way of living even at the cost of his own life? Was he a masterful ora-
tor or did he needlessly alienate the jury? The discussion became quite
intense, students raising their voices, leaping from seats to make a point
as five other hands demanded récognition. They identified with Socrates;
they knew what it was like to stand before a hostile jury. Yes, he was on
trial for challenging Athens’ gods and corrupting her youth, and they for
Murder One. Same difference.

They certainly seemed to share Socrates’ intellectual passion. Many
had studied him before and had their own interpretations to defend. The
convicts cared about ideas, more than many of my Loyola College stu-
dents sentenced to serve out their required curriculum. I felt at home in
this drab penitentiary classroom and so, seemningly, did the inmates. )

Toward the end of the 4pology, Socrates is condemned to death. Half
serious, half in jest, he tells the jury:

If. .. death is a removal from here to some other place, and if what we are
told is true, that all the dead are there, what greater blessing could there be
than this, gentlemen? . . . It would be a specially interesting experience for
" me to join them there, to meet Palamedes and Ajax the son of Telamon and
any other heroes of the old days who met their death through an unfair
trial, and to compare my fortunes with theirs—it would be rather amusing,
I think—; and above all I should like to spend my time there, as here, in
* examining and searching people’s minds, to find out who is really wise
,mBoumﬁrmHPg@iﬁoo&%&uwmﬂwmwﬁmmw.?omlﬁ_.uv

There we sat in the midst of Hades, these castoffs comparing to that of
Socrates their unfair trials (for almost to a man they were convinced it was
so, at least in some specific way). And like Socrates they delighted in the
search for wisdom.

Rt mﬁ&&w&% a guard appeared to call the class to a halt. Time to return to

the cell block for the day’s third count-out. The discussion’s heat chilled

‘as:I.remembered: we’re in a maximum security prison here. It no longer
seemed the underworld Socrates so praised, but that of dead, desolate
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Achilles. When Homer’s Odysseus visits him in Hades, Achilles laments,
“I'd rather follow a plow as the serf of a land-hungry poor peasant, than
be king over all these exhausted dead” (Odyssey, Book II: 579-81).
Escorted across the bare yard, past the barred cells, through the many
gates and guards, and out of prison, I am happy to be free.

Voices

I first decided to teach in prison while at a Jesuit seminary and retreat cen-
ter in Wernersville, Pennsylvanja. My own religious leanings are decid-
edly mixed: I'm a Jewish Quaker with Hindu beliefs in karma and rein-
carnation; I dabble in Buddhist meditation and teach at Loyola College,
a Catholic school. It makes perfect sense to me. A believer in utilizing all
avenues to the sacred, I seized on the Jesuit center available to Loyola
folks. Its rolling hills and cloistered rooms, its vaulting dark-pooled sanc-
tuary, all combined to create a deep stillness. It is written that “In the
beginning was the word,” but before that there had to be silence.

From the silence, I remember hearing two voices within, one address-
ing the past, the other, the future. I grew up in a storm-tossed house.
Between my eighteenth and twenty-first birthdays my mother died of
breast cancer, my father and brother, by suicide. I had always blamed
muich of this on Mom. I saw her as a puppet-master jerking us to her tune
until all the strings broke. But that day in Wernersville I understood her a
little better. She was first diagnosed and had her mastectomy when I was
thirteen. It wasn’t talked about—she’d gone to the hospital, returned, and
that was that. But now the significance flooded in: my whole adolescence,
that period of brutal fights between her and my brother, she was living
under the shadow of death. No wonder her voice was shrill and control-
ling. She could envision us growing up without a mother. She had no God
to save her from the gathering dark. She was rageful, and most of all she
was scared. I could identify. . ,

The other call Theard was of a totally different sort. (It wasn’t until later
that I saw the interconnection, but that, in many ways, is what this book

is about.) I had been searching for some kind of service work to do, but -

had no idea what; that trip to Wernersville was partly to seek guidance. A
friend had once described to me his experience teaching in prison. The
idea appealed but I had long since put it on a shelf with a dozen other
vague intents. In meditation, God seemed to take this one down, dust it
off, and drop it back in my lap. I envisioned prison as an ideal place for
philosophical work. Though the body is trapped, the spirit, I imagined,
could roam freely through the realm of ideas. My own books had excori-
ated such mind-body dualisms but at heart I was a flighty Platonist. After
all, was a prison seiting so different from what I’d sought out at Wern-

ersville? In one sense, yes, a thousand times yes. I was encompassed there -
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in palatial style by the riches of the Catholic Church. Freely, I came to,
and could leave, this retreat center and seminary for would-be priests.
How opposite the condition of the criminal confined to a dilapidated cell.

Yet opposites may have much in common. The prison cell was origi-
nally modeled on the monastic cell. The very term penitentiary, coined
in the 1770s, referred to a space set aside for monks in need of penitence
and reform. Surely, our culture has wandered far from this vision. Impris-
onment is seen as a way to quarantine and harshly punish the criminal.
But might the inmates themselves not reclaim the original vision? When
Mohandas K. Gandhi wrote from Yeravda Prison, his semipermanent
home, he’d mark his letters “Yeravda Mandir”—Yeravda Zemple. Why not
convert the prison into a sort of temple or monastery, a place of deep
reflection, learning, and spiritual transformation? And why should not I
help direct this process? (It’s embarrassing to recognize how the ego
expands, particularly when we are at our most selfless.)

I called the nearby Maryland Penitentiary. The voice on the other end
described a heavy-duty prison for the perpetrators of serious, usually vio-
lent crimes. For a long time, it had been Maryland’s only maximum secu-
rity prison. Willie Horton was in here—the man who helped elect George
Bush in 1986. He raped a woman after being furloughed from a Massa-
chusetts prison. Featured prominently in Bush’s ad campaign, that pretty
much did in his opponent, Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis. It
was also here in May 1994 that John Thanos was given a lethal injection,
Maryland’s first execution in thirty-three years. .

Speaking of firsts, I later learned from Wally Shug, author of a history
of the Maryland prison, that it was the oldest continuing operating peni-
tentiary in the Western world. Oh, there were older jails and dungeons the
world over. But no other penitentiary, flowing out of the late eighteenth-
century prison reform movement, had been active as long as the Mary-
land Pen, whose doors first opened (shut?) in 1811.

*-Some of the inmates probably felt they’d been there from the start.
Most of them were lifers, yet still hopeful of a future. “Some guys just give
up and waste away,” I was later told. “They hear the judge say ‘life,” and
they actually think it means life.” My students clung to their optimism,
pefitioning judges for reduction of sentence, building good parole
records, and like eager college seniors, planning their post-graduate
careers—whether realistically or not, I've never been that sure. In Mary-

land, lifers are first eligible for parole after seventeen years. But some of
thé prisoners canght more than life—life plus twenty,” or “double life.” A
strange ‘concept, difficult to fathom.

- :When I first called, the prison school principal quickly accepted my
offer to teach a volunteer workshop. During the summer there were no
courses in the prison’s two regular college programs. In humid Baltimore
those months were often the most brutal with temperatures in the cell
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area reaching 120 degrees and tensions heating up in the baked dirt yard.
“If there are riots,” ] was told, “they’re gonna be in the summer.”

I later learned this was far from hyperbole. While not a violent place
compared to many prisons, the Maryland Penitentiary had seen its share
of summertime riots going back to 1920. One in 1988 had sent eight cor-
rectional officers, three inmates, and a prison psychologist to the hospital.
Another in 1991 included a failed escape attempt, inmates raping and
assaulting one another, and a tense stand off involving an officer held
hostage. Patient negotiation averted further bloodshed. :

So the inmates could use something in the summer to keep them occu-
pied. Such a course would also enable participants to maintain student
status, for which they received five dollars and one and a half days off
their sentence per month. I was reminded of my Loyola undergrads.
Wearily they stumble to their required courses, chasing the promise of
eventual release (graduation) and a future paycheck.

I started the prison course envisioning myself in and out before the fall.
That summer we began with the topic of imprisonment and liberation.
We argued about Socrates on frial, then Epictetus, the Stoic philosopher,
crippled and a slave; Job suffering through divine abandonment; Jesus
mocked on the cross; the searing account by James Bond Stockdale
(remember Ross Perot’s first running mate?) of his eight years in a North
Vietnamese POW camp; and Martin Luther King Jt’s clarion call for jus-
tice in “Letter from a Birmingham Jail.” Like an eagle, the discussions
would soar to speculative heights, then plunge into the dirt of prison life,
retrieving some carcass for us to gnaw on together. It became clear that
the students weren’t there for the money or time off; many were already

getting that deal through their prison jobs. Nor were they receiving col-
lege credit for the workshop. They were there because they wanted to fly.
They also craved the food captured on our predatory missions. Epicte-
tus’s Handbook begins: “Some things are up to us and some are not up to
us.” They knew. Stoic detachment was a strategy of survival in harsh con-

ditions. So, too, Job’s acceptance, Martin’s and Malcolm’s defiance, Jesus’

redemptive cross.

When summer ended we didn’t. They weren’t going anywhere, I
thought, so how could I? This life-sentence stuff was proving ideal for
teaching: I finally had a long-term captive audience. But I was captive too.
The academic forces propelling students to other teachers, then out into
the world, were here disabled. T felt bound, but joyfully, like 2 new
mother suddenly realizing the extent of her commitment. Grace Paley
writes of this ambivalence: “Then through the short fat fingers of my son,

interred forever, like a black and white barred king in Alcatraz, my heart

lit up in stripes.” : e
My students welcomed me into this joyful incarceration. It’s a funny

o n 2 iaane wan ean’t exactly sit them on Eu.@ m&m :
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needs a home. Yet I found quite the opposite; when striding through the
nuclear wasteland of the yard, surrounded by barbed wire and prickly
strangers, a friendly face was home incarnate. Donald or Charley or
Wayne would keep an eye out. And when they caught sight of me, I
would catch their smile; that was couch and tea enough. “How ya doir’,
Doc? How your week been?” They would escort me gallantly to the class-
room, conversing politely as any Emily Post. “Those Loyola kids behav-
ing?” Tony would fetch chalk or see about equipment; he seized on the
least opportunity to be helpful, like a hungry man grabs for food. But it
wasn’t Uncle Tomism. It was an expression of dignity. When a person
knows he has been given something, he wants to give something in return.
As we grew more familiar, politeness gave way to kidding. “Man, you
looked lame today walking across the yard!” (Tray, who else.) “Your arms
be flying in every different direction like a chump. You got some impor-
tant dudes in this class, people knows us, we got a reputation to uphold.
And it reflects poorly on us all when you don’t know how to walk!” His
prescription: three nights training at O’Dell’s, a local hip disco where peo-
ple for-damn-sure can move. But even though I secretly got a little pissed
(what's the matter with the way I walk!?) I knew this meant 1 was family.
Tf they could mock the white man’s gait, I could do my impression of the
ghetto-blaster jive-stride and we’d laugh together. I grew up a scrawny
Jewish kid, always with his (big) nose in the books. It felt good to finally
be accepted by the tough boys. One of the gang.
Everyone seemed to like me, but not always each other. Tray got pow-
erfully on H.B.’s nerves with his twenty-six-year-old arrogant pose. I'm
o right, ’'m cool, I'm brilliant, he’d seem to say. Or he’d just say it. And
then H.B.—award-winning playwright, published poet and essayist—his
hand would shoot up. Whatever point Tray just made, Skinny (as every-
orié called HL.B.) would proclaim, “I disagree!” He’d show Tray a fool a
dozen ways before Sunday. Later, after F1B. got out, I'd ask him if he had
any message for the class. “Yeah. Tell Tray I disagree.”
- And Tray felt about the same way back. H.B. had a stately slow way of
talking, allowing time for his thoughts to accumulate like clouds and then
rain forth in just the right words. It drove Tray nuts. That old man dron-
ing on and on, like we got nothing better to do in this prison than sit and
listen to him till count-out time. ) .
‘We worked it through. We talked about mutual consideration—the
portance of courteously hearing out each speaker, and the need for
w.&nmu.m to laser in, then shut up. We instituted the three-fingered sign;
“you thought someone was hogging the stage, raise three fingers and
discussion stopped—we’d pause to examine class dynamics and see who
as in-the right. But once we had that sign we never had to use it. The
ates worked to respect each other, even draw out the quieter guys
,WUME&PJW ﬁmmﬂmmm killer, thrown in lock-up for repeatedly attack-
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Lashed together thusly, we embarked on an ambitious world tour of
philosophy. We studied Indian karma and Chinese wu-wei, finally alight-
ing on African philosophy and folktales. Almost all my students were
black. They knew “nigger” far too well. That voice echoed in hollow
caves of selfhatred and despair. They needed a stronger foundation on
which to build a self: great civilizations, world-historic discoveries, a
proud philosophy teaching reverence to nature, tribe, and spirit. Western
thought was filled with riches, but not quite theirs. “The more information
I can get about myself, my culture, my history, the more powerful 1
become,” Donald had said. John Woodland and Selvyn were already
accomplished students in African history. I scrambled for something to
teach, feeling very, very white.

But around then I also began to hear a new voice, gentle yet insistent.
It felt like a God-nudge. Why not tape these discussions I was finding so
compelling and publish a dialogue from edited transcriptions? “No,” I
told myself, “it’s too exploitative. It has the stench of ego. I'd just be show-
ing off what a good guy I am, using the guys while they rot in prison.”
Sounds convincing. But I had learned to distrust my own voices of dis-
trust. Yes, I get off on attention, résumé material, and head-pats. But, no,
that’s not the sole motivation or result. I had a number of other agendas
in mind: to encourage prison teaching, capture its insights, and help give
voice to men who had long been muffled. Speech echoed and faded
within our classroom walls. It was a different matter when put in print: the
voice multiplies a thousand fold and clambers over walls, returning in
hard copy to sirengthen the speaker. The prisoners were serving life sen-
tences—] thought of sentences serving life. ,

Lingua Franca, a pational magazine aimed at college teachers, actually
published our first foray. I was tickled. The inmates seemed vaguely
amazed at theirideas distributed to tens of thousands of people. “Oh,
we've been in the newspaper a lot,” Tray later said. “But not the kind of
stuff you feel real good about.” :

In the next issue of the magazine I was accused by an angry letter-
writer of “Ledering the witnesses.” He said I manipulated the conversa-
tion to fit my (bleeding-heart liberal) agenda. The class vehemently dis-
agreed, God bless ’em. They muttered, with my encouragement, about
dashing off a reply. But next week when I tried to hammer home a point,
Tony piped up, “Ledering the witnesses again?” It was a joke, but the issue
tugged at my sleeve. 1 wanted to draw out and capture each person’s
unique voice. But if 'm asking the questions, leading discussion, and then

editing the transcripts, choosing what to keep and toss, condensing
speeches and cleaning up syntax, how much is it all my voice in disguise?
Good question. All I could do was keep asking it, and not only of myself.

I would show the prisoners any manuscripts before publication. It was .

their words, fixed up for readability, but if they thought the fixing left it
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phony or skewed they were free to make changes. Mostly, they said I got
it right. But were they just being polite? It relates to an old issue in phi-
losophy. When we read Socrates’ trial, are we hearing his voice or Plato’s
words placed in a dead man’s mouth? Scholars have debated this for cen-
turies. Maybe all philosophy is dialogue—the “logos” (speech, thought,
reason) that emerges in the “dia”—Greek for “across” or “between.” In
that case, it’s never been a question of my voice or theirs, but something
that emerges only in the between. .

Flush with our first triumph, I suggested we work on a book together.
My stadents enthusiastically signed on. Over the next year-and-a-half 'we
taped some forty-five class hours, of which only a small proportion appears
in this book. (See the book’s appendix for some further clarification of my
method.) To the edited dialogues, I also added a brief introduction to the -
author and excerpts from the text, under discussion. From time to time, I
break in to provide a “freeze-frame” biography of one of the inmates.
Every person, with the exception of one—designated as “Q”—has chosen to
go on record with his true name, photo, and history (though a couple pre-
ferred to withhold the specific nature of their crimes). Q, who has been
released from prison and is now working two jobs and attending graduate
school, does not want the label of ex-con hung around his neck.

But what was the book to be about? Again, that would only unfold in
dialogue, the speech between. But I seized the initiative to set the agenda,
guided by my academic training. I was educated in the school of philos-
ophy known as “phenomenology.” A phenomenologist seeks not so much
to explain as to describe. Select a domain of human experience—let’s say
that of “time”—and the first move is to put out of play (as much as possi-
ble) one’s scientific, moral, and metaphysical preconceptions. We’re not
starting with clock-time measured by chronometers, or Einstein’s rela-
tivistic theory of time. No, we’re seeking to lay bare time as it’s experi-
enced. This does not flow equably as on a clock. As I wait impatiently,
lived-time slows down to a crawl, then speeds up when I get busy, and
even leaps to past and future as I remember and anticipate. We discover
the structure of experience when we don’t presume to know it in advance.
.1 didn’t presume to know much about the life-éxperience of these men.
OAOSEW up a Park Avenue doctor’s son, I wanted to probe the voices of
an alien world. I also hoped their selfreflection would prove helpful to
Hrcmmn, men. Perhaps history so explored would not need to be repeated.
But as phenomenologists together, we would not set out to explain, pro-
nounce moral judgments, or push a certain political agenda. Our first task
would be simply to describe. And to try to get it right, doing justice to the
complexity and contrasting currents of life. What was it like growing up
n the inner city? What dreams, what heroes walked down these child-
hood streets? How did the men first get involved in criminal activity?
What was the structure of this world, with its drugs, guns, and power
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games? Once caught, how did it feel to stand before judge and jury? And
during the long years of imprisonment that followed, what happens to
one’s experience of space and time? What unfolds between inmates and
guards, blacks and whites? Then too, what forms does sexuality take in
this hothouse? And how, within its confines, do people ever change?
Somehow I had to reconcile that image I received of friendly, bright, col-
lege students with their history of drug-dealing, murder, and rape.

~Some of what the prisoners say I never would have expected. But even
more surprising to me was what I had to say. 1 decided to pair with each
dialogue chapter my own response. My mission, at first, was largely didac-
tic: T would highlight key points, develop implicit themes, share some of
my own thoughts and experience. What I wasn’t prepared for was a deep-
ening call to tell my life-story justas I asked them to do. And in the writing
itself, I discovered that the men were not as alien to me as I had thought.
1, too, knew of rage and violence; of death upon death, and the guilt and
remorse that follow; of long years of incarceration, even if this be in a men-
tal jail; and of a painful/joyful struggle for freedom, coated in blood and
prayer. Writing this book became part of that freedom fight. At a certain
point, I was no longer doing it just for or about them: This was my story too,
my prison memoir, and I had to get it out no matter what the cost.

So the final product is a structure of alternating voices, sometimes
phrasing a delicate intellectual point, sometimes unleashing a howl of
pain. Yet along with these present voices are many that are absent. Their
silence provides an horizon for all the words in this book. For example,
we don’t hear from the prison authorities. No doubt, the guards, staff, and
administrators have a very different perspective on life in the joint. We
also miss the voice of many ordinary inmates. My class involved only an
educated elite. And what of women inmates or of men incarcerated under
different conditions from the one prison I entered?

Then too, there are the absent voices of those who have died. My
father, mother, and brother—as I tell my family’s story 1 wonder what
they would add or delete. I can’t say: I can only hope that in some way
they speak through me, and would assent to my attempt to tell the truth.
And what of the inmates’ victims, lives cut brutally short? We hear the
pain of the murderers. But the pain they have inflicted echoes back from
the void, screaming in its silence.

Another absent voice is that of you, the reader. This is the silent part-
ner to all our dialogues. Plato portrays Socrates discussing with others,
exposing falsities, illuminating issues, progressing toward truth, but never
arriving at “the answer.” It’s frustrating, but also seductive. It invites the
reader to continue the quest. What do you believe? Who did you agree
with, and why? What might be the answer the discussants never found?
You are drawn into the dialogue. And I hope the same will happen 'with
this book. As you hear us talk, listen to your own voice responding.

TWO VIEWS OF THE MARYLAND
PENITENTARY, BALTIMORE.




CHARLES BAXTER

Charles Baxter is in his thirteenth year of serving life phus 10 years for first-
degree murder and handgun violations. You wouldn't know it to talk with him
today: he seems a gentle, smiling soul, well known in prison circles for his
generosity. He grew up in South Baltimore, the oldest of three boys with an
absent father, a mother on welfare. From an early age he was taught how to
pick-pocket, steal jewelry, and deal drugs. Where he'd been making $20 a
week selling newspapers, he found he could make $100 a day "boosting” with
a friend. The butt of jokes about his dark skin, glasses, and beady hair, he
found that his criminal activities also helped him to feel accepted by friends.
But he writes, "Most of my friends are either dead, in between [prison] bits,
dying of ATDS, or on crack, coke, or dope. Nobody ever came back and told
us what the future held for us."

He came to prison with a fourth-grade reading level, never having
finished junior high. But since then he has worked his way through a B.S. in
business sciences. Introduced to Islam when in reformatory at age 14, he later
part-owned a Muslim bookstore and grocery store, and now, at age 35, is an
imam (spiritual leader) of the Sunni Muslim faith. He credits Allah (and Betty,
whom he married in prison) with granting him a new life. = -

‘Whatever its source, this new Charles is easygoing and warm. I've
always appreciated the big smile and hug I get each week as he greets "his
Jewish brother."



WAYNE BROWN

‘Wayne Brown, at 37, is a big burly bear of a man. Only five feet six, he
weighs in at 235 pounds but with nary an ounce of fat. He is a serious
weightlifter with the bulging biceps and expansive chest to prove it. A recent
bill has served to ban weightlifting equipment in prison—people had visions of
murderers and looters beefing up at government expense, all the better to ter-
rorize innocent citizens upon release. Perhaps . . . but it's difficult to connect
Wayne with that image. A committed Christian with a theological degree,
studying to be an ordained minister, he seems placid and good-humored no
matter what the provocation.

He grew up in a family of eleven, with a father who "pulled long dis-
appearing acts,” but a mother and aunt he greatly admires for struggling to
bring up the huge family. Wayne does not have the career criminal history of
many of the men. But he had a juvenile incarceration for attempted murder
(when someone spoke ill of his mom) and, later, was sentenced for car theft.
He's now in his eleventh year of a life term for rape. He claims that he's not
guilty, that the victim was using the system for revenge. The jury obviously
concluded otherwise.



TONY CHATMAN-BEY

‘When Tony Chatman-Bey was only 19 months old his grandmother took him
to Beaumont, Texas. At the time both his parents were in the L.A. County Jail,
his mother for prostitution, his father, a pimp and drug dealer, for pandering.
From age 13 on he lived on the streets, until four years later a man named
Lloyd took Tony into his home. Tony writes that along with his grandmother
and daughter, "Lloyd is the only other person in this world that I have really
loved. They were my positive influences, however I never really could
remove myself from those negative ones that I knew in the streets."

Tt was there he learned to steal, and at age 22 he was jailed for two
counts of armed robbery. Released after five years, he enrolled in college and
worked three jobs, but as he says above, he went back to crime and was
arrested again for robbery. According to Tony, he was then confused with
another similar-looking man who was both a robber and a rapist. "The crazy
part of this whole thing is I was given life for the rapes which I didn't do and
only got twenty years for the five robberies that I did. I guess that's what they
call justice.”

But Tony says prison's one of the best things that have happened to
him—otherwise "I'd most likely be dead now." In jail he has completed a dou-
ble degree in psychology and criminal justice and sees himself-as much wiser,
calmer, and better off for escaping the fast track to the grave. I'd have to
agree. Tony seemed the resident sage of the class, amiable in personality and
thoughtful in his comments. He appears to be a man, at age 36, who's finally
grown comfortable in his skin. Too bad it wasn't sooner.



JACK COWAN

Jack Cowan is a 46-year-old African American, a steady, quiet, and industri-
ous man who helped administer the prison's college program. Maybe his dis-
cipline had early origins: he grew up with three sisters and a brother, in a
strict and "well-scripted” environment, receiving constant beatings when he
became rebellious. In high school, he had "intermittent forays into the world
of criminal activity, but once I was in Vietnam I jumped in with both feet."
He started selling drugs to other GIs and, upon return, continued dealing,
supplemented by burglary. He has served twenty years so far for murder and
armed robbery.

In prison, at first he was afraid to enter the college program—maybe
he wouldn't, couldn't, make it. When he decided to take the risk, he found out
quite the opposite. He graduated with honors and a double degree in sociolo-
gy and management science and was cited four straight years in a national
registry of honors students.



MICHAEL GREEN

Michael Green, 44 years old, reflects: "My childhood was typically American:
I had a boxer puppy who grew up with me; I was a Cub Scout and later a
Kadet." While his father worked nine-to-five (with some gambling on the
side), his mother stayed home to raise the children in a mostly white neigh-
borhood. Mike was small and frail for his age, and he first started hanging out
with a local gang to prove his toughness. He broke into stores with them, then
graduated direcily into armed robbery. During an incarceration in the late '70s
he met a convict who opened him to a new world of the mind, and he
resolved to go straight. But when a friend turned him onto cocaine he
relapsed: "unknown to me I had become an addict. I know if not for that my
life would have been far different.” He's now in the fifteenth year of a life plus
45 sentence for armed robbery and murder.

Mike looks every part the sullen tough guy. At first, he would sit in
class wearing 2 Walkman or reading a newspaper, but with a countenance that
said, "Don't mess." I didn't. But as I got to know him better, I realized here's a
thoughtful man. The Walkman, the newspaper, he explained, was so he could
always be taking in information even during the down times. (Down times in
my class?!) He has a B.A. in sociology from Morgan State; in jail he writes
poetry, plays basketball, and works with Project Turnaround.
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H. B. JOHNSON JR.

H. B. Johnson Jr., 47 years old, grew up in a strict Christian home, his father a
somewhat tyrannical Baptist minister. From an early age, H.B. rebelled against
the harsh discipline, and as a teenager he embarked on a life of drug use and
armed robberies that has brought him in and out of prison ever since. Some
thirteen years ago he and a friend, high on gin and cocaine, held up an insur-
ance agency. H. B. shot one of the employees, he says by accident. He was
sentenced to 35 years for attempted murder and handgun possession, 25 of
those fonparolable. ’

Entering prison with an eighth-grade education, H.B. studied the
works of James Baldwin, Richard Wright, Albert Camus, and Samuel Beckett,
and was inspired to become a writer. He would fashion and refashion his
work long into the prison night, telling stories of the inner city through the
poetry of jive street-talk. A slew of plays, poems, and essays spilled from his
pen, and his unique voice began to gain attention in the outside world. In
1992 and 1994 he won the WMARTYV Black Playwrights contest. Profiled on
the NBC Téday show, his work has twice been honored by the PEN American
Center and it has appeared in a variety of venues.

But while in prison, during a less successful time, FL.B, became HIV-
positive from shooting up with a dirty needle. He has since progressed to full-
blown ATDS. This, along with his writing career, became the basis of 2
request for commutation of sentence by the governor. But that's a story for
later. . ..
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O'DONALD JOHNSON

O'Donald Johnson, the "baby" of the class, just turned 20. His problems in life
started early. Diagnosed at age six with a behavioral disorder, he was placed
on medication and seen at numerous clinics. He made the street his primary

home, fearful to be alone with a tormenting older brother. But out there he

tormented others, embarking on a spree of theft, drug dealing, and armed
robbery. By the time he was 13 he had done time in seven different juvenile
facilities. But "no matter who I took my anger out on, the true anger inside of
me was not quenched." And I"

m not sure it is yet. Now serving a 55-year sen-
tence for first-degree murder committed at age 15

, O'Donald has been in and
out of solitary lock-up for his aggressive behavior.

But changes have begun. In prison, he'
and an avid reader, hungry to learn. He's completed his GED. If he still
steals, it's now mainly books for his shelf. I marvel at O'Donald: he seems so
innocent for one so guilty, so young for the past he's accumulated. I hope he

s become religiously inclined

has a future.
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ARLANDO (TRAY) JONES I1I

Aslando (Tray) Jones IIL is a tall and slender 26-year-old. (The "Tray" refers to
the fact that he's the III'rd.) When he was just 18 months old, his father was
killed by the police; thereafter he was raised by his aunt and grandmother. As
a pre-teen, he became involved in dealing drugs for the money, power, and
acceptance. Unlike some of the other guys, early on he decided on a criminal
career and never wavered. His greatest dream was to become a successful
gangster. But he didn't get too far; at age 16 he began serving life plus 20
years for first-degree and second-degree murder related to drugs. (As he wrote
me from solitary, "It's times such as now that overwhelm me with regret . . .
being a gangster isn't going too well.")

He's developed a different side of himself in prison. Performing at
the top of his class, he's completed a B.A. in psychclogy; co-directs Project
Turnaround (in which problem kids are brought into the prison to discourage
them from crime); and is the head of the Inmate Advisory Council.

As you'll see, Tray likes to play the cynic, showing other prisoners
why they're fufl of bull. In contrast, he's quick to proclaim his own genius,
good looks, and general greatness. But always with a smile. Does he mean it?
Or is he mocking his own ego, ever the jokester? Some of both, I think. But
he always makes me laugh. And his personal letters betray a softer, even
modest, side he goes to great lengths to hide.



DONALD THOMPSON

Donald Thompson, 38 years old, grew up in a row house with his parents and
six siblings. He was a good kid and excelled in-school: his father, despite a
drinking and gambling problem, helped him with his studies every night and
even made them seem fun. But his father was murdered outside their house
when Donald was 12. Life took a marked turn for the worse. "Unfortunately,
my mentors became drug dealers, sneak-thieves, stick-up boys, would-be
pimps, etc." Donald embarked on a life that included "almost every crime
imaginable,” most drug-related. He's now serving life plus 100 years for armed
robbery, attempted murder, and murder in the first degree.

As with many of the other men, things only turned around once he
was in prison. There Donald converted to Islam. "It gave me the sirength to
see the monster I had become," to pray for forgiveness and seek to make
amends. A Twelve Step program helped him kick a 15-year heroin habit and
then earn his B.S. in management science.

The Donald I know today seems a warm but introspective man. He
spoke of our class as a kind of therapy; he wanted to explore and purge any
violence left in him and would approach me through letters or personal chats. T
still sensed the 12-year-old boy in there, seeking healing, frozen at the moment
of his father's death. Maybe that's why I feel particularly close to him.



SELVYN TILLETT

Selvyn Tillett is a 35-year-old Muskim. Once a black nationalist skeptical
about studying with a white teacher, he has mellowed over-the years, and I've
found him a gracious and friendly man. He grew up in the Central American
country of Belize, raised by his grandmother and annt who were strict
Jehovah's Witnesses. As a teenager he "started to crave the other life outside
the church. First came the girls . . . then came the drugs . . . and then came
the guns. After that, everything fell apart.”" Jailed regularly for smaller crimes,
he is now in his fourteenth year of a life plus 20 sentence.

In jail, he not only has pursued his college degree, but has become a
good poet and essayist and editor of a prison journal. Renewed relations with
his family seem to have sparked a fire of hope and transformation. After years
of rebellion against his religious upbringing, he's even tuming into a praying
man again.



JOHN WOODLAND

John Woodland's life started out pretty good. He came from a middle-class
African American family, his father a dentist, his mother a schoolteacher. But
his father died when he was 12, and his mother, who became an alcoholic,
passed away six years later, leaving John "an angry self-centered person.” His
criminal career began when he was 13 with shoplifting, breaking into ware-
houses and flatcars, and dealing drugs.

‘While continuing to sell drugs (marijuana, pills, heroine, cocaine),
John pursued success in the legitimate world. He was cruising through
Morgan State University and had a law school acceptance in hand when he
was incarcerated. His intention had been to use his criminal activities to build
a nest egg for the law school years. But that never happened. Now 39 years
old, he's in the twelfth year of a life sentence for first-degree murder related to
drugs.

Since entering prison, John has completed his college degree in man-
agement science, and developed, along with Tray, into one of the prison lead-
ers. He co-directs Project Turnaround, tutors in the school, and teaches within
the Muslim community. Of all my students, he seems one of the most serious
and self-motivated, assigning himself extensive study programs. If Tray likes to
play court jester, John values his dignity. If Tray is upbeat, John can get down-
hearted, I suspect especially when he thinks about his three kids growing up
without a father. But a friendly gesture, or a good debate, pulls him out of
himself and you discover a man fiercely alive.



Back row: O'Donald Johnson, Donald Thompson, Michael Green, Wayne Brown, John Woodland,
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CHAFPTER TWO

Fields of Force

Simone Weil was a French philosopher and religious thinker who lived from 7909
to 1943. André Gide called her “the most spiritual writer of this century.” An intel-
lectual par excellence, Weil was also passionately committed to social justice. Her
thinking was shaped by a Christian sensibility deepened by mystical experience.
Her essay “The Yliad, Poem. of Might” was published in 1940-41. On the sur-
Jace, it is an exploration of the centrality of force in Homer’s epic. However, it was
also addressed to her French compatriots living under Nazi occupation. (She was
Zo die in London in 1943 afler refusing to eat any more than the scanty rations
given. in occupied France; her death was ruled a suicide from self-starvation.) This
essay treals in depih the rule of force in human affairs—its ability both to intoxi-
cate the one with power and to dehumanize the victim. As such, it seemed an
appropriate vehicle to use in exploring the role of force in the prisoners’ lives.

Power Makes You Stupid

. He who possesses strength moves in an atmosphere which offers him no
“resistance. Nothing in the human element surrounding him is of a nature to

““indvice, between the intention and the act, that brief interval where thought
"+~ may lodge. Where there is no room for thought, there is no room either for
Justice or prudence. This is the reason why men of arms behave with such
% harshness and folly. . . . They never guess as they exercise their power, that
-the consequences of their acts will turn back upon themselves. (Simone
Weil, “The Iliad, Poem of Might,” 163}

« y: I used to have this aura from being in so many gun battles. I could
ead wrong but people would do what I wanted because they feared

You can’t sell nothing in this neighborhood—you’re on my turfl” It
e me feel grand. :

w: It sounds almost like a drug you get high on.
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John: Once I whipped a guy who had treated me wrong in 2 drug deal.
When you get into that kind of rage it shocks everybody. 1 could see the
looks on everyone’s faces, waiching. And for me, it was a mixed feeling.

You like the respect. You don’t worry about guys pushing you around. But

you see people looking at you different than they would a normal person.

‘And that didn’t make me feel particularly good.
Tony: Another thing—if you’re smart, then in the back of your mind you
ebody’s going to want that power you have.

know that sooner or Jater som
The only way you get to be king is to knock the king off. That’s why you

have a lot of killing out there.
etoit—ina hostile environment some-

John: But there’s also another sid
times you need force just to survive. People will set out in increments to

f you until you draw a line in the sand. If you draw that

take advantage O
line you might be able to live out your existence peacefully. I don’t

know if this environment would be considered the same as the one the

Trojan War was set in—I don’t think so. But growing up in hostile envi-
ronments, we had to make it clear that some things couldn’t be done to

me nor my family.

Tray: It’s like when you come through this penitentiary door, if you bave
a reputation of being soft, people will take your commissary stuff and kick .
you in the butt. But if you draw the line in the sand, you can live peace:
fully. And it’s the same on the street. Even for the judge in his coustroom,
the president of the country, the business man—for anyone to enjoy their .
life anywhere, they have to embody some kind of force.

But Weil’s right that power makes you stupid. 1 could relate to what sh
said but T dido’t like'it. T was thirteen or fourteen when I was made
believe I had more power than 1 actually had. Older men feared me. If I
told somebody “Run here!l Do this!” people obeyed. 1 started feeling bigge:
than God. T wouldn’t pay my associates. I would go to Aflantic City 2
blow fifty grand, mess up my partners on sharing the money. I could do,
whatever I wanted and wasn’t nobody going to buck my authority.

I didn’t see it at the time but I was losing their loyalty. So when T cam:
to prison, when I met a power bigger than me (“I fought the law and th

law won”), I needed them and they weren’t there for me. Because wh

1 had the power I would talk to ’em greasy-
If somebody had had a force greater than mine, I would have cor
¢red—considered before going to the crap parlors, to the motels with pre
titutes, messing everybody up- But I did whatever I wanted: becats
couldn’t nobody stop me. Power makes you stupid. :
P'm not saying it isn’t true. I just resent her saying it.

Huou.m.ﬂm.c ,((HHDHPH was (] v\ <<:__ a two- VT.TZ__ _ :__ _—w —
<. ﬂwHHHH en H .U@NH a
m:—u. .U
was HDHOMQ.BWWQ. <<H&U ﬁr.m\m @N@WHHWHHOQ _Umﬂm‘n—mm H OCQH&Q it. H _me.ﬁ g

muooumomomm. Emﬁma&bmmg .
in a way. But T just contin Mmmv. while I was beating him I felt sorry for him

John: I remember startin
g to make a lot of ;
w“ﬂbwmmwmw mm@w you intoxicated. You have mwwﬂw%mw MMmy and mp at
“Call rmy NWS%@WMMM MMM_E& date came up I just said, H&M&% mbuu% mﬁoﬁwﬂﬁmm
coming in.” Tt was around %%MMMD@P OHmm the judge, and tell Emuw Nwawww
. stmas ;
of Hmﬁwﬁwuww After Christmas we’ll ﬁmpwomvwﬂﬂwﬁbwmwv\ outand take care
egally speaking I was a fugiti :
offense. B . gitive from the law, want :
o<mH|mM§ ﬁmﬁ%nﬂﬁ mHo:bm and did my business. Hmmwoﬂw% ﬁ@oﬂﬁﬁ&
el e ey weren’t so hot on photo ID cards—all Hm.u mm N
e person’s name, address, driver’s lice ad to do
check it and let me go nse number, and they
And it got to a poi .
: point where I was i i ;
d ; intoxicated with .
i i o v oo W il o
I wanted. Went ﬁw%m%nmyvm onmwﬂwm out mM night, eventually wasmﬁs\ mwm M\WWM
. , visited my famil .
WO».MHMM WMHW and just stayed in one. I mﬂowwmw vmw\mm ﬁmmmw% € going from
y 1 went to visit my daughter in Pj o
‘4 X ghter in Pittsburgh
meﬂmmwm%mmw ma hotel room. The police woke Nm m QHM - Wmuo_w and
st 0 ing nt muh lnger e ] vt isting gl
adn’t become so ignorant. I o trt fhat
may apply to everyday persons no longer applies ﬁw\ HM@WMH Wmemﬂmwwaﬁﬁ
. ve that”

- Drew: Ther icle i
s The Mp Mm%ﬁwﬁbwb mﬁw&m in the New York Times last Sunday. The basi
fheme whs that o Mm muHm dumb, to put it bluntly. Like the L.ns\o ol
i ohot Mic mm.uou., an’s father—they took his cell phone mb%umowam
s hat mmm%wm NU traceable. S% would they behave in this Mmmw
ity e M HM wowmmm most criminals haven’t made it HM HMM d
But mm I mmﬁmm to i "
e mEv\MM HM,:A I hear a different analysis. Maybe it’s not that
o gy war mémw < ut &wﬁ they were intoxicated by being abl, W
oy someone HW. ou begin to lose the sense of your own . HﬁMm ,
< vl ty. It’s as if you’re in a magically protected H&mombuo 7

Ivyn: Yeah. I lived i
n: . ed in a black communi
,mMmMm got into a .HOw of scrapes with Sw:“wﬁwmﬂ MuﬂMHHMMm ﬁW% i
o Pl MHMMHMW NMMHWE m@m.oﬁbm them. One Boﬂu&um I rwm bmuﬁuEM&W -
up to a guy’s house and kick the door in. It M\mmmm WMT
. e

mgmﬁowovng.
ey ﬁ i
Drew: It's not a truth you enjoy contemplating. Swmr e o S
vhen the police came, I was one of the spectato tchin,
s watching them look

e person. 1 i
1. I stood there laughing, and asked them, “Did you see it?
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u catch him?” And I knew they were looking for me! I did get
but at that time I felt invincible.

that sense of unlimited power is what ulti-

mately leads @mo@wm to overreach themmselves. In the Iliad, first Agamem-
non goes too- far, and then Achilles, then Patroclus, then Hector. Every-
victim to a kind of drunkenness that

body, all the invincible warriors, fall
boundaries of their power-

leads them one step OVeT the
ccumb to force. But you still have

s everybody’s going to st
ind what side of it you want to be on. The victim oF

Did yo
caught eventually,

Drew: As Simone Weil says,

Tray: Weil say
to make up your
victimizer.

Drew: You'd still mammow to be on the victimizer side?

Tray: Indeed!
Under the Thumb

which makes a thing of anybody who comes :bmm:ﬁmmém.%.
d to the full, it makes a thing of man in the muost literal sense,
for it makes him a COTpS€. - - - The might which Kills outright is an elemen-
tary and coarse form of might. How much more Vi
much more astonishing in its effects is that other Wi
which delays killing. Tt moust surely kill, or it will perhaps kill, or else it is
only suspended above him whom it may at any moment destroy. This ofall

procedures turns & man to stone. From the power to
ds another power, and much more prodi

thing by killing bim there procee

gious, that which makes a thing of him while he still lives. . .. The soul
not made to dwellin 2 thing, and forced to it, there is D0 part of that so
put suffers violence. (Weil, “The liad, Poem of Might,” 153-55)

Might is that

‘When exercise

Drew: This passage raises the question of what happens when ¥
- totally under the power of another, feeling force bearing down upon
When have you been in that position? C _
Donald: I was playing in the street and a guy in his car almost hit ¢
my friends. We started pounding on the car, and I stuck my hea
started cussin’ at him. He pulled a gun, putit direcily on my heac
said, “I could Kill you right now.” And it was like my whole world
pended. I never Felt that feeling before in my life. :
Tt seemed like I was there for a long period before my friend (B
me) pulled me out of the car and the guy continued on.
1 think I did become a coTpse at that time. Since then Pve tried
to make sure that nobody is in & position to bring that much forc
e 2 cun most of my life so f I was placed in that situ

aried in its devices, how
hich does not kill, or

ransform him nto a_
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o UOH—.N-HQ. OHHQ time H was UN.HHWOQ. Hgoc( .U@ Y
WOHQ Amu.@ .UNHH—,A@Q H.D.Ou N.,_UO,EH

fifteen
of them surrounded me in a circl
e.

Drew: You were what? Banked?
Tony: Operati .
onally defined, jumped on by more than one
person.

QO’Donald: When
. S you get banked, th

wait a je . , they don” 3

they ?ﬂwhﬁﬁﬂﬁm this was the mSw\ MMM Mww\ TP o You. They

e 1 e. oy

I was getting vm&&w %”m%mé& gone and the mmmmw ﬁoM W.,\Bnbmw After

fifteen people to j i ghn 1 was U&@me T fel over. But as

people to jump on one man. That tells UMM %MDSMM\WMMMNM w&ﬁoow

at alone

they wouldn’t have
wosalmmm. a chance. So I felt powerful and also, at the s
> ame time,

. WMM&. mMu T never letit happen agai
= en there was times wh o
in neighborh, en I tried to establi
h .BOHM po wwommwmbmw M_&ow would tell me I rmwwom MM&M@M mvwmwu ina
It can’t h Y e that we’d move. ;e € so
of was mun.m%@mﬂ again.” I didn’t feel momHo% ve. But I'd say, “Never
s once a g 8% d happen again - The only thing T been
e a guy had a sho )
arrel you ~shotgun on me. When you’ .
et o e T e ks
i &E,B.E This E.MJ mﬂww I mﬁM@@mm outside my UOM\mmHoﬂMMmmmmM
to make my life wh osed to happen to me. Pm a king!® A
Right now I'm’ where I won’t ever have to go th m aking!” And
e I look MWWMMUMWM force, and I feel the m%mumﬁ% Mmﬂwﬁrmﬁ e
of is T never want MH s. The humiliation of it—shit, I Hm mwwd&mvw
dy ‘economics 0 go through it again. That’s wh e’ It And
and T wor't b psychology, everything, so I'll wbi y I study so
&.m. 't have to succumb to this UWWEH L ow the ways of
a different ki agam.
[t's H.SH,H_ %Mb d of power from the kind you w .
not the power you got from selling drugs Mwmwmmwgm out
: aving guns.

the. same

€ power. It’s th

thifk everybod: ¢ same power, but I w

dE I i H i

Al security. M%b %EMMMMHMTE g for everlasting wMMnMoHrM muw

eing abl wanted. Yo spectof

.mEmwmmW%Mm H.wrm my loved ones, EMM M..m,N w&o rospectof

3 at stuff to do it. Now I don’t MMMM Me mu.m.m&H.
o.

know h.
ow to function insi
v inside Ameri ;
son w. €
- who can make it in your ri can society, to become

QHQ most W@H@Hmmm H ever “m@u.ﬂ was N._U. out Wu,mp._..mf\.m.w EHHOGWHU
J.N. 3. . . - by
on're o0 to T G atter w t yvou Qo or
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what you say to these people. Yow're going to jail for a long time” The
attorney, he turned his back on the judge and laughed. He said, “I don’t
care whether you did it or not, you going.” From then on, I just gave up:
The next four years was the lowest part of my life.

I had cut my family loose; I didn’t call or write them or nothing. But
one day I got a letter in the mail. It was my sister and she said, “'m look-
ing for my big brother. Regardless of what happened in your past T still
love you. If you're that person, call me and let me know. 1f you're noh,
write or call to let me know you’re not my brother so I can continue look-
ing.” That’s basically what the letter said. And 1 was touched. That was
like a light at the end of the tunnel.

1 started pulling myself up by my bootstraps. All the drugs, I stopped
all that, and smoking cigarettes and messing around. 1 realized, hey, there
is something for me to live for. Now the light keeps getting closer and
closer, and as it does T'm getting some of my humanity back.

John: What Selvyn said brought something to mind. For me, and 1
guess for a lot of African American men, coming in contact with police
and the criminal justice system is really where we se€ ourselves most
powerless. The first time 1 can rememnber this is in high school. Two
security guards walked up to me and told me, “Where’re you going?”
And I said, “I've been suspended. L have to Jeave the school.” And they
said, “Nah, you don’t go to this school.” And one of them knew I did.
He was the main one that grabbed me. I was struggling with them and
they picked me up and slammed my face into the wall. T had to turm,
hoping that my nose didn’t get broken. And that’s when I began having
a problem with the justice systerm. .

AsI got older, when 1 was up to something wrong I never felt that what.

the police were doing was out of hand. But I remember times I was just
walking, ain’t doing nothing, and the police would pull their guns out an
yell «Freeze!” One of them would have a gun to my head and was patting
me down against the wall. That’s a very miserable feeling—1 know from
experience that it don’t take anything for a gun to go off. .
But the worst was like Selvyn said. When I was convicted—and Tmn
going to argue the innocence or guilt aspect of i#t—1 knew in that situat
that I'm being taken advantage of and there’s nothing I can do. The j
comes back and says you’re guilty. You want to say, “Whait a minute!
the facts didn’t come up- Everybody listen!” But you can’t do that. Y
got to sit there and accept it- ,
When I was walking out of the courtroom, 1y sor’s mother look
me and I could see her kind of cry. I said, “Dorn’t do that. Dor’t let th
people see you cry- That's the last thing you want to do.” gob.%oﬂ, co
out of the neighborhoods we’re from, you learn you can’t show weakn

— .-+ _11~Ad ench an impact on mMe E@ﬁHHOB@HHLU@H sith mew n\m. j
w1 - lnechall hat. T di

. ww.mue.. —that they, in turn, at some
. will receive a karmic payback.
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mu_,m.cm no —.Umu.v\.m”_..num.a UH._,H_.,M i _ 0 hve. cO ﬁ—uHDW _
es, but H i i _u _ ,E_m_uu t
U_ . > ust HOwﬁ ﬁ.—u.mw g..—.._. t i 7 i
mwﬁ wﬁﬂubm ona ‘_hHOHuHu —U.EH mﬂ.mu..ﬁmm H ‘was ,S\%H—m mH.OdH_,m ina QN.NQ - CO1 _._L
not @ﬂn two mbnw _”<< (8] ﬁOWW.@H@H to save HD.V\ r...m.m. }PHHV\ wﬁmmmmﬂmouu. ﬁ—u. n.
al UTO“@HVQQ

,—H@EH.—UQN.HH HH..W@N.HO e t was reac vN to _
MU o] E@u H
3 mHm.Wu it. w.h:n EMHmmu mmu.&.u

Karmic Forces

Thus it is that those t
0 whom destiny 1 i
too much ; y lends might, perish & ine reli
eviably moﬁ@%w it . . . they go beyond the Bmmﬂ%m of EMMHWMMEW Hmr.m d
exposed, nak %wam they do mot know its limit . . . and h i
s MEm oMMMM memoﬁ:u.m without that mHHDo.E... of EH.WMMUMMW o
... This retribution, of MMmm%Boﬁ mmwwv\gﬁnomm to separate them from ﬁ%mM-
UL, ) C ctness. .. : . -
s of e (Ve T i, e o s e

Drew: St q

enced SFMHMW MWM\,WMM mwm% ot .mNm.Sm% the same kind of thing you .

over, your life Smeo 1e criminal justice m%mﬁmalwoSm&mmw mmmxﬁwum

over, your fife taken away—would reflect back the same e

Fast. What do vou thi a criminal. This retribution is called \nwg i the
you think about this concept of karmic payback? a in the

John:Ic it ir indi
v an understand it in an individual sense. I may have done thin,
gs

 that then ¢ i
come back. But the criminal justice institution does these things

and never experiences th ) i
2l em back. Bei
so many others but walk away HOOEMMMMMMO& the system e you sbrse

misusing their force in that : .
quards here— at fashion—it could be cops, maybe there are

: .u.ogw.wumo%oﬁoﬁmu judges, everybody.

point will fall victim to force. They too
, o_u.h," That’s something we never see.

onald: When John ;
Tt o e John was talking I was thinking about the first expers
e o Timin ‘._ﬁmﬂoo system. I couldn’t imagine u.%mﬁmhom
3 _ o E;HOOB%MW@ MM terrible to suffer the kind of pain I MBEW I per
trial, T had ﬁow.m mwm ach day they take a part of your moWwamboMME ;
it’s hard to even find words to articulate it w.vw_ d M .
) —I had to

stablish i
Stablish my humanity all over. I had to sell myself that T was worth

mething. The last da
: of the tri .
nt names for you. y e trial, the sentencing, they got all these dif-

Yew: What kind of names?
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Selvyn: Heinous monster.

Donald: That’s one of their favorites—heinous monster. The judges use

that when they’re sentencing you- So I had to rename myself.

Drew: Ordinarily when we think of force, as in the Weil article, we're
thinking about physical force. But this brings up the idea that certain things
that are ﬂod.wr%mwo&u like words, are also embodiments of force that can

do violence to an sndividual.

Charles: Yall talking about names—in court they called me a “notorious
gangster,” Charles “Lucky Luciano.” And for a while I actually tried to
Live that name out. But now Tm at a point in my life where I hate that

name. Ifs & dead wmmmodum name and Pm not 2 dead man at all. Pm well
mb&&w\m.

