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PRISONERS’ STRUGGLES

The American Prison Writing Archive

Doran Larsen

The United States holds more prisoners and employs more prison staff 
than any other country on earth. Yet there is no central location where 

the public, policy makers, activists, students or researchers can learn from 
the many years of fi rst-hand experience of prisoners and prison workers. 
The American Prison Writing Archive (APWA) is an in-progress, Internet-
based, digital archive of non-fi ction essays that will offer the public fi rst-
hand testimony to the living and working conditions experienced by 
prisoners, as well as prison employees and volunteers. Anyone who lives, 
works or volunteers inside American prisons can contribute work to the 
APWA. The APWA seeks authors who write with the authority that only 
fi rst-person experience can bring.

In separating men and women from their homes and families, restricting 
their movement, and stripping them of selected civil and property rights, 
the police, courts, and prisons mete out the violence that law sanctions the 
state to practice against the state’s citizens. Policing, courtroom procedures, 
and prison practices are thus symptomatic sites for judging any state’s 
legal integrity, its commitment to equal treatment, and its overall moral 
health. We make these connections without thought wherever camps and 
prisons emerge under tyrannous confi gurations of power: judging Stalin 
by his gulag, The Reich by its death camps, Apartheid by Robben Island, 
and Iran by Evin. We are certainly right to condemn such regimes. But we 
do so on the assumption that the full implementation of American legal 
rights, even-handed police enforcement, and courts that make no practical 
distinctions based on race or class have effectively isolated the prison 
from judgments upon the moral integrity of the state. The prisoner thus 
becomes the rightful victim of his or her own actions – the prison becomes 
a quarantined space for punishment of private, moral ills, and nothing in 
this complex bears signifi cance for our assessment of the nation’s legal 
health and democratic integrity. This is the working assumption in the 
United States today and it is at least forty years out of date. As sociologist 
Bruce Western observes on page 6 of his book Punishment and Inequality 
in America (Russell Sage, 2006), “Convict status inheres now, not in 
individual offenders, but in entire demographic categories”. In turn, as 
the essays in the APWA suggest, the violent dysfunction inside American 
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prisons may be less the effect of whom we lock up than of institutional 
practices veiled by the sanction of law.

The APWA (like Fourth City: Essays from the Prison in America, 
2014, the book project out of which the APWA evolved) seeks to break 
this quarantine and pull back this veil. Its premise is that American prison 
writers – like those who have written from Siberia, Auschwitz, South Africa 
and Tehran – remain our permanent vanguard in understanding whether 
the violence meted out by the law achieves order in the name, or at the 
expense, of justice. The APWA will also feature the writings of prison 
workers because such workers are too easily criticized as the originating 
sources of suffering among incarcerated people. These workers have life 
expectancies nearly twenty years short of other Americans and suffer the 
highest rates of suicide, hypertension, and alcoholism among any sector of 
law enforcement. Their behaviors are symptomatic of the collateral damage 
of the prison regime: this regime is organically linked to neoliberal states 
that offer the working poor prison jobs in lieu of employment in industries 
encouraged to globalize their search for the cheapest labour markets on 
earth – the same fl ight of solid-wage manufacturing jobs that have turned 
inner cities into employment deserts. Because Americans want mass-
incarceration on the cheap, we overcrowd prisons and provide so few staff 
that staff must operate on a war footing, constantly threatening violence in 
what is, in effect, the nation’s continuing, race- and class-based civil war.

The APWA is open to any testimony about the issues that matter to 
incarcerated people, prison staff, administrators, teachers and volunteers. 
The APWA values writing that takes thoughtful, constructive positions even 
on passionately felt ideas. The APWA is intended for researchers and for the 
general public, to help them understand American prison conditions and the 
prison’s practical effects and place in society. All the work in the APWA will 
be open to anyone, anywhere in the world with access to the Internet. The 
APWA will open the American prison to public observation, and showcase 
the thinking and writing being produced inside.

Once included in the APWA, work will be featured indefi nitely. 
Contributors can write under pseudonyms or anonymously. The APWA is 
not currently accepting poetry or fi ction. We accept art (on a single 8.5 x 
11 inch page) only if accompanied by an essay. Contributors retain full 
and unconditional copyright to their work. There is no deadline. We seek 
the widest possible gathering of American prison writing and we will read, 
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scan, and transcribe essays into the APWA on a continuing basis. Previously 
published work is acceptable if authors retain copyright.

Non-fi ction essays, based on fi rst-hand experience, should be limited to 
5,000 words (15 double-spaced pages), but there is no limit to the number 
of essays any single author can contribute. Clearly hand-written pages are 
welcome. We charge no fees. We will read all writing submitted.

CONTACT INFORMATION

For more information and to download the permissions-questionnaire 
that must accompany all contributions, go to: http://www.dhinitiative.
org/projects/apwa/. Mail questionnaires and essays, or write for more 
information to:

The APWA
c/o Hamilton College
198 College Hill Road

Clinton, NY
13323-1218

USA

You can send a request by mail to the same address for the permissions-
questionnaire as well.
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Prisoner Solidarity

Winnipeg ABC

ORIGINS

The Winnipeg Anarchist Black Cross is one of many autonomous chapters 
of Anarchist Black Crosses (ABC) that exist around the world. The ABC 
started in the fi rst decade of the 20th century to support anarchist Political 
Prisoners and Prisoners of War being detained and tortured after a failed 
revolution attempt in Tsarist Russia. It formed after a break with the already-
existing Red Cross, which in many prisons was refusing to give support 
to anarchist prisoners, despite the overwhelming amount of donations and 
help it received from anarchists on the outside. Within a couple of years, 
ABC chapters had opened up in London and New York. Over time, the ABC 
has come to have a presence in all corners of the globe.

The Winnipeg ABC has gone through a couple of incarnations since 
the 1990’s. The Winnipeg ABC started as a support group of the Anarchist 
Black Cross Federation (ABCF, more on that later) around 1996. The fi rst 
incarnation of Winnipeg ABC group ceased to function around 2001. Several 
years later, a new ABC chapter was created which chose not to federate 
with the ABCF and organized consistently until 2010. Most recently in late 
2013, a new chapter is just evolving. These different incarnations were not 
ideological splits, but rather the group stopping and starting again with new 
waves of energy and interest.

PHILOSOPHY

ABC fundamentally works towards prison abolition, and sees as inherent 
in this goal the necessity to also challenge the state and capitalism, 
recognizing that none can exist without the presence of the others. Within 
our Canadian and prairie context we also seek to challenge colonialism 
and the racism inherent in our justice system. In Canada, visible 
minorities, especially Indigenous people, are way vastly represented. 
However, Manitoba is signifi cantly worse than the national average, 
where Indigenous people make up 11 percent of the population but a 
staggering 70 percent of the prison population (Comack, 2008). In this 
sense, we recognize that prisons are the more subtle way of continuing 
the cultural genocide that has been taking place here since European 
settlement began.
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WHAT WE DO

Programs that the Winnipeg ABC has put on vary depending on the amount of 
people and energy involved at the time. Holding monthly “Political Prisoner 
Letter Writing Nights” are a staple of most chapters as well as doing documentary 
screenings, books to prisoner programs, a “Running Down The Walls” annual 
fundraising run (which spurred the Run for Rights fundraiser that now takes 
place annually in Winnipeg), supporting the ABCF’s Warchest program, which 
delivers much-needed funds to political prisoners, and organizing international 
conferences, such as the three-day “Doing Time: Exploring the Politics of 
Imprisonment”, which was put on in 2000 (and co-organized along with an 
editor of the Journal of Prisoners on Prisons, Bob