But you know there’s something that happened to ‘me, Doc. When 1
was about fifteen, right, 1 followed this woman all the way up to Easternt
Avenue and snatched her pocketbook. And man, this woman screamed
and hollered. Out of all the robberies that T ever did in my life, sometimes
when I make my prayers 1 think about that woman. 1say, “God, please for-

give me.” And that’s been almost twenty years ago-

Wayne: I only recall one instance like that; this old lady, she had asked
h was ticking. She said her husband had bought

me to see whether her wal

it for her a long time ago: When I got the watch, T took off with it but in
the process of running, something began to tell me «This is wrong.” Later,
d out it’s a conscience. We've been talking about going through

1 come to fin out g
the legal system—but, you know, your conscience bas a built-in legal sys-

tem. If you do wrong ir’s always nagging until you straighten it out.

Azid so in the process of rurning I felt ike a victim to some unidenti-
fed force. I didn’t know what was going on, but it had me in its grasp- I
had to stop, think, Tun back. This force was growing so much, there was
nothing I could do. 1 went all the way back, but the lady wasn’t there. I
wondered how many buses took off within the last five minutes. I knew i
1 felt the weight of this force now, imagine what it’s going to be like if T
never catch this woman! I chased down four buses. When H,moEp& her and

returned the watch she said, “Oh thank you. You're so kind, young man.
Drew: So that’s also 2 different force from the wgawomp one Weil moowm,,
mnoumﬁmbom,. In this case,

on—a spiritual fokce or 2 moral force 0 instead |
it robbing us of our humanity, it restores OUr humanity-

Wayne: But th3 two forces can work the same way. If you’re afraid:
you're surrounded by people and about to be pounded on—it causes y
to sweat, your heart to palpitate. The force on the inside does the same
thing. Tt causes you to swed. -

CHAPTER THREE

Victim / Victimizer

Donald mentions a n
, gun pointing straight at hi
anothe: g straight at his bead.
st ety o o 5t o e
] e seem to matter wh X s s see the
Boﬁowmﬁ a suspicious cop, a drug mm&mHowmme mmﬁ.vm gun is in. An irate
v\ocHMu ead makes such subtleties fade © g. A gun trained at
ese men had come under the 1 .
when all th ! inder the rule of force. H
&mEOM&.ﬁMmﬁMoMm circulating in their lives had gm%maw MMmm M BOH.ﬂobﬁ
o e Eo% Hmm. mumw éo:HE leave its mark forever. As .HH.WmW . msmﬂw
e where I won’t e I - says, “T .
He would fi : ver have to go thr gain.”
foared nwonmmmoﬂw AMME moHoM. But his HmmwoummmgosMMWWMWw Mumm Bo.mﬁ
. man hovers ab him i
a shotgun, perhaps for the rest of his life. MMwb muuuu the guard ﬁ.ws\oa with
come true. etimes our worst nightmares

Does that make Tra ;

o d his fellow i g
dictio jaxe lray an ow inmates victims? ;
momobmwww mmMonHm.mm a person who .mEh{mmHm from a mmmMEWMM onh.Hm” ~8. the
i m_mH m%nwm : mmM men clearly had so suffered. For BM..MH HHMAMH.S&

! , busted-up families, im; i ) y ol them,
&mﬁ expectable toll. Prison was but Emﬁmﬂwmdemm moﬂooﬂmu all bad taken
ing forces. er expression of such confin-

And it’s hard not to ial di
though 0 see a racial dimension to this victimizati
Bo,wmm mﬁoww\mwm aum E.Bmﬁmm. 1 taught were black, bmoMHmcH@o mmm.pﬂoﬁ. H,\.Ho%.@
lot of African Ameri lack majority. John says, “For me, and T anoss o
erican men, coming in contact with Huwmom mbmdﬁmmm for a
e crim-

.‘ SO
g ..HHO WHAWQHD.M N.AUO.EH RN. ot O“—,u EON.“D s}HH_.WHHONHH men. m. V\ W.T.HH.&. m
t _ E__ one- O

black men between twen: rimin:
ack o ty and twenty-ni
2 men . ty-nine are caught up i imi
mﬁoﬂ.ﬁmmﬂﬂo%%oamﬁoﬁnﬁmﬂmm or on work H%mmm_Mu MMHM_MM ooa "
St times more Ew&m W:Hm. It v\o.ﬁvwo black in the United mﬁmwmvm owmo-
oo e e e y to end up in prison, at some point, than mm% _uﬁu.nm
U oy o wm..a ME perspective, our country jails its blacks at s
o Gt ate than | outh Africa under apartheid. Whether you d m\g.ﬁ.
, criminatory sentencing, or of the wo<o&v~wm~waww“ -
3 op-
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and despair that drive so many African Americans to crime, it’s

portunity,
rmHmboﬁﬁOmmmmb such figures 2 pattern of racial victimization. But what-

ever the uliimate causes of their crimes, the men 1 taught were not simply

victims. They were viclimizers as well. Through their criminal activity
knew, had killed.

these men had brutally violated others. Most, I
Victim/victimizer. 1 had been trained to see these as irreconcilable
opposites. The victim is in a relatively powerless position; the victimizer
is a possessor of force. The victim suffers; the victimizer perpetrates an
injury. The victim is worthy of compassion; the victimizer is deserving of
contempt. Like light and dark, good and evil, the two terms gain mean-
ing by their opposition. But how then should I react to meeting these
men, who seemed to me victims and victimizers both?
Tt is wondrous what the mind can do in the face of seeming contradic-
tion. Denial is always anl option—make one side of the contradiction go
away. And I was guilty of that, 1 admit. The problem was 1 liked these
guys. I liked it when Charley gave me a big hug, showed me pictures of
his wife, called me his “main man.” 1 liked Tray’s curious mixture of the
Ego-from-Hell and self-deprecating humor. 1 liked Wayne’s cheerful
Christianity, and John’s ferce intelligence, which he used like a knife for
stripping arguments to the bone. In one way Or another I liked them all.
This made it easier to see these men as victims and to blank out the other
side. Though I knew they were in for serious offenses, T usually didn’t
inquire to0 nuch about these. Then 00, there seemed an EW&QMmmEm gap
between the men 1 saw now and their criminal histories. Mark, who ap-

peared such a gentle soul and scholar, was in for 2 double murder. Whither

the difference, 1 wondered? Was it getting off drugs? Undergoing religious
conversion? The fact that we were meeting in a guarded classroom rather
than ori the mean streets? Whatever, I found myself experiencing more of

ooBmvm.mmwon than condemmnation.

But should T have? Within my mind, a cynic kept blasting away at the
bleeding-heart liberal within. “You're such best buddies with these guys, -
ght. Cruel prison system. Poor victims of racism -

so concerned for their pli
and poverty. But what about the folks they terrorized? The kids dead from

crack? The merchants looted? People snatched from the street, a gun held

to their head? And the bleeding corpses after your buddies pulled the trig- -

ger? ‘What about those corpses? Where’s your compassion for them?”

The voice was right, I couldn’t deny it. T didn’t focus much energy on.

compassion for these crime victims. Tt made me feel mwuuoﬁ complicitou;
in their murder. But I attribute it to something other than moral failin,
maybe a failure of imagination. The word compassi D means to “suffe
with” And it was simply easier for me to suffer with®the prisoners (i
they with themselves and each other) than with their victims. After all
e these guys. I could see the harsfmess of their confinement and
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unweave themselves in pai
- pain. Perhaps the book’
or h W ps the book’s reader wi :
s. Gone, the . N poken tales
E - . ? vN m.H.G mOH_.O. g : -
QOM mﬁmﬁ.mmﬂmbw. Maybe when I myself mBMmHBmmﬁ .Emnom remains woe-
: orbid, I will better know. orized, or a loved one
would get a glim . u
g pse Crossin, th i
thr ) g the prison yard. Th:
he Wﬁwﬁ%m womwél% I were alone in a dark Mbo% imw ﬁrmcu.an\ over ﬁ@m
res ppe? me .m ow about this mean-looking skinny dude, o ﬁM&mﬁ ﬂpm.g
men who 5 Mﬁmmup.% I would realize myself surrounded m Méom_wﬁéﬁmwﬁ.
ary of my prote MM@MM ngmﬂmbmmm might have slit my .EHomﬁ%Hﬁ was ﬁﬁwncwg
feol disdain for the mzamwummu%mmu guards MA\@JJ%W@HP that enabled me ﬁm
e en ;
m&,Mmmw Mwn%ﬁmm% oonmm&obmﬁM my heart to killers. I was artificially
e ﬁom Ew“.wp.wwmm—pﬁ ENB. k-spots, so did the prisoners. They oft
eral theories. Perhaps MMM EW%.. % wondered why and came up sWE m%w
. of violence appeared inevitable wi i ]
within their

world. After all, .
people sometimes . .
And as Tolstoy writes, refer to the inner city as a “war zone.”

The aim of war is murd ,

e , the method: i

e 2 er, 1 ethods of war are g,

fheir Mnﬁwﬁmmaowu.gﬁ the ruin of a country’s Fbm.gﬁmmwvmwwwmmﬁrwvm e

Qmmbbm#. 8 & HME EHMOMH, mwm army, mﬁm fraud and m&mmWoow ﬂmdhuwm EMMu or

cipline, idleness mmw%HMHMW mMHmMMMN m% Wv\ peence ommmaﬂmumumwoau iy MHW
D €88, | ice, , debauche dm

spite of all this it is the highest class, respected MWMMMQouw oubMMM. %bmmuu

- e who

Em most ﬁvOOHvH Tecer e € ewa ‘s
O € receives E E :\
) v m&. st nmw. A a &iﬁghﬁ WOOW wv WNHH

Such is the power of war’
. ar’s field of force, wh i .
QQAMMWMOMV mﬂ% evil become mangmﬁoﬁm ,oH HMMMMMM the Jliad or the inner
o, I think many of the pri . .
called the “fall : Y ” e prisoners experienced wh:
find some F.bM. Mvm M%MMMM_MQW. MMM% looked inside mumBmmHMMm MMHMOMHM HWM
th « . o 2l intent we’ve all . A
e bad man. “I was just doing what T had to. I QMMH-# MMMMMMHMMMNW M&u
N VN O VN-vn

3 W:.ﬁﬁ—uOHﬁum no _.,_Hﬁ_uﬁﬁ men can perpeirate __ a sense :_ _:m d
, (o} ﬁ._u.@ OA\HH ENH @ a
H.“mu wi
“mnmﬁ_.Oﬂ. m EU.QHH WH@NH ts. MO—H can’t __.Hﬁmmm H.—H@ act muw HO&@H@H#O@ to Hu.o W VO—H NNNN

I think a tim
e factor also comes into play. You blow someone away in

an instant, only to receiv ;
WOH‘, on. mu., . €a H_H—H.Q sentence. “m_“m,mHVN oar .U -
Q,aum%maowuow the trigger finger? It seems smoumm %M& stone walls
ould be punished in such an enduring way. MMHBoEEm 50
) €, ONe can

tellectually i :

grasp the logic. O i

g oty : ne can point out the equal i
oy mwM_H ﬁow& murderer tips away from the victim. MMW mMMmHm o.m E,n.mu
ehiias e mm%mﬁmﬁop, that this argument rests on a wv ‘eht o iy
o y MMMWW Srmuﬁ doesn’t exist (the dead man’s Bmp mmw.rwﬂ ° Wmﬁm.
fitre) again at certainly does exist (my life wasting mSM% FM\HWOM%W
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Yet, truly, these men were victimizers. They had willingly engaged in
violent crime. But just as traly, 1 believe, many of these men were victims,
subject to injurious forces throughout their lives. What happens when you
try to hold both perspectives at once? Like the optical illusion created by
a Necker cube, you see first one cube-face, then the other, leaping out of
the page. It’s almost impossible to view both together.

But unless we do, our sight remains partial. Just see the victim and you
arrive at what might be called the “liberal fallacy.” Taken to the limit, this
is the notion that a buman being has no free will, bears no responsibility
for choices, but is simply a victim of external forces. We've seen this
defense in some Smﬁ.@ﬁdﬁoﬂo@ {rials. Abuse, OT TV violence, or Twinkies,
or racism made me do . We want to say, “No, own your own acts.”

But on the other hand, to see just the victimizer is to arrive at what
might be called a “conservative fallacy.” This is the notion that we as indi-
viduals are wholly responsible for the course of our life. Tf you ended up
a criminal and I became an upstanding Loyola College professor, it is
because of your depravity and my moral superiority- The more I spoke
with the prisoners, the more this contrast seemed simplistic. 1 shared the
same human drives and dreams as did the inmates. If I had been subject

to the same web of forces they were caught in, I was doubtful that I,

myself, would have escaped- :
Tf I saw these men only as victimizers, 1 could not understand or feel
compassion for their lives. Butif I see them only as helpless victims, I was

robbing them of responsibility. Tither view reduces a human being to.

something less.
The truth, I believe, is that humans can be victim/victimizers; that wi
often abuse in mﬁmowm&% the areas and ways we have ourselves bee
abused. A large proportior of sex crimes are perpetrated by those wh
were sexually Violated. Most child abusers were abused as children. Ho
to loathe the victimizer and feel compassion for the victim when we di
cover they are one and the same? For violence, finally, is circular. Am

grows up in violent circumstances. He adopts violent measures to survi

and escape. He is caught and subjected 10 violent punishment. Fanbit,

tered, he leaves with violence in his heart. Shall the circle ever g0 utb
ken? What power is capable of setting us free? ,

CHAPTER FOUR

Hooked on Power

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844~ -

g 7900) is considered .

MMWMMMMN W\:Na@\&a w\ the modern era. m&c.mmmmm NWMMMNQM\, ﬁmﬁ%&ﬁ and con-
years later MM@@&HS& i at the University of Basel S\&M N&“ Me%ﬁﬁ fe woas
migraines and WMNNW& for reasons of poor healih (he &&mﬂ& %QM&% .
decade, in a fit Q,m NMW ﬁ@.g@& and to pursue his writing. Duri mendos
9. \@smeﬁ works k@ ﬁw a& ity interrupted by constant s.miaa.wm ot N\Kﬁamxn
2 T 1889 \&NM%&NM% Thus Spake Zarathustra and mwm ONMMSMMM e
was thereafler cared \@mh.ww MNNWM MMMN &W@wﬁ possibly from %ﬁwwm&% N.NN\WQMWMMW

3 RS s emaini 7 . . T
Nietzsche flercely criticized \Sw%,Qﬁa&naawwawwnmmmﬁm&wm“i& m&&%&ma
, regarding ifs

values as sickly and & i
G ypocritical. In his L ‘ Losis
although it t il wort, ke deocl :
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your bills. You don’t see anyone concerned about your plight so you
decide, “Hey, I don’t owe these people anything If I have to get on top by
stepping on a couple of them then I'm going to do it, because people are
stepping on me.” You’re just trying to get some money.

But once you see the power you have, it becomes addictive. You can’t
see yourself anymore just being the everyday person, the powerless person.
You become addicted to people looking for you, seeing if you have drugs,
and recognizing you ’cause of the clothes you wear, the car you drive.
Then the will to power keeps you involved.

But I don’t think the dealer’s really got the power: the power is the
drug.’Cause whatever direction it goes, that’s where the power goes. They
can like me today because I got something that’s smoking, but tomorrow
it might fall off and the other guy’s got the power ’cause he has the drug.

Tony: When I started into drugs I was basically doing a favor for my
father. He had just got out of the federal penitentiary and had a rap sheet.
T’d just got out of the service, clean as a whistle, so he wanted me to sell
drugs for him. T was his front. But like the guys say, after a while the
money gets so good, and when you see some of the things people’ll do for
drugs, you get hooked yourself. .

Like I remember there was a young lady came to my house about
three in the morning for Quaaludes. In Texas they sold for fifteen dollars
a piece. And she had fifteen dollars’ worth of change. So I joked, “Damn,
girl, what'd you do? Rob your little boy’s piggy bank?” And she said,
“Yes.” She was serious. I was like, “Damn, you taking your own kid’s
money for dope?” I kicked her out of the house. I wouldn’t even sell to
her. But, see, that’s the power. I could do that. I could afford to do it.
Because I knew as soon as she walked out the door. . . . .

After I got out of jail in Texas I came back to Maryland, and for the
first six months all I did was work. I had three jobs and made about three,

four hundred dollars a week. When I was selling drugs I made that in an
hour! So it wasn’t long before I was selling a little dope here, doing a lit-

tle robbery there. ’Cause you do, you get hooked on that prestige, that
money, and that power the fast money brings.

H.B: Thinking about the will to power of the criminal, something very sig-
nificant popped out in me: there’s a difference between a criminal and a
Jool. I sit up here wondering why I just don’t feel that some of the younger
~guys in here are criminals. They weren’t criminals, man, they were fools.
Some older guy grabbed the kid when he was,about twelve and groomed
him, right? Used him, had him running around breaking the law. You
know, he’s only a juvenile: “Get caught, all they’d do is take you down to
the station and call your mother to-come and pick you up. But if they

catch me doing this same act they’d lock me up and throw the key away.”

The older guy is the criminal. But this kid is just out there playing
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m the @E.bﬁmmmmbmmp youngster he

Tray: I can respect what H.B. says. r
ew the

spoke about. But even before I started doing what I was doing, Ikn

consequences. I
youngster don’t make you a fool.

John: These kids are being used—they have no concept of the total pic-
ture. But we counsel a lot of kids, and we see that once they’re involved
they get the will to power. At the Narcotics Anonymous program, older
drug addicts tell us how different it is now with these young kids. They’re
completely on a power trip, the way they talk to you, the way they carry
their guns. But when they finally run into the justice system, they turn up
little kids again. Wanting protection, wanting comfort, wanting their

mommy! For the last year or so you been out there acting like Adolf

Hifler or Attila the Hun, now all of a sudden you want your mommy?

Naw. You're going to prison.

Tony: I agree. Look at the way the new
business. Like these driveby shootings. You got 2 beef with someone
about his corner and instead of walking up there like in the old days to
fight him or stab him, you gonna stand thirty feet across the street with a
semi-automatic rifle and just Derrrrrrr! Don’t care what you hit. There’s
a baby sitting on the front porch trying to play jacks, and this fool across

the street with an AK-47 sprayin’. If that ain’t a power trip I don’t know

what it is. o
O’Donald: T'll be in defense of the young "uns. We learned this from you
le to see us and say, “1

older guys. We want to be noticed, we want peop
know him.” So if the older guys did it a certain way, we say, “Well, daron,

if we do it this way, we can get even more noticed.”

breed of drizg dealers handle their

Tony: You got that!
Prison Power

The first effect of happiness is the feeling of power: this wants to express itself,
deas or imaginary beings. The

either to us ourselves, or to other men, or to i
to mock, to destroy—all

most common modes of expression are: to bestow, to
three out of a common basic drive. (Nietzsche, 4 Nietzsche Reader, 222;.

aphorism from Daybreak, section 356)

Drew: To bestow, to give somebody something, how does that exercise
the will to power? . :
Charles: When you’re able to help someone who’s not able to help them:

selves, that gives you power. In
you make a person dependent upon you. Every time they need assistance
S L e nnmna tn and then vou have the ability to put-con

knew that if I killed people I'd get life in prison. Beinga ..

this country and a lot of places, that’s how

B

i
i
i
4
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ditions and set rul i ,
) es for being so benevolent, and that’s how you start to

Drew: Maybe I'm doing something ki

: . g like that. On the surface, P'm volun-

WmmﬂMW.E% time and that’s really nice. But from Nietzsche’s point O%QMM,\.
m doing Mﬁm because I get to feel so important—I’m fantasizing about

ta king murderers and rapists and converting them t i

ting off on the power trip. [laughter] § them 10 philosophers, get

Tray: It’s coming out ain’t it?!
Drew: And how about “to mock,” how is that the will to power?

gwww I can think of an example: when the courts sentence someone t

multiple life sentences without parole, all running consecutive. To mm&m%
the government’s requirement you’d have to die and then be H.mmEHmQ d
to serve another sentence. I think that’s a mockery of the concept of G mm
The government doesn’t have the power to resurrect you. P >

Tray: In the drug game I was able to fulfill all the elements that Nietzsche
talked &uﬁ.uﬂﬁ If my little sister wanted a pair of new shoes for school I
Moﬂwﬂm getit ﬁﬂﬂ MHMM MWMHW made me feel powerful. And then I was NEM to
estroy people i idn’t like them. Don’t want i i
bmumrvowroom.vlgo% you all out, burn the roﬁmw MM.MMWMWH MMMHMMHW
W@O@Hmu Ewo gmbu you’re looking rough, I don’t want to see you around
ere, you're nothing but an old dope fiend.” After the first week I was
able to buy what I wanted, so it was no longer the money. It bei
able to bestow, mock, and destroy. roTm e

bm.ame... How about 595 a prison? It’s a setting where, at least in the eyes
of society, wmomﬂm are in a relatively powerless position. But if Nietzsche’s
- correct, that drive for power will still be very much alive.

M.HW%. I don \HWE 10 group of people could validate Nietzsche’s philos-
mwm ﬁw MM HHEW. as in a prison setting. We convicts are always striving for
stin &o@oﬁw Mwmﬁwwﬂw VM Mw.m to W.Mmbmﬁmr myself—I'm an konorable
criminal, yc . erent degrees of murderers—we’
M_wmrmmuum kind. N&w hit the old lady in the head just to take ten MMMM MMM
of her wallet mo.:.H look down on him. At least 7 tried to run a corpora-
,_r.,_ow.;h H._w,s\mm a E& one, but a corporation nonetheless. ’
- HMMW of EM Ebm.v to v.m considered important in a prison situation, you
S ave been notorious on the street. You sold a lot of drugs, had a
W people murdered. And when you come in here a red carpet is Hmv_a out.

HWNMm.Mm. W QEHW power in a community is whatever the community
.y mW - Mm eing power. Pm going to give an example. A young guy came
iy om my bmpmﬁvo%oom. He got his high school equivalency GED

L nere and scored the highest of anybody in the state. And very few people in

e

ilitd
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Donald: Yeah,

’ . you could :

do . could go crazy thinking th -

ing—like you teaching in prison—is just mon mmmom<MHH%¢ubm you were

this prison knew that. This persont had a problem with another guy who
was playing with him too much, and he came +o me and said, “T'm going
to hurt this guy, man” 1 recommended he take the guy in the gy™ and
they do fisticuffs. He said, “No. 1 want people to respect me in this prison.
T’m going to stab him, and once 1 stab this dude everybody will look up
to me.” And he did. He stabbed the guy ub almost killed him.

He didn’t get any recognition for having the type of mind that could
score three hundred plus on the GED. But be got recognition for the
stabbing and it’s held up to this day, ten years later. Young guys like
O’Donald that don’t know bim, somebody might pull them aside and
say, “He stabbed a few people.” And most of the young guys will hold
him in high esteerl-

1f he felt he could be accepted as @oém% for scoring real high-on the
GED, then maybe he would have gone another Toute.

Drew: When 1 w
as reading Ni

%Oﬁmupﬁu “Man. thi . m.. jetzsche 1 was gettin

peniteniary 3 becuase P oa a1 o rescom P volunteering o i

to help the m on an ego trip! I’ : ering in this

mmoobM ZMMNWMWM. Maybe I should just MEM%%MWN.MW o%, on pretending

need to waich th ﬁm probably right about pars of m Y m.o&m.ar “Wait a

at part because it could turn mmmﬁdom» Eowﬁ<MwHoﬂ. And I

ve. But there’s some

other stuff goi
- going on too th o
with the bath water” at’s real positive. So let’s not throw the bab
y out

Donald: It coul
think about &m% be the other way around, couldn’t it, Doc? Did you
! you

FLB.: T think that in a prisoD, power is an illusion fhat's passed around Drew: What do you mean?
among the prisoners for the sole reason of helping them hold each other
up. But there is the reality of power in Prison, and over these past twenty
years T've seen that power always in the hands of somebody who didn’t
want it. Because it had nothing to do with material possession, it had noth-
ing to do with how violent the person could be. Believe it of not, it always
seemed to radiate from a person who cared about those prisoners, and
those prisoners Enew it. That person wielded more power than any dope
dealer 1 ever seen- . ,

Donald: We could
b o
[laughter] e on a power trip and you could be the vi
. . victim.
Drew: That’s true. . . .

Donald: Just joking, Doc.

Drew: Can you give ot example?

FL.B.: Okay. It's usually a prisonet. But it’s the type of person who th
prisoners knew would give his life for them, would be carted off in ch
trying to protect them. 1 saw Ben Chavis with that i3 North Carolin:
George Jackson had it out in California. That's power: But a little ole gu
dope dealer? He's always gomg to have some flunkies around. But he’si
here for doping up 2 whole copmmuni and wiping out half a generatl
Now he’s doing the same with the young men it the penitentiary who'e
trapped in confusion. This cat wears an illusory badge of power. But W {
you get an individual who cares about the prisoners and they know i

pow that’s power

Drew: This might also suggest that Nietzsche’s analysis is incomple
flawed. He’s asserting that pretty much all behavior falls under the
power, but maybe what you’re talking about can’t be reduced 1o
drive. I think a ot of wmow_& who are Christians, Muslims, Jews, whates
would think and hope that there’s certain forms of behavior™
O maral behavior—that are not simply:



CHAPTER FIVE

Kind Power

‘We’d been talking about power in its many forms: the power of dealer
over addict, of the drug itself, of guns and knives in the hands of insecure
men seeking reputation. In one form or another this is violent power. Then
H.B. gave it a flip—the truer power emanates from a person who cares. Is
there, then, kind power? And are the two powers at root the same, as Niet-
zsche claims, or opposed in nature?

Violent power refers to the superior strength that enables one to violate.
That is, to break, infringe, trespass, destroy. The Maryland Penitentiary
was filled with violators. Men who had murdered, robbed, and raped,
gathered here like worshipers of a common god in their holy temple.

The penitentiary as a ﬁou.umbm to violence? Isn’t it quite the opposite,
built to punish and eradicate violence? On the surface, yes. But under-
neath, I sensed another message. If the thug had more power than the vic-
tim he stabbed, then the state must exert its even greater power over the
transgressor. The penitentiary’s tall walls and barbed wire bore eloquent
testimony to superior force. When John Thanos was executed on the
premises, it merely brought this point home with a flourish. This was
surely not a matter of eradicating violence, but of redirecting it in ways
“protective to the community.” And such is one purpose of any temple.
Turn the god’s dangerous energies to use.

In fact, our country is in the midst of an orgiastic celebration of violent
power turned on the criminal. The numbers of executions are soaring. So
too, and perhaps more significantly, are our incarceration rates. In 1970
the United States had fewer than two hundred thousand inmates. As I
write this, there are now about 7.8 million. This is the highest rate in the
Western world, with the exception of Russia, which we should soon sur-
vamm and is some six to ten times greater than that of most industrialized
ations. The state of California alone holds more inmates than France,
rermany, Great Britain, Japan, Singapore, and the Netherlands com-
éd. What accounts for our massive and anomalous drive to incarcer-
te our citizens? It’s not simply a response to rising crime. As I write this,

ctime rate has now declined for six straight years. Murder rates are
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WEHWW AM,HNmoMWMQ m,“w wwbow@& %mmﬁmaﬂm% to confirm it would be pre
e: “Bu . 1
ared.” n
P Guard: “We never got it.

i . 1 was a prison
h frustrations and delays
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place where we drop all frills and jusz make people waif? Tmagine being sen-
tenced to thirtyyears in a waiting room run by a callous bureaucracy and
overcrowded with other angry and unwilling customers. That’s prison.

The prisoners were subject not only to the power of the institution, but
that of the other inmates as well. If you showed weakness, you were liable
to suffer violation. Someone might steal your commissary stuff. Lend out
cigarettes—forget about getting them back. Or youw’re taking a shower and
a strange guy cozies up from behind. Soon you’re a “fuck-boy.”

The only way to counter this violent power is to grab some yourself.
Tray talks about the prisoner who wins respect because he “had a few
people murdered. And when you come in here a red carpet is laid out.”
The mark of a king. Or we see this in Donald’s story about the young guy
who excelled on the GED and found out it meant nothing. It wasn’t coin
of the realm. When he stabbed someone he acquired hard currency that
was still paying interest a decade later.

But here’s where H.B. put his spin on things. “[Real power] had noth-
ing to do with how violent the person could be. Believe it or not, it always
seemed to radiate from a person who cared about those prisoners, and
those prisoners knew it.” Believe it or not—I did. I had witnessed a lot of
kindness in the penitentiary, and its profound effects upon men.

I had been told, “You don’t make many friends in prison. You watch
your back.” That may be true, but I also witnessed tight friendships within
our class. Just about everyone seemed to count Charley their main man;
this Muslim imam had a generosity that John had been working for years
to restrain. “It gets you into trouble here. You can’t keep giving people the
shirt off your back. They’ll use you like a chump.” Charley had learned
to keep his shirt on, but he kept giving away the buttons. And his gen-
erosity was a force-field of its own, protecting him and lightening other’s
burdens. )

People looked out for one another. If someone from the class was on
solitary lock-up they sneaked in food, letters, readings. “Was it legit?” I
asked. Yeah. Well, sort of. Just don’t do it in front of a guard. I watched peo-
ple help each other out as they might have in my great grandparents’ Russ-
ian shtetl. Tight times, and the “us versus them” mind, breeds community.
The prisoners knew they would be together for a long, long time in a

- closed-in place and they had only each other to make it habitable. Observ-

ing rules of politeness was far more crucial here than in elite society.

. Then too, people seemed bound by an empathy born of common home
and fate. Most of the world doesn’t care, but the Pprisoners all knew what

i's like serving time—that noise always blasting through the cell block—the
guards’ contempt, and how they don’t do what they’re supposed to do

even when they say they do, and there’s nothing you can do about it—the

ong nighis with a bad case of #hinks—the poor excuse of a dead carcass

they serve up as chicken. They all knew and it linked them for life.
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But even before prison, these people were woven together. So many
came from the same places, Tast Baltimore, West Baltimore, that you met
schoolmates, cousins, friends from down the street. It was like a twisted-
up reunion in Hades: “Hey, 1 didn’t know you were in here too—so how
ya doin’?!” If you were lucky there were homies smoothing your way
from the moment you arrived, offering protection and the inside scoop-

In Hades, but embraced. Simone Weil has wiitten of the Iliads grim
be a place in this pic-

world, “Justice and love, for which there can hardly
ture of extremes and unjust violence, yet shed their light over the whole

without ever being discerned otherwise than by the accent” (p- 177). 1 dis-
pite the brutality of their

cerned justice and love between prisoners des
crimes and surroundings.
t of love. ] was made welcome, praised for

And 1, too, was the recipien
my teaching, given useful tips, and in every way looked after. H.B. would

call sometimes on the prison phone. He was serving a thirty-five-year sen-
m AIDS. This meant

tence, twenty-five nonparolable, and was sick fro
skin blotches, throat thrush, night sweats, times when it was a chore to
breathe or his lower body went all limp. “You gotta take better care of
» he told me. “Don’t work s0 hard. Enjoy life!” My Jewish mother.

yourse
And I would receive kind letters in the mail. A sample of one from

Donald:

First of all T must say I love you and your wife. You wouldn’t be the person
you are without a supportive wife. Dr. never mind the fact that you exposed
me to Western Philosophy on master level. And that you also went out your
way to expose me o Black Philosophy. But it is the fact that you treated all

of us like Human Beings. You accepted us unconditionally.

Such comments suggest that the prisoners experienced their kindness
as a response to mine. But the reverse was true as well: I felt well treated,

and responded in turn. Justas violent power circulates and multiplies, so,

seemingly, does the power of kindness.
But we again approach the Nietzschean challenge. Aren’t these two

powers, at oot the same? Wasn’t my own kindness just a way “to

bestow,” to “impress myself on

great
greater than that of his crime, or even that of his punishment?

Tf we can give a Nietzschean reading
the inmates. I can imagine a voice saying:
ness. It’s just one way of surviving in the joint.
their cellmate or maybe they’ll wake up dead. They've got to stay out O
trouble or they’ll never make parole. And they see in you a :
increase their chances: you offer the power of knowledge, cre
maybe a letter to the parole board. Naturally, they’re going to stay oI

the soul of the other”? After all, what
er power than to transform the heart of a murderer, exerting a force

of my behavior, so, 100, that-of
«“Don’t be fooled by their kind-
They’ve got to be civil with
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True, all . :

elem mMﬁ in ﬁmmwwmmo%v\ ﬂm to .m point. I can’t help but believe there’s an

power. Weil identifi at is different, irreducible to Nietzsche’s will
the n_o.A\,BSmMmmbEH ommawmm power with the Divine. In addition ﬁomam .&wo
v pull of the world’s cruel mechani gravt a
mbwww\ow WEQ MMManm% that lightens and mgM.MMMM > she refers to “grace™—

own introduction to this grace came thr ,
. . ough th

HWMMMA Mﬂmw ﬁ.uoﬁoﬁwumm in Alcoholics Anonymous. mMBm MOMMMMMM Step pro-
sive eafin Smg q at approach for a slew of obsessive wmozmupm.v\ oY
sive foar mW%MW&M@M.b&mwQ Amm. it’s now fashionably called) mbm MMBﬁM.
or years this thinking had kept me qﬁumwmm ina MWMOHM

of misery and self-destructt
Hohatis s ctiveness. How to escape? As it says in the book

Our b

@b:wm M.ME% H,Mmoﬁnmmv as marshalled by the will, were not sufficient;

by SE&@M,\ y. MMW o.m power, that was our dilemma. We had to mboﬂwmuﬁ el
e could live, and it had to be a Power greater than aﬁﬁ&e% NVOMMW

Thus the notion of God is
introd i
as Love. But as Power. oduced in that book. Not as Truth. Not even
And so God came to m
: - e. As I worked the T

ww_mMmMMHMw%mﬁobom power over my obsessions. %MWMWM MWN%MMW mHW .
same. Each wmwwm mgwwwﬁw@m..ﬂo.mm% I'm proud to declare myself EWQ Em
o honr ir B ver, it’s this liberation that comes to mind. “We . o
compulsi Namg@ﬁﬁ and God freed us from Egypt with a mia hity \Nweawm“w o
m<mHW m#MM o ess I mdmmm.ﬂmm had been a violent HUWNHM,MF ooﬁw Hrm
o n ptto escape with a new load of bricks. But I experi ]

greater power, liberating the prisoner with kindness *perienced God

And Pm not the onl
Charles Baxter that Ummmw“obm. The other day I received a letter from

In the Name of Al .
affairs ah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful, In Control of all
As—Alaama-Aliakum,
Greeting my dearl:
y beloved Teacher, d
first of 3 er, doctor, brother and fri
give WMM% raise to (Allah-God ) he is the provider for us all; end. | most
r to you and those in the class. s all; then I must

“Enclosed was a co ;
_ py of his coll ; :
completed after several hard %oMWM diploma in management science, just

And what, I puzzled, did he mean by (Allah-God  )? Then I real
: real-

ized. H
, e knew that many Jews believed the sacred name of God couldn’t

_HOHP. OHHNH € HHN‘ U_.mmﬁ a UMN.H—,W space to HHO“—UOH H—u.w
: NHWQ. MH_U.OFHH_.AHHF H@COH U@ S\HH H AW

There, too, is a power.



PART TWO

Architecture




CHAPTER SIX

Living in the Panopticon

Michel Foucault was a French philosopher who lived from 1926 to 7984. Although
his death from AIDS was fairly recent, and his work is still being assimilated, he
is already considered one of the most important of contemporary thinkers. While
emerging, to a degree, from the “Structuralist” tradition, his writings are also influ-
enced by Friedrich Nieizsche’s analysis of power. Foucault has especially focused on
the operation of power and knowledge in a number of modern institutions: for
example, the asylum (Madness and Civilization), the hospital (The Birth of
the Clinic), and in the work discussed below, the prison. Therein, Foucault argues
that the power to “discipline and punish” takes genuinely new forms in the mod-
ern world. It shapes both the procedures and the architecture characteristic of the
contemporary prison. But the prisoners will test his thesis through reference to their
own experience.

Docility-Utility

Methods which made possible the meticulous control of the operations of
 the body, which assured the constant subjection of its forces and imposed
upon them a relation of docility—utility, might be called “disciplines.” Many
disciplinary methods had long been in existenice—in monasteries, armies,
workshops. But in the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
the disciplines became general formulas of domination. . . . What was then
being formed was a policy of coercions that act upon the body, a calculated
manipulation of its elements, its gestures, its behaviour. . . . Thus discipline
produces subjected and practiced bodies, “docile” bodies. (Michel Foucault,
: Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 137-38)

. Drew: “Discipline,” according to Foucault, is how power mainly operates
In our current society and institutions, be it a prison, the military, a hos-
ital, a school. The goal is to control in a detailed way the behavior and
ody of the individual. The ultimate object is to increase “docility”—keep
e individual submissive, obedient—and, at the same time, maximize
tility”—make the worker, student, whoever, productive and useful.
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hn: You can try to create an individual that’s docile to take ﬂ%wébmww
WM ﬁ?.wdp But I don’t think you could ever get the .Bmmagﬁuw “ ! MMQ&@Q
here in ’ rison. We may, to a degree, become docile momﬂm S
ﬂm“mmmbvw the time to be aggressive or make a MWHQWMM WMM MMOHW > MZ Hing
ili ’re walking throug .
tlity out of us. I mean, were Wi :
Mwmﬁm .Mv_wlmoou ag there’s a chance to break, we're wewm. dertohave
I @w share Foucault’s idea that you need a docile body in T s
tili ) H&mm the military—you won’t get any use 9# of %oﬁ. soldie: uoless
. N&Am fhem docile with all that rigorous routine. But mhm a WMMMﬁmm -
o i i i don’t complete our tasks.
son it's alricht with them if we do .
WWMMHM mmum% QMBJ want utility; they wanf to produce lazy people

u O - X .. -
ew: Hu ma MOHHva E@ morxe mum.mwu.c@ YOE. are, QH@ more —HM@MGH s1mce H._u,@

. to promote docility is the “ticket.” Say
H.va.u Hrmbémm.wwwaﬁwwomm Mowwmqgwmoﬂm& or make .wm..nn.mm. H.@Hﬂmwm wmwﬁ
LA mo%omw mmw last night so you overslept a little bit this Boﬁu%mw mva
émawaﬁwdom you a ticket: you were supposed to B&nm.oocbﬁ an dicart
Mﬁ.rmwb %Mpmﬂ you go up for your transfer or parole .Wmmbbmmﬂw% M,wmm g
down ’cause of this one ticket. They take @5 mwonﬁ QMM e e
darker mmvw. and use it like a scouring pad during the mHM g s
away all your brighter days. That’s how you get %om docllty.  d indus

‘As far as your utility goes, they have a thing ¢ mc s ed indus
tries. In essence, the guys make products that would M BOMM omuwm nsive
for the state to obtain from private industry. mov the mMWM Bm e sood
selves and also sells it to private industry. They’re Mﬁ mmH : WE% oinge
buck off the prisoners’ work. But the guys, themse x.ﬂmpmu e O
about sixty dollars a month. Yet you hear them say Sw w_“ remble i e
voice, “Man, T'm going to lose my job! And I don’t get any help
home. . ..”

—og- HOH c<..—PN.ﬁ Hm.w. S ?HH 3 w mv TSUa
%m m.._UO,E.—H to , Oﬁ_,Ouu. ou WHN\CQ to € Aw.m
H” ”m C —mv EF e sometn Hm “mﬁ 1 m_.u.u M 1 m*

propaganda {’cause it's not true) that So&.abm in the printshop might help .

them get released early.

Drew: Foucault argues that discipline is enforced through a m%.wMHmMM
m&m.& punishments and rewards. It sounds like the reward-punis pent
mwmﬁma here involves the promise of earlier or later release.

iail there’ i d to keep us docile. H&m.%
< In this jail there’s another thing use . . y
Mwwﬁw WS@MMOE own clothes, have radios and appliances. But at the

first sign of trouble, there’s “You won’t be allowed to get that package -

« ; . blow my package
i1”'S s say, “Tm not trying to A
H,W;Hw me‘mw‘m suwwnu a SM< momvw.wmvw\bm us in check without using a billy club.
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Tony: And they have a mentalbilly club. Like in A block, they’ve got you
to the point of controlling exactly where you have to stand and shower.
You don’t even have the power to be modest. But if a female guard passes

by and sees you nude, she can give you a ticket and say you’re exposing
yourself.

Drew: Foucault says that discipline reverses the traditional logic of “vis-
ibility.” Earlier, it would have been the people in power who were visible .
in society—like the king who had his picture on stamps and portraits.

But now it’s the other way around. The people being controlled are made
to be visible.

The Panopticon

Bentham’s Panopticon is the architectural figure of this composition. . . .
Each individual, in his place, is securely confined to a cell from which he is
seen from the front by a supervisor; but the side walls prevent him from
coming into contact with his companions. He is seer, but he does not see;
he is the object of information, never a subject in communication. . . .
[The Panopticon] is polyvalent in its applications; it serves to reform pris-

oners, but also to treat patients, to instruct schoolchildren, to confine the
insane, to supervise workers, to put beggars and idlers to-work. . . . In each
of its applications, it makes it possible to perfect the exercise of power. . . .

Because it is possible to intervene at any moment and because the constant
pressure acts even before the offenses, mistakes or crimes-have been com-
mitted. . . . Because, without any physical instrument other than architec-
ture and geometry, it acts directly on individuals; it gives “power of mind
over mind.” (Foucault, Discipline and Punisk, 200, 205-6)

Drew: Foucault is saying that the ﬂ%@ mﬂsmmvwmrwmuﬂm/mwmﬁmm%
mechanism for enacting power relations afid-conttolling mdividuals. H

“describes how a British“philosopher, Jerermy Beiithiin, came up with the
architectural idea of a “panopticon,” meaning to “see all.” There’s a cen-

tral control tower with a guard, someone keeping surveillance, and sur-
rounding it are the cells arrayed in a circle. This supports the disciplinary
mechanisms we’ve been discussing, because everyone knows they’re
being watched. Do you see something like that here?

John: In this prison—you might not notice this—but the chief of security’s
office sits right up in the corner of the facility. And if he wants to look out
his window he can cover about sixty-five percent of the yard. He can sit
there and monitor: “What’s this guy doing over there on that bench? Who
are those two, and why are they sitting together? Are these guys getting

ready to start a fight?” He can get on his walkie-talkie, say “Go check that

oﬁ,ﬁu and take control.
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Donald: I wasn’t really aware of that window until I came off lock-up and
the security chief called me into his office. When I weat in there, first
thing I did was look out at everything. And I remembered the times I was
in the yard trying to go in the kitchen and an officer was sweating, press-
ing me about “You aren’t supposed to go in here!” 1 couldn’t understand
why. P'm thinking, “God, this broad is kinda crazy. She’s giving me 2 lot
of problems about something small=T’m just trying to get me a milk and
some cereal.” But now, after being in the security chief’s office, I realize
the officers know just what that man can see. So they act out roles.

Drew: In a panopticon not only are the prisoners under mEémEmbnouUEU
somebody could be watching the guards as well. The total institution is

being watched.
Donald: I was thinking about the visiting booth. That’s like a panopticon;
they even have three or four mirrors where the officers can see you. So

when I go in there for a visit, I'm very self-conscious. When my son

comes in, or my family, they may touch me and that’s frowned on, so r

hold back. I like to touch, but my hands are, like, tied.

prison is not just an architectural structure,

d—they use human beings to serve the same

purpose. You have more informers in the prison system today than ever
before. There was a time when being an informer was considered totally
corrupt; now it’s acceptable “cause of plea bargaining, copping out, look-
ing out for number one. It’s not evén necessary to build a guard tower in
this particular yard because there are so many informers. And some of
them do it simply because they don’t have anything else to talk about, no
ideas handy. You’ve heard the expression, “Big men talk about ideas. Lit-
tle men talk about each other.” .

John: But the wmbommooﬂqm only as effective as the person in control. Not

all chiefs know how to use the tools. And you got blind spots everywhere.
We show kids from Project Turnaround the blind spots around the peni-
tentiary where you could lose your life and no one would ever see.

Also you become very crafly. You can time the police shifts, you know
you got an hour before someone’s coming by your cell. I remember when
1 first came here I wasn’t able to pick up a vibe: T'd see guys runming dif-

ferent ways but it didn’t make any sense. Now wh
I pick it right up—I see how guys are standing in little groups or moving,
and I say there’s something going on. Being observed creates a sense of
observing—your ability to see things is enhanced. R

Mark: When you’re virtually under twenty-four-hour surveillance—like

the new prison in Jessup—there’s also a way you can 7esist O escape. Autis-
tic thinking. Total absorption in fantasy. “Pm building an island and this

H.B.: The panopticon in this
or the way an office is locate

- i ererere will he. and the kind of plants Il have. .. .” You

en I step into that yard, *
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can absorb yourself in this for hours and hours and

tioned by the discipline. resist being condi-

Charles: I was in Su;

: permax, and a lot of th i

MMM%M W_W a lot o.m reading and MEQEWIEOMEUWMMW@M Mmm%% nrﬁmv\

poran ey realize they’re being watched, but they esca um to hing
gives them, you know, hope and inspiration pe o something

D : $ i
D OQMMWW MMM there’s another side. Before I came here I was very violent
o Ummwm mMHWMM Mﬂ,uwwnm to mﬂm..mo out at another Huommonlmwm,owmww
. , a gun. But since I i ’
e u ; came in here T
ght. Knowing that ’'m being watched has made me control EMmMMMMMo

And as time went on it hel fema T -
eventually kicked in. elped me discipline myself, *cause my intellect

Selvyn: Different people react di o
you or break %on.w ple react differently to the discipline. It might make

HH:W: J_H_U.O _UQMH 18 H—HCE a E@ <<HH®H® v\O—H on’t HHN.C.Q m.“:w\._“:_uum to H—U:w.mo mc:.
W. Qy
Q,OHP t care HM.HHHO Mﬁm.ﬁ@ S U_.OOU—WHH#W at wo_,u_. or not. MQN& e &Q“N% »NQN\mNNN%. w7 Qmﬂ%

hn: :
me y NMMM M m\mﬁwm. One of the things they have for monitoring a per-
o mdwmmmv 8# at ﬁWm% call a piss test, to determine if you've UW@E
.- When I was using, that pi
paing : : ing, piss test was one of
mmwwm hmﬁmww Ab\osa m ve been high twenty-four hours. If ﬁwﬁm%wuw\ummmwﬁmmﬁ
piss me n f o days I'm safe.” But for that period of time I’m in a stat of
moﬁwn on’t want Do_.uomv\ to see my eyes, my dilated pupils wete of
et MHNBHM. to %pw realization that “Man, you gotta stop ww ; am
; &obvu\ﬁ QOwME mmm Hmwmmm %mmﬂm. Leave this stuff alone.” And ﬂoﬁbﬂw@nnﬁ“
. > 1 laugh at them when they try to intimi ;
piss test. And that makes me feel a lot vm#mwm a oﬂmoM. mww T
anything wrong so I got nothing to fear. oP o

Donald: But to me, for in fbation \ ythin
X stance, masturbation i i i
wrong. Yet I could get a ticket for it if a mmB&mOMﬁ“&bMS&“MW - ®

not doing

Drew: Fou i

— NUQMB%M Woﬂm say ﬁ.wwﬁ a panopticon operates most effectively if it
o et pe %&b M&Eﬁmgmrwm the structure of discipline. It mo:bmm%Emm
e are cortaln va me such as not being violent, or going clean, that you
o el Dositively as a self-discipline. But then moBomEmmu the o

C etween your own values and the values of the institution. o

Donald: drmini

S“b“m%«mwowr W.B\m to ask: What are the goals of the administration? Lik

s de o eir goal to mmﬁ.uorb to stop using drugs? Maybe the ..m MM
are, they want to use the piss test to put him in mcmmdbmw or HmoWﬁM Mo

 they can get his cell for another individual.

John: A Iot of ti ’re doi .
£ wm?(mﬁ %MOQEMM we’re doing musical chairs in the cells because the
o) ugh space. Some of us get phony tickets. We get sent ﬁw
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i i but *cause they need cells.
i i t *cause we did anything wrong !
r%NMWmMMOMHMM W%OH games and say, “Man, these people, what they’re doing

is a joke!” There’s nothing reformist about what’s going on-

Mark: They have to liquidate their inventory. It's a matter of storage space.

Prison, Projects, Church

hn: One thing I noticed when I first came t0 the ﬁmﬁﬁmbﬁ%mmﬂ HMNW mmM
Jo L :Bbmm to the high-rise projects in West or East w ltimos . o
mm.ﬂmb o ot ters, in projects, it’s different moo.nm. In prison, mEM némmp
MMM Mwm.wwﬂwmm mboﬁmw for one person, but they put in two. Same thing

. .mBE.mﬁnm.
projects; they’re not big enough, but Emm MWMW MMJH@@ AM o EMM Mwnw. od
Tt seems like someone wants to control the wmmw_&w. Every inch is for

ien 5f space as po .
to make as efficient use ol Sp . S
Wuomm mewmw,w just enough room to live in. No more. Nothing for re

i mfort.
ﬁoﬁﬁ% mo%u,ow,abw down the inmer-city streets .mbm mo.ow. T 1
m<mQ¢uE.v~m. «“This isn’t really a part of me. HMwB usmHﬁ .muﬂmﬂbﬁmﬁm MMM.H with it
- build up. 1 just go ;
nothing 1 should care about, protect, oHooW at %nwoub. There’s nothing in

1
i { out.” It’s the same way we !
%@HGWMWMM we think is particalarly worth taking care of.
HLB.: At the heart, a prison building is about &Nawwz._umb Smrmww WW M
ch, i . Drive by a prison and it’s m.mmao A

MWMMMFOM AWMMHHm ’ Mwwwm&mbmmobu Hoémwohlmlxopmﬁmu some mo.omwou

bmission to a power outside yoursell. w ]

mmeH__Mwuole mMMMﬂMMMMMWo% H% both symbols of wﬁmuoﬁww. Oﬁo. san mﬁmemM
ity that protects you from the bad guy. The other’s an authority supp

to protect you from %oﬁmmﬁ.

jndifference to

Donald: The architecture of the Gothic church, the prison, the projects,

is so vast that it makes a man feel dwarfed. Small and woim&mmm.

John: As soon as you come around this type of m_HﬁwEHou
you can do is submit.

Drew: In a church, what are we meant to subrhit to? - EEE
- To what authority are we submitting? As far as the church b :
oo, Tn time of peace you get sweetmmus}

Woobmﬁwbvm%mﬁwﬂwwmm“\mﬁ%m of war it has always been a wooWOﬁ
om : |

post. What anthority are we submitting to?—we don’t know.

Tony: It’s supposed to be a spiritual submission.

, . e i suial Religion has separated @
Charles: I don ﬂuoroﬂw HW%NMMMMWH gﬁmﬁmmw.ﬂo_uo/\ ah’s Witnesse

you feel the best :
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Nation of Islam, all these people profess to believe in one God. But look-
ing at church structures, you see authority, humans, ego.

Drew: But isn’t the size of the church building meant to emphasize our
smallness in relation to God? It gives a sense of an ultimate source of

authority and justice. Whereas the prison building draws our eyes up to
the majesty of the state and ifs power.

Donald: I think it’s the same thing. History bears me out. The people

running the church mostly wanted power; they didn’t want no power to
go to God.

Charles: Ilook at the churches in America as a slave institution, the same
as the prison. Our people have submitted themselves—and I'm not being
racist—to the Europeans. Because you go in the churches and you see a
white Jesus. I just don’t believe that Jesus was white.

Wayne: But there’s a new wind blowing through the church. People are
beginning to become conscious. Take the A.M.E. Church for one.

And I wanted to say concerning the church, that the building and its
size is of no consequence. It’s just a place where people can come
together as one, learn how to interact socially and perfect that interaction.
It’s like a pivotal point. What starts in the church then begins to move out
through the community.

I don’t compare the church to a prison. Under the banner of Christ, we
are one. There is no hierarchy. There are particular functions an individ-
ual has in the church, but that doesn’t make you better than anyone else.

Drew: Wayne seems to have touched on a difference between prison and
church buildings. Prison cells keep people in separate compartments for
control, whereas the interior of a church tries to bring people together as
a community. And its doors do open out4nto the larger world. Haven’t
there been occasions, like the civil rights movement, where the church has
brought together a community and formed them into a political force?

Donald: The structure does bring people together collectively. You cre-

__ate a sort of a political power. But at the same time, there’s a kind of hid-

den trick.
Take the courtyard in Baltimore projects: all the doors and houses face

~ each other. But instead of giving people some sort of common power, it

actually iakes power away from them. When you come in and out, people
can see you. The people in the project townhouses I've been around, they

talk all day about how “Miss So-and-So is sittin’ at her window watchin’
and waitin’ to see who Miss Sally comes in with.” So Miss Sally keeps pri-
vate by using the back door.

The architecture of the church might do the same thing. Instead of giv-
g people power, maybe it takes power away.



CHAPTER SEVEN

The Visible and the Invisible

With its high stone walls, its Gothic towers and spires, the penitentiary
reminds me of a medieval castle. I think of those movies where soldiers
pour boiling oil from the ramparts onto attackers. It appears the technol-
ogy for keeping people out and for keeping people i isn’t that different,
and hasn’t progressed much over the past millennium.

But if Michel Foucault is right, the logic of power Aas changed. A
medieval castle symbolized the power of the feudal lord. Ultimate power
was embodied in the royal personage, of which all the walls, weapouns, sol-
diers, and laws were but an extension. The ruler’s power and image were
everywhere visible.

By contrast, those exercising power in the modern-day panopticon do
so by virtue of their invisibility. The security chief watches all, but himself
is hidden. I only once met this mysterious man. Nor do the prisoners
know where he is or what he’s watching; hence the threat of his gaze is
everywhere. However, to be visible within this system is to be powerless.
One is under constant surveillance (from the French for “watching over”).
The prison’s walls, open yard, and exposed cell seek to ensure that the
inmates cannot escape being seen.

T understand there’s good reason for ﬁum surveillance. These men have
a history of things they do while unseen. And still do. As John says, “We
show kids from Project Turnaround the blind spots around the peniten-
tiary where you could lose your life and no one would ever see.” The
invisible spells danger for the potential victim. And it also does, in a way,
for the victimizer. Donald says, “Knowing that I'm being watched has
made me control this violence.” I can hear his relief, even his gratitude.

But I also heard how constant visibility plays havoc with a man’s mind.
P’m used to a zone of privacy when it comes to excretion, grooming, sex.
But in a prison, as a zoo, all these are placed on display. Tony speaks of
having to take showers in full view, though he might get a ticket if seen
by a female guard. So too, Donald complains, if she sees you masturbat-
ing. At another time, the prisoners explained to me how the toilet in their
cell is shielded only by a makeshift drape. I’s embarrassing, especially
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when you have a cellmate subject to all the sounds and smells. And each
cell is fully exposed, except for 2 few hours at night when you can close
a curtain. Even then 2 guard passing cach hour can pull it open- i
Tray told me of how insecure this made him feel. Though called a
«maximum security mﬁmoPa that name refers to the security of those who
build the prisons, not the prison’s inhabitants. ,
T experienced some of this insecurity cach time I entered the prison. 1
was caught in a zone not only of power, but of mandatory disclosure. Peo-
ple would pat me down, check my pockets, empty Ty briefcase. I'd have
to remember O discard in advance anything the Jeast bit suspicious.
Once, L overlooked a little plastic bag of vitamin C that Td carried around
on a weekend trip. It was immediately confiscated for testing: I forgot all

about it. But weeks later 1 found out I was almost banned from the prison
for that one oversight. I was told by the school principal that the chief of
security suspected me of smuggling drugs- Fven when it came back from.
e testing the system before

to think that way if you're

the lab as vitamin C, WmmuoﬁmrﬁHwaE?mﬁ U
bringing in the real stuff. I suppose you have

the -security chief. But this gave me a faste of what the prisoners must
experience; you are seen, though you cannot see who sees you-

“But if being in prison makes you visible, in other ways it makes you
disappear. HL.B-. and Donald note the sheer size of prison buildings; it
causes a man to feel tiny and @oiw&mmm. But there’s also the matter of the

but keeps them hidden away
“Aban-

prison wall Tt not only confines people,
rld. Dante’s sign Over Hades read,
d, you could all but

from the gaze of the outside wo

don 2ll hope, ye who enter here.” Once incarcerate
abandon hope that someone
visible now. You don’t exist.

This kind of invisibility, I imagine,
it can lead to 2 lack of accountability on
Many a guard has beaten up,

one’s watching. Rights can be stripped away,
rate. That's why i’s so important, 1 believe, that oversight comumittees.
prisoners’ rights organizations, mass imedia, be allowed in to S¢¢.

But this only works to the ext
become so angry at the violence visible on ouf
every night, that we’d just as soon render the criminal in
strikes, you're out!” is the battle cry
and throw away the key!” It seems to me meore than just wanting prot
tion from the criminal. If's wanting him or her completely and perm
nently disappeared. In. order to rehabilitate & felon we must keep wat
pay attention t0 the process and results. Simply jailing {or executing) t
miscreant relieves us of that chore.

ot e and then the media do peek

has multiple effects. Tor one thing
the part of prison authorities

behind prison walls. A noEH&n

would see, pity, pardon, protect. You're in-

even killed an inmate when assured that no'
living conditions deterio-

ent the mﬁvﬁn cares to see. ‘We have
streets, visible on TV.
visible. “Three
toward repeat felons. “Lock ’em up

- dnmt an Qregon prison mm
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gram. All the inmates had
thin, th m to work WOH\Q‘-HH our iob
m\ﬁowmm.ﬂmm.u SMMWW&M bluejeans that had @mooBMOQWMMWMMP among other
troniod mili mww remembered H.B.’s (and Foucault’s) e rage in local
oners had moHHW. HEMH on the whole it seems like a good “ﬁgﬁ of state-
pride in their g ﬂ fill their day, learned BmHWoS%m mww:mau the pris-
and this pro accomplishments. They said so Oﬁ‘OmbumHNm xPMu and took
imagine thi mnHM\HF were made visible in a way that evok m. d so they,
I had s TV show leading to tangible benefits oked concern. I can
media. MoMmomW@mﬂmbom of that sort of thing in B.v\ own contact wi
Celebrity for a QMMW%MMM M,Mm my work appeared in the M&Mawww %wrﬁm
my 1967 candy- even a color photo of m ;
professor, rmvmvw.WWMMMMMQWM%SMM%W@FEOP ﬁroﬁmwwmmwmwmwﬁw“u“%m
i ; : e arti y
MMM W\Hhmm.wmmmmﬁmm in prison work. One, Q&M WMM NMMMMMWH& calls from
supporting the om%MWMEmQ.. Then too, I had a ﬁwmoum in the SWQM\M,B class at
prison. This was foll nation of Pell Grant funding for college m.Nswwe.a Nuﬁ.i
including taped e ollowed by a Pacifica News Radio mmmﬁw € zomﬁn.ﬁ in
vided ways t HMomH@a from our prison class. Al this e on the issue
But if wum w:w Awom our work before the public and press coverage pro-
funding for @Hmobmoﬁ““ﬂoﬂw Em&m. taketh away. QHS HMMMMMVWM%. Grent
ets that h was 50 in jeopardy was b -
Wmo&% . mm% Hmm.mwbm% appeared. They meOme Mwm amommm% oMHq/\ snip-
g federally funded education that oﬂBw.ﬁom.Bmm MM.M al I of felons
mselves could

- not afford. Looks .
. pretty unfair! But, .

. 'was brief and di not surprisingly, the X
" frnding unavadl MM%WMP Mgmﬁmm were not Hwommﬁ,muw %m%%&“% mﬁuumbﬂ
vwmom._..,mﬁm il M.b others. Moreover, the money that 2%@ i e
- erime and recidivi cule, and the payoff impressive in term: mb to such
vism. No matter. The entertainment/new s of reduced
i s magazine TV

vignette had li i i
ad little time for details, little appetite for balance. The
‘ppetit - sensa-

JErs j : ”m. m s .._u‘_. :. m H_u . _n . HU
S 10111 Of V1Sl ﬁ% was @@HO@HC@ asa eat even w @HHMCU. aunox-

ities. Phot :
,EEHQMWMMMWWMW and reporters were not particularly welc
When we brought MN” mﬁ..wm they met continual obstructions to MWHM.m at the
icago Tribune reporter to observe our cl HHSOMW,
class with-

ut having gone through all
ot C proper procedures, I i
. mow_ww%“mmmw AMMM owﬁﬂwwma 25). It took six Bobshw MMMMH Mwwv\ .M.&mmmm
2L “Eroryones o o o Ty Sming had hiodigtets
gt mﬁmﬁnvw nervous about media coverage until NMDM.M 4
e e o Mo uMmum.HWMﬂHm goes home.” Prison officials _umﬂ b -
.H..rm A SWHm e o ammatory feature seized on by politici -
ages of crime had w&mﬁw y wary of publicity. They WDQW it meﬂm.\
G posts of fhe 1 ped Huwo<on new “get-tough” sentencin; Hwoé
TV oel) cam loc %N:ﬂ.mm of prison (weightrooms &mME.OOW v and
an incensed public to strip ﬁrwmo miwv\www MWMMM
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things that made life in a cage bearable. As I mentioned earlier, at the time
of this writing, the crime rate has actually been going down for six straight
years. But many people, inundated by local news images of violent crime,
don’t realize it and are leftin 2 frightened and rageful mood. In a later dis-
cassion I ask the men if they thought the general public remained con-
cerned with their fate. Tray’s response: «With the current political climate,
1 wish that some people would just stop being so concerned.” Sometimes
iP’s better to be forgotten, invisible, just plain left alone.

Yet there seems a paradox in the above reflections. Foucault suggests

that prisons express power by making people pisible. The inmates are con-

stantly under surveillance and control. But, for better or worse, a prison
also tends to make people inyisible; men are dwarfed by its size, hidden
behind its walls. How can both be true, and even act in concert?

The answer, 1 think, is simple. To be visible or invisible is not just
opposite in kind. The two share a common frame of reference. They both
presume a looker, before whom one is visible or not. In both cases one is
defined according to on€’s status as an object.

We don’t tend to regard inmates as fellow subjects. Rather, we figure out
what to do with them as things. (Execute them? Employ them? Box them
“ap for Life?) ,

Yet in their dialogue I hear the men seizing back the position of sub-
ject. Even in a panopticon, John says, you can be the one who looks,
keeping an eye on the yard. Mark reclaims subjectivity through mental
escape. He transports himself to an imagined island Where he .alone
watches, the king of his domain.

For Charles, i's books that provides this power: African history, the
Bible, the Koran. You’re both the reader and the person referred to in the
text—that proud inheritor of African history, that soul constructed in the
image of God.

Donald found a way to make even the gaze that rendered him object
into his own. “Knowing that I'm being watched has made me control this
violence . . . it helped me discipline myself, *cause my intellect eventually
Kicked in.” Foucault might call this the ultimate subjugation, as discipline
inserts itself and operates from within. How better to gain power over
people than to have them discipline themselves? But Donald experiences
this as a freeing act. “My intellect kicked in,” not some alien force.

So, too, with H.B.’s decision: “The best is living a life where you don’t
have anything to hide.” From one point of view, the state has won. All
criminal tendencies have been eradicated through surveillance. But HB.

experiences the opposite. By going straight, he bas reclaimed his freedom. .

The state’s surveillance is rendered impotent.
So it seemed to me that the prisoners were not trying to be visible
or invisible but simply to be men. I recognize that this self-empowering
o e Aant dangers. After all, we know what
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these men have done in th
o o mmE.momﬁa\.E e past, and how they have misused their

Still, I support their move to claim th
: . emselves as subjects, not obj
MM mmmwwmwmmm m_u gaze. moBM will always remain under wimowgmgmmmwm%ﬂoﬂm
e returned to the streets. (On avera, u
. . ge over 40 percent
Mﬁmﬁmw Hw .Hmﬂ.ommmm m.mor year.) In either case, if they are to BWWMMMBM
g of their lives, this must at some point involve taking responsibility.

making sound choic i . . v
s e es, operating as men. Prison might be a place to prac-

Might be, but usually isn’t.



CHAPTER EIGHT

The Home
That Is Not a Home

O. F. Bollnow is a contemporary German philosopher who lived from 7903 to
1991. Though not a groundbreaking thinker such as Friedrich Nietzsche or Michel
Foucault, he had a long and distinguished career. Working largely in the fields of
existentialism, phenomenology, and the philosophy of education, he published more
than twenty books. Though most of his work is untranslated, the prisoners and I
used an article in English focusing on the experience of space and, particularly,
what it is to have a “home.” I wanted to know what happened to one’s sense of
lived-space when enduring conditions of extreme confinement.

Can a Prison Be a Home?

Thus as a rule the space lived by man arranges itself around a determining
center, which is conditioned by his place of residence. . . . To dwellis not an
activity like any other but a determination of man in which he realizes his
true essence. He needs a firm dwelling place if he is not to be dragged along
helplessly by the stream of time.

The second characteristic of the house is. that vv\ means of its walls man
carves out of universal space a special and'to séuie extent private space and
thus separates an énner space from an outer space. . . . He needs the space of
the house as an area protected and hidden, an area in which he can be
relieved of continual anxious alertness, into which he can withdraw in order

to return to himself. To give man this space is the highest function of the
house. (O. F. Bollnow, “Lived-Space,” 33)

Drew: Bollnow suggests that to have a house, or we might say a /fome, to
build a home, to feel a sense of being-at-home, is essential to being human.
But can a prison constitute a home in this sense?

.Selvyn: I'd say yes and no. I don’t want it to be a home because I don’t
want to be here. I consider home what I left on the street. But since I have
to be here for a long time, the cell is somewhere I can go and keep unto
myself. So I might fix it up a bit, paint the wall just to get a different color.
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Charles: And the cell’s where you actually get your schoolwork done, or
work for crganizations you're in, or work to get out of prison. Man is cre-
ated from one cell, right, and as man grows he adapts into another cell,
and that cell’s also a place for growth and development. When you read
the Koran and the Bible you'll see that different prophets went to the cave
for comfort and isolation. And the cell’s like that cave.

Tray: With a cell, you have a litfle space in the wall, you can put things

in an orderly fashion and bolt the door so you feel safe. It can seem like

a home.
But you can never really have a home in here. Because the officers

could come with the key anytime they want and uproot you. Like right
now, everything that 1 own I brought out with me (my to othbrush and all)
because I'm the cell, my own body, rather than some hole cut out of space.
My cell was just shook down two mights ago about three o’clock in the
morning. Bam! That’s how it goes.

Drew: Of course, society has made a judgment—if we want to have a
home, a sense of protection and security, we have to have boundaries
against people like you. So a prison establishes a home for society. Butl
hear that you’ve lost your sense of having a protected home. Having been
judged a violator, you’re now having the experience of being violated.

Tray: Yeah, we're always subject to violence. Maybe you’re beefing with
somebody, or some zap-out just loses his mind and jumps on you. And
the guards might not like you, and then threaten you with tickets or con-
vince another prisoner to pop you.

We’re like in some kind of forest where everybody’s a predator. Even
when there’s no actual danger, you always feel like there is. You don’t get
that sense of safety like when yow’re home on Sunday watching the ball
game with the doors locked. All you can do is long for that feeling.

Drew: True. But 've heard that some people find more security, protec-
tion, ?&B&TBOS of a home—here in prison, than out. Are there people
who try to get back into prison because it is casier or more familiar than
being on the street?

Mike: There’s the case ofJoe who'd been in here upwards of twenty years
and he finally dug his way out with a spoon. But when he got out, the
wotld that he was familiar with no longer existed. Since Tve been in
prison, the outside world got microwaves, computers, and all that. If you

haven’t prepared yourself you'd be so out of touch that you have to go -

back to the world you’re accustomed fo.

Tray: And in prison it’s easy to find a certain security—when yow’re going

to eat, a warm bed to lay down in, medical treatment, and so forth. Once

" etoin nseudo-respect thing. Dudes

Tur HoMme THat Is NoT A HoME 57

M. o W MMM MMW v%ﬁw Q%Em MwEﬁmmu recognize you for your intelligence
. You sell sandwiches and your financi
° y ancial needs
. Mﬁ m%b. %Mﬁ get out. How am I going to get this rent paid? M.Wo%mmﬁﬂ
y sandwiches out here. Nobody will hire me. It doesn’ o m
wommmpmw o etion, . oesn’t help to put
B %MMMM HUHMW Rm& AWNQ that won’t be my fate; that’s the purpose of com:
with ¢ en, learning about comy i I
: : ildren, ymputers, alwa
won’t fall in Jove with #Ais and have it become the only mmvmwﬁw\mwwﬁ“%,\mo '

Drew: In a way > :
¢ you don’t want # Lo
ronment. . . . > o feel too much at home in this envi-

John: Never, never.

Drew: But on the other hand, the old home you knew may no longer be

there. You have to start formi
orming an « .
world out there. g an extended “at-homeness” in the new

John: We always had a conce ] :
\ :pt around here about i i
WMM WO_MHH H&,Wmob mnﬂﬁmmm and the prison Emﬁﬁmma%. WMMW“MHMUMH mm.oﬂm .&m-
who! mmﬁ_u mﬁbw ouw MMMWHH m.noﬁwmu.moﬁuﬁ get caught up in playing wooﬁmwbm
, don’ about fixing no cell up to make it comfortable. Hmm

it stay raggedy. You want to k ; ..
me to got comfortable o keep a mindset that this is not some place for

Mike: i
e: I agree. I got a friend that every cell he moves into he paints to the

max. I refuse to paint one of th
N ese cells or lay i Tea i :
me i¥s just a place where you exist y it out like it was home. To

mwwwmwmwwwm\sg“% I understand what Mike’s saying because I'm one of
B Tan S.,wmw HM% n.%. my palace. As ‘a matter of fact I just got it
painted last v EM Mﬂ paid the mzmm four, packs to do it. He painted the
o vomHM -y muHu e s&omo Em. I MOM,mbv\. Oriental rugs laid down. I
don't care - ere I'm at, HHH.H going to make it heaven while I'm th :
n in helthole, I'm going to find some heaven. o

Wavne: If's di PR
oﬁm.“w\mwmmm QMWEHM _umwbm in a double cell. I could feel at home laying
n o . when I got up and took one st : i

Do 5o & dangor zome et e step to the wall, I felt like
: : e I had somebody éls :

g%w@ their scrutiny. There’s somebody 2@~WEEM. o the top busic L was

B%mwm. MWMomz buddy moved out this week. I mbm,b% have the cell all to

mysell an mmmmwm has gotten bigger. I sleep better at night, Pm wm@ sier
ed. The whole cell has took on a different mﬁwo%wmam. I mem

better, things soak in more ’ s
over my shoulder ore ’cause I don’t have to fight somebody looking

Drew: ites: ¢
rew: Bollnow writes: “Where the spirit of envy and rivalry take hold of

many, everyone stands i
, EVery ds in the other’s way, and there is painful narrowness
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and friction. But when men come together in the true spirit of colleagues,
friction disappears. One does not deprive the other of space; he rather
increases the acting space of the other by working with him.”

Tray: Yeah, when I used to sleep in a double cell, if T was in there with a
person I didn’t like, I felt like Wayne. But when 1 was in the cell with T—,

the only cell buddy that 1 really got along with—a bond developed, and in
our closeness we were so brotherly—when he came in the cell 1 didn’t feel
like my space was being violated. It seemed like 1 had more room in that
cell with him than I do now when I'm alone. We'd play cards and talk, and

it felt like there was a lot of room!
Drew: By the way, what’s the size of an average cell here?

Tray: Usually nine by twelve. But dormitory is only fifty-two square feet
and you got two people living there. In the West Wing, the cells are forty-
nine square feet. I know the size because we was arguing 2 court battle—

each person is supposed to have sixty square feet.
Charles: It’s about the size of 2 small bathroom in an old house.

.ﬁpo Tnnermost Sanctum

m a cosmos in a chaos. Every home, as Eliade

To build a house is to fo
maintains on ethnological grounds, is a picture of the world as a whole, and
etition of the creation of the

therefore every house construction is the rep
world, the complement of the work once performed by the Gods. . . . there-
fore ultimately house building signifies a world-creating, world-sustaining
activity which calls for sacred tites. (Bollnow, «Lived-Space,” 34)
So they are finally razing the Maryland Penitentiary’s notorious South
Wing, probably the most hellish place in the Free State. I say hooray! Tear
it down, tear it down! tear it down!

At least we know the roof is gome. A ‘crane swooped down from above,
opened its mouth and gripped the top of the South Wing in its teeth. Tt bit
and pulled. The roof came away, ‘while I stood in the yard and applauded.

St and rust flakes burst from. the comers of the crane’s mouth as it
chewed on the South Wing’s head. ... .

1 could see the South Wing’s dead: all those who &,,mb# make it: the men-

tal patients; the reb

swinging from bars, sheet ropes around their necks. I could see the many
eyes: the eyes
guilty; the eyes of the truth-seekers, penetrafing,

sincere.

1 also thought I heard something. I listened again. Yes it was there. 1
heard screams: the rage threatening to

- - <o 1002 91

els born to die with their boots on; the collaborators =

of the innocent, tortured and wet; the hollow eyes of the -
perhaps a bit too opent and

choke a nation to death, the cries of .
thrse heinge bludgeoned in the South Wing. (H. B. Johnson Jz., “At Last, the
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Drew: B
v BWHMEMWMHMWMMUOMH .roé the dwelling is a kind of sacred space that
. s of rites—in our society there’ Armin
i a se ty there’s the housewarmi
MMM&MS om QmmMomME of the house, whatever. But if the prison is a roBm
o %%oﬂ ow e place Eumam you are never at home and never wa w
SENEQ.SWMW Mrmb B.mv&m instead of these joyful ceremonies around QMM
e prison, you're more apt to b
o ] . ‘ pt to have these cere i
U c.bm the &&%ﬁ.n&g of it. That’s what I see in H.B.’s piece; it’ PN
ration of the razing of the South Wing, +® piece; iFs a cele-

Tony: Every time that crane would take a big ole bite, I’d smile

Selvyn: Guys would be at the window and just stand there watching all da
Drew: Why was the South Wing so hated? g

Tray: i i
oMMW QMM Mﬁwﬁwﬁw Hwnwmmw. wing, detention. And a lot of people lost their lives *
. y their own hands and probably by the hands of others

John: They’d lock you up .
p “for thirty days”
three years. That’s how they played it UmMMm M_M”mma\m you over there for

Charles: A dude spent seven years on lock-up confined to one cell
Donald: A lot of people lost their minds over there.
Mike: I knew a guy named G— who cut his throat.

Selvyn: They had a oopine hi
in, and he pop it oﬁmcmvww. pping his own eyeball out. They’d put it back

Donald: One guy got his nose bit off, half of it. He’s still in here

Mike: i 7

5 M ,mouMmM%m.nmzo& it the innermost sanctum of hell. You had four land

in mmm P, mw ere was trash constantly being thrown to the ground. Th .
re smoke fires and floods, water coming down like Smﬁomm&m e

John: It was like you lived in an mvmumﬂmmm building and nobody cared.

Rats jumpin’, I mean rats - .
flying mice! rats up on the windowsill and on the flats. They got

Chasrles: And wat .
Literally. water bugs, three inches long, that flew right in your cell.

,WMWM M.WMH it <M.Mm %o.ﬁmbvm._mbm. You wouldn’t know how much danger
A FM.E.HWm vww. HMoWMM v\ow\%w and you found out who was on %Mﬁ
o little evil thi i i

: things like sa “I kn .
don’t get along, let’s put one of them here, the omﬂ“mbmﬁ ﬂ% ﬁm“%mm

how they handle it.” And
; And you'd h ;
youwhen you come out muva mooH.MmH a voice from the next cell, “Yo, 7 g0z

Charles: If they knew y
: 1 they xnew you had a beef with a th .
on the tier with him to see who’d win and SWMvamwﬂomuWM<m you right
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i i i t
Drew: Tt was a place for punishment, and it mmébmw Emm nrw wnMH.mWHMMMM
il w. d taking away everything that goes with having a 059. W ow
MMMmMM protection. If youw’re in a home that is not a home, but the opp

s D
site, is there anything you can do to maintain your sanity
2.

Tony: Pray.

John: Constantly keep your mind active. You got to constantly read, con-

i u sit back and start day-
mﬁmbm%. mNmHWNwMﬂMMMH WMM“_WMM«M Mmﬂwrmww the place starts oMBwbm
MM_MMMWEMMP the things that are going on eat you MWM MMNM .m 1ot of guy:
lose it—they go over there for thirty days and .ood.um s
Drew: So when there’s no outer dwelling to live in, %NW OM,MMEEP -
Kind of inner dwelling, like Tray was saying, where yo
own body, becomes your only home.

Donald: I think that is the ultimate temple.

That Neighborhood Feeling

When I leave the protection of my house, I do not immediately step into a

hostile world. T remain at first in a protective neighborhood, an area of

. - dividual
trusted relationships, of vocation, friendships, etc. Around the individu

i h Heimai). Tt thins out
_house is the broader area of that which we call home ( " hgion

slowly from the relatively known munodmr the noBmwwm%é
the noBEmw&% unknown. (Bollnow, “Lived-Space,

Drew: Let’s not talk about the prison setting for mum MMHMMMW WMMMHM MMMM
: ) ; the o ,
ities in which you grew up. I'm an Upper miccie e '
MMMM%WM what &ww like growing up in the inner city. .U& %@ﬁmwﬂ%ﬂ“m
nity really meet Bollnow’s description of a protective neig ,
‘ t ; :
trusted relationships, security, peace: | .
Tray: I would say yeah, because 1 grew up Emmmuﬁ W&Eﬁ.owﬁ HmMW MWMMM
, W%. 1 left my home, within a few blocks’ radius I'd always fee m
ﬁwmbgmﬁ H%Ewo& HMU start some trouble I never felt safe until I crosse :
able. 1
Jefferson Street and I was home.
And you know, that might mﬂﬂb &P
’ feel this inner peace, like 1 can ; ,
mom%mmwwwoﬂo mmMmmH stuff from a store downtown. 1 just felt dbmmmw.ﬁWZWmMMmmw
mMmﬁ I Sm.m E my n%BHEE#% Td steal, or sell dope, because I felt thats
.s. T
of security. gawmwﬁw :
Drew: There’s a sort
actually opened up a space

Tray: It didn’t have to be ndbﬂb& beha

1

explain a lot of black-on-black crime;

for criminal behavior!

do whatever I want here. didn’t

of paradox there—the feeling of comfort and security .

vior. ] was even more comfortable
-3 - .
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John: In most inner-city neighborhoods people know who’s from there
and who’s not. They also know what’s going on, and pass that informa-
tion through the grapevine. “Stay away from that place, there’s guys sell-
ing dope or getting in a beef. At this other place they got a recreational
center where you might get help finding a job.” So in your neighborhood
you were home. Outside of that was unknrown.

Tony: But I think neighborhoods, especially in the inner city, are not
quite what they used to be. When I was growing up, you really had the
feel of home and protection because you had not only Mom and Dad tak-
ing care of you, but everybody in the neighborhood. If your parents
weren’t home and you were hungry, there was always somebody there to
take care of you.

Same thing if you did something wrong. When I was growing up, we
was just the opposite of what Tray said. You did your dirt everywhere else
but home. 1 could go into somebody else’s neighborhood and do whatever
I wanted, but you didn’t do no stealing, you didn’t do no dope, you didn’t
do nothingin your neighborhood. I might get four whuppings, and then 'd
get home and get another one, ’cause everybody that done whupped my
behind called home to tell why they whupped my behind.

John: Ileft Baltimore and went and lived in New York for a while in a tran-
sient hotel on Eightieth and Broadway. It had Latinos, Haitians, Puerto
Ricans, white folks, everybody, and I got along there but, you know, I felt
a little out of place. But I remember one day I took the walk up to Harlem
and started to feel like I was in West Baltimore again. All the black folks
standing out there, familiar faces, it means P'm more at home.

Drew: 1 hear you saying there’s a racial dimension to the sense of home.
Maybe for the African American there’s a feeling of “not-at-homeness” in
the largely white world outside. Is that true?-

Mike: Tt works both ways. If you went Uv\w\oﬁmmﬁ, in an all-black neigh-
borhood you would feel out of place, as well as e out of place.

Drew: I would. I do. [laughter]
Mike: And when we’re in a predominant white neighborhood, we’re out

of place. If I go in a store, the salesman’s going to follow me: “Can I help

you? Can I help you?” Every step I take. Whereas when you go in a store
you’re not bothered.

John: Also, in certain environments you just feel more mentally relaxed.

- I'grew up where people would sit out on the front steps, wash their cars,
 listen to music, walk around. But when I moved to an apartment complex
~ out in the suburbs, nobody’s doing that stuff. They’re riding in their cars.

i Tony: It still could be a black neighborhood but it wouldn’t feel right.
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i *m white I

Gary: It’s more of a class thing, Uummmw%u MW%D MMM%E»&MWMMMWM MHWM _u SM '
brought up in a black neighborhood. 1 ¢ .
MMM &Mwwm_um@% in a neighborhood like the one where I grew up

i *t until I came here to
lvyn: ing up in another country, H.ﬁ wasn
WMMWMMM WHMM;“W HM a whole different mbSHOmeH,F Oc.HEHm MWMMWWMMM
day I gotlostin a white neighborhood. There was a white wo

. - tel
in a car and I asked her which direction I should go. She immediately

i t
locked the door. Blip! And that made me s0 pissed off that I Smn.;o& 0

Tt hadn’t been my intention. , ) ]
HOUHMMHHM&MH T’d go in stores and feel like they’re Smwowﬂmmmm MMMMM-
sively like Pm going to steal something, 'd make 2 %ME ﬁwz e
EEM Sometimes it'd be the smallest piece of candy. I'd jus

throw it in the trash.

[Name withheld]: Pve had the same kind of experience AWMM w MWHMM
store. They treated me as though I didn’t have any Mb%pwmmvmoom e
mu@ﬂm. to just look around or rob thern. I knew they had the

ted as though they didn’t. Unconsciously I made

hase, but they ac d ious el
MWHMMMWWMM#@. ﬁmﬁmwu\ even though I was selling drugs and didn’t need the

I robbed these people. )
BO.MMVM 1 MM%J put on a mask. I iet the man know it was me.

CHAPTER NINE

Homecoming

The Maryland Penitentiary reminds me, in certain ways, of the New York
City apartment building that formed my childhood home. Both are mas-
sive structures (especially, in the latter case, to a young child’s vision).
Both are well-guarded citadels. The correctional officers echoed the uni-
formed doormen of my youth:

But the prison reverses all the meanings of home. The guards are there
to keep you in against your will, not protect you from intruders. And
whereas the boundaries of the home establish a zone of privacy, prison
walls do the opposite: they compress you together inescapably with hun-
dreds of unsavory characters. A somewhat shy and solitary person myself,
I couldn’t imagine a worse punishment.

When the prisoners describe the cell, that little region of their own, I
was no less struck by the Alice in Wonderland reversals. There’s a door
to your “home” but you alone don’t have the key. You’re not free to go in
and out as you please, but your enemies, the guards, can. You have a big
picture window, but it faces inward where there’s no view. Nor can you
find much domestic privacy. Cells designed to hold one inmate are now
often inhabited by two. In this, the Maryland Penitentiary is not anom-
alous: as I write, statistics show state prisons operating between 13 and 22
percent above capacity, with federal prisons 27 percent above capacity.

After class, it was always a relief to return to my tree-dappled street and
spacious house with its high ceilings, abundant windows, and generous
yard. I would dread the thought of a two-person nine-by-twelve cell. Who
wouldn’t? . )

Yet, un-homelike as the prison was, many inmates found a way to
make it one. Selvyn paints up his cell real nice. Charles lays down Ori-
ental rugs. Then too, the prison reminds John of the projects he’d grown
up in. This strikes me as quite an indictment of inner-city life. Yet it may

.~ have also smoothed his adaptation to prison, along with the “homies” he

met in there.
So circumstances, and the efforts of prisoners, accomplished what

. seemed an impossible magic: prison, that very opposite of domesticity,
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nevertheless transformed into-a kind

authorities cooperated with this
for a long, long time. So you

This went against my preconcep

once he said it, it made perfect sense to me,

but the authorities’ 2
ause. A prison is finally a home not

oners’ standpoints
inmiates, the less trouble they would ¢
just for the incarcerated, but also for

“dministrators who spend so much time within its walls. Like grumpy sib-
lings, everyone has to find some way to live together in peace.

But if there was a common interest

there was also a shared rejection of taking this too far. For one thing, the
ates to get real comfortable. In your

administration didn’t want the nm:
home you start to feel like

ets, procedures,
just who was in charge. The transfer, 1
time, inmates form friendships and dev

can mmno&nuﬁ% transfer individuals or
break this up. I don’t know how much that is done. But as I write this, two
already gone to Jessup and Pve heard that several
others will be transferred soon. Even when you've painstakingly built a
home, it can be whipped away in a jiffy. . -
But it wasn’t only Em.mﬁ&ommmm who were wary of inmates becoming

of my students have

too secure; I heard that among the prisoners as well “You want to keep a

mindset that this is not some place for

you might lose the determination to get out. And they wanted not only to -
- get out, but stay out. A force-field radiates around almost any home draw: -
ing us back toward its center. There may.also be repellent vectors (“They =

drive me crazy. 'm nof going home for Thanksgiving”), but the pull of the
: can bring one back despite
tion. Then too, it’s a harsh world the prisoners encounter on release. The
temptation is, as for a jobless graduate, to trundle right back home. ,

past, the strength of family ties,

For as Robert Frost writes: “Home

to go there, They have to take you E.w. So, too, with prison: commit th
right crime and they can’t turn you away. ]
“maximum security” for cerfain inmates. Growing up in
chaotic, or broken homes, prison may provide exactly what was missing =
security, predictability, structure—albeit in distorted form. And such men

may just do better in prison, as some
But as Tray says, “I always pray to
others were adamant about 707 m

alchemy. I was told by one, “This isn’t

like some other jails where people come and go. Most of our guys are in
have to let them have a life”—that is, provide

exercise, TV, yard time, and the like, keeping things reasonably loose-
: tions of a maxim security prison. But

“This place is mine and P11 do what I damn
please.” “No it ain’t, no you wor’t!” announced the authorities, using tick-
delays, prison shutdowns, to ceaselessly remind everyone

aking prison too comfortable. In-a

of home. And to a degree the

and not only from the pris-

as well: the more content the

the guards, clerks, teachers, and

in making a home out of prison,

was told, also played a role. Over
elop power blocks. The authorities
larger populations in order to

me to get comfortable.” Otherwise

every inten-

is the place where, when you have .

this s a kind of

Maybe then,
in rejecting,

men do better in the military. -
God that won’t be my fate.” He and
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strange ways, this attitude partly mi i
Sange ey % mirrors a view often expres ide:
Emamm.mp Hﬂmﬁﬁﬂmwoﬂwm to be nice. They make it too oﬂmr% wmm NMWHM&W.
here” This no HMD as helped lead to a movement to make prison ¢ a
ditions harst @QSH MMMMBM Wﬁmay HBon than Wmﬁ the states have mmHEmeMM
oo oy oo .w ously accorded inmates (like TV, or leaves to
Part of this logic focuses on what me
o . es o n have done in th i
ZoWoMMM mﬂ MW:MMHWFM Hmuﬁ_usa<m justice. “They made their MMMMN Mbcm N
T they should « mh But another element is the concern with ?EMH.
deterre EEW ﬁwmﬁwoﬁ s bad enough, they’ll from here ‘on. m,ﬁmvw.mq,mw htl” m
psed to (hin Sonwm omWn was thoroughly mistaken. That's not how mm o.,dan..
i . Wﬁ I was taken aback when I heard an v, inmate
b ﬂww con %HM mmm& off mﬁ. cuwrrent trends, he complained to me
ot oo T e old days—prison’s getting worse and worse. IfI ev v
o of here ?NDEMOMW Mo Mm anEMu sure not to come back.” =
ee the point. L still, for the most dis ’t thi
WMMH MMQQNMNWHW is rooted in .muo joys and ooEﬁmmMMm Ommmmﬁ mM.mnHEme £k
y says, “We’re always subject to violence. . . . We're rmwm in mowBuMMMWM

of forest where eve ’

, rybody’s a predator.” Ni issue is tha
can be even less of a home, BWHm of a jun, Mv e e
demands. e

HoMECcOMING

for one unprepared for its

And pri ; . :
bilities mwwwwﬁo o M&ﬂ hinder or further this preparation. Both possi
by virtue of col in the dialogue. First, the hindrance. You take Bmﬁw Wmu.
A _u.m co oﬁmﬁ& class, are not that much at home in the amﬁnoom«mw:w
body you oo 5 g6 Then put them in jail for twenty years, and “Every-
Is Lo wakine mmwbw e g.mumﬂm,\mu job you’re capable of &Mmbm is oﬂMNV
i ?&mm.m om a Rip van Winkle sleep. Prison thus &m@?ﬂmm mwﬂ |
“warehousing” mmﬁmm%mwnmu o mﬁWo in time. Tt seems that the indefinite
e, as wi 3
cbw“wmbﬁm&u but oﬂmmﬁmwmoomv\.ﬁ - E<mw8an does not leave things
et the men also speak of using pri A B
g prison‘as a pl :
mewwmuwmbﬁ ,.H.Hm% mentions a few of his wqmﬁmmm.mmwmwn%“whmmwmwmu mﬁm
mmmuum%wbwﬁ&ﬁﬁoa g &uoﬂw ow“%@ﬁmam_ always reading. . ..” My MMMm MMMW
another example. Impractical as philosophy . ’ ’
were using it to become more at home SHMHH ﬁ%%BWmWWWWﬂWMWmM mmMm
4 e ulti-

", mat "—and i i
- mate temple”—and in the outside world where knowledge counts

A . .
s MMOH&MM M.N,\ Mww %NWMMO& barsh deterrence, such classes should proba:
tak or most part already have, thanks to th :
X e 1994

. crime act). People think free education will only make a prison a
more

EcH_HD,m H_U.OBO. wﬁﬁ statistics su; est Cﬁ__mH WIS€E. mmnomﬂzm inmates QHN....
m.m
St
m.u%, w @ ana 1 OH&H w W
matic H@Qﬁnmm mE._Um@ uent crime nw. [ V1SIinl. H:O aly HOOHM to

- build a*home ozher than prison.

Ifind inki i
myself thinking of an image from Plato. To illustrate the state of

- the i
£ unenlightened he used the metaphor of prisoners chained within a cave
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en turn to see the light at the
e e o mmﬁMﬂmﬁMMMmﬁwwmww MMMM are dark .&ummoiw cast o%omum
e ow mumngwpno to be all of reality, having no object of oou%mho .
" Fhongh o horical, it seems an apt image of some ooﬁ.ﬂmu“% HMMM
R i is ,uﬁumabmm and professors are asked .ﬁo omdw fhe
wnmowﬂ WMMMMM@M#W only each other’s often mmwwwcm.wwm“ww Mﬂoﬁ&
reflot i i ijmes. Light from outside i rdly .
Hmmmmwwwowwwwnﬁhwwmwm@w%” HHLM@@Omﬁ this gloomy mwﬁaobupmﬁﬁ
Mwu.dmm e o wﬁ%ﬁ%ﬁmﬂm MMMMHM% MM.@ Koran and the Bible
wvd.ﬁ H ?MM@M M_WNMMMWMMWWm.Q SaMw WMV the cave for comfort mb%ﬁmmwww
Momm mmuowm mM. a cave where light can moom. in, “a mHMom mOMWmMo e
MMMMO ment.” Charley suggests that a prison can &M such a p .
om%on%bwmom e g M&NMMM MWMMMT HMHMW&”E% be so concerned
.Mﬁwﬂéﬁw WMNMW %@NMMMDMO?M&MW@ the truth is that 1 Emﬂnmom with the
ot . %5@ had lost their home, so had L ¢ grew up. T
wﬂwowmm.n Umowwﬁo that building on Park PMMmﬁm.irw,m mHEmW,m Wy
i all aloneinm .
ot &&bmw%bW@MWMMMHMMaWMMMW% taken place. He bad %MH%MM ‘
e P ndiroom indow in a plunge I still hate to nobﬁoawwmﬁm.mﬁ NMH :
mnou.u o UWMHOMHEHSMMQ taken -an overdose, and a year Ummoﬂn M ; ﬁw
v e QHOm oMbooH That day I sat on the living room floor Mmb L
Bomumw o m.<ma.v~§bm around me was white—the carpe MW,, o
picier @pm momMm. tine my mother’s love of order. Never had it loo mmww
m<w%bmlwwwn MWO&% wmvmorom on different surfaces were MW.E@W mﬂw :
MMM@mmW&mmmon‘. ‘Epo% sat as still as objects do when all the wo w, G
ilence. o o . -
QMHW.MMM@.M‘%Mﬁ black cracked-leather medicine AUNWV mmHMm HM%W Mm .
ial of UmHMmHoH and.a needle. I had no idea ﬁo.s. HDE.HQ o M s 20
how here to shoot it. Do you go fora vein? Avoi e i
o Wm T TROre ,,Ew&% never knew. Perhaps I might scre et
and Hm.bpm‘mw MH?MMH? my intention. But at Em.,Bomeﬁ I was m_u_uﬂnb. : MM o
mb.m .&w.Em i father and brother; with sleep, with the num| Bmsxm
| md..uo.%.wmu ..o BHW admitting my pain, and my need to make it go m. y.
mﬁmﬁwwwﬁmw §> prick, and 1 drifted into the mom.rm% Zone. . m«,mm o
1 Mmb,um MUUSP but never came fiome. Couldn’t. Mﬁoﬂwm b 1 Eved i1}
Sartment for two miore months oﬂomﬁbm up Umﬂ.w 8- €S s Anda
n home to return to. “Everybody you know is moﬂw. . .oéd a
Hmﬂwimobmu% case, I somehow felt &m“emrm Mpm HMMEM.H M QMWN gun Y
i , s elf o . I .
ot deOOﬁMMMMm_WMw WOWHM%MNMMNMH contested with Scott for MMHR
Bomvumﬁ even ﬁmﬁﬂ a duel to the death from Sﬂnr T had .NM—MMWH_ H,. 4
MMW WM\MVMWW m&. H%mo away at just the wrong dhxwm,m Sh 11

it was also a place from which I could s
-day when I left the Maryland Penite

 Ited the past, deciphering the mute

- he dug his way out with a spoon. I just
‘sary of my brother’ s death. The past few

 ging; awfully slow, but even with a spoon you.mak:

“hole never looks any bigger than it did v\m\m.wma
unexpectedly, your head pops into the light.

 ishly left the only home I know? Ew,
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seen what was coming with my brother

, my father, and done something
to prevent it? Unless it was really what I wished for. . . .

Subconsciously, I received a life sentence for my crimes. An inaudible
voice remanding me to an invisible jail. Not like the sturdy fortress of the
Maryland Pen. No, this was more like Plato’s cave of the mind, a place of
illusion and inner suffering. Admittedly, it was self-imposed suffering, but

nonetheless it proved enduring: Obsessive guilt led me to torture myself

over each day’s minor failings. I’d be terrified my mistakes would bring

on a repetition of the past. Inner rages would leave me filled with self-

hate. T couldn’t permit myself pleasure without shooting it to bits. Faced

with this pain, and the futility of my struggles toward freedom, I sank into

a deepening depression. A prisoner gets tired of rattling his chains.
Perhaps the unconscious logic of my imprisonment was no different

from that discussed above. T was submitting myself to retributive justice.

Having murdered, now I must pay the price. Am I to be allowed joy

while my family lie in their graves? Then too, there was the strategy of

deterrence. If I punished myself over the smallest misdeeds, surely, it

seemed, I could prevent future crimes. In the dark caves of my mind I felt

like a serial killer who might strike again if not constrained.
This inner prison, then, became E%rowpo.wﬁmmﬁm_ me&mvmmnm,\mu

truggle toward the light. Each Mon-

ntiary, I went half a mile west to a ;
therapist’s office. It was located at 829 Park Avenue (Baltimore). I had

grownup at 850 Park Avenue (New York). In that office I visited and revis-
symptoms that dominated my life.

Mike spoke of a guy who was in jail for upwards of twenty years until

observed the twentieth anniver-

years have involved a lot of dig-

€ progress. Maybe the

ay. But then, one day,

- And then a tension ensues. Have I finally come home? Or have I fool-

erything depends on your answer.

“.m\ .}
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CHAPTER TEN

A Space Odyssey

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) is considered one of the most significant philoso-
phers of the twentieth century. He is certainly one of its most ambitious, seeking to
criticize the entire irajectory of Western thought, as well as the spirit of technology
that dominates the modern era. However, kis own life has hardly been immune to
critique. Elected rector at the University of Freiburg in 1933, Heidegger for a time
was disturbingly cooperative with the Nazi agenda.

Here, we are working with an excerpt from Heidegger’s 1927 masterwork of
phenomenology, Being and Time. I hesitated to use it. Heidegger’s work, filled
with neologisms and technical terms, is notoriously hard to read, but I couldn’t
resist. His insights into lived-space gave us a way to talk about the experience of
confinement within prison walls, and the forms of connection and freedom that yet
remain possible.

Bringing Others Close

“De-severing” amounts to making the farness vanish—that is, making the
remoteness of something disappear, bringing it close. . . . Jn Dasein there lies
an, essential tendency towards closeness™ . . With the “radio,” for example,
Dasein has so expanded its everyday environment that it has accomplished
a de-severance of the “world.”. . . That which is presumably “closest” is by
no means that which is at the smallest distance “from us.”. . . Whatever . .

concern dwells alongside beforehand is what is closest, and this is what reg-

ulates our de-severances. (Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, 139-42)

Drew: Heidegger here is talking about what he calls “spatiality”—not so
much the space that you measure off with a ruler, but our experiential
_ sense of space. He uses a German term that the translators render as “de-

severante.” For “Dasein” (his term roughly for human beings), de-severing

amounis to making the experienced remoteness of something disappear,

bringing it close. Something very near physically, Tor example miy watch,

may be experientially very far off if Pm not thinking about it. Even
though it’s on my wrist all day I have no awareness of it. It’s not yet “de-
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severed.” Whereas there could be someone physically far off, like a friend
in California, whom I do “de-sever”—bring close experientially. I'm think-
ing of them, concerned with them. Heidegger says it’s the character of

human beings to continually be taking Emm that are remote and bring-

ing them close by virtue of our concern. ,

John: 1 wanted to ask %oﬁ about the reverse of that. When you sleep in

the West Wing of this prison you’re no more than twenty feet from the
street. You can look out your tier window and see people walking, butin
my thinking they’re a lot farther. We say, “Man, so close, but Jfar away.”

Tony: I'have to agree with John on that one. You can see over the wall—
it’s like you can just reach out and touch it—but it might as well be a thou-
sand miles away. If ’'m out in the middle of nowhere, like Texas where [
grew up, that’s one thing. But I'm able to see the city every day, and at
nighttime you can hear “free world? sounds, vﬁkm@;mmbwﬂmm@m&@xﬁmu
them. When you’re not very strong mentally, i’ll whack you out real fast.
Some of these guys around here, zap-outs, might be the reason some of
. them went whack. h

Selvyn: I just experienced that going back and forth between the institu

tion and the hospital. One guy with me said he liked to get out of the jail.

I'was telling him I really don’t. Coming back from the hospital, the van

stopped at the light and we observed this girl running. She had a long

overcoat on and the wind was blowing, and underneath, all she had on

was a skimpy outfit. The only thing it did for me was made me mad. Like
n John said, so close yet so far away. .

0: 1 see it a little differently. To B@fmﬁ-mmu\mnmbm« i

S:5eY Jmechanism for sur-
. vival. I believe my upbringing was very beautiful; there’s nothing I can
 find there to regret. When I look at the misery that surrounds me here, the
| way everything (except a class like this) reduces me to an animal, T think
{it's very important to hold on to the past. Most of the time I think about
;my family. Not so much the superficial things, you know, girlfriends and
| cars, but the things that are most beautiful to me—my brothers and sisters,
 my father and mother. That’s who I try to bring close to me at all times and

. that is what really gives me hope. It’s the only thing that keeps me sane.

Drew: I'm hearing two different sides. Selvyn said that for his peace of
mind ke has to keep the outer world distant. But Q says the prison envi-
ronment is so unnatural, the only way to regain his humanity is to pullin
pieces of the outside world, like his family, and make 2 home from those
memories. .

Jobn: In prison I don’t'think you can lock yourself into one ideology. You
can’t say, “Well, this is going to hold me.” You have to use a variety.
There’s times when I dn’t want to sneak up on the third floor and look

{ dream all the time.
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out because it can be so frustrating. But then there’s times that I need to
bring the-thought of people close to escape this misery. A

For example, we have relationships with young ladies while we’re in
prison, not always the ones we knew before we went in. I was talking with
one over the phone and I told her, “Before I can go to sleep at night I
have to hold you in my mind, see you laying in bed with me.” I'm not
talking about sex or anything [laughter]—keep the class clean—but as I curl
over, | imagine she’s there with me.

Charles: When my wife leaves after a visit, I still hold#t real close. And
when I get on the phone I may say, Hey, I'll be over there in about an

hour.” I know I'm not going to be. But we hold each other close and dear.

Q: And bringing my family close means I still have things to offer. Just
because I'm locked up, my responsibility doesn’t disappear. I can offer
advice to my younger brothers and sisters; I have parents I have to reas-
sure I'm alright. I worry about them.

Gary: Me, I don’t want anything to do with the street. I'd rather keep it
away, "cause I feel too less a man. Whatever happens out there, T don’t
have any control. I T call somebody it’s got to be collect, and I'm always
asking for something. And visits hurt. Il be in pain for a week.

Donald: If T write my son and give him some advice, and he uses it and
it helps him, then I feel like I'm “de-severing.” I have some power. But if
I offer him advice afid he don’t take it, it just canses me pain.

Joh=n: Donald talking about his son made me think about my children.
Since I've been incarcerated I've always had a good rapport with my son,
but with my daughters it was different. My oldest daughter didn’t find out
I'was incarcerated until she was ten years old. (My youngest daughter still
doesn’t know.) With my oldest, we came to that point where we had to
inform her. She was getting tired of all these letters and pictures and no
physical contact. When we first met in the visiting room, she knew I was
her father but she was Aurz : .

But now I give her a phone call every weekend—she demandsthat. I can
prepare myself for what I want to say ’cause her mother tells me little
things: she stopped taking karate class, her self-esteem’s going down. So I
sit here in my cell and imagine what I want to get across. That’s what I
think de-severance is. : T N

__THen, a lot of us dream about being outside. And I mean these |
| dreams are so real that when it ends you’re going through a battle with *
” yourself—“They’re going to be looking for mé, so how am I going to get
| back in the penitentiary? I can’t remember how I got out. And I can’t

i

! just walk up to the door and say, ‘let me back!”” [laughter] You have that
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Charles: All the time.

John: Then you wake up and say, “Whew, I ain’t got to worry, ’causé P'm
already here.” And it’s real, I mean it’s real, Drew, it’s real.

Tony: Then you feel even worse ’cause you say, “Why the Aell was I try-
ing to think of a-way to get back in here?”

Drew: We've been focusing on you all in here, and your relation to the
outside world. But how do people out there relate to what goes on in the

H.Emobv Is the gmwvmmb.w Penitentiary very distant from their concern? OH )

do-people bring you close, think and care about you, even ﬁrosmr vA.E Te

incarcerated?

John: I believe they do because there’s times when I get on the phone
and the first thing they say is “We must have talked you up.” That’s a col-
loquialism among African Americans that shows they were thinking
about you. Or I call my aunt and she says, “Little devil, where’ve you been?
You were supposed to call” This being a hostile, violent situation, a lot of
my family members are concerned. I know when something has flashed
about the penitentiary—inmate dead, fire in the penitentiary, whatever—

’cause, bam!; as soon as I get on the phone, that’s all everybody’s Hbabm

about. “We were worried!”

Selvyn: Yeah, I recently discovered how much my family had me on
their minds. When I ended up in the hospital [for knee surgery], I got vis-
its from people I hadn’t seen in thirteen years. I didn’t want to be sick in
the hospital, but it took that to find out how many people really have pos-
itive thoughts towards me.

Dogald: To me it’s important to know people care. It helps me place

value on them and know they place value on me as a human being. Tt
gives me r:bumbpa\

Tray: H agree with what Donald said. But it’s not important that everybody
care because with the new political climate, people are caring about us that
we really don’t want to. Their concerns are malicious, like the Roper Com-
mittee [a Maryland-based victims-rights and get-tough-on-crime group].

I can remember times when I got on the phone with this girl, and one
of ber aunts said, “That goddamn Tray, I can see him right now.” E& all
they talking about was bringing harm to me.

So some people it’s not important that they concern themselves with
you. With the political climate, I wish that some people would just stop
being so concerned. [laughter]

%
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Prison Journeys

Drew: We've been talking about spatiality and closeness, for better or
worse, with people in the outside wozld. But you’re all living together in
a very confined space. Another challenge is to somehow expand the
space you'’re in. What are ways people have of doing that?

Tray: Overturning their conviction. [laughter|

Wayne: When I'm in the kitchen I'll stand up there at mum top ow the stairs
and look over the wall and to me that’s like freedom. Tt seems like all that
space outside these walls comes igfside of me. But the Bbpﬁﬁm I take my
sights off, ’m back in the kitchen again.

And, you know what, Drew? I love rainy days. When I come outside,

_the rain’s like a protective cover, like being in bed with a blanket over

you. A sunshiny day, people are out and I feel crowded. But on a rainy
day I feel all alone. It changes me on the inside.

Charles: I think also you can have expanded space when you’re involved
in organizations. Like in Project Turnaround counseling the kids, you’re
giving a presentation but your mind travels back to your childhood, and
you talk about the things that you’re presently doing, and try to give them
some hope about the future. There’s a lot of expansion there.

Tray: My space ain’t too restricted because I think of myself as on an
odyssey. Even in here. I don’t look at this as my home; it’s just an experi-
ence that’s necessary in order for me to get wherfe I'm going. I believe I'm
here because I lost.-my road. That’s what I'm searching around for, the
road to the larger society. In the meanwhile P'm supposed to be restricted
in space. I take the stoic outlook—my space is supposed to be restricted
but my ideas don’t have to be, and that’s where 1 find all my freedom.

A lot of great men were born from these environments, Don King,
Gandhi, Malcolm X. Just about all the great men I can think of have been
to prison and they learned and expanded.

When I was on the street, I had Jess space than I do in prison. I would
only associate with the criminal elements. People like you—“Dr. Square’—
I'would feel real uncomfortable around. If'd be like wearing a turtleneck.
ANl T dealt with was young inner-city black folks, and you know that’s real
Narrow. R

Since I've been in prison, I've met people with sophistication, people
from different races. I know a couple of Indian guys. You're the second
.wwgmw guy I've met. And Wayne, I don’t Waos\ he’s from Mars or wher-
ever. My horizons have expanded.
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This is not a homogeneous society in here. In spite of what a lot of
people believe, only about ten percent of the inmates here are your hard-
ened criminal like me. I used to steal from Rite Aid when I was six years
old, I mean I came through the ranks. I got my space here deservedly so.
But most of the people here bought a gun and made a mistake. They
wanted to try it out, or got some emotional problem—grabbed a lady and
she only had two dollars and their emotions went off and they beat her
down. I don’t have any emotional problems; T was just motivated by greed.
But not everybody here is your inner-city criminal; you have college
graduates and people from different parts of the world. We meet here,
and get a chance to rest and get out of our immediate world, and we can
think about things we couldn’t on the street. A

Drew: You talked about being on an odyssey. Odysseus leaves home and
undergoes all kinds of adventures that help him grow as a human being
until he finally returns home. What would be the home you imagine com-
ing to at the end of the journey?

Tony: Tray had the blinders on when he left. When he goes back, he’s not
going to have them on. So even though he may go back to the same area,
he’s going to perceive things in an entirely different way. And if you think
differently, your actions will be different.

Used properly, an environment like this can’t do anything but help you.
Ifs going to do one of two things; either tear you down or make you grow,

Drew: The usual image and physical reality of prison is that you’re not
going anywhere. It’s interesting that some of you had the experience that
being out on the streets was somehow more fixed, more static, whereas
being in prison becomes a journey.

Tony: It’s ’cause you’re stuck here physically and the only place you can
grow and move is mentally. So we do. If a man goes to jail for five years,
he’ll read more books in that time than the average person will in twenty
years. And reading itself can expand the mind. Books can take you any-
where, across the water, into space.

I had a very narrow view before I came to jail. Take Mark Medley.
Before I came to jail and was in this class, there was no way in the world
that you could have told me that the fact that a fat, white Jew died, it
would bother me. Pd have laughed in your face. “So what? Ifs Just
another white man gone. That’s the same way they think about us.” Now
I think differently. It hurt me when that man died at my feet because he
was someone I had come to respect and like and call a friend. And the
fact that he was white and a Jew didn’t make any difference. But had that
bappened on the streets, “another whitey dead” probably would have
been the first thing out of my mouth.

—
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Mark Medley was only age 39 when he died. We have no photo of him.
He was in the penitentiary for a double murder. I believe he had a history
of mental illness, and certainly locked the part. He was disheveled, over-
weight, and often appeared distracted. As Tony wrote in his eulogy, he
seemed like a2 “zap-out” and that was all many prisoners knew of him. But
beneath that he was a friendly, intelligent man, an avid reader, and a
learned scholar, specializing in the interrelation of ancient cultires. He
knew, to varying degrees, some 10 to 15 languages, and loved to pore over
esoteric texts. I experienced him almost as a strange .doppelganger of
myself: we were both white, both Jewish, both the same ..w..mﬁ béth in our
souls Talmudic-style scholars. He had even been in New Haven, kibitzing
at the Yale Library around the time I was attending school there.

On August 7, 1993, after waiching a video with Tony and some others,
Mark collapsed and died of a heart attack. Farlier in the day he’d sought
help at the prison hospital and been turned away, told to go on sick call.
But I could almost imagine Mark, always playful, taking glee in having
cheated the state by virtue of his premature demise. He was, as he
informed me, in for “life without parcle, plus life without parole, plus 5
years and 18 months, consecutive.” ’

Tray: Before I came to prison, my entire E.mmamw‘s\mm selling drugs in a
single neighborhood. All T knew on the street was other dope fiends and
dealers who went to discos and stuff like that. All we talked about was
who fad it and who didn’t, and who was #he Man this week. That was the
extent of my life. Every experience was the same experience.

Whereas in here, my journeys are different. Like, remermber when you
brought in your pictures from Montana? At one time I wduldn’t have
cared where Montana was. Is the keys [kilos] cheaper in Montana than
they are in Florida? That’s the only way my interest would have been
excited. But when you brought the pictutes of Montana it seemed real
exciting. And I read up a little about it, not a whole lot. That’s the Big Sky
State. I never knew that.

Donald: Yeah, on the street, the only thing that meant anything there
was how many bags of heroin or cocaine could we sell today, how
much money are we going to make, who’s going to pay this person for
this package, who needs to be shot today, or who’s going to do the
stickup. If you brought up something about what’s going on in the Sen-
ate, ain’t nobody want to hear about the Senate. The deficit, what? That
don’t mean nothing. : A

Tray: And you know what’s ironic? The new being tough-on-crime poli-
cies, right? We already got our sentences and chances are it won’t be
retroacve—so it’s only going to affect the dudes that’s out there. But they
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ain’t even mmwmbwum to it. The death sentence and stuff like that . . . those
dudes ain’t listening, they don’t hear.

Drew: 1t sounds like the lifestyle on the street can be very obsessed.
You’re kind of a ratin a cage running as fast as you can and don’t have
time or energy to think.

Donald: That’s it—obsessive, no time, and nerves.

Tray: The first recorded philosophers in, what’s the place—Miletus—the
reason they could sit back and ponder those issues is them not having to
worry about eating or nothing—they was wealthy. They had it made. And
being in prison opens up a little bit of space and security, and a lot of time.

Donald: And once you get some intellectual food in here, then you got
to have something to sustain that. If you don’t, then you're subject to slip
back into that world. Like a lot of guys who go home and restrict them-
selves to the same kind of people they were with before—they can’t feed
that higher consciousness they developed in prison and they fall back into
the same trap.

Tony: I think knowledge is just like heroin. It’s addictive. And in order’

to get off heroin, you use methadone. Well, if you run out of the knowl-
edge—when your jones [addictive craving] come down for knowledge
and you can’t get the fix—then you’ll go for something else. And all
your buddies are gonna be there trying to give it to you. You might be
able to put it off for a while. But if you can’t fill that knowledge jones,
eventually you go back.

Making Space

In the beginning, God made space. Or so it says in Genesis 1. Before God
could fill things up with sun and moon, plants, animals, and humans, He
first had to make a place to put them all. So “In the beginning God cre-
ated the heavens and the earth. . . . And God said, ‘Let there be light’; and
there was light.” This, too, was a space-making, for light opens up a dis-
tance across which we can see and act. Shrouded in darkness, our hori-
zons are limited. We move gingerly, relying on the proximate sense of
touch to feel our way around. But turn on a light and a vast world leaps
into being. It’s such an ordinary magic that we forget to marvel. Not sc,
the author of Genesis who imagined the first time someone switched on
the light.

As Donald and Tray discuss their former life, I hear an opposite cos-
mogony. They came from the narrow world of the street. “Every experi-
ence was the same experience.” It’s a world that never gets started really,
run by an addict god in search of a fix. Nothing new, nothing that initi-
ates light or expansion. Tray is excited to learn of Montana: the “Big Sky
State.” But his streets were bounded by a narrow sky winding above ten-
ement buildings. -

Selling drugs must have seemed a way to expand space. In our society,
money provides the big bang that opens a whole universe of possibilities.
With money appears to come power, status, and freedom. You’re no
longer confined to the street; you own the street and the shiny cars to
cruise it, with a woman perched in the passenger seat.

But this attempt to open up space led only to its further constriction.
The inmates describe the dealer’s lifestyle closing in, obliterating every
other concern. To me, dealer and addict began to sound almost indistin-
guishable—both trapped in obsessive worlds where thrills masked over
endless repetition.

And this life finally led straight to jail (do not pass Go, do not collect
$200). The street may be narrow, but it does streich long. You come from
somewhere and at least have the illusion you’re on the way to somewhere
new; prison’s pinch is even tighter. The gmHﬁmb/m Penitentiary is a closed
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box housing almost nine hundred men within one city block. If Genesis
1 tells of a sentence that initiates creation, this seemed to me a de-creation;
the judge pronounces a sentence and your world implodes.

That’s why I was so surprised to hear the men’s account of their prison

experience. I expected to be told about the tortures of confinement. But-

they also spoke of an odyssey, a journey through an expanded world. I
was taken aback. The liberal within me is even afraid to focus on this
point for fear it will be used to glorify prison. In fact, prison often is a soul-
killing hell. But human beings also have the power to transform and tran-
scend their environs. Genesis does say, after all, “So God created man in
his own image.” And if we are created in God’s image, it means we too
must be creators, capable of making space. What else can you do in a nine-
by-twelve cell? Necessity is the mother of invention. Maybe God was feel-
ing claustrophobic, imprisoned, that day He/She created the universe.

But how does a human being make space? Our Heidegger text sug-
gests that we live in a world proportionate to our concern. Experientially,
we open to those things and people we care about. And the inmates spoke
about a heart connection that expanded their world beyond prison walls.

In an earlier dialogue, Selvyn tells how his desolation was relieved by
a loving letter from his sister. “That was like a light at the end of the tun-
nel.” And when Selvyn would talk of such things his face would brighten.
Maybe it’s not only God who said, “Let there be light.” Maybe we do it
for one another.

Here I also get an image of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling; God
reaches out across space to touch Adam into life. Their contact is so tan-
gential, and yet enough for the spark to0 be transmitted. So, too, when
Charles meets Betty for thirty minutes across a hard table. “When my
wife leaves after a visit, I still hold it real close. And when I get on the
phone I may say, ‘Hey, I'll be over there in about an hour.”” It’s a lie, we
know, but in service to deeper truth. The man who talks with Betty is no
longer in prison.

But I wonder: from whence comes this space that can re-create a man
and tear down prison walls? Perhaps a metaphoric clue is found in Gen-
esis 2. In this second creation account, God “caused a deep sleep to fall
upon [Adam], and while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its
place with flesh; and the rib which the Lord God had taken from the man
he made into a woman.” Sexist implications aside, I hear a hidden mes-
sage. To have loving relation, you not only need the other person, but
space within your heart to respond. By taking a rib, God creates both. A
hole is carved in Adam’s chest, which only Eve can fill. That, we might
conjecture, is the true nature of the human heart: not some thick, fleshly
organ, but a space within, receptive. But this heart-space also opens up
room to suffer. If Charles feels comfort from his visits, for Gary, “visits
hurt. I'll be in pain for a week.” I see this also in Jobn’s relationship with
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his kids. In an essay he gave me, “A Father’s Chance,” he writes of the joy
he takes in his football-playing son, his oldest daughter, an orange belt in
karate, and his youngest daughter on the swim team. But “The most dif-
ficult part of my incarceration, aside from all the nonsense that occurs in
prisons, is not being able to meet my responsibility as a father. I often
wonder how long I can hold on to these fragile relationships and how
long my children will recognize me as a father.” .

This is the pain of a man barred from the. outer world. “Man, 50
close but so far away.” But I think every parent knows something of this
feeling. There are things you want to say, but can’t-quite; times you
wish you were patient and you’re simply not; harms from which you
can’t protect your child. “

My wife and I are adopting a baby girl from China, and already I'm
anticipating this. Having watched an entire family die, I'm scared to start
another. No, terrified. What if 'm a lousy father, what if I can’t keep my
daughter safe, what if she dies too? I know that when we go to the Chi-
nese orphanage and first pick up Sarah, a space will open in my heart that
simply wasn’t there before. Love will flow as from an open wound.

In a way, my coming to prison opened up such a space. I don’t con-
sider myself the most compassionate of men. White and well-to-do, I can
be quite oblivious to those less advantaged. And to a degree this is pur-
poseful. I remember when Rwanda hit the front pages, and then Bosnia,
and I decided [ just don’t want to know. Why open myself to a suffering that
I can do so little to fix? But entering prison, I:realized that the sphere of

‘pain seemed more limited, the possibilities of helping clearer. And I

found my heart opening up to the men. ‘

And then the suffering. This morning I called to make sure the count-
out was prepared for today’s class {fat chance, I thought). The guard said
it was. But another teacher informed me that a sizable part of the prison
population was beihg transferred this week to the new prison in Jessup.
The Maryland Penitentiary is being downgraded to a medium security
facility. Since my students are the hard-core lifers, most of them have
gone, or would be soon. [Note: The subsequent dialogues in this book
were chronologically recorded earlier, before these transfers.]

Watching my family die made me an expert in shutting down unwanted
feelings. This mechanism clicked into place the moment I heard the news.
Okay, I thought, we’ll carry on. T went down to the prison as on any other
day. Let’s seé who’s still there. Tray was, at least for the moment: he sur-
mises that, as the head of the sewing shop, his services are still required.
Tony was there, presumably for similar reasons. Wayne tco. The others—
all gone. For three years I've worked closely with some of these men and
we didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye. The prisoners themselves
don’t know who’s leaving until the guard stops by and tells them to pack
up. I suppose it’s for security reasons, but what an abrupt way to shatter a
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man’s world. I remember Mark’s words about the panopticon: “They
have to liquidate their inventory. If’s a matter of storage space.” That’s all.

I spent a few minutes discussing the situation with the men who
remained. They didn’t seem to want to delve too deeply. They had well-
functioning shock absorbers that I wasn’t going to tamper with. We decided
to continue, reduced as we were. But ten minutes later class was shut down
and I was ordered from the prison. A problem with the count-out.

My shock absorbers work pretty well too. But after denial, finally
comes rage: at the prison authorities, at the men all leaving, at my brother
whose birthday would have been the day before. And the rage masks
over an even deeper sadness. Seeking words to capture the pain of loss,
all I can think of is that moment in the Wizard of Oz when the Scarecrow
says goodbye to Dorothy: “Now I £now I have a heart, *cause it’s break-
ing.” Terrible cliché, I say to myself. Can’t possibly use it in the book. Jes-
sup isn’t Kansas, and John Woodland sure isn’t Dorothy on her way
home. But there’s a truth there. Hearts do come to be in the breaking.
Adam’s heart was born when God ripped into his chest. At least Adam
was under general anesthesia.

Then there was Mark Medley’s heart attack. I had come in for my
class, a day like any other, and was told he had died over the weekend. It
was the third prison fatality that month. In one, the cause of demise was
clear—a man was stabbed thirty-seven times in a personal vendetta the
day after he had arrived. But why had Mark died? Was it his love of junk
food, in fact, any kind of food, leading to a rather substantial belly and
clogged arteries? Was it negligence on the part of the prison hospital? Cer-
tain inmates thought his death might have been prevented if his com-
plaints had been treated seriously. Was it the grinding stress of prison,
shooting blood pressure through the roef? Or the loss of that elusive “will
to live” when you’re looking at a sentence of double life? I even wondered
if it had something to do with being white. The first white man who joined
our class died of a stroke, though relatively young. Mark was the second
to go. The third, Gary Huffman, was taken to the hospital with failing kid-
neys midway through this project. His wife’s voice came over the phone
one day from California asking for advice about medical parole. She told
me his condition was considered terminal. What is this, I wondered?
Should I put a sign over my classroom door: “White guys, bewarel”?

For whatever reason, Mark’s heart broke and he died. But this led
Tony to notice how his own heart had come alive. “Tt hurt me when that
man died at my feet.” Tony asked, and the class agreed, that this book be
dedicated to Mark Medley. It seems that when we make space in our
heart, caring and pain come in the same door.

But if one could say anything about Mark, it’s that he illustrated a dif-
ferent way of making space—one that employed the fead. It's not that his
heart was inactive. Though few people took the trouble to know him,
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Mark would give apples to his friends and help them write papers; he
exuded a kind of funny warmth. But what set him apart was his prodi-
gious knowledge, especially of arcane details from the distant past. Class-
mates called him “the human computer.” He could tell you about the bur-
ial customs of ancient Sumeria or trace the etymology of a given word
through a number of Near Eastern languages prior to the third century
2.C. Sometimes I had my doubts about his facts. After all, in my handout
sheet asking for “Other information you’d use to describe yourself” he
wrote, “A disorganized, schizophrenic idiot savant.” "True, no doubt, and
probably connected with the double murder he’d comsmitted. But Mark
usually knew what he was talking about, the result of his intensive read-
ing program. .

This strikes me as a prime example of making space in, and with, your
head. He lived as much in ancient Egypt as in the Maryland Penitentiary.
We often think of education as a kind of filling up of space: the teacher
stuffs facts into students’ weary brains. But the times when I most felt like
an educator, my experience was the opposite: teacher and student were
together creating space. Each idea opened an avenue of new possibilities
that in turn branched into other thoroughfares. Soon you’re exploring a
novel world. .

This happened for me when I entered the prison. The thoughts and
experience of these men took me on an odyssey not unlike the one Tray
describes. If part of Odysseus’s journey involved a descent to Hades, so
too for me: I was leaving life in the ivory tower to confront a criminal
underworld. But I was surprised to hear that for some of the inmates their
imprisonment meant just the opposite: it was the closest approximation
they knew to the ivory tower I was leaving behind. “Since I've been in
prison, I've met people with sophistication . . . you have collége graduates
and people from different parts of the world. We meet here, and get a
chance to rest and get out of our immediate world, and we can think
about things we couldn’t on the street.” It’s what every university would
wish to be: a cosmopolitan atmosphere, a diverse student body, the
leisure for study and free exchange of ideas.

If this is what a few men found in prison, I think it’s because they
sought it out. My students were atypical in using the prison as university.
Many others look and see a cage, or a basketball court, or a place to kill
time while it’s killing you. That some could make the state Pen into a kind
of Penn State shows our capacity to make space with our heads.

But if, in the biblical account, heart-space is created when God takes
Adarn’s rib, how is the origin of this mind-space represented? Maybe it’s in
Genesis 3 when, against God’s direction, Adam and Eve eat from the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil. It “was to be desired to make one wise.
Then the eyes of both were opened.” Whereas we imprison our felons,
God exiled them, casting Adam and Eve from the Garden.
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The story has yielded many interpretations. Does “knowledge of good
and evil” refer to illicit sexual knowledge? Is the story about the roots of
sin in human pride and defiance? Is it an allegory of the rupture with
nature brought about as human consciousness develops? Sure, why not.
But something else catches my eye. The story links wisdom both with
God-like vision, and the most sordid crap of human life. As part of exile,
God pronounces ipon Adam and Eve the pain of childbirth, the toil of
seeking food, enmity between husband and wife, all culminating in igno-
minious death: “you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” Sounds like
God’s a pretty tough-cn-crime judge. Knowledge is punished by suffering.

But what if we reverse the equation? What if suffering is not construed
as the punishment for knowledge, but the very path by which knowledge
is secured? That seems to fit my experience. Much of what I know about
life came from the pains and problems P've suffered through. Losing your
whole family is not a pleasant way to learn. But it also turned me into a
philosopher, questing for answers, digging into the self’s dark recesses,

reaching upward for the Spirit’s call. Like a balloon, I expanded with each

breath of pain.

And so, too, it seemed, had these ‘prisoners. If to some degree their
eyes “were opened, and they knew that they were naked,” this was the
result of much suffering. Tt had beaten space into their minds when noth-
ing else worked, Maybe that’s, after all, why God threw us out of the Gar-
den. He knew that to grow we needed more struggle, more space. Steal-
ing fruit was the easy part; the real tree of knowledge was rooted in all
that followed.

Doing Time

Eugene Minkowski (1885-1972) was a French psychiatrist whose research and
writing were influenced by the philosophical school of phenomenology. Early on,
Minkowski’s close contact with a melancholic patient convinced him that the cen-
tral difference in this man’s world was his sense of time, and the tools of phenom-
enology were necessary to understand this. That case study later became part of the
book quoted from below, Lived Time, published in 7933.

We used excerpts of this work to open up the question of time as experienced in
a prison setting. The prisoners found Minkowski’s writing dense, but the topics he
treats were central to their lives. .

Redeeming Time -

‘When we are concerned with time in our daily lives, we take out our watch
instinctively or look at the calendar, as if everything concerning time were
reduced to assigning a fixed point to each event and then explaining the dis-
tance that separates one from another in terms of years, months, and hours.
. . - We put this aspect of time aside. It constitutes too narrow a base for a
general study of the phenomenon of time. . ... What we must do above all
is to seize the phenomenon of time at its roots, in all its richness and in all
of its original specificity. (Eugene Minkowski, Lived Time: Phenomenological
and Psychopathological Studies, 13, 14, 16)

Drew: According to scientific time, you’re always in the present, right?
The past is gone and the future hasn’t come. But experientially, you’re not
necessarily there. You could be living in your past memories, and going
over things that could have happened but didn’t. Or you could be living
in the future, building dreams and hopes. Where do prisoners usually
live? In the present, the past, or future?

Charles: 1 think I live in all three. I live in the present by my participa-
tion now in the class. I prepare myself for the future, for the parole hear-
ings and graduating from college. And I go back to the past when I rem-
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inisce. For example, I got a shirt in my cell, twenty years old, you know,
but it’s good quality, one of the best T got. . . .

Drew: Like my pants. [laughter]

Charles: Yeah, like your pants, as a matter of fact it’s the same material,
Italian knit! I bought it from Hamburgers in 1974 for about fifty-five dol-
lars, but it’s worth a hundred and ten today. I had it on Saturday night and
dudes say, “You look pretty good, Charles,” and T say, “Yeah, this is my
old favorite shirt.” The dudes were laughing, like Charley got his *74 out-
fit on again. By the way, where did you get those pants, Doc?

Domnald: I think the problem is that guys in here mm.wam most of the time

just discussing the good ole days, the glory days, “When I had my mmHv“

these two jobs, or those five girls.” Or “When prison was better” or
“Instead of knives and machine guns we had forty-five magnums.” If you
try to talk about the future it’s just not acceptable. .

~-Selvyn: I've seen guys with a couple life sentences plus some numbers

" behind it, saying “Yeah, my wife will be waiting for me like the old days.”
I'be thinking, “Are you out of your mind?” I wouldn’t say it ’cause they’d
be ready to fight, but they’re trapped in #hat past. ‘,

John: Quite a few guys try to live in the past. I like living in the future,
thinking about what my life is going to be. But I think one thing most of
us try to avoid is the present. Because the present here is the most painful.

Q: I see it a little differently. To me, time is like a dragon I have to slay.

If T can master the present, I will have used my time to rédeem time. Then

I can go back and offer something to people who never had to be in that
situation. i

Drew: Can you give an example of redeeming time?

Q: I get up in the morning at eight thirty and I don’t get back to my cell
until about ten p.m. Between those times I’m constantly involved in activ-
ities that are beneficial and what I want to do. Pm reading materials I
intend to use in the future for political work, and philosophical literature,
concentrating heavily. The time flies for me, you know? Sometimes I

-

Wayne: I call this “ding timé—when you use every available moment fo
your benefit. When you have time to sit back and mope and worry, is!
when #ime begins to do you.

S
s
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Tray: p.@a&u&u@ has a different perspective on time *cause he has one of

those sentences where he’s going home. He got a date so he knows what -

he has to do to get it all in, like the information he needs for politics.
But I think dudes like me, with life sentences, are able to be the mosz cre-
ative with time. We can enjoy every moment of it and get all we can with-
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out being restricted. Time doesm’t rush me along. It’s not like I got some
expected date where I got to hurry up and slay this dragon. I'm living in
the best of all possible worlds, and when I do get out i1l be the best time.

John: Tray talking about lifers being on this indefinite time, I don’t think
so. Whatever we plan on doing, we have a limited time to do it in. I mean,
if I want to have a family I have to get out by the time Pm forty. Let’s say
I want to start my own business, then save enough money to retire—that
puts you on a clock. If you want to meet hopes and desires, there’s no
indefinite time for anybody. I

Tray: Hey, we have to figure in that you asked a %oﬁbw buck about time.
Ask an old person, their perception is going to be a lot different.

Charles: It is!

Tray: John mentioned something about retiremient. That ain’t never in
my concept. I ain’t even going to die from where I'm looking at right now.
I mean I'm vital. Maybe when I hit thirty, thirty-five, moudn the grim

reaper. . ..
Charles: Closing in!

Tray: But right now I'm not concerned. If I make a mistake, so what?
‘Whereas I guess when you get to a certain point in time, you’re like “Hold
up, I can’t make any mistakes, I 'done made too many!” But I don’t think
I made too many yet. That may be just the naiveté that comes with—

Charles: Youth!

Tray: Youth. But right now I can enjoy everything, get the full experience
out of everything, even my mistakes, because HVB living with 4 pure future.

John: 1 don’t think it has anything to do with age. I think it has to do with
maturity. A young child can have a concept of things he wants to do, set
down chronologically. “If I want to be a doctor, I have X amount of years
of school so I have to focus in.” And it shows maturity because you’re
thinking, whereas immaturity is about emotions. Just do what you want to
do this moment. ,

A lot of times you see that in the yard here—I'm not talking about
young or old, but about émmature and mature convicts. *Cause a lot of
young guys come in here and go right to hit the laws, right up in that law
library. Then you have another group that all they do is shoot basketball

for ten years. The immature one says, “I got forever.”

Tray: You’re missing the whole point. And I can understand this because
not everybody thinks as deep as me.

You know this dude you describe as mature, the one who dedicates
himself to studies and casework, expecting a break in the courtroom,
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hopeful mumvmﬁ get out of prison soon—when things don’t happen they

- usually the ones to go crazy. They become frustrated grouches. Whereas

the dude he was describing as immature—like me—/ enjoy the moment. My
case went just as far, I'm having fun designing this great future too. But
my present is so enjoyable because P'm not expecting and hoping. -

Mike: You sure can’t count the amount of time you got to do. Not when
the majority of people here have life plus sixty-five, life plus twenty. You
don’t actually put the sentence out of your mind, because it is always
there, impossible to forget. But it’s a war you fight battle by battle. You

got to go with an innate belief that some way you’re going to elude that
length of time. ‘

Q: I don’t dwell on the sentence because it can overwhelm you—you can
actually go insane. You get caught up in this zime zone.

Charles: You can get tripping, Doc.
Gary: It’s where your mind jumps time.
Donald: Sometimes you come back, sometimes you don’t.

Gary: But as far as hope, there’s only one person I know of in the Mary- |
- land correctional system that doesn’t have any, and that’s that kid sitting

‘over in Supermax who keeps trying to die—John Thanos [subsequently

" executed]. There are people who flip back and forth, lose hope and then

regain it, but it’s part of everybody’s sanity that one day they’ll get out.

" “Man, I got life without parole, but I siill have a governor that can give

me a pardon.”

John: I disagree. I think there’s a lot of guys in here who don’t have hope."
T've seen guys who as sbon as they get their sentence from the judge, they

. take it as a literal meaning. They don’t have enough insight to know that

Svm._.u E.m&mwtmm mw%km.‘lmmmmmrmﬂ%mDoﬁ%bmmwoﬁv\oﬁwmeﬁm,.—mmm.>~oﬁ
-of them. just gIVEEH, v

- >.w~m T don’t think their lack of hope started here. In the black commu-
nity, any community where you find a lot of criminal activity, you've got
people saying, “There’s no value to life, no hope in life, I have no mean-

ing, I can’t change anything, Pm powerless.”

Qumwﬂmmlutxw Igt of those individuals was locked up before they moEmbv\.moﬁ .
lockedup inprison. - = M

S
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Regrets

But evil cannot disappear without leaving traces in the past. . . . The phe-
nomenon of remorse occurs. . . . [R]egret shares in the essential character-

Eg
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istics of remorse. Like it, it has to do with a precise fact of the past and, at
the same time, projects a ray toward the future. Certainly we can regret
only what has happened; but all regret, if it is not to become completely
sterile, contains an “It would have been better if,” which is either to influ-
ence our future behavior or produces in us the hope that things will be dif-
ferent another time. (Minkowski, Lived Time, 159-60) :

Donald: Initially I looked at the past with remorse, shame, regret, pain,
however you want to define it. But from this class, I don’t judge the past as
harshly. Because only the future can tell me what effects it will have. Maybe
coming to prison made me something more unique than if I were out there
in a nine-to-five job turning forty. I might have a big ole gut and a fat ole
wife, miserable. Ready to go commit a crime. Buf because of what I went
through, when the time arrives and I'm out there, maybe il be different
because I experienced my pain. From suffering in my youth, hopefully I
will bypass that in middle age and old age. I would hate for it to have been
reversed—it was all a party up to forty and from there it went downhill!

Tray: But sometimes memories can become real depressing. Me and
John'll be talking and I'll tell him the first time I ever wanted to sell drugs.
I was going into the seventh grade and I’d gotten fashion conscious. A
dude gave me a job holding narcotics. I can remember sitting back there
in the alley holding the stash for fifty dollars a night so I could save up for
a slick wardrobe to start junior high. When I think about how bright my
future is still going to be, that past experience doesn’t seem as bad. But
when I'm dealing with the present, and how that led me to the hardships
of being incarcerated, it’s an awful memory.

Mike: It’s funny we should touch on this because I think about a young

lady all the time. She got pregnant when she was going to Columbia Uni-
versity, getting her second master’s. She’s real smart, a Phi Beta Kappa and
ali that, and I had just come out of prison, right? And I was going to settle
down when she had her baby. But she said she had to get rid of it because
it was going to interfere with her completing her master’s. I didn’t really
put up much of an argument, but after that happened it changed the whole
course of our relationship. And P'm thinking now, if she had had the baby
I wouldn’t have continued running around. I really cared a lot about her.

- I view that as a major turning point. P} ~

A :
Q: What I think about most in my past is the o@@oa&ﬁm&mm\ and privileges
IThad. When Ilook at the circumstances most of the guys here canie from,
I can see why they’re here. But I went to all private Catholic institutions.
After graduating from high schdol in Nigeria I automatically got admis-
sion to college.over here, all expenses paid by my parents. When 1 came
to this country I was seventeen years old, I had my B.S. when I was
twenty, and stayed in graduate school from 1983 until I got locked up. So
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I think about a missed opportunity. I could have become a Ph.D. by the
time I was twenty-seven.

But T had to prove something to my dad. He’s one of those tradition-

alists—if‘he gives you ten thousand dollars you have to account for every
cent. After a while I didn’t want to subject myself to that. I started saying
“Man, I don’t need your money, I can take care of myself.” That was the
mistake. That was the turning point.

Drew: 1 hear people talking about their turning points. It can be some-
thing you did, like in Tray’s case, or something you didn’t do that might
have changed the course of your life. If Michael’s girlfriend had her baby,
or Q finished graduate school. So we not only live in the actual past, but
in the virtual past that could have been.

Tray: I really E_.Em my whole life would have went different if I wouldn’t
have got as much praise for negative things. I can remember the very first
time I ever stole something. I went into a Cut-Rate and stole a whole case
of Now-and-Laters, the taffy. I was about six, and all my friends praised
me for getting us the. candy. I was filled with so much pride. And from
that point on I always sought that gratification. It’s like when I turned
over that first key, shot my first victim and gotaway with it . . . that same
pride. I think that very first time if ’d been punished rather than praised,
my whole life would’ve been &m@.,mwﬁw

Drew: Tt’s funay, because I remember that kind of gratification, but from
getting-straight A’s in my courses and my parents making a big fuss.
Maybe we were seeking the same kind of experience but found it in dif-
ferent directions. .

Tray: It’s like sex ain’t it, that feeling of being praised?
Drewy; Yeah! It feels great. You feel important, loved, secure.
- Tray: And ever since then I just went with it.

Uwﬂw Time

John: <ing about my past, it may have been in the late seventies that
I got involved with cocaine. And if youwve ever been to NA meetings,
people will always tell you that once they start using cocaine, this is a
major downfall. Life for me became very turbulent. I started basing, and
ended up in a hospital in New Jersey for three days. Then to keep using,
T got more heavily involved in dealing. I got started with the crime that
has me incarcerated now.

Drew: For a number of people, drugs have played a big part in how their
lives unfolded. Since we’re talking about time, I'm wondering what drug
activity and drug use do to one’s sense of time.

Doineg TIME 91

Mike: You know how you see those movies where subways, trains,
everything is passing real fast. That’s the effect drugs had on me. It’s
like when they lock these people up for leaving their babies for days,
and you wonder what’s happening, right? I was talking to a guy the
other day who told me his sister did that, just left her twins in the house
two or three days. Because when you’re so caught up in the drugs
you’ve got no concept of time. A

Tony: I knew a female like Mike was saying. She stayed gone for a week
and they took her kids. When she came back, she said “What are you
talking about? I just left!” She was free-basing for a week straight, had no
concept of time. Because you're in that false world, never-never land. You’re
over there with Alice.

Charles: When I first got into the white powder drugs, I didn’t use but I
was the holding man. The day used to seem real long, man, because I
would be in the hallway just holding the stash and it was cold. And the
days was long, but once I started snorting, the days picked up. They went
faster—I started losing track of time.

Dreze: Is that part of the reason people use drugs? To make something
happen and happen fast, instead of days that just stretch on?

Tray: The way drugs distorts time is part of the benefit. Let’s say I have a
lot of pressing bills and the deadline’s two hour now. Once I start
getting high, the two hours is gone. You defy all time. Ini this prison, time
is constantly rushing and moving—we got to get out of here at two forty-
five for count-out. But if I had a blast right now, two forty-five wouldn’t
mean anything. If I was bipping (or so you better understand me, “inhal-

ing it in my nostril”), then time would be completely defied:

Drew: So this might be the reason a lot-of people try to use drugs in
prison—they’re “serving time” and have time constraints, but that all gets
wiped out.

Tray: Nobody philosophizes before they start getting high, “Oh if I sniff,
I can fool time.” But once you start, that’s the beauty of it.

John: I think people use drugs to change their perception of reality. The
world can be stressful, with a lot of guidelines and deadlines. When you
start using, they become insignificant. “Not to worry. I can handle it.” wﬂ.m
eventually, you’re perceiving the world 6ne way when everybody else is
seeing it as it actually is. So when you come back to reality, people say,
“What the hell is wrong with you? You were supposed to be here, do this,
take care of that!”

Tony: And when you realize all those responsibilities you forgot in never-
never land, by then they’ve probably doubled. So you’re even more
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depressed when you come down. Only one thing to do. “Let’s go get high

some more!”

Gary: And anybody that’s involved in the narcotics trade, using, selling,
whatever, they’re subject to lose their life at any minute, go to jail at any
minute. Very stressful. Taking the drugs relieves that stress. It puts you in
the state of mind where you just don’s care.

Drew: Tt sounds like a vicious cycle: doing drugs puts you in danger, so
you do drugs to deal with the feeling of threat.

Gary: That’s how it is.

Charles: But anothet aspect we have to look at, is that these users are
responsible. Thexre’s still a time frame, because they know they have to get
up that morning—most of them flatfoot hustle—~go downtown, shoplift,
boost, do whatever thieving they have to do to get that drug, and catch
the man before he leaves. These are the people that buy the dealer his
home, his five-carat flawless diamond ring. It’s the drug usersthat get these
people these items, not the drug dealer. He needs someone to sell to,
someone who takes on the responsibility to get out there and hustle.

. Drew: It’s the same way that money being made by a big entrepreneur is
- coming from his thousand workers. The users have to be good employ-

ees and bring in the money before the factory whistle blows. It’s a para-
dox—they have to organize time very well to get the drug that frees them
up from time.

Tray: Whatever way you look at time, whether it’s in the drug world or
not, time is real cruel. It moves us all and never gives us enough. Like the
Hindus, I believe if given enough time, people that do negative things will
eventually get tired of them and go to something positive. Everything P've
ever done I got tired of and proceeded on. Like in the beginning when I
was stealing candy, I moved to robbing, then selling drugs, and on and
on T kept progressing. Without the limits time places, we would all get o
something positive. But in this short amount of time we’re given, you got
to do all your mistakes, then make your life right, and then find room in
there to purify your soul so you have a good afterlife. Everybody spends

~ more time in the ground than they do on earth. So I’m trying to dedicate

myself to getting rid of time. Because when I think about the future, that
traps me, and my past traps me. The only thing I can do good with is this
moment right now.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Redeeming Time

&r\
A friend of mine described a TV news feature he had watched concerning
inner-city viclence. The interviewer asked a black child, maybe eight years
old, what his hopes and ambitions for the future were. The child gave the
question deep consideration. He replied, “T'd like to make it to ten.”

It’s a funny thing to lose the future. How can you lose something that
hasn’t yet arrived? Yet this child’s future lay buried in a small coffin,
apparently like some of his friends.

It takes hope to keep a future alive. John talks about the loss of hope
endemic not only in the African American community, but “any com-
munity where you find a lot of criminal activity.” What is the connection
with criminality, I wonder? One answer that occurs: if you’ve already lost
your future, youw’ve little more to lose. As a dealer, a burglar, a hustler, you
could get killed or hustled right off to jail. For a person with a future, the
potential losses might be unacceptable. This certainly seems true for me.
What of those years I have to look forward to of happy marriage, of see-
ing my daughter grow and flourish, of joining friends for wine and con-
versation over a good meal? What about this book I am driving to com-
plete, and the two others on the drawing board; what of the workshop I'm
giving in November, then the trip to China to pick up Sarah, then Thanks-
giving with my old college buddies, then. . . . There’s far too much future
for me to place it at risk. But what if  gazedina crystal ball and saw noth-
ing? Then crime’s high-stakes gamble might seem worth the odds.

But the inmates also told me of another connection between time and
crime. In chapter 18, we talk about youthful impatience. John speaks of
his uncle, a saccessful dentist, who tred to interest him in the practice.
Patience is the path, he was informed; plow through school, slowly build
a clientele, put a litile money away each month, and one day you wake
up a success. John (and others) wanted success, but they wanted it now. In
the old Star Tiek, the starship Enterprise could switch into warp drive and
leap over light-years in an instant. It was a wonderful sight: the ship sud-
denly shooting forward, leaving light-trails and disappearing, only to
resurface in another galaxy. And the men seemed to harbor a similar
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dream. (Isn’t it the quintessential American dream?) Dealing or hustling
might fire those jets, the punk transformed into the Man in a moment.
Through crime, they were trying to master time.

But instead they ended up serving time. These men who had been so
impatient were now forced to patiently endure the years. Nothing like
double life in the hoosegow to bring your rushing life to a halt. It was the
mirror opposite of the Star Trek fantasy, as when Sulu would say, “Cap-
tain, we’ve lost power!” and the ship would come to a dead stop in space.

But where? In Finstein’s theory of relativity, objects can only be local-
ized through reference to a four-dimensional space-time continnum. So
t0o, in human experience, are space and time interwoven. Nowhere is
this clearer than in the case of a prisoner. When the judge pronounces
sentence: “So-and-so shall be confined to the penitentiary for the term of
forty. years” he throws a man into an alien space—time framework. Ifs not
just the extremity of the physical confinement, but that it will go on for so
very long. And it’s not just the length of time, but that it must be endured

in such limited surroundings. Space and time form the crisscrossed bars

that a prisoner stares through toward the outer world.
We've talked about making space. But how about killing time, I won-

. .dered? Q) says, “Time is like a dragon I have to slay in order to survive in

here.” I imagine this.like one of those three-headed dragons you see in
medieval illustrations. One dragon’s head is the disappearing future. If a
person can be left futureless by life on the street, how much more so when
he faces life in prison. Then there is the dragon’s head of the empty, endless
present. It reminds me of one of my favorite movies, Groundhog Day, where
Bill Murray finds himself trapped in time: each morning he wakes up and
it’s still February 2 in Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania, with the same song on
the radio in the same boardinghouse. He starts to go muts. So too, I think,
would the prisoner waking up for his three-thousandth day in the same
damn cell. Even if it’s a different cell, it’s the same damn cell. And finally,
there’s the dragon’s head of the screwed-up past. Late at night it breathes
the hot fire of “If only I had but now it’s too late.” Future, present, and past
all attacking. That’s the thing about three-headed dragons: cut off one
head and another may strike, even while the first has time to regenerate.

Whether you’re in jail or on the street, drugs provide one way to bat-
tle the dragon. “If I was bipping then time would be completely defied.”
No future to worry about. Pressing bills and obligations—they’ve all dis-
appeared in white powder up your nose. Then too, forgotten are biting
regrets of the past. Even the duration of the present is obliterated.

So these men had tried to escape time, jump time, bend time to their
will. It hasn’t worked. But Q talks about a new project he developed in
prison: that of “redeeming” time. Perhaps no one is as conscious of sheer
temporality as an inmate serving an extended sentence. He must work the
fabric of time each day as a tailor works and reworks his cloth.
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If Pm intrigued by this notion of redeeming time, maybe it’s because
time has been such an issue in my life. For one thing, I've spent years in
a doctor’s office rehashing the past in minute detail: the shouting that
echoed from behind closed doors as I’d huddle with a book, purposefully
oblivious; the last time I saw Scott alive, and what I said to him, and failed
to say. The past, Pve come to realize, is ingredient in my present, often
twisting it into distorted patterns. To redeem time I’ve had to go back-
wards in time. It has proved an arduous and perilous journey.

Then too, there’s the pressure of present and future. Today, for
example, I am determined to finish this section on “time” on time. Huu.w
keeping to a selfimposed schedule designed to make sure the book is
completed before Sarah arrives. But when I turned on my home com-
puter this morninig nothing happened. Broke again! And when I picked

up my phone to call the repair shop, nothing happened again—mno dial __{

tone, nada. The phone’s out. I want to scream. Too many distractions,
each wasting precious minutes. I feel the day closing down around me
like a shrinking prison cell.

Several years ago, this experience of time pressure was so powerful
and recurrent that I had to work the Twelve Step program on “time obses-
sion.” I was addicted to rushing, like a gambler to a bet. If it took fifteen
minutes to get to my therapist’s office, hitting the lights right, that’s how
much time I'd leave, cursing myself all the way for cutting it so close and
swearing to never do it again. Sure. I’d get high from the maHmbm&um of
being tightly scheduled. I’ve calmed down a lot since then, but still the
question remains: just what is it to “redeem” time?

The prisoners, it seemed, usually began with the future. One key was to
keep hope alive. Most were facing the kind of prison time that %omﬂo.bmm
to consign them to the scrapheap of failure. When Mark died at age thirty-
nine, it shook Tray up. “I’'m not so much afraid of dying,” he said, “but of
dying a failure” Most of them equated that with dying in jail, and focused
on what they’d do when they got out. John looked forward to 2 clean start
in New York State, maybe with help from a supportive relative. For
Charles the goal was to own a small business, as he had before incarcera-
tion. Tray was less modest: he planned on being a big-time entrepreneur
able to buy and sell former enemies, and distribute largesse to a commu-
nity in need. Was any of this realistic, I wondered? After all, these men had

long sentences—but, then again, with possibility of parole; if they m.oﬂ out
they’d still be ex-cons—but weren’t they also intklligent, highly motivated
men? Finally, I simply don’t know where optimism ended and sheer fan-
tasy began. Maybe they didn’t either. Their hope was the bread that kept
a hungry soul alive, and they weren’t examining it too closely for mold.
A salvaged future can thus redeem present and past. It gave Q the
schedule of 2 man on the move. It gifted Tray with a way to accept his ill-
fated entry into drug dealing: “When I think about how bright my future
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is still going to be, that past experience doesn’t seem as bad.” It’s just a
temporary setback, or even a learning experience preparing one’s life for
something better. We’re used to the notion of time flowing forward, such
that the past sets up what is to come. But such examples suggest it is often
the reverse. Our future goals seize priority and reorganize our under-
standing of what came before.

So here, I think, is one strategy for redeeming time: focusing on a
hoped-for future. It seems especially useful in dire circumstances. But
Tray also points out some of its problems. Our hopes and expectations
are like a castle built on air, ready to collapse if the wind changes.

Focusing on the future can also bring worry, pressure, and distraction.

We miss out on the present moment. Times slip away that might have
been worthwhile.

Iknow this. I spend too much time living in the future. I have discov-
ered, for example, that if the coward dies a thousand deaths in anticipa-
tion, so does the expectant author. Will this book find a publisher and a
readership? Hell, will it even find an agent? Will the inmates and I be able
to work through the complex editorial, legal, and financial arrangement
of the project? For that matter, will I ever get the damn thing written? I
suppose if you’re reading this, such questions have been resolved. But not
from where P'm ‘sitting now. The future gnaws at me with the teeth of a
hundred small demons. P

Come to think of it, that’s not a bad description for the past as well.
The prisoners brood on turning points in their life: Michael’s girlfriend
having an abortion; Qs refusal to account to his father; Tray getting
praise for stealing a case of (the aptly named) Now-and-Laters. I also
brood on the moments when my life turned a corner and suddenly
changed direction. Like the last time I saw Scott.

It was a night where we shared love and yet everything went wrong.
We were supposed to go to a Mets baseball game together. I was to meet
him at the subway station, but for some reason fell asleep and missed the
appointment. I never do that. He came round and roused me, a little
angry but ready to let it pass. We took a long walk from Manhattan’s
Upper East ‘Side down to his apartment in the Village, intoxicated as
always by the city’s night-energy formed of neon, honking taxis, fruit and
vegetable bodegas, and a hundred beautiful women we would never
know. As we walked, we argued about music. Scott maintained it was
clearly the paramount art form of Western culture. What painting or
poem could approach Bach’s B Minor Mass? I retorted that one couldn’t
possibly make such comparisons, that each art had its own excellences.
Now, I marvel at my deafness. In his suicide letter, Scott wrote me, “If all
of life were music, I would gladly partake.” That night he was speaking to
me from his heart and soul, and I replied with intellectual pedantry.
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‘When we arrived at his apartment we watched Anchors Aweigh with
Gene Kelly and Frank Sinatra. It was great. The high point was definitely
Gene’s hallucinatory dance duet with an animated mouse. But as I was
going, Scott took out a bottle of bourbon and poured himself a siff one.
He ammounced that he hoped to become an alcoholic—he had been try-
ing for a while, he told me, but so far it hadn’t worked. I didn’t like this
idea at all. I became glum and punishing. To cheer me up, he raised high
his glass of bourbon and exclaimed “Old Heaven Hilll” with the appro-
priate drawl. I wouldn’t laugh. I simply said goodbye and closed the door
for what shortly turned out to be forever. S

It’s a funny thing about those moments. When it’s the last time you see
someone before they die, it feels as if the two events must be magically
connected. If only I had woken up for the Mets game, or listened more
sensitively to Scott’s love of music, or laughed when he raised high his
glass, accepting him in all his frailty. . . . But I know i’s an illusion. And
it’s probably an iltusion that if only Tray hadn’t been praised for stealing
those Now-and-Laters, if only Michael’s girlfriend had had the baby, if
only. . . . But, of course, you never know for sure. What happened, hap-
pened. What didn’t, didn’t. The past is so damned irrevocable. If the
future is a castle hanging in the air, the past can be a dungeon made of
unalterable stone and filled with instruments of torture.

Then there’s that midway house called the present. That must be the
key, I think, and (O’s words bear me out: “If I can master the present, I
will have used my time to redeem time.” But in what does this mastery
reside? For Q, it is keeping busy with desired and beneficial activities. For
Tray, it is enjoying the moment. But finally, I can only speak for myself.

T have spent a lot of time trying to control the future, using worry like
a magic talisman. If only I can foresee every danger, somehow, I imag-
ine, they will all be averted. Then too, I have spent much time trying to
undo the past, or atone for its sins, or prevent its recurrence. I don’t ever
want to see someone die again like Scott. It all reminds me of the joke
about a man walking down Main Street waving his arms wildly. “Why are
you doing that?” a passerby inquires. “To keep away the tigers!” the man
replies. “But there are no tigers in this area,” the passerby patiently points
out. “SEE!” the man says.

Dare he abandon his magic when it seems to be working? All he
knows is that as long as he waves, the tigers seem to stay safely at bay. For
me, the preferred method for scaring off tigers of past and future tragedy
was vicious self-attack. If I felt guilty enough, if I constantly examined my
fanlts and deprived myself of pleasure, then no one else would die on my
watch. And it’s true that nobody has lately. SEE!

But the problem is, I was becoming the tiger. With claws [ would lac-
erate my own flesh. No matter how I tried to cage myself up, there I was
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inside, trapped with me. And the sufferings of the past, the fears of the
future, were the bars making each day into that cage.

I have experienced some of that during the past week. When I went in
last Tuesday to find that most of “my” prisoners were already gone to Jes-
sup, the past was suddenly present again. Having worked with these guys
for years, I had come to feel them as a sort of family. And, again, I was wit-
nessing a family wiped out. Again, it came without warning, no chance to
say goodbye, the result of uncontrollable forces that rendered me powerless.
Sadness being a hard emotion for me, I bave continued to feel an inchoate
rage along with a vague but pervasive guilt. Deep in my heart, didn’t I want
them gone? Didn’t I want to be released from our class-without-end? Just as
in my heart of hearts, hadn’t I wanted my own family gone? And had my
dark wishes again magically caused this all to happen? Time to crawl back
in my cage. -

Yet I also know I am getting out of prison. Just being able to articulate
all this and turn to God for help, and to other people, allows me to set foot
out the door. It’s scary there: I can identify with the released prisoners
who scamper back for safety. But I know I will be protected. And bit by
bit 'm absorbing the gifis of my freedom: the forgiveness of myself and
others, and the sunlit joys of the everyday. To work on this chapter and
appreciate the turns'of phrase that come to me unbidden, or wrenched
out with pliers like a rotten tooth; to atcept that sometimes the computer

doesn’t work, and the phone doesn’t work, and my brain doesn’ work; to

take a noon break on this hot summer day, and linger over lunch and the
latest sports scores; to write again until it feels like time to stop, and head
over to Loyola’s pool in the late afternoon when there’s no one splashing
around but me; to list in my mind, as I swim, ten things I did right dur-
ing the day, ten things other people did right, ten things God did right; to
thus let the day be a temple unto itself, reflecting in its golden dome the
Image of days that were and are yet to come, but finally standing alone in
its splendor. Time redeemed.

PART FOUR

Sex and Race

{



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Sex Talk

Cornel West, trained as a philosopher, is one of the leading voices in contemporary
debates on race, class, and culture. His work is influenced by traditions as diverse
as the Baptist Church, American transcendentalism, the Black Panthers, and
European intellectual history. He's the author of some nine books, ranging from
rigorous academic discourse to the accessible (and best-selling) Race gmﬁmmm\

Cornel kimself has worked in prison settings, and he generously accepted an
invitation to speak at the Maryland Penitentiary and to write the foreword for this
book. His talk, as usual, was galvanizing and controversial. 4 few inmates didn’t
like his Christian orientation and his rejection of elements of Afrocentrism. How-
ever, most vesponded enthusiastically to his populist and prophetic call for the
empowerment of “common folk” and, most particularly, of the African American
community. '

Before he visited, we read excerpts of Race Matters. It helped to lay the
groundwork for some of our most difficult discussions—those focusing on issues of
sex and race, both in the context of prison life and in that of the larger society.

Sexand Race

Black sexuality is a taboo subject in America principally because it is a form
of black power over which whites have little control—yet its visible mani-
festations evoke the most visceral of white responses, be it one of seductive
obsession or downright disgust. On the one hand, black sexuality among
blacks simply does not include whites, nor does it make them a central
point of reference. . . . This can be uncomfortable for white people accus-
tomed to being the custodians of power. . . . In fact, the dominant sexual
myths of black women and men portray whites as being “out of control”—
seduced, tempted, overcome, overpowered by black bodies. This form of
black sexuality makes white passivity the norm—hardly an acceptable self-
image for a white-run society. . . . ’

For most black men, power is acquired by stylizing their bodies over
space and time in such a way that their bodies reflect their uniqueness and
provoke fear in others. To be “bad” is good not simply because it subverts
the language of the dominant culture but also because it imposes a unique
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kind of order for young black men on their own distinctive chaos and solic-
its an attention that makes others pull back with some trepidation. This
young black male style is a form of self-identification and resistance in &
hostile culture; it also is an instance of machismo identity ready for violent
encounters. (Cornel West, Race Maters, 86-87, 88-89)

Drew: Cornel West takes on what he says is often a taboo topic—black
sexuality. In racist culture, people tend to be taught that the black body is
somehow unattractive or inferior. But racial attitudes in this country also
associate African Americans with a kind of sexual power—like you got the
animal energy and the bigger pricks. [laughter]

Charles: The blacker the berry, the sweeter the juice!

Drew: There’s something positive about it, because for once the African
Ammerican is envisioned as having a power unavailable to the European.
But if’s not an exclusively positive vision. This stereotype ties African
Americans in with an animal nature as opposed to reason and intellect, a
kind of violent and potentially immoral power.

I'wonder, did you grow up with some of this sense of black sexuality
and its power?

Tray: I was already twelve or thirteen before I started socializing with any
whites, and I noticed that a lot oﬁé&#m females were attracted to me. I
only had a sexual relationship with two. My first one was up in Hamp-
stead. And for some reason when I was with her I felt that I had to per-
form sexually more so than with black women. I mean I felt Tike I cold-
blooded %ad o excel After the first ejaculation I had to keep going.
Whereas when ’m with a black woman, if I get tired, that’s it. But with a
white woman there’s an ego thing. Because I always heard, growing up,
white people think we long. [laughter]

Wayne: I first became conscious of how people felt when I started going
to integrated schools. In Glen Burnie I was caught on a baseball diamond
with this real good friend of mine, this European girl, Cindy. They put me
out of every school in Anne Arundel County—I really didn’t understand
why. I had to go to a private school.

But to me those sexual myths apply more to the Europeans. Because
when my mother was going to work, they were always coming on, threat-
ening you’d lose your job if you don’t let them feel you up. So to me it

was the Europeans who were trying to be dominant sexually and always
misbehaving.

John: Comnel West talks about how black sexuality doesn’t even include
whites. Sexuality for me was more or less dominated by just African
Americans. I guess I fall into the category like a lot of African American
men—three children, three different mothers. One is extremely light, one
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is my complexion, and the other one is exiremely dark. Pd hear dudes
say things like “I don’t even mess with light-skinned sisters,” or vice versa.
T used to try to do some type of introspection: Say, “well, what kind are
you attracted to?” No specific kind.

But interacting with a European female is not common in Baltimore,
having such a large African American population. Not common at all.
And itis still often taken as something you just don’t do. We see a betrayal
to ourselves to date a white woman when we should be responsible to
black women. And there’s a lot of pressure from Africari American
women ot to do it. You kind of get ostracized and’ #fmu\.,.ﬁmwﬁ be hard to
ever come back, unless you got some money.

Tray: If I ever became in love with a white woman, somehow it seems
like I would be betraying my grandmother or mother. My father was shot
thirteen times by the police and they happened to be white.

But I don’t have no problem with anybody having an interracial rela-,
tionship. What turns me off personally is the fear of being excluded from
my people. Youw're seen as not being all-black anymore.

Drew: When Wayne had a relationship with a white woman, he was
ostracized by the white community. And now P'm kearing you may be
ostracized by the African American community. But can this turn into a
new kind of racism? If somebody is attracted to a person of another race,
why should they have to be punished and ostracized?

Donald: It depends on what the motive is for the relationship. Some are
genuine. Others are just for status. Say you have an affair with a white
woman—sometimes guys will act like you’ve gained a prize. Especially if
it’s a bourgeois woman with 2 little money and a middle-class job. If the
man and woman genuinely cares, I think it may be acceptable. But the
problem is when you want the status.

O’Donald: Personally, I don’t think it could be a genuine love between
interracial couples. Because if a black man gets together with a white
woman I think it has a motive behind it. Either he’s trying to change
something—make a statement that “I'm not going to hold to the status
quo”—or he’s trying to build up his masculinity. I think the same regard-
ing a white male who gets together with a black woman. I think it never
could be genuine. A

Wayne: I disagree. Because that girl from Glen Burnie was a real good
friend. Some days she would pull up in the driveway with me sitting on
the passenger side and I'd have a real fight to be true to myself. She’s my
buddy and if they don’t ike it, the hell with it!

Tray: You know, this is one of the only topics that I feel real uncomfort-
able about. I consider myself bold in conversation—I will say things that



sl oy - e

[ TR,

S b

s

104 TrE Sour. Knows No Bazrs

most people won’t. But right now, with you being white and us talking
about sexuality as it relates to race, it is very uncomfortable even to me.
But you being a white man, I want to know, do you feel uncomfort-
able? West says that one thing you all can’t control is black sexuality. Not
with legislation, not with economic restraint—black folks going be working

out! [laughter] And T want to know, does that cause the power stricture dis-
comfort?

Drew: The power structure, or me personally?

Hﬂ@%uswﬁr%ozwmgm aiu#mu. %oﬁ#w?mnHOmmm:oaumﬁoSmngoEHmSm
get to. .

Drew: 1 don’t think that I feel threatened directly by black sexuality. I
mean I don’t lay awake at night and worry that my wife is going to leave
me for one of her cute students at Morgan [State University] who gives
her the ride of a lifetime. [laughter] That’s not getting in the book!

But the other thing West talks about is the close association between
black male sexuality and a kind of machismo violence. I do think white
Americans feel threatened by that. The white nightmare is that gang of
seventeen-year-olds who are swaggering down the street being really
tough. They have this violent energy that’s outside the bounds of control.

John: If white Americans see this as being threatening in African Ameri-
cans, then how about the young white males who do the same thing? I
don’t care if it’s the guy on the football team, or in a leather jacket, or the
punk rockers. You're talking groups of people going through the same
period in their lives. They’re insecure about their manhood. They got to
let other people see that they’re men. With the white guys you say,
“That’s how they do it at that age, they pumped up, their hormones are
running.” But in our case we’re “violent,” two inches from doing a rape.
1 think that’s very racist.

Charles: When I think about violence and sex, it don’t come to a black
man raping or beating a woman. I always think of a European. I think
about how the white man raped our black sisters, our black foreparents.
And when I think about “Can the European control black sexuality?”
Isay yes. Because I look at it from a biblical point of view. Pharaoh slayed
all the male children and let the females live. And when we, as African
American men, are in prison we are enslaved, cut off. We can’t interact
with our sisters and make kids. I believe the white government promotes
certain things that keep us as a black race from being fruitful and multi-

plying. They give us a lust desire after money, put drugs in our neigh-
borhoods, all promoting violence.
And we fall into ﬁWOmm traps.

Sex TALK 105
On the Benefits of Not Getting Any

Drew: Let’s focus on the issue of what happens to sexuality once you're
in prison. How has being in an all-male environment, largely or totally
without heterosexual opportunities, affected you? Your sense of mas-
culinity, your self-image, your desires?

H.B.: Turned me into a ennuch. I'm sexless. Until I go home with women.
I know that P’m trapped in here and I can’t afford to let sex be a major
concern to me because I've seen what happens to people who do. They
end up in all kinds of things . . . peculiar. [laughter]

I feel very unmatural because I love women, I enjoy them tremen-
dously, and I'm used to being around them. I have not done that for nine ,\/
years. But I'm a eunuch until I go home and some sister will be happier
than she’s ever been in her life.

But you see, I got a double whammy because I got AIDS. And I'm zof
going to hurt anybody. So I got to find me a fine sister who perhaps also
has AIDS.

Wayne: When I first was incarcerated I had a problem with the books
[pornographic magazines}. But now I can honestly say that I don’t mas-
turbate. Like Shakespeare says, I'd like to stay dedicated to reason and
not to passion, because having a rape charge is what got me here.

All those times I felt the need, I had to satisfy the need. You have a
spouse but you want to wander around. Like a spider, you take a weave
here and a weave there, and you get caught up in it, and the next thing
you know you’re eaten by a spider. So, I always want to have the power
to stay with one woman. .

But don’t think temptation stops, because it just gets harder and harder
as time goes on. The more I resist, the harder it gets.

Tray: Being deprived of sexual activity has made me one horny bastard,
straight up. But in terms of my self-image, I think it has fmproved. Because
when I look at a woman now, I feel like after nine years of no sex (other
than, you know, a little dig in the visiting room and stuff like that), they
gotto want me. Because you know how all these STDs are on the increase
and I haven’t had any sex in nine years. . . . I mean, they gof to want me.

And as a result of being deprived of women I have greater apprecia-
tion for them. Because prior to coming to prison all the relationships I
ever had was purely sex. You come over—let’s do it. But since I’'ve been in
prison I'm able to relate in more meaningful ways. My girlfriends on the
street, by me knowing that I can’t get no sex, I can enjoy their other
dynamics, their sensuality, their intelligence, and stuff like that. Whereas
when I was on the street, I don’t care how smart you are, how warm a
person you are, we’re getting ready to do i
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Jobn: I think not having sex has helped my self-image too, but it’s some- -
what different than Tray. A lot of times African American men—well, all
men—think that their image of self is based on their partner. So, if you got -

a girl and she’s kind of wild and loose, you subconsciously. say “Damn,
what’s up with me? I must be a weak dude or a sucker.” But being in
prison I've been able to detach my selfimage from female relationships.
Only what 7 do is a reflection on me.

So my self-image hés improved and my desires gzmﬁ get satisfied in a )

different direction. Like masturbation. They have a video downstairs and
people can tell if it’s got some sex in it because if so P'm sitting there.
Dudes send us pictures of girls in G-strings from the clubs and maybe I'm’
in that clique. Or “T’ve got a couple to trade for a couple you got.”

Drew: Sounds a lot like trading baseball cards.

Jobn: But when guys try to give me personal pictures of their mmbommu I

don’t want to see your mdg T’m not moam that kind of time.

H.B.: My BmmnEEHQ was not measured by my sexual prowess. Tt was B% :

yardstick, I suppose, when I was about sixteen or seventeen, but I had a

talk with a very wise older woman and I found out what being @ man really’

_is. It has so very little to do with how much sexyou have. It has to do with
‘your sense of responsibility, your self-respect, your independence, courage,
willingness to sacrifice yourself foi theibenefit of other people. A genuine
concern for the protection of children; the protection of women, loyalty to
your friends. Paying your rent. Buying your own shoes and not stealing
somebody else’s. The sex is almost like a reward—not the thing itself, just
something nice you get during the course of this human exchange.

,

Tony: I have to agree with most of the guys who said being away from -
females probably enhances their masculinity. Because one of the things .

about being in here, it makes you have to use your mind with women.

- You can’t be yapping because there ain’t too many women who will stay
with you, especially in this institution—you figure most of the people here
got more time than the world’s probably going to be around. But when
you.do get'that dttention from a female, you know she’s with you because
she likes what you’re saying. That’s got to make you feel good about your-
self.: Guys have wives and girlfriends who have been with them nine and
ten years. There in’t but one reason that woman could still be with
them—got that mind N%\&& then the rest of it’s easy:

H.Hm% Yeah. But we mmﬁ a lot of rejects. Girls that done had problems with
guys on the street. They be girls in dire need of commumnication, but when
they find somebody on the street that gives them that, and Hobm legs them,
they leave us. When they hurt again they come back. That’s ‘why we get
a lot of the funny-looking girls and the fat m.ﬁm the girls you guys on the

" street reject. ,w
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But there’s exceptions to the rules. Like me—I got a star. I got a real
pretty girl, I do.
Donald: ,Ham% made a good point. The reason we get a lot of them women
is because they’re wounded. Whatever relationship they were in was not
offering them what they needed on an inteflectual or spiritual level. But
we have that to offer. And when a lot of these females get involved in a
sex relationship, they still will come back to us most of the Eﬁm or find
another guy in prison.

Charles: We got the #ime to give them, the time to ooHnEu:Eomﬁm. That’s
what they need more than anything.

Sex behind Bars

Drew: Let’s go on to some graphic stuff. Like exactly what does and
doesn’t happen sexunally within the prison? =,

Donald: We kind of touched on it a little bit.
Drew: No pun intended?

Tray: The same sexual activity that’s available to you out in free society
is available to us. We can’t have Wum romantic aura, like laying rosebuds
on the bed and ordering champagne. But we have heterosexual relation-
ships with women. Sometimes they out in society, sometimes they may be
in here, like mﬁm..&m Then we have a whole Jot of homosexual affairs that
go on, and a lot of Bmmwmmwm.nob and fantasies.

Drew: How is the rmﬁmnommumm& stuff available?
Tray: It’s definitely unauthorized.

Charles: We don’t have conjugal visits. But &6 have functions where
police might turn their head. You and your wife may be sitting there. Just
the way that she prop her leg, you might be able to get up in there.

Drew: Is this how Donald got thrown in lock-up?

Donald: I wasn’t exactly doing anything. I was in the auditorium during
a special event and we were up on the stage to take pictures. A female
guest dropped one of her earrings. She was moving around, and during
the course of looking she stole a kiss here, and started playing there, you
understand? An officer jumped all over top thinking we were trying to
have sex, which we weren’t. But you know in situations like that, when for
along time you haven’t been that close to full Uo&. contact, the hormones
start kicking. We weren’t actually doing anything other than just fooling.

John: If the officers catch me sitting there with my son’s mother at a func-
tion, the red flags go up. But the officers turn a blind eye to all the homo-
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sexual activities that go around this jail. In a sense they’re condoning it. I
think it has to do with their self-esteem. They feel good about themselves
if they can look down at us, but if they see we’re human beings too and
have people who love us, they kind of feel threatened.

Tray: You have to realize most of the officers that work here grew up with
us. And where they were the ones that were going to school, we were the
ones with the big cars and jewels. Now’s their opportunity to get us, and

they do everything they can.
Drew: Are homosexual relations looked down on by them, by you?

Tray: Well, you got your homosexuals and then you got your fuck-boys,
right ...

Drew: Can I get a definition?

Tray: A homosexual is one who really enjoys homosexual activities,
probably due to some biological thing. They can receive respect from the

population. Whereas your fuck-boy is somebody who’s more or less

forced into it for their personal safety—whoever is going up in them pro-
tects them. So this connotes weakness.

Donald: The F-boys—I don’t like cussing so I won’t say the word—a lot
of times they’re forced but sometimes it’s a psychological thing. Them
young guys, twenty or under, come into this prison and they really want

fathers. So they’ll gravitate towards older guys. Now if one gravitates

towards me I'll push him away. I don’t want that kind of bond because if’s
going to cause me problems. But another kind of guy might trick him into
having sex. Then he would become one of the F-boys.

He trusted this older guy. He probably told him a lot of things that he
wouldn’t tell other people, about being afraid. Then the guy tricks him
and gets tired of him—soon all the others who know about this relation-
ship come along and go up in him. Now he’s one of the Fboys.

Tony: And it dlways amazes me that the guy who forced him into i,
because he’s on the “male” end, thinks he’s not gay.

Donald: But one thing has helped break down the problem of forcing
guys into sexual relationships: AIDS. Guys would say, “Man, I ain’t
snatching nothing no more because this guy coming from the street will
be bringing the virus.” Starting in 85 and 86, you got the fear of catch-
ing HIV from the intravenous drug users coming in. So a lot of it stopped
right about that time.

H.B.: I don’t think there’s that level of consciousness in this prison. It
needs to be, but it’s not. There’s almost a suicidal . . . a kamikaze type...
I can’t find the right word. There’s a sense of giving up and not caring. You
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can smell it. You can taste it. The danger of catching AIDS doesn’t put 2
lid on homosexuality in here. If’s just as prevalent as when I come here
nine years ago.

But I think the thing that keeps homosexuality less a stampede than
twenty-five years ago is not AIDS, but the access to the women you love
at the functions. The telephones, so you’re talking to a-member of the
opposite sex. Female guards, so you’re concerned aboutfyour reputation.
And pornography. Twenty-five years ago kids were getting raped left and
right because all you did in the Maryland state correction system was eat,
sleep, and work.

Drew: So now there are other sexual outlets. But I also want to raise the
Freudian concept of sublimation. The idea that sexual, erotic %ﬂmam% isa
big part of being a human being, and if it isn’t allowed a naturdl outlet for
expression, individuals redirect it into other activities. In that view, some
of the highest forms of culture, like a composer writing a symphony or a
philosopher trying to figure out the world, may be sexual energy getting
sublimated and redirected. Do you think people do that here?

Donald: A couple of times when I was exercising out in the yard I got to
a point where I felt the same thing as during orgasm. The apex of that
feeling lasts for a minute maybe, then after that you just feel good. And
I’ve experienced that reading books or solving a difficult problem. It hap-
pens when I've tried my hardest, exerted a lot of effort, I can’t do any-
thing else. Then this feeling come over me—I call it a “quality orgasm.”

Tray: Last night I was sitting up reading physical science. And you know,
when I was home and could get laid whenever I wanted, I.would never
be up trying to understand general relativity. )

And T think about how talented a lot of guys get in here with their
poetry. You got some of the best poets and musicians. Freud talked about
Leonardo da Vinci and how good he got because of that repressed
energy. And it could be, but my ego won’t let me admit it—that 'm as zal~
ented as 1 am cause I ain’t gettin’ none! [laughter]

HLB.: The real artists in this prison . . . there’s a word called endowment.
They brought their talents here with them. But there is a euphoric thing
that occurs during the creative process. In my case I find it to be some-
thing of a higher spiritual order than sexual energy. It’s almost like the
feeling that you get when you offer something to eat to a homeless per-
son. Or you see somebody get hurt in the street and you run and save
their fife. ,

Donald: Ithink we’re being the victim of semantics where we limit our-
selves to saying it’s a kind of a sexual energy. Because I've also experi-
enced it immu I make sincere prayer.
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Drew: The Freudian perspective is from the bottom up: you start with
sexual energy and can sublimate it higher. Maybe people are suggesting
the reverse—there’s a spiritnal energy that can be brought down to the
sexnal level.

Charles: Yeah. There’s a part in the Koran that says when man was
formed and created, he’s in his best state. But from that he descends to
the lowest of beasts. . . .

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Who Am ﬁw

When I think about sexuality, several associations come to mind. First,
pleasure. After all, sex feels good. Then there’s intimacy. Sex can be,
though isn’t always, about giving bodily expression to emotional close-
ness. Then too, I think of babies. My wife and I were trying for years to
have one, both in the traditional way and scientifically assisted. We had
some fun and a lot of heartache, but without producing any progeny. But
sex has certainly been known to make babies, or so Pm told.

Yet as I reflect on the dialogue in chapter 14, another point comes
clear. Sex is not just about something you do or make, but something you
are. It's one way we discover and declare our identity. Am I feminine or
masculine, hetero or gay, powerful or submissive, traditional or adven-
turous, good or bad?

And also, as the dialogue suggests, am I black or white? If you’re
involved with a white woman, Tray says, “You’re seen as not being all-
black anymore.” Blackness, in this sense, is not just a matter of a skin
color. It’s an identity you establish, or at least refuse to run away from,
and the choice of a black partner is crucial in so doing.

It seems that whatever move you make, there’s no escaping the game.
Who you screw is who you are. According to O’Donald, a black man
hanging with a white woman is either making a statement about the sta-
tus quo or building up his masculinity. Something’s going on. Donald sug-
gests she may be the prize meant to prove he’s a stud. And this game is
enacted even in the privacy of the bedroom. Tray says that “I felt like I
cold-blooded kad #o excel” to live up to a white woman’s expectations.

Not everyone agrees that this game is all there is. Wayne, for example,
simply likes Cindy. He’s black, she’s white, but it’s not about all that.
They’re not trying to dismantle social categories, or prove a point, or
preen their feathers with an exotic mate. Wayne just likes Cindy.

But no one seems to accept this. It made me mad to hear how Wayne
was put out of every school in his (mainly white) county. And I was
equally frustrated that his black friends rejected him, that O’Donald sus-
pects wrong motives in all such relations. “Don’t these guys see,” I'd

3
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think, “that this is just like the racism they’ve been subjected to, just like
white prejudice against interracial couples?”

Yet, on reflection, I can also understand a difference. The whites who
don’t want their danghter going out with one of “them” usually harbor a
belief in black inferiority. The opposite seemed to motivate the black crit-
ics in my class. They saw racial self-hatred and betrayal in blacks who
chose whites. After all, for so long, African Americans have been taught
that they are not good enough, that it is those other people, with their blue
eyes and blond straight hair, who are desirable and worthy. Choosing a
white partner seems to confirm the racist hierarchy.

As a bignosed Jewish boy who married a cute button-nosed WASP
girl, T can relate to the issue. It’s true I have been ashamed of my Jewish
looks, labeled myself ugly, sought out the Aryan type. But it’s also true
that I love my wife passionately. Although vectors of racial and sexual
identity may have influenced my choice, at some point my choice outran
those categories and blossomed into something finer. Wayne, I suspect,
really did like Cindy. ,

But this also goes to show how much questions of sexuality and iden-
tity become intertwined. Your partner, or lack thereof, is read as a procla-
mation not only of your race, but of your status, power, and value as a
person. And such may have been particularly at play for these inmates.
Growing up poor, black, badly educated, and marginally employed is not
exactly conducive to feelings of self-worth. But sexuality can supply some
of what’s missing. If you're plenty macho, get a hot woman (or three), give
her the ride of her life. . . . As Cornel West points out, sexuality is one of
the few areas where African Americans are thought of as having power,
even. over whites.

But the prisoners also attacked the racism implicit in myths of black
sexuality. As John says, it’s not just the African American teenager who
puts on the threatening macho act. What about the white football
player or the leather-jacketed punk? Charles thinks “about how the
white man raped our black sisters, our black foreparents,” and Wayne
suggests the violation is still going on: his working mother constantly
had to fend off attacks.

As they spoke, I experienced a kind of gestalt reversal. Probably like
maxnty white Americans, I am used to associating violence with blacks. If
the Baltimore local news features a solved rape or murder, I expect to see
a black man led away by the cops. But now I was hearing things from the
other side: to blacks it was the white world that had always been saturated
with domination and violence. And this had been enacted sexually, as
through other forms of power. Charles reads this even into the high num-
bers of African American men in jail, keeping his race “from being fruit-
ful and multiplying.”
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1 find my thoughts drifting to the different perceptions of the O. J.
Simpson trial in 1994. Polls suggested that most whites thought him
guilty, most blacks suspected him not. Sc it’s not just about the evidence
but the lens through which people view it. I suppose it isn’t hard for
whites to imagine a powerful black man murdering two whites in sexnal
vengeance. Conversely, it’s not hard for blacks to imagine a white police
force framing an “uppity nigger” who crosses racial/sexual lines.

T guess Pm white: I thought O . guilty. Despite Mark Fuhrman’s malig-
nity, I doubt the L.A. police force had quite the cunning, forethought, and
sheer competence to arrange the frame-up and multiple eviderice-plantings
that OJ.’s defense suggested. For similar reasons, I doubt Charles’s theory
that black incarceration is the end result of a white plot to keep his race
from multiplying. Where was I when we planned it all out?

On the other hand, T also see how the history and continued preSence

of white racism gives rise to these suspicions. If O] s prosecuters had a
hard time convincing black jurors of his guilt, it’s only the mirror-image
of a prior prejudice: many a black man was unjustly convicted by white
jurors especially after messing with a white woman. I can also see how the
high rate of inner-city black violence is one outcome of a history of white
violence: the political, economic, and psychological consequences of
racism have wreaked havoc in the black community.
" Then too, I think Charles is right that African Americans are subject to
discriminatory “racial profiling,” prosecution, and tough sentencing that
ensures the prison population be disproportionately black. To take but
one local example I saw in the paper the other day: Interstate 95 in north-
eastern Maryland has 17 percent black motorists; yet fully 77 percent of the
drivers stopped and searched on that road (1995-97) were minorities.

‘Whether or not it was the result of a conspiracy, the inmates I was con-
versing with were now in jail, their sexuality disrupted. And T wondered
what that did to a person. I attended Yale in the mid-1970s when there
weren’t too many women around. A friend of mine had a solution for his
plight. “For the next four years I'm putting my balls on the shelf.” He
never got them down: he was shot to death in a hold-up by some New
Haven teenagers. But in the Pen I was dealing with guys on the other side,
the shooters. And they too would be putiing their balls on the shelf—for
twenty, thirty, forty years. What does one do in such a situation, I wanted
to know? But along with this, who does one become? If sexuality is so cru-
cial to your sense of status, manhood, connectedness, power—in short,
your identity—who are you after it’s all tor apart?

As is often true, I was surprised by the answers I received. Especially
those where the men celebrated their newfound celibacy. It left you free
of communicable disease; better able to relate to women; in possession of
greater self-contro] and self-esteem; with a mind mn\mmm up to explore gen-
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eral relativity. Was I hearing some Platonic or medieval discourse on the
virtues of sublimating eros?

Again, these men had learned to play the hand they’ve been dealt. If
incarceration has made them celibates (more or less), why not don the
monk’s cowl and realize the benefits of continence? It illustrates a princi-
ple I found recurring throughout our talks: in accepting a diminishment
we can transfotm it into a grace. )

But the trick for many of the men was to do this while still main-
taining their identity as men. It didn’t necessarily help that the Pen was
an all-male institution. Such environments—the army barracks, football
locker-room, boys boarding school—can teeter like a seesaw on a point
of sexual ambiguity.

On the one hand, they may be seen as a place so rough-and-tough
that women are excluded. This confers a macho honor on all its inhab-
itants. And I felt that atmosphere when I'd walk into the prison yard,
surrounded by muscular toughs gathering in clusters. I'm hardly the
Arnold Schwarzenegger type and it showed. I’d stride toward the
school trying to assume an air of virile authority but I doubt the pris-
oners were impressed.

Yet if an all-male environment grants macho distinction, it also casts
things in a suspicious light. All those men living, playing, showering
together—exactly what are they up t6? Why no women around? Strange
images float before the mind, like that of a burly convict blowing a kiss.to
his cellmate. Our sexual categories are threatened with chaos. .

This, I surmise, was the source of the 1993 political hubbub that fol-
lowed the proposal to allow gays to serve openly in the military. I sensed
that the stated objections (it would undermine fighting effectiveness, etc.)
were a cover for other concerns only hinted at. The army, we’re used to
thinking, is, by God, for men. It’s a place for those who embody the mas-
culine virtues of courage, toughness, and aggression. But what happens
when we let women in? When, even worse, soldiers come out as openly
gay? Suddenly, everything become suspicious, topsy-turvy. Queer-bashing,
personally or politically, becomes a way to counteract this threat.

And I could sense some of that in my discussions with the prisoners.
Many of them seemed to look down on those who engaged in gay sex,
and they wanted to be very clear that they sure as hell didn’t. We’re men
here, not queers. It seemed a point of honor that female guards found
them attractive and engaged in illicit liaisons with prisoners. And they
also liked defending the traditional “man’s role” in relationships, though
I found some of their comments sexist and offensive. Maybe we just dis-
agree. There are surely cultural differences at Pplay, but maybe it’s also a
matter of their circumstances. Homophobia and sexism can serve to
affirm their masculinity when everything conspires to strip it away, for in
our society, masculinity is associated largely with power—earning power,
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power to act in the world, sexual power—and it’s hard to assert any of
these in prison.

Of course, that didn’t stop the inmates from trying. The saga of the fuck-
boys is one sad example. It’s clear that fuck-boys are made, not born, and
that their genesis is not about sex as much as power. The fuck-boy is not
really gay. But he’s powerless and so has no choice. Nor does the abuser
define himself as homosexual. Tony comments, “it always amazes me that
the guy who forced him into it, because he’s on the ‘male’ end, thinks he’s
not gay.” This confusion is understandable in the light om our sexual cate-
gories. Gayness tends to be associated not only with engaging in homo-
sexual acts, but with the “effeminate” position—weak, submissive, “wom-
anly.” But the abuser doesn’t see himself this way. He has the power to
dominate and assert his will. From this angle, having a fuck-boy doesn’t
call your manhood into question but confirms it. _

And what of the fuck-boy, I wonder? He’s committed the cardinal sin
in prison: betraying weakness. But I feel touched by the plight of these
young men. Maybe it’s because I identify with them. Slender of build, not
schooled in the ways of the street {unless you count Park Avenue), I can
imagine being forced to be a fuck-boy myself. How else could I scrounge
protection in the Pen? And what might come of this dismal fate—pain,
humiliation, HIV—I'm not sure I want to think this all through.

But what saddens me the most is those young men who, as Donald
suggested, went searching for a father. To seek a role model for grow-
ing into manhood; to reach out in intimacy and reveal secret fears; to
dare to trust someone with that deep core of your self; and then to have
them rip it out of you, penetrate you against your will, change you into
just another fuck-boy. .

- It turns out that sex is not just about proclaiming identity. It can also
be used to destroy it.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Black, White, Jew

N

In this dialogue, as the one that preceded it, we are discussing material in Cornel
West’s Race Matters. The issue of nihilism and self-hatred in the black commu-
nity is a poignant one for the men in my class, so many of whom were African
American. Since I am Jewish, Cornel’s essay on blacks and Jews allowed us to
reflect on our relationship. Cornel subsequently co-authored, with Michael Lerner,
a book on the topic, Jews and Blacks: A Dialogue on Race, Religion, and
Calture in America (7995).

Building a Self

The eclipse of hope and collapse of meaning in much of black America is
linked to the structural dynamics of corporate market institations that affect
all Americans. Under these circumstances black existential angst derives
from the lived experience of ontological wounds and emotional scars
inflicted by white supremacist beliefs and images permeating U.S. society
and culture. These beliefs and images attack black intelligence, black abil-
ity, black beauty, and black character daily in subtle and not so subtle ways.
Toni Morrison’s novel, The Bluest Eye, for example, reveals the devastating
effect of pervasive European ideals of beauty on the self-image of young
black women. Morrison’s exposure of the harmful extent to which these
white ideas affect the black self-image is a first step toward rejecting these
ideals and overcoming the mihilistic self-loathing they engender in blacks.
(Cornel West, Race Matters, 17-18)

Drew: How we come to view ourselves is based a lot on the ways we
experience others viewing us. We internalize their gaze. As a Jew in our
society I have been subjected to certain kinds of racism, although I don’t
think i’s as extreme as you have experienced as African Americans. Very
few people have called me a “Jew-boy” or made fun of me or beat me up.
But if I pick up a magazine I see pictures of handsome men and beautiful
women, but they have blond hair and blue eyes and cute little noses. So
when 1 look at those pictures and I look in the mirror, I say to myself,
“Pm ugly. Pm weird looking. I'm different.” When I was growing up, 1
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was very self-conscious about my big Jewish nose. I would literally cover
it up with my hands and hope the rest of my head would grow bigger and
catch up. My whole life, there has been some way in which I have been

ashamed of being and looking Jewish. And I wanted to ask you about

your experience as African Americans in our culture.

Tray: I started equating beauty with what I saw in the magazines. ]
couldn’t do anything with my blackness, so I put all my energies into
what suits I lIooked nice in. Where everybody else was concentrating
on the math, science, and reading, I was concentrating on how to get
the dollars to get new outfits so I could be equal to the white guy in my
class. If I could come in with my big gold chain and the right clothes,
it kind of balanced things out.

Tony: By the time I was sixteen I had to have my hair processed. (Those
older of us remember that.) If you looked at a magazine, you seen all the
people that even if they were black they were so light and bright and close
to white it didn’t make no difference. And they had nice hair, Sstraight hair.
So I used that gunk, and I just knew I was iz :

And remember when waistline leather jackets were the thing? I was sit-
ting in the park in Los Angelesiand I watched two dudes beat someone to
death for a leather jacket. Then you wake up, you realize exactly what’s
going on and learn to decode a.ot of this, White corporations making'all
this money, but they don’t gear the ads to the people who can afford
them. I remember seeing kids beat up, shot up, and killed for tennis shoes
and a leather jacket. We as black folks have to realize that it’s what’s in
here that’s important, not the clothes you put on.

O’Donald: I grew up in South Baltimore, so I was around a Iot of white
people. And it influenced the way I thought and acted. In my dress,
everything had to be white, white shirt, white anything. Even my females

had to be light-skinned or close to that. I was about eight or nine when

this was going on.

But in the part of South Baltimore where I lived we had a project side
that was predominately black. In order to be accepted with them I couldn’t
wear all that white stuff. But to be accepted it was more than the dress—I
started doing what they did. I didn’t really want to. There was no longer me.
1 was made up of two different societies, two different worlds. So I started
doing these things like breaking the law, selling drugs, beating.

And when I turned ten they had a test-trial thing and my test was to
throw a log off a bridge. So I threw a log off a bridge and smashed the
front of a car window and the person got put into a coma. I was arrested
and charged with it. The guys tricked me into taking the charge. So at age
ten I was given juvenile life. 1 was placed in a state training school and all
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the psychologists were white. So I equated being somebody important
with being white. I didn’t know what it meant to be black.

But being in prison has really changed my mind. T no longer want to
have any white things.

Drew: 1 hear people saying that it was hard to have a sense of pride com-
ing from within. One of the problems with racism is that it makes you
look outside yourself to build self-esteem.

But racism can also be used as a tactic to try to feel better about your-
self and gef self-esteem. A cheap and quick fix is to say “Well, P'm suare as
hell better than that dude over there. He’s the scum of the earth.” I won-
der if within the African American community there is much of an attempt,
oouumomoc&vN or subconsciously, to use racism as a way to feel better about
who you are. Could be racism against whites, or against Jews. . . .

Donald: I think in our community there are a lot of people who don’t
deal with racism. They teach race pride, for example about the great
achievements of ancient Africa, and you feel good about it. But they don’t
think there’s a problem with white people feeling good about their race if
they don’t have to do it by stepping on someone else. .

But we also have people in our community—Elijeh Muhammad’s prob-
ably an example—he galvanized people by saying that the black people
are greater, the white people are devils.

Drezw: Which method do you think works better to promote a sense of
self-esteem?

Denald: The first, the one that is not based on superiority and discrimi-
nation. Because that’s real. The other one is based on a falsehood. You
find out you’re not superior to others and revert back to that state of mind
you were in before. ’

Wayne: Also African Americans are kept in such close community that
when you instill hate inside of individuals, ultimately that hate will spread
out on each other. There’s no European within your grasp, so you vent
that anger inside the community.

Tray: I don’t believe teaching a racist doctrine to a group of people can
build them up. In the African American community I think that we do
need to embrace a doctrine that will elevate our self-esteem and let us
know we can control our own economic, political, and educational situa-
tions. For a lot of years we always believed that we gotta go to white folks,
and that’s what’s destroyed us. :

But we can be pro-black without being anti-white. Black folks can’t
destroy America without destroying themselves, and the reverse is also
true. We’re intertwined. My destiny is yours. Yours is mine. And we can
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do like the Jewish people do, how they took care of educating their own
kids and built a power base within their own culture.

John: A problem, though, is when the dominant culture that is white
owns most things, we feel that ownership equals power. In the African
American community if you got a car, people think you have money and
must know certain things. Somewhere along the line we have to start
redefining stuff. Because a man has wealth it doesn’t mean anything. It
doesn’t mean he’s intelligent or a good person. It doesn’t mean he adds
anything to society. All it means is that he has some money.

1 can think back to times when I didn’t need drugs and money to make
myself happy, when I could be by myself and langh. But I lost it somewhere.
I remember when I went to Morgan State, just going to college wasn’t satis-
factory enough. Thad to be in college and driving. I had to be in college and
driving with a wardrobe. I had to be in college driving with a wardrobe and
with girls. Where was it going to stop? That kind of pressure made me
decide I got to get some money, and that led me into the criminal thing.
Where do you get a bankroll when you’re a black man and your family ain’t
got no money? You break the law. And before you know it, those good
intentions sure enough paved the road to hell for me because the arrests Jjust
started to pile on top of each other. And it all started with that thinking—that
without material values my life has no meaning.

Tray: I just want to say something real quick. All the benevolent people
throughout history needed wealth before they could be altruistic. Martin
Luther King, the glorious things he did he was able to do because he had
money to get his education. Gandhi was a lawyer, a good lawyer. He
probably had a little money before he thought about helping the world.
But you never saw a poor person do a damn thing for anybody.

Various voices: I disagree.
Tony: Look at Mother Teresa.

Tray: You can disagree all you want. Mother Teresa had the wealth of the
Roman Catholic Church. And John says being rich don’t make you intel-

ligent. Wrong. You buy intelligence. The people around you become your
brains.

John: This is the perfect example of what I'm saying. You can’ buy intel-
ligence. You buy an intelligent person to work for you. And that means
you’re really powerless. You're sitting here thinking you’re calling the
shots and he’s smickering, “Tomorrow morning I'll take another
$100,000 out and by the end of the year I’'m going south and he’ll be
broke.” I hate to say it, but so many African Americans always talking
about “I had this, but they robbed me.” No. Nobody robbed you. You
robbed yourself. You never got an education, you never understood
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what was needed to compete in these environments. So don’t get mad
at the next man, get mad at yourself.

i i. Gandhi got his
Tony: And Tray used the example of Gandhi .wEn once
BOAMWBaE started, he gave up everything, all his wealth. One of the rea-
sons he wanted the British out is because their whole value m%mmmnm Smum
destroying the Indian. And this lust for power, money, resources is what’s
corrupting our community too.

Tray: But Gandhi still needed money to facilitate his ommmm‘.dﬁwm we can
build within the black community our own economic, @oﬁﬂo&w mwh& edu-
cational programs we will continue to be victims. We’ll keep killing each
other over tennis shoes.

Prisons

Nihilism is to be undersiood here . . . [as] the lived experience of coping with a life of
NNSQ‘&MNSW meaninglessness, hopelessness, and (most important) lovelessness. H.&@

frightening result is 2 numbing detachment from others and a self-destructive

disposition toward the world. . . . The genius of our black monﬂomUmmm and

forefathers was to create powerful buffers to ward off the nihilistic threat, to

equip black folk with cultural armor to beat back the m&BoH.pm of Wo%mwm.mm.

ness, meaninglessness, and lovelessness. The recent market-driven shattering
of black civil society—black families, neighborhoods, schools, &.EHnWomv

mosques—leaves more and more black people vilnerable to mmb%. lives
endured with litle sense of self and fragile existential moorings. . . . Like all
Americans, African Americans are influenced greatly by the H.Hum\maw.m of com-
fort, convenience, machismo, femininity, violence, and sexual stimulation
that bombard consumers. These seductive images contribute to the predom-
inance of the market-inspired way of life over all others and thereby edge out
nonmarket values—love, care, service to others—handed down by @Hmo.mmh.pm
generations. The predominance of this way of life among those living in
poverty-ridden conditions, with a limited capacity to ward off mom,no.bﬁmduwﬁ
and self-hatred, results in the possible triumph of the nihilistic threat in black
America. (Cornel West, Race Matters, 14-17)

: or thi ears ago in the African American community, if
Wﬂﬁw MM, NMWM in Mwmwno ﬁmw.mmEuo&uoomu T could go to anybody’s roﬂm.m
to eat. Even though my family might not rm<m, something Monday, his
family might, so nobody went hungry. Clothes were passed down, wmow_m
looked out for each other. But today i’s a thing where every man’s for
himself. Me, me, me.

Drew: Do you think the church was more active thirty years ago in help-
ing people?

Jack: Yeah. Now all the churches want is money to build a bigger oW.E.oF
to buy the Reverend a bigger house and planes. [laughter] And basically
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we're the ones that get beat because over the years we’ve been taught to
be gullible, to rely on somebody else to take care of us.

H.B.: The problem is we lost some very significant values from our
African heritage. In Africa there’s a very, very strong sense of commu-
nity: everyone’s considered my aunt, my brother, my grandfather.

Tony: I also think that the more we “got rights,” the more we tried to
assimilate. Black families and neighborhoods were tighter back when we
didn’t have rights. You knew they didn’t want those “niggers” around so
you had to fight to get what you wanted. And you knew you had to do it
together because one man couldn’t do anything.

Tray: Also, before the civil rights movement we wasn’t allowed to go
downtown and see these big pretty things that white people had. When
the barriers came down and we seen them, we wanted them dad. And we
sacrificed what our grandparents taught us, like how to love each other.

But we can’t really make it. They don’t want us there. When you try
and get a job in a law firm, they’ll tell you to get out because youw’re black.
When you go to Howard Beach you get beat upside the head. When you
live in a city in which fifty-six percent of the males are in prison or on the
run, it Jets you know that society is rejecting you. It got so bad for me,
when I go to court I don’t want a black lawyer. I want a white lawyer and
a white judge. Is that self-hate or is that self-hate?

Drew: We've been talking about self-hate and nihilism within the African
American community. But what happens when people go to prison? I can
see people becoming more hopeless. Or I could see people who have
been wandering aimless, use prison to start to look within for a different
set of values, for something that helps you put yourself back together in a
more positive way. Which tends to be true?

H.B.: I think the first is more common in this particular prison. In fact, in
any prison I have ever been in, the first is more common. But there’s
always a small. handful of people who fit the profile of the second. Per-
sonally, I see myself as one. I see this man here. And that man there.
[pointing at pedple in the room)

See, you have to grab yourself by the ear and set yourself down and say,
“Forget about this ‘system’ stuff. It’s time for me to have a talk with me”
And you decide, what are you going to let them do to you? You’re not let-
ting them lock you up. You did that to yourself. You knew that armed rob-
bery meant twenty years.in prison if you get caught. It’s that simple. So for-
get about that. That mistake is done. But now what are you going to do?

In my case I decided that for me to hate myself, not believe in myself
and feel like 'm this awful thing, would be like committing a robbery
again. Pm no longer a human being who made a mistake. My whole life
becomes a crime.
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After a certain period of time in a place like this you reach a point of
no return—it’s about seven years—and if your heart ain’t pumping the
right amount of blood through your soul and not just your veins, you're
in trouble. Because you’re going to turn into a madman then. This place
is going to consume you, and you can’t let that happen.

John: The penitentiary has always been known to make you or break
you. You’re not just going to float around in here. The nihilism that brings
you in here, either you’re going to get rid of it or it’s going to engulf you
and eventually destroy you. -

Drew: But getting back to the race issue, what are things like in prison in
termas of black-white relations?

H.B.: I think sometimes we confuse racism with our sense of cultural
norms. For example, I met a guy in this prison, a white guy. We was on
the same softball team so we got to be buddy-buddy. Then one day I was
walking across the yard and almost got hit in the eye by a pebble. I say,
“What the hell?!” I turns around and he’s got a fist full of pebbles and this
dammn crazy-ass look on his face. I walked up to him and I say, “Hey man,
let me tell you something, don’t be throwing no dammn stones at me. You
could put somebody’s eye out like that.” He says, “Oh man, I was just
playing.” It was a cultural thing. You see a lot of white guys playing with
each other that way. We don’t get it!

Drew: It’s a secret white ritual. [laughter]

H.B: 1 do know a lot of black guys in here who despise white people sim-
ply because they’re white. I've also walked up on white guys with pictures
all over their bodies who look like they sharpen their teeth—motorcycle
types, Pagans—and they were in a discussion about “that nigger” and then
suddenly everything got quiet till I walk past. So racism here is noz subte.
It’s open. But as a matter of fact, it’s so damn open that it’s almost invisi-
ble. The white guys stay in their little area, black guys stay in their big
area (because the majority of us in here are black), and as long as you do
that everybody gets along fine.

T've seen a Pagan who I know is a racist give a black guy who despises
white people some tobacco to smoke. It was a penitentiary thing. But that’s
the kind of racism in here. It’s peculiar. So bold that it’s almost nonexistent.

Selvyn: Sometimes you get more respect or cooperation from those guys
like the Pagans who don’t like black people. It’s a Mexican standoff: You
don’t like me. I don’t like you either. Now, are we going to cooperate? It’s
the ones that start patting me on the back I have more problems with.

Donald: A lot of the racism is covert because we're in a majority here. I
personally believe if the whites were in a majority some of the things they
would do would be much worse.
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Jobn: And there’s another kind of racism in here. Say you have some
white guy from a good home and he’s committed a crime that will bring

him into the prison system with predominately black men—they try to
work something out for him. Regardless of how vicious the crime may be,

he’ll bypass coming to the Maryland Penitentiary. But the judge will say -

to a black man, “Handle it the best way you can. That’s your problem.”
You commit the same crime, but don’t go to the same prison, and then
they beat us home!

H.B.: Yeah, when I got arrested they had a young white man in the same
county in the same court system before the same judges and prosecutors.
And this yourig man killed his parents in their sleep, chopped them up
and put them in trash bags, and set them out on the curb for the garbage
man. His mother and his father. They gave him twelve years and sus-
pended all but eight. He’s home now. I'm sure of it. I shot somebody by
accident in a robbery and I came out of the courtroom with twenty-five
years, no parole, plus ten. When they pull a stunt like this they say, “He
never had a record.” What’s that got to do with anything? I never killed
my mother and father, chopped them up, and put them in no trash bag!

Blacks and Jews

Black anti-Semitism and Jewish 4dntiblack racism are real, and both are as

profoundly American as cherry pie. There was no golden agein which blacks
- and Jews were free of tension and friction. Yet there was a betfer age when

the common histories of oppression and degradation of both groups served

as a springboard for genuine empathy and principled alliances. Since the

late sixties, black-Jewish relations have reached a nadir. Why is this so?

(West, Race Matters, 71)

Drew: In a lot of ways I haven’t wanted to get into this issue. I'm Jewish,
yow’re African American. I feel we have a good relationship and I didn’t
want to spoil it by raising a topic where you might start yelling at me, I
might start %.oEbm at you. But at the same time it’s not honest to sidestep
the issue and’preterid it isn’t there.

Growing up I had very little contact with African Americans. I've been
thinking about what kind of stereotypes did I have, what things were said
in my family. I remember my parents talking about “schwartzes,” a Yid-
dish word for “blacks.” It doesn’t mean “nigger” or something like that,
but I think there’s a bit of racist overtone, “us” versus “them” superiority.
At the same time Jews have often had a tradition of social liberalism, and
I'was brought up to care about the underdog, about justice, about equal-
ity. So maybe the fact that ’'m here volunteering in prison also came out
of my Jewish background.

y
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I wanted to ask if, when you were growing up, you had contact with
Jews or were taught anything about them?

Charles: The first Jew I ever met was a dude named Abe. He owned a
corner grocery store in South Baltimore on Paca and Warner Street. And
T’d go to my man Mr. Abe, I'd say, “Look, Mr. Abe, I want to buy some
candy from you and I want you to give me some candy.” He’d give it to
me and P'd go out and set up my rack, I wasn’t more than eight or nine,
and I’d sell the candy. When his store closed, I opened up mipe.

The only conception I had of Jews was they were strictly business. That
was the only dealings I had with them. .

Tray: I never distinguished between Jewish people and white people until
1 got in the court system. My father was killed by the police when I was
about eighteen months old. So I was always taught that you could be
friends with one white person but if there’s a group of them, they’re
wicked. But when T was about thirteen, if I came before a Jewish magis-
{rate P'd always expect lenience. I don’t know why, but I just expected it.
I specifically remember Magistrate Goldstein. It was a charge I was guilty
of, some kind of drug beef, but I just knew I was going to go home, he
sent everybody home. He sent me back to training school for thirty days. I
just felt so hurt. If it had been a black judge I dor’t think it would have
hurt as bad. I hated that magistrate more than any other because the
betrayal was much more deep.

Drew: West writes that one cause of black anti-Semitism is “higher expec-
tations some black folk have of Jews. This perspective holds Jews to a
moral standard different from that extended to other white ethnic groups.
... Such double standards assume that Jews and blacks are ‘natural’ allies,
since both groups have suffered chronic degradation and oppression at
the hands of racial and ethnic majorities. So when Jewish neoconser-
vatism gains a high public profile at a time when black people are more
and more vulnerable, the charge of betrayal’ surfaces among black folk
who feel let down” (pp. 76-77).

Tray: He sent me up for thirty days.

John: And someone my age can remember a time when whites wouldn’t

do any kind of business with blacks, but Jews would. We were represented
by Jewish lawyers when many whites wouldn’t take our cases. But then if
anything went awry it sours things. Like Tray was saying, you think, “T
can expect a double cross from the other guy, but from you, there’s a
problem.” ,

Drew: Dve wondered why anti-Semitic language has been increasing in
the African American community. I grew up fairly insulated from thou-
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sands of years of anti-Jewish sentiment, but P’ve felt more of that from the
African American community and certain of its spokespeople than any-
where else in the past few years. It’s been stunning.

Mike: Allan Bakke. That’s what I think really started it all. That was a
major situation where Jews kind of knifed us in the back. African Ameri-
cans were frying to make entrance into professional jobs, schools, what
not, and up popped Allan Bakke and killed affirmative action.

[Mike refers to the landmark 1978 decision wherein the Supreme
Court struck down the University of California’s “special admissions pro-
gram” for minority groups.]

Drew: Now why would you consider that Jewish? Is Ae¢ Jewish? ﬁ

Mike: Yes.

Tray: Another part is religious. Historically Islam and Judaism always

conflict, and in the last fifteen years Islam has had a greater influence in
our community.

Charles: I think Louis Farrakhan is also looking at how much money the
Jewish race makes from the black community. I remember when I was
about nineteen I used to paint héuses for Jews. Out there in Green Gate
Valley they got houses on slopes, man,pull-in driveways with curves and
water fountains, big ole houses. ¢ )

Drew: Are you saying that wealth was pulled out of the black community
In some way?

Charles: Yeah, Farrakhan believes some of those funds should be put
back.

Tony: On the other hand you do have some people who are just plain
envious. The Jewish community as a whole tends to be rather wealthy,
and. it doesn’t matter what race you are, those that don’ have tend to be a
little envious of those that do.

Charles: Quite afew of the aunts in my family did domestic work in Jew-
ish houses. And a lot of times they came home and brought clothes and
stuff and I'd say, “Where’d you get this from?” and they’d say, “the peo-
ple we work for.” Those relationships were there between the Jewish and
the blacks.

Drew: Well, T have to admit when we were growing up we had a maid
who was African American. Her name was Sally. And she was, I mean
this sounds kind of clichéd, but she was like a second mother to me.

Charles: That’s right, Doc. She was your nanny.
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Drew: Yeah, she was my nanny. She’s in her seventies and we’re siill
friends. She refers to me as her Jewish son. But also, looking back on it, I
know the exploitation that was involved in that relationship. She had her
own kids and yet she had to live in our house and take care of us. And
she had ambitions to move on and become a nurse, and my mother did
certain things to block that from happening because Sally was so valuable
to our family. So I feel close to her and also some guilt about the past.
But I want to go back to this sense of betrayal you’ve talked about. If
there’s somebody blocking affirmative action, taking money out of the
community, or a judge giving a tough sentence, you thight feel more
anger because they’re Jewish and say, “Well, this person should have
understood, should be my ally.” But I feel some of that in the other direc-
tion. T hear somebody from the Aryan Nation talking about Jewish con-
spiracies, or how Jews are money-grubbing, exploitative people, I'd prob-
ably say, “Oh, another fascist. I'm not going to worry about people like
that” But when I hear those racist stereotypes coming from the African
American community, from people who are leaders in the batile for
tights, justice, and to overcome racism, I say, “How can they be spewing
this hate? Don’t they know this is the same kind of rhetoric that’s been
used against African Americans?” So I feel a sense of betrayal and anger.

Q: I believe it’s become more prevalent now because of the poverty and
the frustration in the African American community. If’s a fact that Jews do
control some of the financial institutions, and do have a say-so in the
media that controls the images you see. And they should be very careful
to take into consideration how African Americans are suffering very
deeply. They should understand the plight of the oppressed because they
suffered a Holocaust just like we suffered a Holocaust. And if they want
to be this ally that they have been over the years, don’t desert the African
American community now. Men are starving out there on the streets.

Drew: I hear the anger about racism and ghetto conditions. I agree it’s
terrible. But I think the notion that it’s the Jews who are behind this,
taking money out of the African American community, running the
financial power structure, is wrong. The Jewish population may have
some power and wealth, but it’s really very small—two, three percent.
But as a small ethnic group that’s also been subject to discrimination, it
becomes a convenient target to fight against, as.opposed to the people
who have most of the power.

I do think Jews are supposed to care about all who are oppressed. So I
think what you’re saying pulls us back to our ethical center. But Cornel
West says that African Americans also have to rediscover the moral cen-
ter of the civil rights and the black freedom movements. If the movement
is racist toward groups like Jews, doesn’t it abandon its ethical center?
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Tony: If you become racist you become what you've been fighting against.

John: Our Muslim community once was Nation of Islam, but we broke
away because of that blaming the white man. We came to a decision that
our biggest battle is to correct ourselves as human beings. Racism has to
be attacked whenever it comes up. No double standards.

Q; But it’s difficult to put together what West is saying with the history of
Jews participating in the slave trade.

”U».mae.‘ West said the breakdown in black-Jewish dialogue is partially from
ignorance about each other’s history. Most African Americans I dom’
think have much awareness of the two-thousand-year history of anti-
Semitic persecution. On the other side too, we may be ignorant abotit

Jewish complicity in slavery, and insensitive to the history of the African
American.

.u@uuwn But there’s also a problem of African Americans knowing their own
history. .Wmomzmm then we would know that some of the “facts” that Far-
rakhan is spouting about Jewish slave traders aren’t true.

Donald: I think that most blacks know more about the Jewish Holocaust
than they do about their own history. And a lot of Jews don’t know about

the black Holocaust, or even recognize there was one.

Tray: That Middle Passage, where millions died before coming over here.
Drew: What is the Middle Passage?

Various voices: The slave ships. People killed themselves, jumped in the
sea. People thrown over, heads cut off. . . .

Denald: You don’t know what the Middle Passage is?
John: We’re gonna have to get you some African history!

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Welcoming the Stranger

“You shall not oppress a stranger, for you know the feelings of the
stranger, having yourselves been strangers in the land of Egypt.” So God
addressed Moses in Exodus 23.

But who is the “stranger,” I wonder? My Torah says that the Hebrew
word ger “was the term applied to the resident non-Israelite who could no
longer count on the protection of his erstwhile tribe or society.” So the
stranger was not simply geographically displaced. This person was also
socially displaced, no longer considered part of the tribe from which he
or she came. The temptation for the Israelites to oppress such a person
living among them must have been great. But God enjoins otherwise
repeatedly (the “stranger” is referred to thirty-three times in the Torah).
The Jew’s own suffering opens up the possibility of compassion, of “expe-
riencing with” the other. The Jew knows what it’s like to live in exile, sub-
ject to cruelty and humiliation. And the Jew knows the value of all that
restores humanity: a moment of kindness, a gesture of respect, of little
cost to the giver, but to the receiver, of momentous import. Don’t forget,
God says. Like a Jewish mother, he’s a bit of a nudge about this subject.

When I wandered into the prison setting, who was the stranger and
who the Israelite? On one level, the answer seems obvious. I, after all, was
the prosperous Jew dwelling in America as a comfortable homeland,
whereas the men I worked with were outcasts several times over. First,
they were estranged by virtue of their blackness. Their ancestors had
been brought over by force and enslaved. They, therselves, had grown
up in ghetto areas, as my ancestors once had in Eastern Europe. A further
ghettoization came about with their prison exile, not only geographic but
moral in nature. By virtue of their crimes they were to be set off, confined,
deprived of rights, liberties, and protections I take for granted. Any pen-
itentiary creates strangers within our midst.

But once inside the prison, I also felt the stranger. Having grown up in
white and exclusive environs, I had wandered into a different world. The
Baltimore prison, like the city itself, had an African American majority,
including most of the inmates, guards, staff, and administration. By virtue
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of my skin, I seemed the foreigner here. And race aside, this remained an
alien world. I knew how to deal with a college dean, but not a chief of
security. I knew something of the life of 2 Loyola student, but not that of
a seventeen-year-old incarcerated for double murder. I was as much a
stranger in this Kafkaesque universe as the prisoners might have been vis-
iting Loyola’s pristine campus.

Who is the stranger then? Suffice it to say the prisoners and I met as
strangers to each other. Black and white, Muskim, Christian, and Jew,
poor and rich, prisoner and free man, we gazed at each other across mul-
tiple chasms. But we also extended a hand of greeting. As Pve mentioned,
from the moment I entered the prison the inmates assisted me to feel Lwﬁ
home. Maybe it was the self-selected nature of the class. Those men who
would rebel against a white or Jewish teacher simply didn’t show up. But
maybe it was also that the prisoners knew the “feelings of the stranger”:
what it was like to be a different color, to stand alone before a hostile
crowd. Such affliction can either embitter a person’s heart or soften it with
compassion. And my own compassion may also have been rooted in
strangerhood. From the loss of my family and the weight of guilt and
despair, I too felt like an inmate and exile.

All strangers, we were somewhat at home with each other. The race
thing didn’t seem a big deal. Only once did I sense a violation of that
principle. Having started a section on African thought, we threw the class,
open to new participants. Some %o.cb,.m men joined who had studied this
subject, taking an Afrocentric perspective. I offered them and others an
opportunity to lead the class. We decided to have two speakers on Egypt-
ian philosophy, the first man black, the next Mark Medley, a Jew.

Well, that first guy really pissed me off. I don’t like to admit it, but he
did. He talked about the great contributions of Egyptian culture that had
been stolen without atiribution by the West. Well, okay. I think his posi-
tion involved some serious exaggerations, but at least it had some schol-
arly basis; works such as Martin Bernal’s controversial, but respectable,
Black Athena take something of this line. But what pissed me off was the
young man’s racial dogmatism. He wasn’t just extolling Egypt, but attack-
ing in veiled manner other cultures. The Jewish biblical account had
reversed the truth. Moses was a second-rate and corrupt figure. Egypt, in
his view, embodied the good, and other societies (Jewish, Greek, Euro-
pean) brought darkness and distortion. T tried to argue back, but wasn’t
too effective. For one thing, I felt a little intimidated. I Jjust wasn’t used to
his dogmatic and hostile style. Second, I wasn’t sure of the appropriate
response. Admittedly, I did see things from my white and Jewish per-
spective and he had the right to disagree. I didn’t want to shut up opin-
ions other than my own. That would only reinforce this student’s distrust.
However, I also felt the need to forcefully oppose what I believed to be
racist comments. But how to do so without myself being, or appearing,
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racist? I seethed and vacillated, finally calling an African American
philosopher friend. Help! What’s going on here?

He saw it as something of a power game. This student was going to
challenge my white authority with street-style tactics to see if I backed
down. Do the opposite, my friend exhorted. Stand tough, confront every
false move with evidence and argument, counter any jive with some slick
moves of my own. Then, only then, would I win respect.

Sounds good. The problem is, it’s just not my style. I could imagine my
voice cracking at the crucial moment, and my tough phrases coming out in
a high-pitched whine. So I was relieved when next week I found myself off
the hook. The young man didn’t show up for Mark’s presentation or any
more of the classes. Having made his points, he and his followers vanished.
My long-standing students were not surprised. He had come to teach, they
told me, not to learn. They sagely shook their heads and (mostly in their
thirties) muttered about the arrogance of youth. I was grateful for their sup-
port—they chose me!—and for being able to resume our more polite dis-
course. But I also felt some sense of loss. In a desext oasis Jew and Egyp-
tian had briefly met, then wandered apart still strangers.

In the larger society, that seemed the norm. One of Louis Farrakhan’s
Lieutenants, Khalid Muhammed, had just delivered a virulent attack on
Jewish power and conspiracy at Kean College in New Jersey. Leonard Jef-
fries, a professor of African American studies at City College of New York,
had been removed as department chair after delivering a speech with anti-
Semitic overtones. All this was starting to infiltrate our class. Though 1kke
to think of myself as a fervent defender of academic freedom, I felt little
sympathy for Jeffries. But I found that my students had a different point
of view. The tension crackled in our discussion. It started to feel personal

Then my wife, a professor at the historically black Morgan State Uni-
versity, went to a talk there by a local black politician who included a
backhanded reference to Jews. She was upset. As a feminist philosopher
concerned with multiculturalism, her work focused on understanding and
countering oppression. This was one reason she was hired at Morgan. But
now she felt prejudice from the other side. The situation intensified when
she taught a class on anti-Semitism during her Power and Gender course
and one of her students proclaimed, “I don’t care what anybody says, I
hate Jews!” Others ran out the familiar stereotypes: Jews were rich and
powerful unlike blacks, so they couldn’t be the victims of racism. Students
who disagreed kept silent.

My wife came home that evening furious. We talked late into the
night about how best to respond. But when she went in to teach her
next class, she found herself unable to, except through a single sponta-
neous gesture: she walked out. These students to whom she had felt so
close were now strangers to her and she to them. Better to express it
directly than pretend otherwise.
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And T also felt the need to let estrangement emerge. The prisoners and
T had discussed race relations several months previously. At the time we’d
used the occasion to affirm the common humanity that lay beneath our dif-
ferently colored skins. If we had a statement to make about black-Jewish
relations, it was embedded in the very work we were doing together. And
I'still believe in that statement. But the growing tensions in the broader
society also led me to feel all we’d sidestepped back then. It was a little too
nicey-nice, like a Coke commercial in which a carefully selected multira-
cial chorus links arms and sings about world harmony. It doesn’t feel real.
And if anything meaningful is to be resolved between blacks and whites
blacks and Jews, it has to be real and include the anger. A

But anger made nie uncomfortable. Growing up, I had little experi-
ence with such feelings worked through and successfully resolved. If peo-
ple were pissed, they stayed pissed until death did them part, and the rage
often played a part in that death. My brother and father were angry men
when they committed suicide: angry at self, others, and the world. I

remember the day it hit me: they were maurderers. In anger, they had killed

themselves. So anger scares me. I didn’t want to face any anger the
inmates might have toward me as Jew, or that I might have toward them.
Anger was too closely associated with death. That many of the men were,
in fact, murderers probably didn’t help me.

Still, we seemed, to have survived: our anger, once it was openly,
expressed. I could hear the men’s sense of betrayal as they talked about
Jews, who should have been their alliés, abandoning them in time of need.
I understood. But I also got pissed off in return. Racism, poverty, injus-
tice, all terrible, but why scapegoat the Jews? I felt betrayed by men I had
counted as friends. If that were all our talk amounted to, it would have but
added its small drop to the growing sea of animosity. But more important,

I think, was the way we challenged each other in a positive way to live up -

to black and Jewish ideals.

Our conversation forced me to think more deeply about Torah. I've
come to believe, with Q, that Jews having been “strangers in the land of
Egypt,” must concern themselves deeply with the African American’s
plight. (Surely, this is-also embodied in Jesus’ life and teachings. He was,
after all, a Torah-taught Jew.) There was a time when this concern was
more.clearly manifested, for example, by Jewish-black linkages during the
civil rights era. It hasn’t totally disappeared, but seems to be fading.

And what does this mean to me personally? My great grandparents
came over from Russia, the land of shtetls and pogroms. My grandfather
built something better here. Although gradually losing his sight to dia-
betes, he still managed to run a successful drugstore in the Bronx. He and
a helpful uncle were able to support my father through medical training
at New York University where he was one of the first Jews admitted. And
through my father’s hard labors we ended up on Park Avenue. Thus did
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we escape Pharaoh’s hand. In America, we no longer had to live as
strangers under religious, political, and economic privation. Here was a
land of milk and honey, luxury cruises, and private schools.

But had we obeyed the commandment to not oppress the stranger? Yes
and no. Conira the scenario of Jewish wealth extracted from African
Americans, I couldn’t see how my father’s medical practice had done any
such thing. He was simply a good doctor helping grateful patients. But
once well-to-do, hadn’t we exploited Sally, our live-in black maid? I've
given her financial assistance over the years to help clean up family
karma. Maybe my prison work was, as well, a way of making amends and
seeking to help the stranger.

But this seems awfully presumptuous. The enlightened Jew helping the
poor black. No real racial equality can be built on such grounds. ..P.H&.@mn-
haps this was a problem with the black-Jewish coalition of the civil rights
era: Jews, after all, played the part of helpers, but unidirectional help
comes perilously close to oppression. It can reinforce the lesser status of
the “helped.” .

So, equal relations demand that these roles also be reversed, placing
center stage the agency and conscience of the African American. The
civil rights movement, according to Cornel West, occupied a high moral
ground because it addressed something more than narrow mm:.mﬂﬁmnmmﬁ. In
the quiet courage of a Rosa Parks, the nobility of a Martin Luther King

Jr., the steadfastness of students who, under attack by firehoses, &ommN and
dead-of-night bombers, would neither retreat nor pick up weapons: in all
this, there was a moral call that transcended the conditions that provoked
it. Blacks were speaking to issues of freedom and equality, the eradication
of injustice and racial hatred. Blacks, then, were implicitly working on
behalf of Jews. :

The poet Mark Nepo writes, “Whether conscious of it or not, we are
all engaged in the search for the unknown other who might complete us
and join us to the whole. . . . This, then, is the purpose of the stranger: to

enliven what is dormant within us.” From this perspective, ) was needed
to call me to my Torah obligations. Conversely, Jews are needed to oﬁ&.
lenge racism among blacks. We can summon each other back to our high-
est ideals and become partners to make them real. )

A year previous, we had a holiday party in class—Christmas,
Hanukkah, Kwanzaa, who knows what. I gave the men silly pop-up cards.
1 was allowed to bring these paper products into jail, and I thought they
might brighten up a cell. The men surprised me with a gift in Hm.g“ a
personally inscribed gilt-edged Koran. And the day of the above dialogue
I lugged into class a heavy and ammotated Torah to read them apm
“stranger” passage from Exodus. Charles and John m:ﬁmimmm.upmw again;
they asked me to get them each a copy. 1 thought they were joking, but
they were dead serious—these biblical bocks are holy texts of Islam.
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At first, T hesitated: the Torah I had was expensive. But finally I knew PART FIVE

T had to come through. Farrakhan wants Jewish wealth returned to the
African American community? What better way than through the dona-
tion of Torahs?

Curious, I thought, very curious. Me, a nice Jewish boy, perusing his
Koran, while Charles, the Muslim imam, studies his Torah. Sometimes
when welcoming-the stranger, you discover you’re not such strangers
after all. That’s when things can really turn strange.

Journeys
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Heroes and Hoodlums

Joseph Campbell (1904-1987) is the best-known contemporary interpreter of com-
parative mythology, folkiore, and religion. First drawn o the Seld by a youthful
interest in American Indians, he went on to produce a series of important studies
including The Hero with a Thousand Faces, and the four-volume The Masks
of God, among many others. Campbell saw the world’s myths both as attempted
explanations for the mystery of creation and as psychospiritual guidelines Jor how
best to live. He was struck by the universality of the answers given; Jfor example, ke
argued that the same “monomyth” of the hero is found across cultures divergent in
space and time.

In addition to reading an excerpt from The Hero with a Thousand Faces,
the prisoners and I focused on The Power of Myth. This book was drawn fiom
a series of PBS interviews with Bill Moyers broadcast afier Campbell’s death. The
inderviews proved an accessible route into Campbell’s thought, enabling a discus-
sion of the myths that, for better or worse, had helped guide the prisoners’ Lives.

Youthful Dreams

The usual hero adventure begins with someone from whom something has
been taken, or who feels there’s something lacking in the normal experi-
ences available or permitted to the members of his society. This person then
takes off on a series of adventures beyond the ordinary, either to recover
what has been lost or to discover some life-giving elixir. . . . That’s the basic
motif of the universal hero’s journey—leaving one condition and finding the
source of life to bring you forth into a richer or mature condition. (Joseph
Campbell [with Bill Moyers], The Power of Myih, 123-24)

.uowh When you look at who’s a hero for African American women, you
think of Maya Angelou. She comes from one of those southern rural
reas. She went through the sexual abuse, all the discrimination toward
omen, and she grew from that and became something great.

“And for us, we look at Malcolm X. He came to prison and went through
initiation where he had to struggle to develop himself and conquer cer-
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tain things. And the way he returned made him a hero, because he came
to the common people and taught about his experience; prison, drugs, get-
ting his life together. A lot of African American men identify with Malcolm
X more from the experiences than his particular doctrines.

Drew: Maybe in terms of a certain mythic structure, African American
youth can’t identify with Martin Luther King’s life journey as much as
with Malcolm Xs.

Mike: Yeah, King came out of a middle-class background. His father was
the pastor of one of the largest black churches in the country, and King
went to the best of schools. I don’t think he suffered a day in his life, you
understand? That’s why fewer people identify. It’s also his politics—you
know, the nonviolence thing is very hard to sell. .

Charles: I think Malcolm X and Martin Luther King was both heroes.
For each, their whole thing was to uplift the black race, right? They. just
had different methods. It’s like two people climbing a mountain. One per-
son goes right and the other person left, but they both struggle to get to
the top of the same mountain. B

Tray: Campbell says the heto gains the power to bestow things on his fel-

low man. In my community, a hero was the man who went to Humm,ow but -
came home, got a whole lot of money, had a big Cadillac, and gave us big -

dollars. He had the essential thing to bestow. Malcolm and King didn’t-
bestow anything I could really recognize. I mean okay, we can eat wher-'

ever we want to now, the restaurants are desegregated, but I never

thought about that because I took it for granted. They were just people to
read about in school. . , :
Mike: But Martin and Malcolm did bring something back to the black
community. Up to that time we never saw a black man on stage mhﬂoc.,
lating how they felt regardless of what the larger community felt about
what they said. That’s what they bestowed. i

Charlés: When I was young my heroes were guys that could pick-pocket
the best and the guys that could creep the best and steal diamonds.

Dretw: What’s creeping? .
~ Charles: Creeping is like if you go in the store and beat it without them
- knowing. You go into the employee-only room, get the money bag, and.

out. And they don’t know that théy’ve actually been beat until they cl
. their business. I mean a creeper was a great hustler because you didn’t

carry no gun. There was never no risk involved. Even if you got caug]
smack in the room you tell the people you was Hoo,w_.bm for the bathr
You had to go so bad! [laughter] , B

"Drew: Why were those people your heroes?

Mﬁ& 5,@ turmoil on the ingide that says
- Loverand over. So T was manipulated by the crowd on the outside, Not

v_,gwﬁ"ws,mb:o%m ] i Trvas growi .

- Mike . Hsagree with Tray. When T was erows

,.,M<mmb t glorified. T aspired to be like the wz%m s&mﬂ Q.MHMWHH%% vmvmm&.oﬁ

ecause even the dope dealers were afraid of the gy

: MMMM mﬁwm%woﬁm rob banks and then came back and give a Jittie kid a stuff

e m..w e dope mwﬂmﬁ he just didn’t have that kind i
Y It e was selling heroin, because everyone saw it for what it was
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MMMMMMM <55M I'was out living in Glen Burnie my uncle bec
b Mﬂmm € was a solid, consistent, WNHQ.SOHEW person. And Ik
mumv\mo cw meM “%M%owrmm Wm Mmﬁm a hero. Because with my wmawmu mwoﬁwmw.
1€ had to always work to biin: {in"And shé wogld
h%ﬁﬁ let us see when she was QWSP HM HENMWWMHWOMMMW >~Mm e e
s Mw would go somewhere and hide. T B fhe best of her
ut another hero of mine was a Jehowv: i

! ah’s Witness, €
MW“M MMM MMMM WWEO to mowOow and everybody would HWWMMMMMH MH.MM Wlﬁ
maintain who ba - He wasn’t a1n aggressive type of Pperson, but he ooEM.
oy to MH.E € was no matter what people said against him. T used #
oo C. ; off that edge, get him to resort tg violence. wﬁ. hewi EM
never Hﬂoﬁ. . Sao ome day when we gotto be friends I asked him, ﬁ\oﬁp
Boﬁmwmm“o e Mwwmbﬁv mm.. said, “Because P'm a Jehovah’s Witness and ;
ing, 30 Wmmmm . kume uwWMEm smmv\.u We were down there by the river mmwv\

. o touknow I would just sit back and tud do what
my parents tell mie, and a5 4 result of that it became MWmWMMb MuMoAMMMM

mobumgmvmnogmmmuumg. r.. ‘ e .
move from what he Umﬁ.o,<%&”ﬁ.m@# is hard to break.” He couldn’t har dly

always dictated to by pec d si hat tammis
a dictat, Y people and situations. A1l that tauni Yor v
Got opl cHons. All that taunting. Y
him, Wayne, get him, Wayne!” 1 Wwanted to quiet mummuomw WMMMM
You're a scaredy cat,” and Hﬁﬁmmﬁm

this guy.

. ties,
- I can remember the -

of respect . . , espe-
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Gary: My view is similar. When I grew up anybody could sell dope. It was
just something a bum did because he couldn’t do nothing else. And it took
advantage of people that were sick. Someone I aspired to be like was John
Dillinger. [laughter] Pm serious! I liked him because he just said zhe hell
with the whole cotrupt systemn here in the United States. I'm not going for
this taking people’s farms, and stuff they worked for all their life, and fore-
closing on them. P’Il take money from your banks and hurt the status quo.

And 1 liked Ché and I liked Fidel, because they spit in the wind, said,
“Pm not going to let you run my life. 'm not going to kiss your ass to get
along with you! P'll get it my own way.” I never did like the power struc-
ture in this country. I think you could share wealth a lot better than what’s
being done. .

John: I agree with Gary. A lot of these heroes we're talking about is a per-
son coming from an oppressed group. He’s living in a society where
authority and government is the oppressor and he fights back. s notreally
ill-gotten gains because it’s taking from someone that’s taken from you.

1 remember when we hit the street, African consciousness wasn’t that
high then and we didn’t have too many black gangsters to look up to, so
we just kept taking Jtalian gangsters’ names. It was Joey this, Johnny that,

Dutch this. It sounds crazy, but we identified with these guys who were
fightinig the system, making their lives pleasant, and taking some money

back into the community to help those who were oppressed.

Tray: I had every gangster tape. There were seventy-two of them—the

gangster chronicles! Al Capone on them, Duich Schultz, Lucky Luciano.
1 had every last one of them because I wanted to be a big racketeer.

U,e.mu.e... Im Wmm..n.bm the w.mﬁmwp.% what Campbell calls “the hero Bv,\?.,w ,
He-says the hero sets out from the common world, goes into a different .

realm with its own mmbmmam and forces, where he pulls off something

heroic using physical abilities and cunning. You see that in your descrip-

tions of gangsters. He wins a great victory (through the heist or the deal)
then retuins to bestow boons on his fellows. )
But now that you’re looking back, would you still endorse this ideal
was it a false myth? =~ - . -
John: There are elements I would still accept and parts I wouldn’t. 1do
accept the constant fight to get your way in an oppressive society. Whai
would disagree with is the means you use. Selling drugs, robbing banks
and murdering people is not anything to use as a means to an end. St
ing your own business, becoming a journalist, whatever, that should
the correct means. N . Y

Donald: When I was mwombm,mmm nine or ten, I ¢an remember Hw,o,owﬂ,.m
telling me that I was going to be a doctor. They brought me a tongu
depressor. But I never did get the opportunity to se¢ any doctors. I didn’

in the community,

: Emﬂmbﬂ world—instant lottery,
yousee a kid, he want it 7ight now.

me; “Man, you’re too fast!” Because T
take the money and do what I want.”

Drew:
w: So even though you were offered a more

kind of hero wasn’t P posifive p ossibility, that

resent to see, and the practical guidance wasn’t there

Tony: There weren’t 1o Be
" Ben Carsons around [ih ~ R
American neurosurgeon who works here in wmmﬁ.Bo MMME famous .\wmﬁom.w

- vwﬁmmmbuhgﬁm.mw. H .
did right, OﬁuMb&m Tl A.mmb.dmﬁ my father was a dentist. I saw WosH\m Roum
you’d get things in life. I remember my uncle telling me. awmwxumz

2 e

Smumwﬂ M WMM“\ HMH a day. Take your time and you’ll get what you want.”

Rl OMM MEQ m&%m too—everything for them was so fast. They
~~vc on a buaget. Working people have to say. “T e borer 1.7

expensive piece of clothing” or “Pll wait and .@,Ew vawu WNWMM,\MW WM@IM%

directions. One set of heroes ‘
. - One set says, “Here’s how vou obtain i
MMNMW WMM Mﬁ m_w. mo.HHWm to ﬁWm.Wm a while. It’s going to W.Wm hard SHW&M—MHMOG
n € otner guy says, “Come wi . <m
b 1 with me, i
M\Momwmm ,MW_M%m the one A\o#m attracted to. We mwgv\MMmowmern Hmbmwn
, an, even hearing you tell me about it is N&gﬁwﬁu mSWWMM%
Owo_%n. Yeah!. .. That twenty-year-thing. ... .
John: ] - , . o e
.MEH_W MWMHMMW,\@EM was mmmbhm.@» my personal downfall. I wanted every-
ing tight W. couldn’t wait. And because I couldn’t wait I cam g
. 1s where you have all the guys who didn’t want to wait. o

e H_.mm.uu.ﬁu HD.V\ BOE&H

would say I ‘Whi nox,
tic say ! got to go see Dr. White or Di. Knox, because they.was right

* But Iike John said, we wanted everything in an instant. gm live i
;  live in an
nstant potatoes, instant coffee. So when
I i .,
was working for one of my uncles at the shoe shop and he used to tell
m saying, “Look, man, 'm going to
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This man had his business for thirty years mbm still mm#. Mﬁ ﬁomwvmn mP Em_up%mmw
shop, a laundromat, and a cleaners in one building, and it cam |
taking his time. : . “
ing Ameri le like that don’t get no
: rou know something? In America, .wmow like € :
HM@%WWMJWMM Emom,\n.be.b, als. The world is mwmoEmﬁmm with a nﬂnmw SHW@HW
MW wMHooH.n is a politician, a lawyer, or just a .mwanrTw@ oMmOm HM Ewmuﬁ.‘.
,Hmww@. for mNmBEP, a mﬁ% who killed one person. He’s calle méro et
and mmbﬁ away to be miserable the rest of his life. H.Wm Wmmwﬂmn . 0 Kilec
. - 5 « 3 . .3>WH.O._P@ O o oY im,
thirty le, he’s called a “serial killer.
ts %WMMM wd.mmbu a special cell with cable TV. mommbmn WMH%MMHM_HHHM
ol ites a book about him and his family gets wealthy o ; e x %_p :
<,H<‘M n ou take a person who kLilled tens of thousands of people. y
EMMM WMNS to a state dinner to negotiate. [laughter] o '
Drew: But you can imagine people Hw.m&b.m this book and M@vwbmma Q,HQWMHM
: m the problem with your project. Yow've got .m;owbo omu.um o WQM
MMWWH% iw% knows what, expostulating about their r<.m,M M.b Mw mm nH.memm v
! v aki i ing it except for
: uld be making this book oH.g.“a\EW.H : ]
MM@WOMMWM MO isn’t this, again, making criminals into heroes? .
Uouumum.,ﬂumg are some people out there that we’re heroes to. But when

they read the book they’ll be able to discern that a transformation has |

taken place in each one of us.
g%@omupm got a lot of publicity mHﬁ the
kid, about twelve or :
L MMMmMmMoMmm% there like T was a god. I had a shootout \MMMU MUM
W.%M“ downtown in the projects, and he thought that was great. now

he’s somewhere serving ten years. -
" People t we m
People can discern whether or not w

time. And when I came in here !

w&m a transformation whe

they read the book: Were not saying that we’re heroes, but maybe we it

save one persom’s life . . . instead of that child I helped turn to Q.:B
because he identified with me back then. :

Death and Resurrection

: : . cho to undertake the u.oE,,b@.
kinds of heroes, some that ,n_p,OOmm : ney
H&MHMUHM WMMW dor’t. In one kind of adventure, the hero sets out Mmmw_n“”ﬂ
Mﬂ% and intentionally to perform the mwomw e .MWMM WMM%M%@@ mHMM%. e
. i are thrown—for example, being draited 1 army. Y
MMMMMMMMHMU Mﬁ but you're:in now. You've undergone a mmﬁ,.r M_uhmmmd a
rection, you've put on a uniformy, and 3 ou’re another creatufe. ( EH,% e

The Power of Myth, 123, 129) £ S

fred int isom’s not something ¥o
: Like being drafted into the army, prison’s no thing
MH»MMM. W«MW@S@W W_Hoé into it. You probably haven’t thought of &n,m,

thirteen, and I was shocked. H
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“adventure,” but it is a new place, a new set of oﬁmﬁommmmu a kind of death
and resurrection. So I wanted to ask, do you think there’s 5 way in which

people make their prison time into a kind of heroic journey? Have you
experienced that?

Tray: A few weeks ago a dude shared at a meeting. He said that religions
are for people who are scared to 8o to hell, but spirituality is for those who
have already been there. P’ve experienced the hell, and today I'm very
spiritual, dedicated to using my suffering to tell generations that'll follow,

“Hey, this ain’t the way to go!” I'm loud sometimes and H&u kind of-

obnoxious, but I have a genuine concern for people today. -

AndIgota thing about honesty and integrity. If I don’t like a person
I'won’t smile in his face. I won’t pretend. Everything I do has to be hon-
orable today. And now I don’t find anything honorable in causing other
people pain and destruction. That’s what prison has done for me,

Tony: I hate it when people talk about “rehabilitate,” because the word
means “go back to a former self.” Former self is what got me here. But
let’s just say I remade myself. .

Gary: What woke me up was hearing this guy speak at graduation—
Charles Dutton, the actor. He used to be here. And he gave a speech that
was bitter, man, hard reality. He was talking to us. Because he had done
time, had gone to school in prison, then went to Towson, then Yale, and
now he’s got his own TV show [Rod. He made me m,ﬁow and think: maybe

‘I don’t have a chance, but maybe I can stop someone else from being in

my position.

Q: Iread a book someone gave me as a gift. Tolstoy’s The Kingdom of God
Is Within You. And that book showed me there is a purpose for everything.
My coming to prison wasn’t Just becanse P'm _197-XZ. There’s a reason for
my being here. In the hero’s adventure, vdd go 'through a phase where
you're forgotten, before you resurrect. After all, you have monasteries for
monks. You read about Jesus Christ going into the desert for forty days.
Of course, you have to prepare yourself to be able to do the things that
God has made for you.

_-Once I began to see the position I occupied, I realized I just can’t go
through this experience without giving something back. We have experts
in the community, you know, criminologists, but they haven’t been

- through it physically. I know I have to tell someone about this experience.

In here you’re considered a dead person, but I'll have been able to die

~and come back to life. Maybe that will be an inspiration to someone else
_out there, someone caught in an overwhelming sitnation.

Drew: Well, T can imagine people saying “It’s all very nice and fine to

 have these lofty sentiments and imagine you’re going to make a better
society, but what do you convicts really have to contribute?”
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Tray: There’s folks outside I know I can reach. I can tell M.Wwwpo Mwm mwww.u M
went is definitely not the way to go. And because I've o.u%mbm e thas
drug abuse, dealing, coming to prison, and all mum.@msb ﬁ

came out of it, the message would have a stronger impac

. 1l come
Charles: If you'’re a drug dealer in my community, %mc%mﬁbm MM__M MM%E
and say, “Who was Charley? I heard about him. . W g 2y
zWth me uwﬁ when you go back, and you've _.Hmbmombﬂ.wm anﬁ e rp
Nﬁ to vmmmwmvw you can give them the correct information abouw .

p mrmHnmwnHwEPm” re s C m : WWH H
BN.W@H.HN..— EU.HD.WM. mﬂ.ﬁ now Emw H_. upm\cw Oouﬂvmﬂ.ﬂﬂou Umomﬂmm QH@H@ :. —Um a

Charley.

Wayne: I'd just like to say that o<mﬁv&omv\.% HomwdrmmmB is MMWNMHH ﬁmmw
. etimes I talk to Donald, and he’ll say, ;
mmbmmw%%mw mwwwwﬂwﬁwomw he’s a hero where hope is oobomdummm .Howw Mm M
WMMWH T’m always trying to keep up with him. me&mvo iwm.bw mM to ot
fi moHWoﬁEbm I don’t have no trepidation. He’ll sit back and jo e m..m
Uoﬂ then say, “Go ahead, Wayne.” He’ll give it to me. And Tray is _Mvwaoﬁ
UMomEmw he Moﬂ# bite his tongue. Sometimes you _um‘wm to say what y ”
have to say. Now Selvyn lays back. He shows me that it’s not necessary
time to get a point across. .

EHMMM MMm ee M<mnmv~gw becomes a part of me. Everybody in here mﬁHm the
crumbs EWM Huvme up this piece of cake. And so everybody’s a hero to me.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Gangster

I'wondered about the role heroes had played, or perhaps the lack of heroes,
in the earlier lives of the inmates, As we discussed Joseph Campbell, it

none other than a version of the American Dream. Like Horatio Alger,
the gangster used his wit and energy to climb the ladder from humble
beginnings. He had become, like Lee Taccoca or Bill Gates, a titan of
industry, a thriving entrepreneur. Even his success was marked in the tra-
ditional American way: not by the achievement of wisdom or title, but of
treasure available for display.

As Tray says, “I always admired people who had things” He’s not
alone. It’s not simply the things themselves we’re taught to admire, but
what they signify. Like the warrior’s spoils or the athlete’s Pprize, wealth
shows we’re in the presence of a winner.

But this winner was 2 sleazy hood. Why was he so attractive to the
men? One explanation I heard: you seize on whatever heroes are avajl-
able. For example, my father was a doctor..T saw. that L, too, could make
it through medical school, prescribe drugs, earn a hefty fee, and gain sta-
tus and respect for my efforts. Wasn’t Tray seeking much the same things

- when he enrolled in Gangster 101? He too earned his “license” to sell

drugs, make big money, gain the respect (or fear) of his peers. The fact
that he had to use illegal methods merely reflected that other routes were
effectively closed off.

This is surely true to a Ppoint. Spread before me were myriad opportu-
nities that inner-city kids clearly don’t have. But the discussion suggested
there was also more to the story. The inmates did witness successful doc-
tors, dentists, and shop owners. They just weren’t attracted to them. Such

overthrow it. Seeing its corruptions, he refuses to play by its rules. If
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becomes an act of liberation. If’s the Robin Hood tale, the myth of the

outlaw-hero, played out in modern dress.
I can understand why inner-city black kids might be drawn to this
myth. The “system” that preaches equal opportunity has unfairly shut

them out. They want in on the goods of our affluent society. At the same

time, they have an understandable desire to attack the world that has
mbine both moves with

excluded them. The gangster seems to cO
panache. With his right hand he lives out the American Dream; with his

lefi he attacks the “whole corrupt system” that America has become.

But even this attack has a uniquely American flavor. I think of Mr.
Smith going to Washington to confront corruption; the Rebel Without a
Cause rejecting a fallen world; Marlon Brando in On the &\&&Q@ei refus-
ing to play ball with the unions; even of countless gangster films them-
selves. Our country was founded on such an act of defiance, or so we are
told. What schoolkid hasn’t heard about colonists throwing English tea in -
the Boston harbor? : .

If particularly American in flavor, the gangster also fits many features of
the hero-myth that are universal. The mythic hero, as Campbell describes, -
faces and overcomes a series of challenges. Similarly the gangster emerges
unscathed from dangerous gunfights, outwits opponents, manipulates
events with cunning. Can the same be said of a dentist? :

Even the gangster’s quick success had mythic overtones.
the dentist’s slow progress is so mundane—“Man, just hearing you z
abott it is exhausting” Magic lies in the instantaneous transformation.
Fairy tales speak of the frog kissed into a prince, the poor orphan W
finds an enchanted ring and suddenly commands great power. This
what the gangster myth promises. You can turn from a stum kid to a dru
lord overnight. i , i

~And the hero wields this magic for others. As O@B@Unﬁ describes the

recurring myth, something has been absent from, or oppressing, - the
Eﬂm@oﬁr mb&?m_umﬂo_umgm

1 with the remedy. How did that relate t
the gangster, 1 wondered? Tray supplied the answer. “What was dev:
ing me most was the poverty,” he said, and the gangster “had the essen
thing to bestow.” Money. Frankly, I doubt gangsters bestow a wholl
But the men did tell of criminals (themselves or others) who bought pr.
ents for the neighborhood kids, paid off overdue rents, and in other w
shared their largesse. How much of this was fact, how much selfs
or mythic mmbﬂ&ﬁ I’'m in no position to ascertain. , ,

. ButI can say something about my own pefty flirtation with the id
the outlaw-hero. It probably reached its @mmwww,\gm Iwasin oommmm. v
a member of a seditious group that grew up in my freshman resic
hall. We were demurely known as the Buttfucks. Trapped in the pres
cooker world of Yale University, we wanted to let off somie steam
example, certain members, made a practice of stealing parking me

By oobﬁw.mﬁ o
/] me

- GANGSTER - i

from surrounding New Haven streets. Back then o
WMMWMQE%MM omwm Hﬁﬁimmﬂum the money we wanted, WWM MHMWMWM HMMHHMHM)WM
prected one %&mﬁm Om&% u%m parking meter, in absentia, wmmm‘ww\m&m.wﬂﬁm
e Stud ouncil. wmbnro./\.&mmw was his name and he officially |
o ent government until it was revealed Pancho wasn’ s
y a student. 10 e tacn
Then there was Professor Garibaldi, an ancien o i
MMMWHV uses Mbmonmm.mn.ﬁ by its _QEEVQ.,. Its vmuwﬂowwwmwo“m@wwm@“m
. M.H_ : ﬁM mupwm e _.c% S.H.Ebm assistants. Then, when duly compressed b
yet anot mw.,n aide, it delivered a powerful dose to .Jﬁmmww‘mgﬁ But oﬁww
o ﬁ%m - gs M@a@ necessary the night we hosted a celebratory dinner
e and New Haven communities. We had come together to

honor our spiritual leader, YoMoDoBro, the Nineteen-Year-Old Perfect

Asshole. I will never forget the si i
ctien] toder e sa.mm E._.bm sight as he was carried to the stage on a

neck a decapitated Batman mom.m dildo and wearing proudly round his

EZ@@ME H mMOHM.mmﬁ the night my cohorts m,ﬁmﬁmmwnmh% hid in Yale’s mam.w
m.EM_umm , HMMW ; mem\vm After closing time, when all the lights were extin
» they fanned out to carefully calculated locations and fu )
Mrm w&wm. I appropriate rooms. That night New Haven SMM QMMMEMW i
wWWMWo e: mmmmmmmm out in lights five stories tall was the %owm F GMW.OM.
ar poster was mad, j : .

] > made from Pm wwOﬁo graph but we have yet to see any
So we too played around with the tri V. 3 / .,

: : with the trickster-outlaw. But “pl ? i
mwwmﬁ%ﬂ%ﬁm <<Ho&x Muwommm in an elite college, we were m%mwwwwm%% M
W e me S%H d. We lived near the inner city, but were forever separated
v and guards and a thousand marks of privilege. The awomomwu who

. patrolled the premises were campus cops largely there to protect the stu-

MMMW. NMMWMW Mwoamm MaMWoﬁﬂmmmbm consequence. Perhaps this was illu-

sory; after all, we co ave been arrested for dru : . i
u gs or theft. But

M,Hmm ma..u_w.,\.wwm a sense we’d get away with it. Surely the college SOMMWMMM

its own, our parents would intervene, a friendly judge would let

. off the Yalies with a slap on the wrist.

Not so for inner-city kids. They’re hardly mrm#mnmm bya z0me of En&%

- anthorities. Rather, the ictimi: i
. > they are victimized by discriminato licies i
enforcement and sentencing. For example, the amount owv\mw%m memwwww

blacks and whites is similar: i
blac] . : over a given month; blacks constitute 1. -
cent of American drug users. But blacks are ,m.mE,mQ, to' 35 ﬁmaanﬁ w%mwﬂm

: MM&M gmow, drug @Omm,.wmmmo? 55 percent of the convictions, and an astronom-
1cal 74 percent of prison sentences meted out. (Blacks and Hrmmwmbw.om together

o
comistitute 90 percent!) No wonder our prisons are so filled with minoritie
] s.

~ “Then too, the outlaw-hero play of the inner city can turn more lethal

HH Hg mu.m Hm.HHm Oﬁw. MN...—.Q “mOHHH—, . QG.HH HHOHH—H: OHQQ 18 EO Hmm&bm cause C“m ﬁW@N‘H:
.x e
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victims and victimizers. Most of the inmates in my class were committing
felonies by their teens, and look where they ended up.

John had thought of his drug money as a tool to help his family and
others. Now . he saw through the “fantasy. The dealer doesn’t bestow
largesse on the community, but sucks it dry, stealing away money, energy,
and children. Tray above all had wanted to be a success; becoming a big-
time gangster had seemed the quickest route. But by the time he was sev-
enteen the dream had destroyed all he had, leaving him an abject failure.

For H.B., growing up in a strict religious home, crime seemed a form

of liberation. Fuck miy father, the system, Ill seize my freedom. But the
consequences were quite the opposite. He was now sick with ATDS and
incarcerated. As for bucking the system, he couldn’t even claim that, for
the values of the gangster are just what the “system” professes: money,
power, winning. They’re not the African values that H.B. and other men
bemoaned the loss of, values like community, cooperation, reverence for
nature and spirit. These, in an American context, would have been gen-
uinely nonconformist, unlike the gangster-myth.

And H.B. makes me think of my brother Scott. He too was the ado-
lescent outlaw-rebel, though of middle-class variety. I remember those .
knock-down dragged-out late sixties battles between my parents and Scott-
aborit the length of his hair. I remember the drugs, the poor grades, the
dropping out of college, anything to get back at Mom. Anything to no
sell out to the hypocrisies of the adult woild. And oh, how I, a mama’s.

boy, admired his courage. How I longed to stand up and proclaim my
freedom too. He was my outlaw-hero. But Scott saw through it. He left me’
a suicide note while he was getting high, “on a nice brew of tranxens,
placidyl, Old Heaven Hill, 'and Miller Lite beer (got to keep in shape,
right!).” In it, he writes, “Listen, I respect you more than me. I think I was
smarter, more talented, more agile and intrinsically more charming tha
you, but you have developed into a fuller person, and have even
exceeded my smarts and ‘talents with your determination while T letm
mind and body rot with drugs, depression, and inactivity.” No, I w
call out, please live. A hero to me, but to himself, a failure. -~ . =
_ And so the prisoners regarded themselves. A prison is a home for d
dreamers. But just as the inmates had died on a myth, so myth was a
of resurrection. I heard that in the conversation. John still finds hop,
the warrior-hero who pursues his goals more positively: starting a busine
or becoming a journalist. Q speaks of his own transformation as the:
cious gift he has to bestow: “Maybe that will be an inspiration to some
else out there, someone caught in an overwhelming situation.
wants to show kids you can transcend from caterpillar to butterfly:
ald heard from a boy who had idolized his violence. But that hero’s po
can be turned to the good, and maybe rescue some other kid::

; - - . - ;
e M%@%ﬂo ﬁmﬁmwmgw HMWBE skeptical about such declarations’ Afer
of the pre-med omw&moﬁ st you say to win your release? Hﬁ.\amm&umm,. e
Sy e preme lidates <<m. :.uﬁmwﬁms\ each year at Loyola Coliega - Em
¢ v\aw ant to go into medicine, we ask, as I was asked so i dﬁuv\
Wmmwab Momﬂwmw I want to .Wm:u people, etc. . . .” Yeah, yeah %mmﬁhﬂwﬂw Lol
prais &Ww H e memﬁ mmb&mmﬁm honest enough to proclaim, mqmmom:wmm Mb mﬁz
ok e HM y big bucks!”) And don’t inmates practice the sam Mm.nﬂ |
dges and parole boards? “When I'm released I want t o ﬂwnw, ,
mNWwoﬁmHﬁom mo help society, etc.” Yeah, yeah, yeah T e my T
o mmuw mm.ww_mm think that’s NE there is. The men, for thé most part, mwwsmm
g e mw M<.mb passionate, about wanting to be of use. In prison
they W xa M mm In organizations, wrote proposals; volunteered their
obom. L amm rm Mm MM:HMWﬁwM M MMW@@F&Oﬁ that they will stick to this ideal
: X u gives meaning .to their pri
M»%MMW Mr%m Moémm of Em.ﬁ@d s myth. To journey into the z%mm%ommm_ww
e ﬁww<m mnm mbﬁrm:mwdbm.mu to emerge transformed, and most important,
{5 retriove I M.Mu at experience something precious for others—this is 4
e that b gs A\W.umwmwmbom during hollow days and endless nights.- -
i H.M@m. ith the death of my family I also embarked on mb ME,
BNWOSE . MMW i Wdu Juu mum. :bmwg\.olm. Ihad my own dark forces to U.m&m.
my o Wmmmow‘,o ﬂmﬂ a healing elixir. And I needed to know that this healin u
wo I QM as well as myself. I experience that now when I s OHW
sor pe ME : oﬁm& the Hém?m Step program. Having been to rmmwmbm
back I« momMHmSw v< H.Mmgm tips. (After all, you want a tour guide familiar
ith the seen w.v\wu en too, maybe this book will prove helpful to certain
rea Bmﬁm ; ow mwmw whatever ground I have won in my struggl
vl my daughtes’s job in life a little easier. My battle is for h e
“HMMM MM\H worth the fight. orherioe
. ve to give is powerful, perhaps as strong as an ive i
MM MWMM M Wmo%. .Hﬁ.émm there for Scott evén as he wm%mamw ﬂwﬁwwoﬂ. m.HMMMHHM
e Emmm.m mcwmmm note he Sﬁﬁmmu “I lied when I said I have no Tegrets
et i ing b e great music I won’t have a chance to wallow in mum
velous HmoowmuMWmmMﬁw memvmmﬁ%wﬁ e >mMmH o e g you s mar
X is so wonde if Ii ,
reduced to music I would partake. . . . Who gﬂoﬂmﬂ%ﬁm\wﬁoﬂwﬂw”w

. you, but you.” Scott left me his soul when hi e
, ) en his body d R
m..hm,m. with Bach fugues, Monteverdi madrigals mbmv\.zmwmﬁw < mbm it was

monies. He gave me the music of life. » anc, lozart's soating har-

And the inmates also want to live on, to give. I hear that music in their

WM%MM MMM %MMEmBH _m%m Mﬁoﬁmw Project Turnaround. Admittedly, it’s
i . onant chords: they scare the pants off the ki ‘

WMMHMMEE the horrors of prison life, then Hmmo% outin omiMmHﬁ»MMWMMWHoM )
: ough. And so long as this music plays, the g.&.ﬁmﬂ&. wmaﬁmbmm%
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transforms from a place of punishment info 2 backdrop for helping oth-
. Caterpillar to butterfly. - form
ers >bM M»Mﬁﬂ&w the Pen was so transfigured G%m a MMMBWEA\Nm oy
hosted by the prisoners and televised d.uv\ our mw. /w ﬂmbo.m was spor
ored by PAC-VCR, the Prisoners Against C : e; Vio 3 : mv and
Wm&&j\w\mﬁ Project. The inmates had detailed in a QH&M% : %Mw doe
i grams to reduce violent crime thal co
E.HMMH mmmwﬂmmowwﬂv &moﬂmmmmﬁ with invited educators, wovﬁmwﬁmu MMM
o &mﬂw es. I turned on my TV and who did I mmmmlqw‘m%u%wb s wmm d
Bﬁw M .umwuw.ﬁ HwEmﬁ have been a hero’s moment for them. And they
the oc ;on. Damn, I thought, they’re better speakers than B&M s the
e the om“b realize the hero’s dream in such ways, the le c
o BOHME WWEm sway. They can fight toward a college m.m%qmo mMHmH
WN%MM@MMH like a holy grail. Or publish a short mﬁoﬁwu help a ki V.memﬁm
. ortumni
d how casually, these opp
on TV. But I also see how often, an ow C: e o all shut
i - 1 sust watched the penitentiary college pr bt
MWMMH@ MMMME& Mﬁm transfers to Jessup, PAC-VCR was disrupted, Projec

CHAPTER TWENTY

Violence and the Soul

Thomas Moore is a contemporary lecturer and author who Jocuses on themes in
archetypal psychology and mythology. He is the author of twwo recent (and somewhat
surprisingly) best-sellers: Care of the Soul, and Soul Mates. Moore’s writings
are informed by his diverse background. Having lived Jor twelve years as a monk
in a Catholic religious order, he also has degrees in theology, musicology, and phi-
losophy, and currently works as a_Jungian Dsychotherapist.

Turnaround all but obliterated, my own class gutted. Who gives a damn,

i unishment. . ‘

Homwww m..mm‘wo%wmw.a%hww%. In a dark underworld a solitary ray of light MWMM

mm”pmh_ value. A candle flicker that would be ansﬁmm UW QM% Mdb oo
MMM%“ as a diamond there. Its loss is all the more noticeable. It ¢

and must not, go unmourned.

The brief excerpt we study here from Care of the Soul provided a point of entry
into an intriguing question: was “violence” wholly negative, or did it contain the

hidden seed of something redemptive? If so, how might we best bring that forth,
transmuting destructive energies into creative energies?

Violent Life

The word violence comes from the Latin word o3, meaning “life force.” Iis
very 100ts suggest that in violence the thrust of life is making itself visible.
- - . It would be a mistake to approach violence with any simple idea of get-
ting ridcof it. Chances are, if we try to eradicate our violence, we will also
cut ourselves off from the dee

P power that sustains creative life. (Thomas
Moore, Care of the Soul, 126-27) Lo

Donald: I agree with Moore that there’s constructive violence. A good

example could be the childbirth process. There’s a lot of violence and
pain associated with birth.

Charles: I think violence is in every form of life, everything. I have an
uncle who’s a shoe repair man and it takes violence to use the hammer
and beat the shoe, take the knife and cut the leather. Once he puts the
shoe on the finishing machine he has a beautiful pair of shoes, but it takes

" violence to make it.

John: In Project Tirnaround when we’re counseling kids, we talk very
,violent. Our tone of voice, our mannerisms, and our words are rough—but
to get a message across that if you follow this path yow'll end up in Aere
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Tray: And when one of them Project T kids gets me angry, that’s when I
give the best presentation. It’s like the same intensity I have when I'm
doing something negative—it’s got to be there when P'm doing something
positive or 1 won’t do it right. I need that anger that makes me able to kick
somebody else’s butt. If you ever take that violent streak out of me it will

reduce me to nothing.

Tag SouL. Knows NO BARS

John: But it’s a force that has to have some degree of control. My bad
temper was my downfall. T don’t really thivk Pm a bad person, but I had
the tendency to react when I would feel like I was being threatened. And
T'm better at handling that reaction now than when I was out on the street.
Because I didn’t have any thought about how to control or direct it—just
to react, and react as strongly as possible. That’s the way I learned on the
street. If you’re going to be violent, yow're going to be all the way violent.
There’s no “a little violent”—you go the whole nine yards or yowre not

W.Ombm. at all.

Wayne: I liked the reading [from Moore’s work] because it helped me
understand a particular scripture. In Matthew 11:12 it says that “From the
days of John the Baptist until now the Kingdom of Heaven suffers violence,
and the violent take it by force.” Inever really knew what that meant. Then
I realized that when 1 come to the knowledge that what I did was wrong,
it takes as much violence not to do it, an opposite violence going in the
opposite direction. Now I use that same energy to redirect the anger. I .
come up with creative ideas to keep from doing a drastic thing T'll later
regret. It’s funny, really funny—the same energy that you use to do some-
thing, like commit a murder, you have to use to 720 commit a murder.

John: When I was thinking about rechanneling energy and violence, they
had a special on TV last week about rap music; how the message is vio-
ient, and rappers are perceived as role models, and this might be creating .
more violence in the street. But in my opinion, this is an example of
someone who has taken the potential for violence and channeled it into a
constructive force. They could be guys like us sitting in the woaﬁmbmm@.
They could sell drugs, end up killing somebody, do stickups, car-jackings,
whatever. Instead, they chose to express what they know. And they’re not
harming anyone—there’s no causal relationship between what they sa
and violence on the street.

Tray: I beg to differ. Before any violence can be kicked off, somebod
always writes something that’s going to inflame people. In the nineteenth
century, all you had to do was write that a black man raped a white girl an
paint it up and glorify it, and you're going to have a black man lynche
‘And now the rappers get kids pulling out guos, shooting people for 1
apparent reason. That pen is real mighty but when it goes into a violent
person’s hand and he’s real talented with it, a great many people get killed.

VIOLENCE AND Tag moS.

John: When they would & e

Y \ ynch a black man, it had ; oyl

Mwu.wmm just mo.bgmmﬂbm they were wanting to do mw.u aMN\sMWMo <<Ep writing.
g now with a lot of African Americans yey. and its the same

are so frustrati
strating, and we have a lot of hostility, we just wait for a direc
ection -

to express that. W > W W Y
ere wasn’t no rap music wh |
Th en we committed Crizit @, ST

Tony: Yeah, but when we we i
; 5 Te growing up, most of the time i B
Womm %.ﬁr moE.mvo&w at the most you WN&M knife. Mﬁmv\._wuo a Mmpnmw\«boﬂ rmm.m
all bat. And if you got your butt whupped you accepted it. > &base:

John: Yeah, I think the difference now is th |
; . e accessibili
Momﬁmw Mom%ocb%oﬂ kids. Emw I was growing up, say FEMmMmoMFMMmmﬁwmww.
gett moBMMM ; mmm out of this world! Get a gun from where? Maybe if vou
beat somebo r%m or one, but usually if you did, it was an OWN& iy %ow
revolver tha mﬁ a H._.H_&umw band on it and you had to tape it to o&mmmWo
now mﬂmmw ?M%v\ %z:wwm out old Hm.mmmm guns, they’re pulling Mﬁ vmmwwm
e s o e om Mgm spanking-new guns. Where does a little bo
. Emméu rom! And they got four or five of them! When I w: X
p there might be one gun in the whole neighborhood. Say I WMM

it. If you had a beef .
you had to come looking
. u ha g for me, and I h :
Wuwmm Wﬂmmﬂwwrmw mM&mmo up in the attic, and by the time I get it MV& MM%SW
oot o nmwhb WMMM MM Mrm other guy might've left. Now m<mww&mwvwm
. It doesn’t gi i
Got a problem—go grab a gun and mm,._HMM Wﬁm °ple the opportuniy (0 hink

Gun Power

Guns are both banned and umin
. : adored. A gun is one of th i

Wwﬂwﬂwwmm% m.mwnhunmnbm and disturbing—objects mHOdM&B%mmn M&o% ozwl
pec QOnmmumbMM - Mbw Mmmm_m%amwmmﬁbm for a rare idol of woswmu that WMMHU“
! . ) | e our eyes: A gun is dan,
OMMNMMM HHHM W_Hmmﬁmum our Hd\.mm, but also because it oohﬂmmNMMHMMM Wﬂmwmw@.
our € HmwoSowu Wm&uﬁ.m power both in sight and also rermoved WOH :

ulful presence in our daily lives. (Moore, Care of the Soul, 134)

John: I think back to how I _ ,
: crossed the line and started dealing wi
M_Mvﬁw\b mHmmHﬁ Mwm\ﬁmuwob was fear. I remember someone ﬁmEDM Bmm%mww
s your Hm mn . MP mmw away from it, because once you pick it up yon
can e ww it down.” And at the time I really didn’t pay N_HBMHM h
n. But that gun became a crutch. I wouldn’t go mbéwﬂm,._s.m&owﬂ

it. i
it It got so bad I’d forget I had it on my person. Once I was paying my

rent downtown and the: i :
. people said they got to tak : ‘
Pm running across the street to the vmbmu and mﬁm %MH%W%M mmMﬁnm%

. W%M_MM&%MWMWM mﬂoubmu I scooped it off the curb, tucked it back and run
e it ain’t nothing. Then 'm standing in this bank saying

“Oh man, have you lost your mind?!”

Because our living conditions -
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But if I got dressed in the morning the gun was going with me. And
once yow're known for a gun, guys look at you different. Everybody gets
into a frame of mind that when they come to deal with you, it’s not going
to be a fist fight—it's going to be shooting. So the fear reverses: you 5ay,
“Pye got to keep it, “cause they’re coming toward me!”

Jack: When I was four or five, the maint thing T wanted for Christmas was

a gun. Just watching cowboys on TV, 1 wanted the two guns and holster
and all that. As T got older I graduated from the cap pistol to a shoot gun,

BB guis, pistols. . . -

Drew: Growing up, 1 had a toy gur that fired rubber pellets. But it would
never have occurred to me to take the step to a real gun. 1 wonder,
though, do kids and adults want guns for the same reason?

Jack: Basically the same. Power. If everybody’s playing cowboys and

Tndians, and a kid can shoot longer and faster, he’s going to win. Every- -

body looks up to him. Everybody wants to play with him.

Charles: I remember the first time I ever carried a gun, I wasn’t more
than thirteen. A dude—he was like seventeen or eighteen—said, “Shorty,
hold a gun for me.” I was scared, but I felt like I belonged. When I gave
the gun back, it seemed like T went back to the fitile dude that T was.

Tony: I first started carrying a gun when I was in high school in H...P,,H ,
Tived in what's known as Blood territory and 1 got banked one day in -

school—five of them jumped me. So I decided I wasn’t going to get banked

anymore. I bought me a thirty-eight and carried it until the day I got:

arrested right here. But there are times Tve had fights and never pulled it
There’s a person here, the first thing that comes out of his mouth is “Well
if T had my gun, you'd do what I want. P'd do some straightening.” Which
makes me think that if he ain’t got his gun he must not be aman. " -

Drew: Sounds like you can almost become addicted to it, like a dmug.

Tony: Yes. It's a hundred and five degrees outside and he’s got a jacke
_ on because he’s been carrying a gun all his life and it’s a habit. 1 said

“You’re in jail, you don’t have « gun.” He said, “It don’t make no diffe

ence.” It's ingrained on his brain. - : : o

O,Uoﬂmam The gun I had, I used to spend hours just cleaning it, lookin:
at it, holding it. If I saw a gun that looked ugly I didn’t want it. AndI
when yow're carrying it other people see some way a gun makes you lig]
up. People don’t mug you if you've got your gun on you; it seems lik
they can detect something that wasn’t there before. -

John: You can’t u.ﬁmﬁ‘wmow a gun and not have a gait or favor that. id

There’s a lot of litfle things that might let them know.

‘don’t want to ever lose that life force.

VIOLENCE AND THE. m mc
Tony: But I think it’s ; o :
: psychological too. You feel s il ,.
in a beef today and I got a revolver, I got six UGMMMHP Moﬁ Know if [ get
an automatic, I got fifteen. €s to help me. Ifits’

John: In my neighborhoods if you had a foe, the only way y =
> ou co

secure that he may not kill youis to el

thinking in my cell about ways to mmﬁoﬁwwwwm e Bt H?mm,m_mo,
WMWMM%MM \aNNmNM mwﬂ“b mmomsmmmw you Emmwwomwwwﬁwmﬂwwwwﬁwné% |
have 1o mmmw : Eﬁ : anymore. He’s just floating Hmaocbmv.%muéob ;
He’s a person wh ore a force ready to build up and come toward ,mwmaw
together. Say you mﬂm using all his energy trying fo pull .,EBM,&M WQW
fogether. Say mw na fio osﬂérmm $ most precious to him. It could be momo
mateial & EHM_ n ey, 2 ot of things. If you can hit him there o
: . Now he’s confused, disoriented. The thing that BNWM MHMM

what he was is gone.

Drew: Would you say that’s what the pri | , .

: 7 that Prison system is tryin; k
WMMMEMOMMMW# HMmeMEEﬁoF., but I wonder. mmmgm @MMMM.MMMM %.o.nm
mmm:&u oete wm.w ave decided that we’ll kill some people MHHO, oWSo-
desth %om mnﬁw.uomz with others we need to kill their spirit. Take NSMW Egm
o uﬁ . om, power, whatever, so that when they co ey their
moomu%BOHmOmﬁrmﬁmEﬁ %Bmozﬁﬁ_po%ﬂm

‘Tray: The exampl ‘
= The ples are all around. You see a ,
oMMH& wmﬂMﬁon _um.m.wmob denied~—it just takes so BM_MW MMM MWWWMSHE@H -
WHH&& %m BOmw is Emﬂwu. America a man’s stpposed to take iy Swﬂ
y. You can’t do that in the Humd#@ﬂm&% and it kills you EMMM MV/MFM
. Mos

of the older m_dv\m that have been here fifteen. twe

submitted to homosexuality, turned informer. EMW MMMNWMMMMMM@
P .taboo.

You have exceptions like Jack
. here, but most of th :
W@WQ were young their backs used to be-straight. N o“BEmﬂm v%wg Smb
y in the flats. They’re flabby. Dead. ey walkcbent over

- Dremw: Moore writes, ¢ . ,
, d re writes, “The word v , :
, rd vislence comes fr ; .
om the Latin word 7
, ‘ D15,

HHH@N‘UHD.W Em “mDHﬂm m : : S mm 1€ O : LOSE H ‘ H ’ !
ﬁw @Tw\ Iy H—m.m m ne HOO g&. H HH@NH w |
Socies s HHN. <<._ﬁ.r. E_m.ﬁa —":ﬁ :_0 ___m _: ce (8) . . (8] 4!

saying, 1 i
aying, I need to rechannel my violence in a more productive way, but I

The Soul’s Voice

The soul i i b
whih MMH&HWMNWWOE‘«Q m..Dm .@,oimbnﬁ.. Through its medium of demm.nmmmdm .
el &M &MHQMWE% for action and is the source of Emmbwnm. it num :
o ot @oimHmMu m nwm strength of its emotions, the soul is a m\um_E .
e por effect. The pen, expressing the soul’s passion,s.
e sword because the imagination ¢an change the Em.,OW a
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people at their very roots. . .. If violence is the repressed life force showing

" itself symptomatically, then the cure for violence is care of the soul’s power.
Tt is foolish to deny signs of this power—individuality, eccentricity, self-
expression, passion—because it cannot be truly repressed. If there is crime
in our stréets, it is due, from the viewpoint of soul, not just to poverty and
difficult living conditions, but to the failure of the soul and its spirit to unveil
.themselves: (Moore, Care of the Soul, 135)

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Guns and Voices

Drew: If the gun is a symbol of the potential for power and energy within
the soul, to put down the gun there have to be other objects, other direc-
tions to seek that power: X v ;

X4

Tony: A good example is going back to gangsta rap. The microphone’s
the power. They’re saying “This is what's going on in the inner-city neigh-
borhoods and you can’t hide it any more. You may control the news, see
what the mass media want, but you can’t control my record.”

I lik ink I’ sfent

" H/MOMV NHMW W Muu Mﬁobﬁowmbw kind of guy. I greatly admire the teaching ,
o of i cendh M\MMM MMHM Mmmﬁn a @B..Woﬁ thus tied to a Houm?m%nh
Divine. o o e Qu eve that since we are all linked by the
sense. Moreover, it doesn’t accompli |

! : A , mplish th
enemy’s destructive energy, one H%E&Hummm WOMH. -
Mow@.m of the Compssionate Buddha, °
: mwnmwb oEw\.no.mmm.m by love. This is an unalterable law.”
i MM mHWHWwWEm 8rown up in a war zone. The endless batila
eeen = WW m mumﬁ .mbm mnn.ﬁ never seemed to find resolution. Th, ,
v ks mmoMM H %oﬁum, Mum Kosovo: a conflict Hooﬁmm in m.UommN.
0 0n and on and impose suffering on all. includine civ:
Mmbw ?Wm.ﬂm.wv caught in the crossfire. There are ﬁm HMWMWM Ewﬁémﬁbm Sﬁ.
uch a war, just losers. And along the way I lost all my mmhw% s
new slant on things. He associates

Johmn: For some African Americans, a camera’s now a way of getting their
power across. Look at Spike Lee, look at movies like Boyz 'n the Hood.
They’re getting their rage out, and saying “This is how it is. We dor’t Like.
it, This is the way we think things should be.” Or look at what H.B. did.
His knowledge was on paper. With his writing skills, he could send outa’
product people would appreciate. Or this project we're working on right
now—if it turns into a book, that’s a sense of power. It’s a way you can pass.
something on to others. To give an example, the litfle article we did, - I-
never thought about really sending it to my family—maybe to my kids so
they could see that I was doing something other than time—but then I sent
one to my aunt and my uncle ard they read it and were very impressed
A lot of times even getting a college diploma here, people in the street say.
“Penifentiary college, yéah, what are you all teaching in there?—ha ha.28
when they actually see these guys are articulate and they’re saying some
thing worthwhile, it puts another light on the situation. What we do ever
day behind this wall, people can’t put it to a test. But the writing is some-
thing that’s really out there. People can criticize it, make comments ¢

“Hatred never ceases by hatred.

,Hwﬁ.wmm&.bmngoamm Moore put a
violence not originally o brimarily wi

vio ot originally or primarily with destructive forces, but with cre.
; . , n B €= ;ul:u;_: .
expressive, explosive—we threaten to do violence to .oﬁMMMWM Thy MMW

is ﬁMu ormb..u& these forces, not obliterate them.
o .HUH.MMMMWWM m,mwxwwﬁ years ago I was so filled with rage (at 2 now-forgot
I provocat %M #...,mﬁ W started pounding my car’s steering wheel mb% m_m
iy 2. .Mm. t momwm.m me and I discussed it with a Twelve Ste

. Y0u, angry?” she replied. “I can’t imagine it, you neser get mEm.J»w

art of me felt mHn.memm by the dishonesty of the image I was projecting:

Tony: I femember when we got that check for our article. I could Ii
be a hundred and ninety. years old and Tll never forget that. It’s not
fifty dollars: it’s the fact that somebody out there read what we Wi
doing, listened, and wanted to shafe it with their readership. That’s powe
Drew: When you're stuck inside the ‘penitentiary it's harder to
power—to have an effect on the world out there, to have people List n.
it sourids like through these writing projects there’s a way to’ get ove
prison walls. L ,

Tony: Yeah. You can have my body but you can’t keep my words.”

e oy
i MMM MW mmnwwv» HHMH one of those 8%.5 waste containers that have a half.
ut mﬁmuooﬁm. as H/Mb e i 20 Exgter Nt
oty as Hoowm, said, are great. The more I tried to get rid of
o_bm.,m«m\o X m% , mwmﬂmm m.o get. Like a bevy of bats, self-accusations
oop and echo Ehonww the caverns of my mind. “You're 2 bad,

words are already out there. Hopefully.
157
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GUNS aND S,xomwH :
uminous—mysteriously fascinatin REREA
i . g and disturbing—obiecte 4o i :
e e e hero, i embodics an mtsatamenns e
505%@& d ger we kill. The power of the human bod .m :.,r mmpow%.
But why, I linimal movement. Maximal %mﬁ&oumm multiplied a-
y, I wonder, the special allure of destructive magic HMWMMMT v
se H_Hmd.w,: :

Why i i
y is the gun an idol of power, rather than technolo

can - . . . ! ,
N%E@ a B.‘E.HUMUOH. O%. reasons. wmmm HCH one. ((H—u.mw HEQQ. at o H&.
1M mur@ WOT

we want the power to destroy. The

e ] . u.ﬁooU there’s fear. When vouw're frichi

ene ﬂdM:MM HEw %Hmw@wmw%%mb symbolize absolute protection. WMWMMM%EWM

belorod, eome NRA types as a ghetto kid. If their rhetoric is to b

e Hmodhzbwm tna ﬁuﬁm t sidle up, break in, or drop from the sky m+o X

o £0 121 cvbmmmm e, or murder innocent citizens who’ve e ried
ate, ox , gregiously left

I don’t mean to make fun of such concerns—i
: o ; . . .
NmoMHMm M@ %WWNHW ME I doubt that more guns SOMMM MMMMWMMMWWW <~~on§
But for the inmates & bud beom ay mesres o 5105 .
WM\,MW@MW Om%mﬂ.b%bmnoommmzw SWMMHWM%SH MWM.HW wwomwwwwuwm%oma\m
the e EbﬁmbﬂMM&MMomFWOM %pmb% of the men, squeezing a ammww. SMMMW .
s it et NHM, ww% ever done. It forever ended some lives mbmm
oflers with & ﬂrmw nd certain ways, ruined their own. A ﬁmud.zvm out-
mificont, o ﬁmbw_mbw something was also affirmed: my actions
S icant, their mﬂ.mo tasting. I count. I exist. More than you. And o
s quite loudly. The sheer noise forces you to bamw .WWM

mmwoﬁmmwm#wmmmoﬁmfm.
e i et mem nmwum _m.owﬁ Eoomumbm &u@»ﬁwm& bone. If the gun

., mmp.ﬁﬁmw HMGMMHHMW mem Nobel Prize for Literature in 1980, ONmmF% Mil
Hence, om o ¥ MMMH people E.Hmwa.oam@\ maintain a conspirac oww
el Lo g o it sounds Enm. .wpmmmmﬁmﬂ shot.” The opposite is Mudm
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way to talk. The inmat
. es ha i i
John tnst d come to this on their own. Their new voices,

sick person. You're filled with hatred. Yow’re not fit to live.” Unbidden, I
would start to have mental images of kicking myself or whomping myself
with a baseball bat. Subconsciously, 1 believed this self-attack to be a per-..
fect solution to the anger issue. I could unleash my anger and, at the same
time, punish and control it. Talk about having your cake and eating it too!

By turning my rage inward I thought T could protect others.
cle of self-attack, I couldn’t

But I was a mess. Once into the angry ¢y
climb out for days. I was the furious mother punishing the angry child,
but of course this just makes the child madder, and then the mother ever
more frustrated. Hatred never ceases from hatred. ,
‘And what I was doing to myself in my craziness, 1 sense in our society.
Hatred is building on hatred. A history of white-on-black racism feeds.
poverty, unemployment, selthatred, and rage. This can lead to drug
addiction and rising rates of robbery and violent crime within the black
community. This fuels an angry response. Cut off welfare for “them”!— ,
though most goes to whites. End affirmative action!—though the notion
that the social playing field is now level, the inequities of the past all
cleaned up, is almost laughable. And then there’s the violence of our leg-
islative responses to violence. The 1994 Omnibus Violent Crime Contro
and Prevention Act expanded the death penalty, cut off funding for prisor
education, mandated life sentences for three-time felons; the list goes o
and on. Will this lead to a safer and more congenial society? Not accor
ing to the Buddha: “Hatred only ceases by love” - o
Of course, the Buddha never got elected to public office. There’s a sa
isfaction in vengeful rage that’s quite popular, even intoxicating. Few
in the mood for that turp-the-other-cheek, Ho<,m.ﬂEbm-mﬂmH,D% crap. Bu
Moore’s message provides 2 place to start. If it’s hard to love t
enemy, maybe we can begin by listening to him. Violence, Moore
is the soul speaking. Like a colicky baby, even its inost ear-shatterin
 cties still have meaning: “Pay attention. Here I am. This hurts. Do so
thing. No, I won’t shut up.” , o
And Moore suggests that even the gun is such a voice. Recognizin this
in no way minimizes the horror of thése weapons. 1 have heard
for gun control more persuasive than the inmates’ own words.
says of the increasing death rate, “Yeah, I think the difference 0
accessibility of guns, especially to %oﬁum.mn kids.” Statistics bear hir
In one city, over half the male eleventh gradérs surveyed said they

easily obtdin a handgun. In the decade leading up to my prison wor
number of handgun homicides among juveniles increased 500 per

fact, 80 Fercent of all juvenile homicides are now committed
firearms. I know the NRA response: guns don’t kill people, peop
Yeah, I think, people kill people, when they have guns. Adolescents

known for their irnpulse control. But Moore also reminds us to fo
why guns are so attractive to Kids, and to us all. “A gun is one of the:

power, demand—but it mu, i :
: st do so in a w: acc
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You!” taught by convicted felons? It sounds absurd. But the truth is, these
men did have something to teach me here, as much as I did them.
And I heard some of these lessons emerge in our discussion. Like
Wayne’s comment: “It’s funny, really funny—the same energy that you
use to do something, like commit a murder, you have to use to 7o com-
mit 2 murder.” You can turn the violence constructively on the violence.
That’s different from turning it on yourself. My family had shown me the
outcome of uncontrolled self-hate: suicide, self-murder. But Wayne is talk-
ing about fighting on behalf of himself. He struggles with the forces that
would destroy his life, as'well of those around him.
And T think Pm finally learning this art of self-defense. When I find
myself getting angry, and then self-hating about the anger, thus guilty,
depressed, and paralyzed, more and more I start to fight back. “Wait a
second here! P’m not giving in to this crap. It may have killed Scott and
Dad, but it’s not geiting me.” My ex-sponsor taught me that one of the
most powerful repetitive prayers is simply “Fuck you” directed toward the
illness. That kind of rage can be healing. There’s a song I think of here by
two singers, “Justina and Joyce,” that begins: “I will not lie down, I will
not submit, I will not be quiet, I will resist.” The chorus is simaply “I sing
no, no, no, no. No, no, no, no.” The song is called “Affirmation.” Some-
times “No!” is the strongest YES in the world. :
Then too, I have a favorite psalm (35) for such occasions:

2

t get i
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Fight, O Lord, against those who fight me; war against those who
make war upon me.

| Take up the shield and buckler, and rise up in my defense.
Brandish the lance, and block the way in the face of my pursuers;

Say to my soul, “I am your salvation.”
Let those be put to shame and disgraced who seek my life.

Let those be turned back and confounded who plot evil against me.
Let them be like chaff before the wind, with the angel of the Lord

HWOHOE@ HHHONHOWHNHHOH.& mmbm. CHOU—.®HHﬁ0u OEQ. m\wzm@ E@m@ are Em

driving them on.
Let their way be dark and slippery, with the angel of the Lord 1
pursuing them. - WmmmWﬂMMmHmmﬂ WB\M mE but &mmﬁow ed HLB.’s life. But his scream of
gured into the cries and laughter of a dark angel of rage has

It feels so satisfying to read that aloud with hatred and glee as I ba
inner demons. I like to imagine their slippery path as they scatter:
cockroaches, the angel of the Lord in hot pursuit. ® R
. If this violence can be used to fight for yourself, so too, Tray sugg
can it be used for othérs. “And when one of them wmou.mﬁ. T kids gets
angry, that’s when I give the best presentation.” And I sometimes do
same when acting as a Twelve Step sponsor. I remember once stan
Baltimore’s Penn Station frustrated with an early recoveree who (in
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rather than subtracting. Instead of condensing into a bullet that blows one
man away, his words could multiply like loaves and fishes, feeding thou-
sands he’d never met. And rather than landing him in prison, the pen got
him out. “You can have my body but you can’t keep my words. My words
are already out there. Hopefully.”

They dance on the page like free men.

PART s1x

Beginnings
and m:&swm

it




CHAPTER TWEN TY-TWO

The Turning

Martin Buber (. 1878-1965), author of1 and Thou, among other books, is one of
the most significant Jewish theologians and Dhilosophers of the twenticsh ceniury.
Born in Vienna, he taught for many years at the University of Frankfurt before Slee-
ing Germany in 7938 and taking up a Drofessorship at the Hebrew Universizy ¢
Jerusalem. Buber’s Philosophy was influenced by kis study of Hasidism, a mystically
tinged Jewish movement emerging in the eighteenth, century. Here I focus on the Jer-

ish motion of the “turn; 10 explore the Tisoners’ experiences of sel ~transformation.
ng

Where Art Thou?

“How are we to understand that God, the allknowing, said to Adam:
‘Where art thou?”. . . Adam hides himself to avoid rendering accounts, to
escape responsibility for his way of living. Every man hides for this purpose,
for every man is Adam and finds himself in Adam’s situation. To escape

to show man to what Pass he has come and to awake in him the great will
to get out of it. (Martin Buber, Tk Way of Man According to the Zeaching of

Charles: I think it’s two moments in my life I can say that I have really
asked myself where I’m at. The first time was in *79. T went into the city
jail for assault. T had a lot of friends that was in there and couldn’t under-
stand why the dudes was so content in jail. I thought, “Man, I don’t want
none of this shit. I want to g0 home, live my life.”
When I got out I just wanted to get away from the hustling world
because I'd actually seen what prison was like. T had a few dollars put
: away, and T 'started working in my uncle’s shde repair shop. But we gotin
an argument and I broke off. By a year and a half later, I found myself in
alot of illegal drug activities.

165
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The next time I asked myself where I was, was Supermax. My mother
visited me, she was jobless, and all three of her sons was in prison. She
was going through some real emotional changes. She says, “What do y’all
want out of life? You're the oldest, what do you want? How long are you
going to continue drugs? Does that money mean that much to you? And
do you realize what you be putting me through?”

When I went back to my cell, that’s when I said, “Dang, Charley,
where are you at in your life?” I was reading the Bible and the Koran and
doing some real soul-searching: “What if a man gained the whole world
and lose his soul, what can he give in exchange for it?” And I said,
“Dang—nothing.” That’s where I found myself. Right there.

Donald: I never asked myself “Where art thou?” from a religious per-
spective. But since P've been incarcerated, questions do come up all the
time. Questions like “Are you being responsible? Why don’t you want to
be? How would that person feel? Is it worth doing?” I think that, for me,
anytime a question is raised it helps me grow. Because when I just acted
upon my feelings it caused a lot of devastation to family, friends, and
myself. If I were to get in a fight and act on my feelings, more than likely
somebody would get seriously hurt. But if I was to raise the question
“Should I continue this thing or let it go?” usually I'll do the right thing.

But growing up in my neighborhood there weren’t questions, there
were answers, like “If that happens, then you got to do this.” I wasn’t
raised to stop and think.

Tony: I find myself a lot of times asking “What the hell am I doing here?”
‘When I answer that question, in comes responsibility. I have to realize,
it’s *cause you did something you had no business doing, or if you did it
you had no business getting caught. Then I think, “Okay, that being the
case, what am I going to do to get out of here?” I ask myself that, and
that’s why I try to surround myself as best I can with positive things—like -
going to this class, one of the highlights of my week. , A

John: When I started to do this soul-searching thing I noticed how I had a
lot of wants that weren’t really necessary. When I first came in here, every
time there was a function I was supposed to be there. Every time there w;
a clothing package, I was supposed to get brand new clothes. Then one
time I couldn’t get a package, and I felt I’d been cheated until I started to
think, “Man, get real with yourself. You’re in the penitentiary, you’ve be
here for a long time. You’re a burden on a lot of people out there.”

John: I think wheq i ;
- guys are in th i
their self examination, Bu 1 moMM omﬂm at night everybody goes through
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Drew: The term penitentiary has within it the term penitent. At least'in
theory, it’s a time im which people look within, undergo rigoro
self-examination, and come to a sense of penance for what they’ve don
But in actual fact, does prison serve as a time for this, or more of an 0¢¢
sion to focus on the faults of others? v

- doing the self-examination.

That looking at yourself can be a rea] gut-wrenching experie
nce.
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as Tony was saying, they lose it. Their minds just snap and they’re some-
where else now, in the Twilight Zone.

Tray: I sat on that South Wing for two years and over on Supermax for
two more years, and I saw people messing with that self-examination and
they went cold-blooded crazy. “Fourth floor, call Sigmund Freud in!” and
then they were gone. The dude was gone.

Wayne: When I began to examine myself, I realized the reason I kept
making the same mistakeés over and over is ’cause I kept measuring
myself by myself. So.every time I did something wrong, I could justify it.
But when I became a Christian I had a standard to go by—the Bible. I
began to measure myself according to that, grow in accordance to my
reading and learning. . E

Drew: What faults in yourself did Woﬁ,mﬁ find in most need of correction?

Tray: My greatest fault was I-didn’t value independent thought. Other
people’s thought became more important than my own—you know, the

church’s, the street institutions’, the schools’. Hanging out with my homies, -

I would try to conform. That’s where all my trouble came from.
Jack: One of my greatest shortcomings was a fear of failure.

Drew: Could you explain?

Jack: Okay. My family used to stay on me about going to school. And I
kept throwing excuses back at them: “Why should I get a degree? I wo
get a chance to use it. Look, 1 got life plus. I'm never going home.” But

they kept hammering away. And the bottom line, you know, was Iwas

afraid of failing. It eventually came to a point where I had no mor
excuses to give. So in order to shut them up, get them off my back, I wer
to school. And as a result I graduated with honors. Two degrees. And
found out that the only way to combat that fear of failure is with knc

edge. You've got to try. - , -

Tray: Jack had the fear of fajlure, but I’ve always been afraid of succ
You know, when I was on the sireet, in my line of work, success ended
with you getting two of them in the head, shot by your homie sitting
the back seat while you’re driving. That’s what success represented.
always played it slow. I wanted to be second in command ’cause the.
always got two in the back of the head. . e
If I wasn’t afraid of success, I'd have competed in the educations
arena and all that. You don’t have to be no braniac to know that in Amie
ica, in order to get ahead you have to play around in academia. But:
being afraid of success, I said 'm going to hang around the hood and j
be mediocre.

- yourself, you can’t prove it *canse i
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ishness, where he had always set himself as his goal, finds a way to God,
that is, a way to the fulfillment of the particular task for which he, this par-
“ticular man, has been destined by God. (Buber, The Way of Man Accordingto

the Teaching of Hasidism, 32)

Taz SouL Knows NO Bars

Drew: There’s a’big move in the country toward stiffer prison sentences,
“three strikes and you're out.” A discussion is going om, where one very
powerful voice says, “People don’t change, lock ’em up and throw away
the key.” The other voice says, “Wait a second. People can change if they
have it within them and have a system that facilitates change.”

Jack: I was reading an article in the paper last week by a senator about
the crime bill. He was saying that before you do away with parole for’
three-time losers, you have to give the fixst- and second-time offenders an
opportunity to rehabilitate themselves. Because now they sit around and,
vegetate. When you put them back on the street what can you expect
them to do but the same thing they did before they came to jail? If you
give them the opportunity to get an education, a skill or trade, and they
still continue to mess up, Zhen give them the no-parole. But you have to
have that rehabilitation process working. Here in this state, they don’t
have it, don’t have it at all. ,

Tray: I listen to how they’re getting all tough on crime and I can reall
understand society’s point of view. But a lot of that stuff is also starting t
make me angry. I come up here when I was sixteen, and at twenty-sev
T'm not the same person. But I know I'll never get the opportunity 't
practice that, to test that, as John was saying. :

I look at the fifteen-year-old kids who’re coming into prison now, p
ing a debt they never owed. The son inherits the sins of the father. The
were born into poverty with no parents to teach them self-discipline
hard work, so then they do something real stupid, and hurt somebo
They get a lot of time. Then some philanthropist like yourself comes h
and teaches thém good things and they embrace them. It might take th
nine or ten years but they embrace it. But they never get the chang
use it. Tt never gets beyond this perimeter. And then they turn cold
because wmoﬁm like you leave. His grandmother gets to dying,.

get to dying, and all the things that kept him warm for so long,
denly turn cold again. And once it’s gone it ain’t coming back.

Drew: T want to talk on behalf of “society.” A lot of people are lookin
the recidivism rate in prisons. They come to the conclusion: someb
a prison environment can be clean from drugs, pursuing a degrex
like a different person, but we don’t always know. You can unders
their suspicion. You've voiced it too. - :
But then, there’s the possibility of the genuine “tarning” that:Bu
describes. Can you accomplish this while you’re still in prison? ¥
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CHAPTER TWEN TY-THREE

Getting Out of Prison

“There’s a difference betweeq leaving prison ang getting out of prison.”
H.Bs distinction stuck in my mind, and jt began to Organize my vision of
this whole project. After all, many of the lifers I worked with might never
leave prison. People asked me, “Why waste your time on this crowd?” By
H.B. supplied the answer. Even if certain men weren’t leaving, they could
still get out. And this book would aid ang abet that escape. As Tony said
about our first article together: “You can haye my body but you can’t keep
my words.” Prisoners? words could circulate in the greater world where

school’s a battle zone. Each one is 5 brick in the prison wall. So, too, the
Limiting messages that colonize the mind: “You’re stupid, ugly, yowll
niever amount to nothing.” Brick by brick. Andsome bricks the men hag

it was, “Hey, Pm not gonna wait for my crump, from the table. I'm gonna,
8rab what I want noyy. For another, it was, “Fuck my parents, Fuck the
Man. No one’s telling me what to dg,» Each decision must have felt like
a breaking free, yet each plastered into place another brick.

“three strikes and you’re out” in the human soul. T was witnessing this in
my class. Those who had once so rejected schoo] (that had so failed them)
Were ravenous for knowledge. Denizens of a narrow street, they were noy
world travelers of the mind. Hated whitey?—let me now hear what he has
to say. Despised my own black skinP—let me learn of jts beauty. Talked
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with my trigger finger?—let me educate my mouth. They were disman-
tling, brick by brick, that inner prison. :

And 50 was L T have already described my sentence. The death of my
mother, father, brother, I interpreted as the result of my crimes. Subcon-
sciously, I housed a skillful inner prosecutor who set about establishing a
motive. Hadn’t I longed to beat out, 110, obliterate, my brother; to be free
of my smothering mother even through death; and to escape my father in
his last, descending days?

Motive established, next came the modus operandi. In each case hadn’t
1 abandoned those in need? When my mother lay sick with breast cancer
I’d trooped off to start college. Upon graduating, oblivious to my father’s
deepening depression, I was off again to the West Coast. When he jumped
from an eighth-story window, I was not there to catch him. But the worst

clearly the victims of violent cri )

oA crime. But not min e

be rﬁwEm and present to both of them mbuM mumw.HH r%m dotie my best c
good job. Admittedly, T hadn’t seen their suici >~ nad done a pretty

fhem. suicides coming 5 ; o
1. But how could T have? T was neither ommiscient g WH .oow Hu,.HmMmb,.ﬁom
TniScient nor ommipotent.

betrayal, it felt to me, was of my brother. Shortly before his death Td : 10 bis love for me, since he addr d hi o Aok
returned to Yale summer session to study organic chemistry in preparation . fact that he takes responsibility mowmwm e Hﬂmﬁ . o m o
$ own death, releasing me from aj]

for medical school. This was a step to fulfilling my parents’ dream, to win-
ning out once and for all against Scott. And win I did. That line in Scott’s
suicide note seemed to document my guilt—“T think I was smarter, more
talented, more agile and intrinsically more charming than you, but you
have developed into a fuller person, and have even exceeded my smarts
and talents with your determination while I let my mind and body rot with
drugs, depression, and inactivity.” I heard my victory leaving Scott
defeated, despairing—then dead. . o
So spoke the inner prosecutor, and the inner jury bad little trouble reac
ing its verdict. Guilty. The sentence was embodied in my obsessive symy
toms. No death penalty here, but I would serve out my days in inner pris
without possibility of parole. No joy, no unconflicted success, no BOHW, d
gerous leavetakings or happy beginnings. Wherever I went, I was to dr,
dead bodies behind me, like the chains weighing down Marley’s gho:
dared not attempt to break free: this might be punishable by death.
So I too became a lifer. But damn it, I too was determined to get 0
that is, surmount my obsessive guilt. Like the convicts with wh
worked, I struggled assiduously to have my case reopened. They. ¢
tacted legal experts; I prayed, reflected, talked with my shrink.
And it worked. I was granted retrial. I H@B@Bﬁ.mﬁ the day. I i
invited to speak on the mind-body relationship at Salisbury State Colls
on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. Afterwards I was walking through a gr
meadow, the air redolent with the salt of the Chesapeake Bay.:
myself thinking about the past again, and an unaccustomed rage s
growing within. “Wait a second,” I thought. “That whole inner
sham. False evidence was introduced. There was no competent de
dide’t kill anybody, I was framed.” .
I found myself playing out an imagined retrial, this time with a g
attorney—me again. Piece by piece, I dismantled the supposed “evi

was an exhilarating shock. -

But T wanted more. Not i : i

: - YOt just my exonerafion, but th Uré

MMWMMHMH. MM MMM&MWW Eﬁwmwwmwu for the new m&mmmﬁo MK_HM&MMWMMMMWM
Creasingly cledr. It wasn’t mv , ,

e : my mother, th :
ol %m : qumm WHEH% a.,.m\mm&\. on her. Nor was it my vwwmumw Mmﬂmﬁwmﬂ
s Y had committed violent acts, No, I thought, the true K] -
-+ - (Yerry Mason pause)—none other than the prosecutor S

ﬁ .~ .. .H— H stan .,m mw H ‘ ¢
H m. :

v farmi
my family. It Wmm filled my vwoﬁmu and father with self-loathing and soul-

into their graves. It was a serial
For the inmates, “gets 10t go gently, Lwill not die.
) > getting out of prison” often be. an with ‘ack
. > : th

.Howww MMMW QMWMMG wﬂﬁwuvuo one else to blaime. For ,.BMu I MM& ﬁwowmﬁmwmwm% A
mowam - “I'didn’t do m But just as for the prisoners, writing this b ow "y
..mmowmovm WWMHH HHow mmﬂ.ﬂm m:.w.m. I am overleaping’ barbed-wired émmm Hmm.
hiar WHQHWWM BmHM. H.MMW\H MHMSHMQWW rmmww&wmm me understand somie Mpo
Tl : tyland Pen to begin with. T vwas el
‘Thad in common with these lifers—rage, mmmﬁ MMNM@MMMWMM%\ Wﬂmﬁ
e offfrom the s o .mmoﬁa.mﬁop But I was also exploting what mmw

en. They did their crimes. T didn’. They lived in Pprison.

T vie:
- Visited. At the end of each teaching day, I was able to Logye, In that exp
. - i 4 m‘

tience of leaving prison, time and azain, :
that soul act they B B oL ammﬁwmmmwmﬁ%wmmmw %wv\muomb% rehearsing for’
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Then too, the fact that I am writing this at three o’clock Christmas
morning reminds me that getting out of prison, at least for me, has
required divine help. I think of Psalm 107:

Some were living in gloom and darkness,
fettered in misery and iroms. . . .
Then they called to Yahweh in their trouble
and he rescued them from their sufferings; |
releasing them from gloom and darknéss,
shattering their chains.

Let these thank Yahweh for his love,

for his marvels on behalf of men;

breaking bronze gates open,

he smashes iron bars.

AOH@% maybe I’m exa, i
> . €Xaggerating a little.) O . :
MMmMoMMHMmH path I’d U.mm.n pursuing? | W,\m‘mﬂmwwwmﬁmbm Hmwuﬂmwgm n.umHowu her, the
and get o _.ww& %whﬂ%%@&wﬁﬂw; oo time awoaéw Chooe
, AR ony thirtyl) However, Pq L
couldn’t choose. T d make lists of the attributes of OMMNHMonMMﬁMHM&%
. , then

Three vignettes come to mind that have demonstrated to me God’s
power to free the prisoner. Number one: I was meeting my ex-girlfriend for
the first time a year after our breakup. We had been together some seven
years, so the split was still achingly raw, bringing up the feelings of all miy
other deaths. But when I saw her that day in New York’s Washington:
Square Park, what struck me most was the new life in her. She seemed
much happier, more confident, at ease. Was getting away from me such a
wonderful tonic? No. She said it was all due to God. But, she wasn’t into
proselytizing. In fact, given that we had both been atheists, or at least agnos-

tics, she ‘was afraid I'd think her weird. But I dido’t. I had already found
myself drawn to spiritual matters and I could see how she had changed.
Then a strange thing happened. She was speaking of finding God
through the Twelve Steps (the first I'd really heard of this approach), whi
suddenly a voice boomed out from the heavens: “THIS IS THE LORD
WAKE UP!” I kid you not: My friend heard it too. We looked around
stunned, then realized what had happened. A drunk lay on the ground
some twenty feet from us (this was, after all, Washington Square Park) and
a patrol car had pulled -alongside. The officer had delivered a jocul
warning over the car’s loudspeaker; “THIS IS THE LORD. WAKE UP
And the drunk reluctantly struggled to do so. R
We laughed. That’s when I first learned God had a sense of humor:
how apt the message. The whole talk with my friend was like a wake
call, punctuated by that divine announcement. I was learning for the:
time about the Twelve Steps, and witnessing evidence of their powe
my friend. It was me who was being shouted awake. I was like that. dr
in the dirt. After all, my life-killing obsessions were just as intractable

inebriating, as booze to a sot. But that’s why the Twelve Step progr

could help me.

HN,H W .mHHHWu NUEH HHH@QHOE@, was o(bmHQ you QHQ HWH@ H.OHQ. S S\OHW W-.WHMVEW .mu,m
mv v ' m m m. 2
.




178 TrE Soutr KNows No Bars

And this insight opened up what came next. A series of ideas hit me
with 2 magnum force that forever changed my life. First—“God wants me
to be a college teacher.” In a moment, I felt this message surely true. And
why that? Because, I suddenly understood, that was the true longing of
my heart. I had a passion for ideas that doctoring would never satisfy. T
wanted to read great works, teach students, write books. I realized in that
imstant, maybe for the first time, that “God’s will” was not some iron band
imposed from without (as my mother’s will had so often seemed), but one
and the same with my soul’s deepest yearnings. This was a joyful surprise!

But what of the rescue work I had anticipated doing in medicine (psy-
thiatry, to be precise)? I heard the answer—such work would be done
through the Twelve Steps. This would be my instrument to help others
who, like myself, were suffering. Unlike professional psychiatry, there
would be no pretense that I was the well one, while they were the sick.
No superiority or profit interest should color my work. God was cleaning
all that out in order to make me more truly of service to others, and
healthier within myself.

When I got off the train in Stony Brook I was in an exultant state. As
T write these words now on Christmas morning I am reminded of how
that day the whole world felt like Christmas. I'd been given the gift of a
brand-new life. Years, no, decades of obsession about how I'd Aaze to be
a doctor (though I never wanted to) had been swept away on that train-
ride home. I got to be who I wished, who I was. I found myself, hokey as
it seems, hugging a dog, marveling at the beauty of trees, and singing over

and over, “Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like |
me. I once was lost, but now am found, was blind but now I see.”

And that brings me to a third getting-out-of-prison vignette. Years later,
having found a job as a college teacher (things unfolded with ease and
direction after that first day) I was well satisfied with my new career. But
still miserable in life. I mean bordering on suicidal. Racked with depres-
sion and self-hatred. A nonprofit Twelve-Step-based organization I had
been a part of for years had booted me out of its membership. More accu-
rately, I had been “asked to resign.” Who could blame them? I wasn’t
recovering, wasn’t working the Steps, wasn’t contributing to or support-
ive of the group’s mission. But the problems went deeper I now see, to

my obsessive guilt. I was tearing myself to shreds, and no matter how I

wrote endless inventories or prayed, I couldn’t or wouldn’t stop the pain.

God seemed as absent as He could be. The power of death was every-

where, filling our house with its musty odor. I was stymied. When even

the God-stuff doesn’t seem to work, what’s left? It was December, the .

days growing cold and short, and bringing with them a profound desola-
tion. Then a thought occurred to me, “ Why not ask for help from Jesus?”
To gauge the desperation of this maneuver you have to place yourself

in the shoes of a nice Jewish boy, brought up to associate Jesus with Chris-

ing to save i

e Latinized o) om0 e i

MMMm%wmu H”bomﬁmua@om saves.” Another of his names, ¢

o mMMHMHﬁW mmw I'needed a saving God right there v;

Moyt Mwommwzw M%mam Park, and on the LIRR, by; had

e Lo Mo d turn the ke > open the door to .
Pository, Y many accounts, of great healing Power. And he hag

to fellow Jews, Particularly thoge most in dire mﬂﬁ.ﬂmlﬁww M%bd\m& Mpo i
» the crip-

Motel at the end of the line
Though it was colq Decen
: ember, that meant Chri
Wm Preparation I prayed that Yeshua be borg §WME
hristmas caro] based on Isajah 9:6, “Fo s

m e
800 15 given: and the government shall he upon his should, d his
. er: and hi

: > helped unlock 1,

M,m\w o.m \wwmom to this day. I've since become MH MMN«WH bt s . con-

S,E_Sa Qnaker. I see 1o Teason to convert tg Christiani
Y never left c?&mh.muur and I don’t believe m, nmmpﬁv\

HH_. ME.OHH S\NNYMu m.Hu.Q a QONOHH OﬁmeMu H ve ONU@HH@HHOWQ QOQ HﬁH.(DN.MBm. &Hm

b oner. A 2 0 another prig it]
o Mogwm m&w wzwas&mb you get out of wmmobuaﬁm MHMM%EW SWOB oo
s you leave.” No one exemplified thig wmbm .H b tor than e
* FTOm a two-bit addict and thief he had Qmﬁmmwﬁmm% Q.rwwwmwmw

self i
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find one, stand by him for life. Acts of kindness are more precious than
jewels: never let them pass unnoticed. .

H.B. didn’t articulate these messages so much as embody them in his
actions. The very way he walked, slow and erect, proclaimed “I stand
before you a free man.” It didn’t matter that every manuscript he sent out
bore a penitentiary return address. He had gotten out of his prisons: an
eighth-grade education, uncontrolled rage, a heroin habit, to name but a
few. At night, while others slept, he had woven a zone of freedom using

writing as his loom. -
I remember the day he casually told me after class, “I've got AIDS”>

“You’re HIV positive?” I asked. :
“No. AIDS. Full-blown. But don’t get upset. It’s not such a big deal.”
He wasn’t interested in sucking on the sweet teat of sympathy. His

health was just starting to fail, with night sweats, lung-thickened plugs, -

and the other small purgatories that wear you down and presage the hells
yet to come. But H.B. wasn’t buying into this AIDS shit. He continued to
write late into the night no matter what the next day’s toll. When he told
me I felt stunned and saddened. It seemed like a cliché from a badly writ
ten play—the convict who turns his life around only to lose it to deadly
disease. Years ago, H.B. said, he’d been shooting up drugs obtained frorx
a guard and had shared a dirty needle. Although he later got off drugs

was too late. , : , :
to shout. This isn’t the right ending to

“No. Stop the presses!” I wanted

H.B.s last play. He’s not supposed to die, emaciated and forgotten in a

prison ward, a guard picking his teeth in the corner. Something had to
done. But what, I wondered? The answer came welling up from wi
“Try to get him out.” . .
Yes, but how in the world to proceed? H.B. was in the ninth year:
thirty-five-year sentence for attempted murder, without possibility of p
Yet surely, given his illness, his newfound celebrity as a writer, his pow
as an example of “rehabilitation” (that word Tony hates), he’d be the
fect candidate for a commutation. I tracked down a lawyer savvy.in
matters. He confirmed that it was a long shot but not impossible. Sti
felt stuck. I wasn’t sure what to do next, paralyzed by the responsibi
What if there was some way of getting him out but I botched the eff
He’d die in jail because of me. After my family history I was leery of th
rescuing-lives type of thing and the guilt attendant upon failure: Sl
back away from the whole thing? But that would only bring its own
and failure: : C R
So I did some serious praying. “If it’s your will that H.B.-get out,
better show me what to do.” In AA, God is sometimes said to: stz
Good Orderly Direction. And that’s what I received that day—a ser
action steps to take in appropriate flowchart order. Follow up wi
lawyer. Draft a petition. Contact appropriate signees, especially those

HEM man Q(NHO U—,mm a SLU.OH@ @OO@U—@ _HO HDHQQQ.OB OOEQHH t anmmm HQM@OHMMHUHHI

ity for his past. And I heard Go .

g d saying, so it will be wj He wi
see the promised land but wil] not muwmm _umnwﬂmm w Muaﬁm,u 1B He wil
perpetrated. ol the violence he has

And so we did. Mike Bowler, who as : mu the Baltim
: . er, who as op- i ;
Evening Sun, bmﬁ Tun pieces by H.B., now MWMM M%Mm Mﬁo M&MMN MM .
; ! Aimg his

and new supporters.
Consideration. . : SRS
Uﬁm@%wﬂm%ﬂﬁb%ﬂ%ﬂ%%ﬂ%ﬂ mbEMuM gactal speed characteristic of
. co ;
something positive or negative. You still WMWMMHMHH.H Wm“u%m MHMWMOQOQ woM
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enough to i i :
, g qualify. For medical release, we were told, you've got to be

incapacitated and on the ver f immi

e 8¢ o1 imminent death. That ’

o M MN: MMWWHQMBM%M on aﬁ street. I understand ﬂbmwomdwv\%_wﬁnmb ﬁ

ixe a st to H.B.: en $ 1aci : I o

mmwﬁ Mooh N§ you can have %oWHoMMMQMHWMHmﬂmﬂ demented, and at
ed to remind myself that the whole affair was hopeless to ‘_ummu.b

- with. Remember that Moses message? But I had never shared it with H.B
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That’s right. Commute. I was stunned, elated, and exhausted all at once.
H.B. was actually getting out of prison. It soon became clear there’d be a
number of conditions attached; most important, for six months H.B.
would be stuck on home detention (or, as he put it, under house arrest),
his every move monitored electronically. So what? Home is home. We
planned a party to celebrate his return, with banners, music, and a whole
lot of food. The invitation said it all: “He’s Out. Let’s Eat!”

But the party, it turned out; was for more than just H.B.’s release. That
same week his new play won first prize in the WMARTV Black Play-
wrights contest. He became the only person to have ever captured this
award twice. The first time he’d been unable to attend his own premiere.
Not this time. He was going, and going in style. : L

These days, with all H.B went through since his release, it’s mice to
think back on that evening. The video of the prize-winning Smooil Disap-
poiniment was being shown to an invited andience prior to its telecast.
H.B. was determined to do it up right. Maybe he was making up for the -
other premiere he had missed; for all those nights spent in a dingy prison
cell; for a whole fucked-up life. Whatever. I remeéimber, one, two, three
stretch limos pulling up to his inner-city apartment, each white as snow,
equipped with 2 TV, a personal bar (nonalcoholic beverages), and most .
of all, filled with family and friends. It was H.B.’s way of saying thanks to
those who had stuck by him, and of celebrating his own freedom. Sub-
sisting on SSI checks, and occasional writing sales, he didn’t really ha
that kind of money. But this was of no concern that night. When you’r
not going to be around for too long, you grab the moment. Rk

- He accepted his award with customary flourish, dressed in a styli sh .
black coat and beret. By special dispensation, he had been allowed out o
home detention until 1 a.1m. Violation could land his ass back in jail. A
speeches went on and on, and H.B. lingered to shake hands, I Temeémbe
nervously eyeing the clock. 12:15, 12:30, 12:45. I waited for that witchin;
hour when the limos would turn into pumpkins, the drivers into, whit
mice, and H.B. risked being thrown back in jail: But he would not be
rushed. “We’ll make it,” he said, and he was correct. We arrived hom
right on the dot. Having gotten out of prison, he wasn’t going back.

., O’Donald: The ,mwmﬁ nHEw I

- didn’t want nobody to see it. A priest came in and

woke up that night the fear was gone.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Changing Selves

»\N&.SNS X went thro
Nebraska, as Malcolm
1952) for robbery. He

W\NNMMM Mw@wwwng WMMN nationalism until a trip to Africa and o pilgrimage to Mecea
ertain of his views. He left the organization and con
- . . - i 3 &
Islam before bis tragic assassination in 1965, Whaz is your NEM%N\W NMNNMQNQNMM

change identities? How do you make self sti :
st o the you ma the §S self stick? Malcolm’s life raises these

ugh many different identities. Born in 7925 i :
. & , 5 i Omah,
Little, ke joined the Black Muslims while in prison (; GM%M

later became the organization’s national minister, Preaching

Double Identity

m‘ } é i - » - -
Qﬂ, mmm. MM mem its F.ummm.u. m&EﬁEm its guilt, to tmplore the forgiveness of
Sod Lt E@MH MMM M:Mum. in ﬁﬁwm world. Hmm easy for me to see and to say that
Kl 1, when 1 was the personification of evil, T was soifie thi

it. NWMHBP again, I would force myself back down into the mwmm.mwm.mwwmmw
posture. When finally 1 was able t6 make myself stay down—I &wbw :
what to say to Allah , : I Hanow

.m.oH the next years, I was the nearest
Huﬂ.moh Colony. Inever have been more b

. MSHEHOOW HHN% previous life’s EEWEW. pattern slid away from me, like snow off
aroof Itis as Eodmrvmoﬁnooﬁm else T knew of had lived vw\ hustling and
crime. I would be startled to catch myself thinking in & remote SNM.WMM%

,.mmammammﬁmmmbomumwm . . 5 ,
prrbmelobieti mamobE&ooHBum SEH Alex Haley, The Autobiogra-

mHum to.a rmﬂﬁ.ﬂ in the Norfolk .
usy in my life. I still marvel at how

e fi got locked up I Smm ten. T was in trainin
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was telling us how we
: . went back to the dorm,

was able to go to sleep. When I
I’s like I had peace ..E&%@.

8&& give our life to Christ, and at night when we
I stayed up and prayed. And after that

183



184  TuE SouL Knows No Bars

Tray: I received that type of freedom too. I was over at the Supermax and
I was plagued with so many problems and secrets in my heart. . . . I don’t
want to share them with you now because it would take a week. I felt like
1 was going crazy. It was New Year’s night, the start of the nineties, and 1
was going to be locked up for another decade, and the bitch—sorry, Doc,
I mean my girlfriend—had left me, and I was just praying for the strength
to make it. And I think T called God by about ten different names that
night—Allah, Yahweh, Jesus—because I'm not of any specific religious dis-
cipline. And as I prayed and said so many things my heart came to the sur-
face. And after I got up from my knees it was like a great big burden off of
me. The walls of Supermax didn’t seem as restricted. I stopped smoking
during that period. I was freed from so many things, the walls, the smok-
ing, the hollering that hits you every night, all of it just left and I felt calm.
Maybe I need to be burdened by those problems again so I can get
back in that form. [laughter] , B
Mike: I remember when I first got in this situation, I picked up a book;
and it had a little quotation. It said, “Sometimes when the spirit goes a’rid-
ing on the wind alone and unguarded, you commit a wrong to others and
therefore unto yourself, and for that wrong committed you must wait
unheeded at the gate of the blessed.” Something like that, I probably
quoted it wrong. But it meant something to me instantly, because all my
life it seemed like I had been walking in the company of angels. I been
cut, stabbed, hit by cars, and people be falling around me, but I'w:
always getting out lightly. Go to prison, but get out. Then all at once, I go
all these charges. Major stuff. I was broken up. But it was like something
was saying, “Look, I'm tired of fooling with you. You’re not getting.th:
message. I've been giving you subtle things, but you’re not picking th
up. So now I’m just going to smash you. Then maybe you'll get the
sage.” And now Pm a different person, view things different. And I
that’s what it really took. R

Drew: The Autobiography of Malcolm X gives a lot of examples om
when his sense of identity radically shifts. It raises the question of wh
your true self is. : L

Tray: Ever since I can remember, even when I was stealing out of th
stores, I always felt that 'm destined to do better than this. It’s like sor
kind of divine force inside me, and I just haven’t found the answer
P’m better than a murderer, a thief, or a drug dealer. . &

Selvyn: For me, I pretty much fluctuated between two different per
ities. Growing up in my family, I was this religious, nice, WEEP preach
ing, spreading-the-word person. But outside, I was ruthless and
hearted. In front of the congregation I’d put on one hell of a show;
out a good sermon. When I got finished, I’d go out and light up a j

good shape!

Mike: And it all depends what street yow’re on. Like g&oog Nu . uu . .
1 As when

Wmqummlww the streets of Harlem, his standard of behavior was that f
Womﬂmowoﬁm M MMMMBNHMMMWmMmB@ actions. But when he enters H..,m,u.,wob Mu.w,
hears un S, e gravitates toward it. It's Tike i}

ing, “A man functions on the level of his zhmmwmﬁmmmuwmm% o, fhe old e

Q: But you have to be ourself at i / , ,
& cormeis o Wﬂw o elf at all times. When you fake your identity,

to hold up.

Milke: This all brings o mi iorkin insurane
: gs to mind when I was working . i .
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HWM_ Mww%mw\ m\ﬁome mb% mmeMHm s my wife’s anniversary; Pm FMWMM MMNMMM
- Vieanwhile, T could get the drop, and they’d come i bi
ile, I cor rop, in and rob it,
But one day, I'm sitting there thinking why should T goin .Emwm SHEH a

. gmn? I can take my pen and do the same thing. So I'd go into the insur-

MMMM MMB%mb% and started making fraudulent claims. And Td sit in the
% UM_ y lounge, wum the other guys would be reading the paper, sayi
e is terrible.” And I’d say, “Yeah, ist’t it!” T was two &m.mwmvbﬁ WMMM

Ple to two different sets of individuals.
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are so no one will challenge you. But then in relation to other parts of the
world, you have to pretend to be an upstanding citizen. So all of you are
probably expert at constructing false identities..
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Donald: I used to be good at that. But I wrote you a letter, Doc, and
described to you some problems I was having holding up my image in
prison. Do you remember that? I was in the shower and this other guy
was trying to get past. I didn’t want him to go behind me—you know what
I mean—but he was trying to. So I popped him. But I was at a disadvan-
tage of being naked and he got the best of me. He won the fight.

Anyway, we made arrangements to meet at the gym an hour later so we
could really fight. But someone stopped me at the door and said, “Look,
that guy’s 2 fool, but I thought you were a thinking guy.” So he made me
stop and think, and I didn’t do anything. But I was wrestling with it when
I wrote you. I had this image once that used to protect me, but with the
newer guys in here, it don’t seem to work. Even some of the older guys felt
like their image was threatened ’cause I'm considered one of their crowd.
So I asked you for some advice, and you sent me a Hindu story.

There was once a holy man who came to a village: The villagérs warned
him that he must not go along a certain path because a venomous snake,
which had killed many people, always lay there. [But] the sage taught it to
give up the idea of biting and killing. Soon the boys of the village discov=
ered the change in the character of the snake. Knowing that it was now
harmless, they would attack it with sticks and stones whenever it came out
of its hole—but the snake would never strike back. After a while, the snake
grew so weak from its injuries that it could scarcely crawl. When next the
holy man came to that village . . . the snake expected to be praised for not
resisting evil. To its great surprise, however, the holy man became quite :
cross: “How foolish you are!” hie cried. “I told you not to bite. Did I tell you
not to hiss?” (Swami Prabhavananda; The Sermon on the Mount According to
Vedanta, 66—67) . : :

Drew: The idea is, don’t actually harm people, but you may need to keep
up that image. , , C
Making It Stick -~
- T wrote to Dr. Shawarbi, whose belief in my sincerity had enabled mefo ge
- -a passport to Mecca. .. . “Never have I witnessed such sincere hospitali
-and the overwhelming spirit of true brotherhood as is practiced-by peo
of all color and races here in this Ancient Holy Land. . . . There were;ten:
of thousands of pilgrims, from all over the world. They were of all color:
from blue-eyed blonds to black-skinned Africans. But ‘we were all parti
patitig ini the same ritual, displaying a spirit of unity and brotherhood
my experiences in America had led me to believe never could -&xs

 Significant ones, is about three years ago: I decided that I wasn’
www. or mwmu aay more drugs. And the hardest part wasn’t zof Smhﬁw but not
| Mz, 78 because a great portion of my adult life T made all va mone

- &Mc%u m.om&.bm. HS% decision to ‘quit was an accumulation ‘of mm<mwmw
‘things. Thinking about my children. Being near Charles had its impact,

, has forced me to re-grra NeelL ar
. ngemuch of my thought- Rk
WMMQ Wﬂm to foss smmmm some of my previous nobW\meoumm.v .Hmwwn MMW%% too:di
cult for me. Despite my firm convictions, I have beer, aliays & mian it
Wmm ﬁw M.mnm Mww.ﬁmmmmbm to accept the reality of life as new mummmﬁ.vmbmmﬂ“”ﬂ
owiedge unfolds it. T have always kent R
to the flexibility that must go wmuww ww Wm“ open mind, which s necessary
search for truth. (Malcolm X, The Autobiography of Malcolm X, 339 do) o

with every form of ,Eonmm,,.uﬁ v

%%QNM.. Mymwmmuwﬂ MMM Wmo gﬂ.,wo&uu experiencing a change of Eommw.ﬂ and mmm,wm
s al . . . R :
such a shift? on. Were there any sp ecific experiences Sw_@.mn%&ﬁ. felt

Tray: I want to talk about somethin 1
, ! g that happened in *86 that reall
a profound effect on me. They had this little old white lady EH mmww wm

me a cup of tea. No one has ever done that for me, especially i -z
oL tea € has ex ne that for me, ‘especially in th
MM M_uﬁw w%munsw_# wasn’t the tea itself, because 1 m%mb mm.mwﬂ.u,w cm MMMA
. € thing was how gentle she was and the smile she alwavs Lad To.
just mymrs&&o Mwmmoumrp.w was 50 unconditional. Azid wwmomMMMvMHNMN%w
mean she was the first white person that I ever h d 2 love for. No ideo
ogy could ever make me look at her i & wcowmmwwﬁ m, Ho<m MOH.. Zo Hmnou.;
Wayne: Once when I was in the . . 5 from Junctio
ayne: S In the army I was on my way from Junct
MWMN “&Mo%%ﬁmwbmﬁmwmunﬁm miles on the highway. g%%&ﬁmgmfmow .Mqoﬂw
d an ed off on the si mOmﬁrmHomm.,wﬁ&mbﬁwom 5 snow hac
covered a ditch. I was stuck. I tried to et gir Io—oreh teok oot
A get some help—even took out
@oﬁu@. wallet and waved it to get someone to' .wﬂ@. .vao%w\ %MWWMMHmM
en this white guy and his wife—he had two kids in wmogwmome.m ormﬂ.m

- in the car—he stopped. He got all wet helping push me out. He even made

me stop in town to make sure everythin, . id i
g was cool. 'And if’s furiny beca;
_w saw wmo&m om.B%. own race and they just kept going E\.,SEMUA oHnMHMM
ack on things Emm,mumh ITknow I can’t be a racist. » ; S

John: T was sitting here thinking about moBm; of the _”?Bmm that effect

changes in your life. The latest charige P've been through one of the most
: t going to




188 THE SouL Knows No Bars

because Charles had stopped using. Then moving into a double cell with
this little guy who really hates drug dealers. He was a stick-up boy, so
that’s a nemesis to a drug dealer. .

Drew: Why?

John: Because they stick up the ‘dealers, and the dealers may end up
killing the stick-up boys—things like that. So we’d argite, and I'd rational-
ize that I was still dealing in prison so I could take care of myself, send
money home to my kids. But when I finally got a single cell to myself I
started thinkirig about what he was saying, and for some reason, I can’t
never put my hand on why, one day I said 'm not selling no more drugs.
Man, it’s been hard. A lot of guys in here have this problem too. Once
we get out of that lifestyle we don’t know what to do. We really don’t have
a-lot of confidence that we can be successful at other things. I'm
adamantly against selling drugs. But what else can I make a living at? P’'m
trying to develop some skills and feel my way around. And I have to real-
ize I'm going to suffer financially until I find my niche; it might be worse
for a while, but I'm learning to live with and like myself. .

Drew: Sometimes when we make those transitions to a bigger self, there’s
also a loss. We're not just birthing something new, but there’s an old self
that’s dying. It’s striking how quickly Malcolm is willing to let his old -

selves die off. But sometimes it’s a very painful process. o
John: I remember me and Charles was walking through the yard and this
guy’s telling us, “T can’t wait to get the keys, and then I'm getting con
nected”—all that stuff. I hadn’t given the life up, but Charles had, and he
said, “Man I don’t know what I’'m going to do now that I can’t sell no
drugs.” And it dawned on me that he wasn’t joking. My whole life ‘w
designed around those activities. I was always traveling to get it, cutting it
up, selling it, or collecting the money. Give that all up, and there’s a voic

Drew: 1t sounds like in O,Hm..w. to let go of the old sense of who %oﬁ ,.me._,
you have to find another option, envision something else. .

Mike: And you also have to guard against slipping back. In the early se:
enties I was working for that insurance company as a claims adjuste
making in excess of $18,000 a year, engaged to a young lady who was
dentist. Unlimited possibilities. And a guy from way back called me and.
said, “Man, I got a problem.” I helped him out and he appreciated %

I did, so he offered me a blow. Cocaine. And I love that cocaine. H
reminded me of that former self and I slipped right back i, -
John: It’s like when Malcolm got out of jail, Elijah Muhammad spoke.
a crowd about how Malcolm had been living inside the bush where
been protected. No more. And in here we’re protected from a lot of
ations, and I don’t think we’re realistic about how we’d deal with then

I'll give you an example. I was talking to m s o
day; she’s purchasing a house and SE&M m_uomw Muou% Mbboﬂw 1o
mmomm.m for the closing. She didn’t know if she was owﬂHH S
deadline. Now this is family, and something to do smﬁ% m s wM%H -
I got an excuse—Tm in prison, I can’t come up with DN ety
know John out on the street. He’d have said, “I can get
sand real fast for you.” Will I have the stren : d
like Mike, “Just this one time.” Next thing
the rest of your life.

Pve seen guys get out and do what they said ﬁmmw\ were going to mo‘.

e money, being happy. They suf-

. ,Eow,,nvm But
two, three they
gth to pass it up? Or will [ e
you know, you’re paying forit -

Emwrrmm their mind made up good.
en I've seen guys do the other side of it too: i
t t00: go straight back +
game, get v\oE,mw.:. a car and a couple girls. Hrmmm guys MHo MMM OMMHMM
wmmob,m week before you start hearing their names ringing over the
w one—“Your man out there getting money, he just got himself a new
MW, I saw him last night” And you say, “Goddamn
out yesterday! How could he get caught up in that?” ,
" HH had a rmmﬁ.ﬁo&mmﬂﬁ with my uncle the omgmwmm.vn and he asked me
i me out what W.Em of person I'm going to be. I had to tell him “If m
Wm%mw t ormbmmnr if I go back to that old stuff, then I need to be left in
mmwm._ Tlook at @5 mc,m.mﬂwum I caused my family, even my children. If T
‘ %muo WMM% mmnﬂ,.” Tain’t Mo%bm nothing but hurting people all over, and
an putting everybody through that again why don’t T St
g sty o 08 © Tybody through that again why don’t T Just keep
That’s why I say to Charles, if I ever ,
. [ ) , if get the chanice to roam Pm Jeav-
Emu mMm, state. Otherwise, I don’t think Pd make it. I got to moBSMMM
nobody really knows me and I can just work at being a Square for a while.

the man just got

Charles: Yeah, you have to change people, places, and things.

OuUOHmE" I disagree. A lot of guys in here are smokers, and if they go
on Honw.,z@ where they don’t have any cigarettes, they mwvw “Well, %MMVH
mﬂoﬂwm anymore.” But as soon as they’re back they .mBomm They reall

m.:.mbﬁ stop. So I don’t believe T've truly changed if HQB,HEWNMMM mnodw\.
prison and have to move somewhere else, or disassociate myself from

- people. This isn’t change—it’s running. ¥ 1 can be in the midst of these

things and still not do them, that’s #rze change.
Tony: Yeah, I came here from Texas to get away from anybody I knew.

- Then I got into the wrong kind of gang in Maryland!
- Mike: But if you leave, it’s easier to div
pressures. If I get out of here, I'm going to Atlanta. I ain’t never been

orce yourself from unnecessary
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there, but I heard it’s nice. Who knows? wﬁw T ﬂmﬁmv\on moBMEHMHMm. HHH_
wuosw countless guys that come out of these prisons an M guy %Bu m<w !
a Lexus or Mercedes, takes him to the shopping mall, Ud%w Ty
thing he wants, says, “Look man, here’s my beeper number.

John: If you need anything—

Mike: —Just holler at me. So you don’t holler. %muﬁuam standing on EMM%M
ner, catching the bus to wherever you’re working at, but .muo WMM wo
nouua.b by. So it’s best when we divorce ourselves from this ma mmm.u -2
moEmimeHo oummv start over where we don’t know nobody to holler m..
Tray: If Pm trying to be a celibate, there’s no need for me to be sitting in
a room with a naked woman.

CHAPTER TWEN TY-FIVE

Deaths and Births

Remaking a self is no casy matter. The chapter 24 dialogue shows that the
men were aware of the consummate d; culties in so doing. As John says,
“Once we get out of that lifestyle we don’t know what to do.” You were

the computer. He began writing a biweekly column on ATDS for the Bal-
timore Evening Sun and was hard at work completing his first novel, Balyi-
more Badlands. In the meantime, he was also being asked to participate in
radio shows, speak in public forums, and address classes. This he did with
determination and honesty, sharing openly about his past and his current
battle with AIDS. Baltimore’s Arena Players put on a production of
Smooth Disappointment at Loyola. For the first time, H.B. saw live actors
performing his play. The story of an addict who’d finally gone clean and
righteous, it was, in many ways, HL.B.’s own storv.

But with time the frustrations came and, like sandpaper, began to wear
away the newer self. H.B. found himself in fights with his Toommate,
though still amnoyingly dependent on him. For a time, H.B.’s daughter
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moved in with them, a dream of restored fatherhood come true. But she
was a handful and it just dida’t work out. She moved back with her mom.
Then too, there were constant money difficulties attacking from the out-
side, and from the inside, the progressive disease eating away at the man.
H.B. struggled with painful tooth problems, difficulty breathing, untreat-
able skin sores, wmmo&o -exhaustions, and near blackouts. His physician
ended up prescribing opiates—Tylenol with codeine, and the like.

Whatever the cause, HL.B. picked up. Heroin, that is. It was all around
him on the street, and the pain and temptation wore down any resolve. It
was miany months before I knew, but I sensed the return of an older H.B.
before I had any explanation. He seemed more distant, more manipula-
tive, more . . . irritating. Continually borrowing money, cadging rides,
showing up and disappearing mysteriously. Maybe that’s one reason they
call it “using™I felt used by H.B., and grew to resent it. But with my
anger came guilt. Here was a sick man struggling to survive. Why was I
so lacking in the sweet milk of human compassion?

When I heard thirdhand that H.B. was using, it was almost a relief.
The confused puzzle sorted itself into place. I could understand his
erratic behavior, and my own building rage. I was dealing again with
an addict. My Twelve Step training gave me guidance as to what to do,.
though I didn’t particularly wish to. It took great prayer to confront a .
dying friend with “tough love.” S :

But I did, challenging H.B. directly, and he gradually came clean. It
started, he said, with the painkillers. He had become addicted to them and
had later turned to street drugs. Then too, there was the factor Tray and
others had mentioned—H.B. was back in the old neighborhood, amidst
old connections. “If I'm trying to be a celibate, there’s no need for me to
be sitting in a room with a naked woman.” H.B. had talked about moving
to Florida for the weather (he felt he could no longer survive the cold) but
never had the money. In Baltimore, that naked lady was strutting her stuff.

‘Whatever the reason, H.B. got hooked, and had entered the hospital
to begin a methadone program. He’d found that his worn-down body
couldn’t take it: the methadone just made him sicker. But how long, I
wondered, would he survive street drugs? He told me he’d even thought
of an intentional OD. One fix and the pain’s over. Images of my f
suicides shot through my body like my own OD. Had H.B. really gotten
out of prison? Had I? - i

We both did our best to wrestle this demon to the ground. I did th
tough-love thing. FL.B.’s life was up to him, but as his supétvisor I'd h
to fire him unless he stayed clean and proved it with biweekly urinalyse
But for HL.B., it wasn’t just a matter of keeping the job; more import
he said, and I believe him, was to win back my trust. He didn’t wan
go out no “smooth disappointment.” And soon thereafter H.B. cleaned
up—I started receiving the evidence each week by fax. g
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But the truth is, I never felt the same. P’m not proud of
compassion for a dying man. But there it is. gm&uw Hmﬁmﬂmﬁﬁmﬁwm ,w,o.
relapse,. understandable in the circumstances, that 5o ?m,mmw o
Maybe it was also the very fact that he was dying. Hadn’t he vmmﬁg -
Pproject, my rescue fantasy? T couldn’t save my mother mH,oB omboMQ. ny
brother and father from their descent. But-T had, by God, goiten HL.B BW =
Maybe he was a surrogate for all the other living dead u.b,up%, EmOﬂm
even for myself struggling toward freedom. v v m.b o

But the joke was on me. I hadn’t saved shit. Any glorified Fﬁqumummw .
on my part was again too late, way too late. The needle was in the arm,
ﬁo virus in the vein, before I even knew the man, and niow I had to watch
him slowly die. It was a constant reminder in Cinemascope of all the other
deaths T had previously witnessed or missed. To see him gradually con-
sumed in a roﬁoamﬁmﬁlmbumﬁmﬂwmu covered with sores, nearly toothless
mbm finally, addled with ATDS dementia—and to be powerless in the mm.omu
of it all, was absolutely infuriating. H.B.’s drug relapse was a convenient
pretext for me to distance myself, and to have a target for my rage. -

-But witnessing his struggles, I also better understood that Moses mes-
sage that H.B. would see, but not enter, the promised land. I had origi-
nally taken that to mean that H.B.’s commutation would be denied. Now
I saw it differently. H.B. did secure his physical freedom, but that wasn’
the promised land. H.B. wasn’t fully free. He still was enslaved by the
AIDS contracted in prison and the addict’s instinctive responses to pain.

. .Hﬁ took H.:w a long, painful time to die, just as it had for him to start
living. By depressed T-cell counts, and other objective criteria, he should
have succumbed far sooner than he did. But HL.B., stubborn until the end
would not go gentle into that good night. By the time death came, it Smm
almost a relief: for me, for his loved ones, maybe even for H.B. Emwo says
that the body is a kind of prison for the soul, and death the great escape
Who knows? Maybe H.B. had finally goften out of prison. o

His funeral was alternately a somber and Jjoyous affair. It was held at
the Grace African Methodist Episcopal Church. Outside was a small park
where I went wandering, in search of release. A sign, nailed up on-a stick,
caught my eye: ADDICTS: PLEASE. CLEAN UP YOURNEEDLES!

Death and disappointment seemed everywhere. Around that time
another big blow fell: the Omnibus Crime Act shitt off monies for mﬁmom
college education. For over two decades these programs had been made
wOmmmEm by Pell Grants that help fund higher education for those with low
mcome. Since the start, Pprisoners, whose income is effectively zero, had
been eligible to apply for Pell Grants. This money paid for ¢colleges to
establish extension programs that sent books and professors into the pris-
ons. Over 35,000 inmates were enrolled around the country. ,

.wﬁ the crime bill ended all that. A barely noticed provision made
prisoners unable to receive Pell Grants. Senator Jessie Helms had long
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led the charge for such a cutoff, but the recent get-tough-on-crime mood
finally put it over the top. Without federal money, prison programs
across the country have had to close. Since I functioned as a volunteer
leading a noncredit workshop, my own course wasn’t directly affected,
but pretty much all else at the Maryland Penitentiary was. No more Bal-
timore City Community College courses. No more Coppin State Uni-
versity extension program. Close the books, say goodbye to the teachers,
forget about the degree. Want something to do in long years ahead? Play
basketball. Lie in your cell.

It makes no sense to me. People were outraged about public funds
pouring in to convicted felons. But prisoners accounted for less than one
percent of Pell Grant funding; they did not knock anyone else off the rolls
(since these grants are an “entitlement” program for all those who meet
the criteria) and they received no more than $1,500 a year in college
expenses. By way of contrast, it costs greater than ten times that amount,
$20,000 or more, to jail the offender. And without education, many more
inmates come back to jail. A series of studies have found a 30 to 70 per-
cent reduction in recidivism for those who latch on to some higher edu-
cation. They’ve got the training and the diploma that open doors. Order
the teachers out, and the doors begin to shut. Who will inmates study
with—each other? What will they learn about—criminal techniques? The
crime bill was supposedly geared toward crime prevention. In fact, it
killed one of the few effective prevention programs we have. I think that
crazy, but then nobody asked my opinion.

I gave it anyway, writing an op-ed that appeared in the Washington Post

and elsewhere. From that, I was on radio interviews, and felt the ego-
boost of (temporary and minor) celebrity. But more important, like the

prisoners I was able to transmute my anger, turn it into a voice. I also had
to accept that this voice was dissonant with the prevailing chorus. I
wanted to talk about the possibilities of building a new self in prison, but
the public had grown skeptical. Beiter instead to build more prisons.
And this we are doing with a vengeance. From 1990 to 1995, 213 new
state and federal prisons were constructed, and the boom continues
unabated. It doesn’t correlate with an increase in criminal behavior: over

the past eight years the number of incarcerated people has risen by 50

percent, even as violent crime has fallen by about 20 percent.

And it has become a big business. The building of new prisons, along -
with the provision of “services” to the inmates, is a tremendous growth :

industry. In the past twenty years, spending on corrections has increased

fiogfold, now totaling some thirty-five billion dollars a year. Just as hote=

mmnmmﬁmm to fill their rooms, so companies and communities, and increds-
ingly state and local governments, need inmates to fill the cells.

But where in the world do we find all these criminals? As Eric MOE,Om,mm :

writes in his Atlantic Monthly article on “The Prison-Industrial Complex

Ugﬁmgwﬂ@m.. S @.m §

(December 1998), “Crimes that in other countries would g ally gowm_,, :

oo.BBEH.Q service, fines, or drug treatment—or would not be g 4. i
crumes at all—in the United States now lead to a prison term, considered
most mﬁuoum?m form of punishment.” For example, because of the %

drugs” and mandatory sentencing, the proportion of prisoners Hoomwm.

for drug offenses has increased mwmnnm&om:% from one in fifteen in 19 80 to

ing goes into law enforcement. Not treatment. Not revention. L
F the words of Franklin E. Zimring, director of HmHm Earl d@mﬂmb Le ,
.Humwwﬁmv “No matter what the question has been in American omaﬁmm
Justice, prison has been the answer.” About 70 percent of inmates in th
C‘Eﬁom States are illiterate. Some 200,000 may suffer from a serious me m.u
tal disease. Some 60 to 80 percent have a history of substance abuse mﬁ
many problems and questions. One answer: prison cells. o
Another factor feeding the prison binge is the trend toward longer and
«obmma sentences. Parole boards are toughening up, releasing fewer
mmates. Fifteen states have even eliminated parole boards entirely. No
moﬁ# the public rage toward criminals fuels this trend. But again it’s Wuﬂmw.
esting to .apaomos\ the money.” Tn 1994 the federal government passed a
WS .@Ho.ﬁ&uwm grants for Hwnmow. construction, but only to states that
quire nmates to serve at least 8 i
o comply can gy wEo.m H.umwnmbﬁ of their terms. Forty states that
Here in Maryland, we’re seeing a version of this don’t-let-’em-out
trend. Governor Parris Qﬂmbmmabmu a moderate Democrat, announced an
Emwwmmoﬁmm decree: he would henceforth refuse parole for all inmates

HE.um from a total of more than L,700. But as a political/media researcher
mm.nm about the announcement, Tt probably helps [the governor] a litile
bit. Democrats in general have & ‘wimp’ image when it comes to crime.”
Wm.v\onm wom.ﬂoy there are also legitimate concerns. A third of those E

them. .Hﬁmm as the Pell Grant cutoff seemed to me misplaced, so this sud-
mwu m&n.ﬁ mum in much the same way. It didn’t slam the guy who sits on
his butt in prison or piles up tickets picking fights. Such a person wasn’t

» by far the

up
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going to enroll in college or see the street anytime soon. No, ﬁﬂm wﬂWmWM
hardest is the one most serious about change. Before, meHm =m o
incentives and rewards. Get through the GED, and there’s a .oﬂU mmmwm -
gram ahead. Get through that, and someday E.mam may be a job. ild o
clean record and there’s a hope of release. Build anew HumamoHM_ mm pal
colm X had in prison, and you may gain 2 new life. Wﬁﬁ. MOS at hop
was taken away with a one-size-fits-all rule—no parole, .?.ze@ enced
This local policy is under court challenge. After all, ju Iges mmpmﬂwmﬁmn d
inmates to prison for life with »ﬁ&m&mm&w of MNM%NMQ%MMWMH ! Mm o
ul this to no parole. er dy,
MWMM“%M&MOMMMMW“MM has Hmnodwuuoum.wm against this no-parole policy.
Still it remains in effect. Lifers aren’t getting out. . bared
And around this time, I found I could no longer get in. =€Mm NHMmH.
for many months from the penitentiary. Why? After the Pe Hmb.ﬁr i
mination, the fnmates, and some of us at ﬁo%owm had come up wi 2
response. We would train college-graduate inmates to Hmm.& mmEESMmHm Y
the other prisoners. Men like John, Tray, and .O(Smwm WOMMmW to mm o M
lead. They would design and run courses that in turn wo e over: oot
by Loyola professors like me. It SOEQMJ really be m.onmme %Momﬂm.ﬂwom oy
couldn’t grant degrees, but it would empower the prisoners ﬁ%Bmmﬁ sl
keep alive the spirit of higher education. We could take the cutoff of -
resources not just as crushing defeat, but as nﬁmﬁmﬁﬁm and ow@ogwww ‘i
A national crime reporter from the Chicago @&.Nsm.émw Eﬁwmﬁm by,
our plan and wanted to meet the prisoners and witness a wor. mm nﬂuﬁ, :
action. The school principal and I decided to prepare a ooch_MEw OMA er ,.
to enter the class as a guest. This wasn’t proper mnoom&b,ml mexm ers
were supposed to go through cumbersome official nrm.HEon to get mhm%
prison admission approved. We took the m_pwﬂw cut and, like E.a w.ﬂmmwbmn
paid for it a long time. When it was m.umooﬁwummu the w%ﬂﬁ% W,
removed from his position. I was m:bEum.dew mm.ooﬁmm out of 1 &m wﬂﬂ,mo,, -
forbidden indefinitely to return. An investigation Om. the inciden Mﬂo
ceeded with due gravity and at the customary slow pace. It all m.mmﬁwmuuw o
me rather like using a shotgun to subdue a flea. But as Bobﬁ.wgmﬂ W%Mﬂ
slipped by, I'also experienced a certain E.mmmﬁm at my-banishment. m<o
burned out on teaching the course-that-will-not-end @Hbomﬁ no oﬂmm&
graduated), and even more so by the no,bmﬁm.bﬁ mH.Eg Emm.mﬁwu,nvm dist
gard, and obstacles attendant on <0Ebﬁmmdbm ina E&EHE.B sec
prison. Being booted out was a little like being released. . ..

But this pleasure was also saturated with guilt. Wasn’t I, after all, to

| and glory.
blame for what had happened? In my urge for press coverage and gl
WN%M I jeopardized all we had built toggther? I mﬁmimmnﬁ ,Emﬁ_mm.@
dealing guilt for a good while, and then finally screamed mmoﬁmw oy
intent in inviting the reporter had not been heinous, nor had I been.
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8mbmo%mﬂmﬁmammia.Himmbeﬁmvmm md%.ZoEonmmm&mﬁm.?mﬁ guilt
was my own prison, and I wasn’t going to be locked up again. o

I did, however, return to the Maryland Penitentiary. Once the investi-

gation was completed and I’d apologized profusely to the warden I was
permitted back in. Sort of. One week the document to let me in hadw’t been
properly prepared. Turned away at the gate. Another week the prisoners’
count-out wasn’t properly prepared. I was asked to leave. We couldn’t seem
to get things restarted. And then suddenly everything was topsy-turvy
because of the wide-scale transfers. This was the time of the penitentiary’s
conversion from maximum to medium security. I showed up one day to a
skeleton crew. Most of my men had been dispatched to Jessup. ,
As I earlier said, it felt like another death. But when I prayed about m
next move, the message was life-giving. There was a reason, I sensed, that
everywhere doors were being slammed shut. Just as I had once been sum-
moned into the prison, I was, for now, being summoned out. Accept it.
Once again, this voice sounded consonant with that of my deepest desires.
The truth was, I needed a break, and it was the right time for one. Our
taping for this book was in the can. The group I had worked with was now
disbanded. And a new character was coming on the scene, one who would
demand concerted time and focus. My wife and I were adopting a baby.
Nothing quite so cheerful awaited the other men. Most were trans-
ferred to-the House of Corrections Annex in Jessup, a new maximum
security prison built to help relieve Maryland’s prison overcrowding. But
soon the solution became part of the problem: by 1997 the Annex was
stuffed with 1,800 prisoners, twice as many as the facility was built to
hold. And there wasn’t much to do there except suck air. The prison
offered little in the way of recreational or educational ‘programs, and
equally little in the way of hope. The majority of inmates were lifers,
many young, and staring at an endless term, especially given the gover-
nor’s no-parole policy. Is it any wonder that the Annex was soon 2 scene
of violence? One day in 1997 a melee broke out in the mess hall, injuring
seven inmates and twelve guards. The next day, three correctional offi-
cers were attacked and seriously injured: One was ‘stabbed seventeen
times in the head, neck, back, and shoulders. The Prison went into long-
term lockdown, prisoners confined to their cells. From litfle t6: do, soon
there was nothirig to do. By comparison, the Maryland Pen was a hotel.
Still, as T hear from the inmates there, and ones transferred elsewhere
(the Annex has moved many out to reduce overcrowding), any notes of
despair are still tempered by hope’s-sweet music. Meany of the men, like
Malcolm X, are still about the business of building a new self even within
the frozen world of prison. Charles Baxter has been certified as a tutor
teaching illiterate prisoners to read. “I enjoy my job,” he writes, “but it’s
more an opportunity to help and give service to my comrades in the strug-
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gle for freedom of the mind.” Donald Thompson feels that he has won that
struggle: though “most of my legal options have been exhausted . . . I am
already experiencing the only true freedom there is—an unshackled mind.”
Tony Chatman-Bey is the editor of his prison writer’s club newsletter, and

a new grandfather to boot. O’Donald Johnson, no longer the young tough
perpetually in lock-up, writes that he has “found my true heritage and faith.

I profess to be a Hebrew Israelite, believer in the almighty Yah and my sav-
iour Yahshua and follower of the Torah.” Talk of a new self!

Q is building his new self outside of prison walls. Incarcerated on a
drug charge, he was recently released after winning a reduction of sen-
tence. At the moment he is working two jobs, one of which involves assist-
ing youths in trouble, finding alternatives to imprisonment. On top of that
he’s enrolled in a graduate program at a well-reputed local university.

Here, I was poised to write of Gary Huffman, persevering despite
severe liver, kidney, and heart disease that might long ago have done him
in. Then just today I received a letter informing me of his death. His
cousin writes, “He said that he was blessed to know you, thankful for love
and support, and that he would see you on the other side.” I never got to
know Gary that well. (I don’t even have enough information to write a
biographical note for him as I did for the other men.) He joined our group
late, and his participation had been restricted by illness. Still, receiving
that death note felt like a punch in the stomach. He had always been
warm and gentle toward me. Yet along with the grief, I felt something
almost akin to quiet celebration. Here was a man released from so much
prison time, so much disease and suffering, who by his own account was
heading to “the other side.” Maybe he will find a new and better self there.

Tray Jones isn’t going anywhere, at least physically. He recently re-
ceived a bitter disappointment when his writ of habeas corpus was
denied. He writes, “I've been experiencing tremendous sensations of
melancholy and anger, but Pve been reading the [Bhagavad] Gita, and it
has been very helpful. There is a consequence to the horrible things I've
done, and I shall face it with dignity and honor. I admit: it hurts like hell—
and I desperately want to be home with my wife, and be among other
family and friends that are warm and comforting. But if it’s not meant t6'
be, then it is not meant to be.” : . g

His wife? Yes, about a year ago Tray got married. He had known
Francine way back when he was fourteen, before dealing and prison took
him away. They met again when Francine was visiting a family member’
in prison. She was struck by the change in Tray: “He was softer.” Comz
municating through letters, phone calls, prison functions, personal visits,

they gradually fell in love. The wedding was a spare ceremony—foury :
guests allowed from outside, no cake, and needless to say, nc honey- -

moon. No subsequent conjugal visits. But no regrets, either. Francine and
Tray seem verily smitten.

DEATHS AND Birrms 19t

And that brings me back to
y own blessed event that he]
out of the Maryland Pen—the adoption of a child. My wife mmbﬂm% MM% MM

pound package.
And then too, she was me. L, Iike her, had been
the fear, Hum.z.bu Tage, of abandonment. In taking her EMMHU wau mw.wunmm%mmwp QM
OEW Mmﬁﬂmmgm others, but somehow Tescuing myself. "
+et this rescue mission also seemed fraught with dangers.
again .S:& an unfocused guilt. T had to SwmmMm it to the %WMMQH:WMMWMMM
sm.w&ﬂm the mumwr before it would reveal its meamning. It was that old
mwn.m._ W.E.ma Scenario again. By daring to start a new family, I felt myself
again killing qu.ﬁrm old one. (I know this makes no sense, mﬂw is ﬁrm.o% o-
mﬁm of what I mmwm above, but the unconscious doesn’t follow linear HoWo )
was abandoning my family of origin to embrace a new beginnin, Wﬁ.ﬂ
wasn't that how P'd murdered them to begin with? Daring to HmmA\M.lmou

a reason I wasn’t meant to have children. Why t i
demons did a circle dance in my brain. T Y femptisiet The ancient
Screw it! Such was my sophisti
Ppaisticated reply. 'm not turning back. Id
«Wou my case on retrial~remember?—so don’t go pinning mmmonm&ﬂmm
mwmﬂmmm on me. If I remained imprisoned by fear and guilt, how could I
erate HEM mwzmwﬂmﬁv She was waiting in some Chinese orphanage in
serious need of parents. We’r ing, ki i i
S oo ed e € coming, little gir], hang on! S.No just have to
mebvw we did. She was five-month-old Gao Hua Hua, “Double Blos-
moHuP and we .sS.:E 80 to Nanjing to receive her. Her American name
we’d already decided, would be Sarah. After all, the biblical Sarah Wm.nm
mmuo,o Ummb.bmﬁmmm anew identity: “And God said to Abraham, ‘As for your
wife Sarai, you shall not call her Sarai, but her name shall be Sarah >

(Malcolm X didn’t start the name-changing trend.) And it was Sarah who

2
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in later life, past the time when it was naturally possible, was granted by
God the gift of a child. The same was happening for us, in our forties and
infertile. Abraham and Sarah’s new life began when God said, “Go forth
from your native land and from your father’s house to the land that I will
show you.” Nanjing for us? Baltimore for our daughter?

The ordeal we passed through there and back is not easily summa-
rized, and would be material for a different book. Impatience, terror, ex-
haustion, hotel rooms. Language difficulties, illness, boredom, twenty-
seven-hour trips. What matters is that somewhere along the way a baby
was thrust into our arms. She stared at us, and we at her. Who the hell are
you? That was all we had in common.

At that moment, Janice and I changed selves forever. We were now
Mommy and Daddy. But Sarah’s changes seem unimaginable. From Gao
Hua Hua overnight she became Sarah Chang-Ye Leder. Left as a one-
month-old outside the orphanage, she had gone from her mother to the
Gaoyou Welfare Home; then to Nanjing, to Guangzhou, to Shanghai, to
Tokyo, to Los Angeles, to Baltimore in a few days. But she copes, don’t
ask me how. All’s fine as long as she has some formula, a good nap behind
her, and a sufficient quorum of adults to adore her.

No problem assembling that! With a father’s objectivity, I can de-
clare her the cutest, brightest, sweetest thing going. Culled from a
nation of 1.2 billion, she was definitely #¢ one. And she has definitely
made a change in me. People comment on the goofy smile I now seem
to wear around town, an unaccustomed accoutrement. If’s not that I
was miserable before. All the work of getting out of prison had dis-
mantled much of that time-worn pain. But as the inmates say, giving up
an old self is hard; you don’t know what to put in its place. Now I do.
I squeeze my daughter like a sponge; I tickle her little Buddha-belly
and see her giggle; I watch her watching me with the perplexed fasci-
nation of an alien scouting out human life-forms—and I laugh. Shé is
my heart, blooming and beating alive. .

The prisoners, in some small way, shared in our journey to China and
what we brought back. Tony wrote, requesting (no, demanding) his first
picture of Sarah. On receiving one, Charles replies, “May (God) bless her
with the joy and happiness to have a wonderful life as the cuteness, and
smartness, and gladness that shines from her golden smile lights up your -
life and your wife’s life with joy.” It does. John writes, “You can take it
from a person that knows. A daughter is a precious jewel who will give -
you great joy.” Tray and his wife sent Sarah a sweet flowered frock. And .
Selvyn writes, “You have a wide variety of races in your family. First, you .
are Jewish, your daughter is, or was Chinese. . . . You also have an African
American member of the family, me. Do you plan on having any more .
kids? Why stop at one? You can have my share of kids. That way you get .
to enjoy fatherhood for me.”

N e e
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And so we fill in the missing pieces for one another. T am ﬁozowmmm ,
Selvyn’s sense of our diverse family and by the surrogate fatherhood WM
claims. And I have felt something similar in the writing of this book. What
is a book but itself a kind of baby? This one was gestated by an cbhw&% ,
maoﬁw of men, some dead or dying, some killers, many lifers, each shut ﬁm,
in a barren womb designed to prevent any issue. But issue there was. -
albeit bloody and flecked. As I write these last words I have the nsdozm
sensation of slapping the manuscript on its little butt, hearing a cry, cut-
ting a cord, and sending it out into the world. May it speak not just of vio-

lence and death to you who read it, but proclaim “I'Chaim!” (as the Jews
say)—to life!
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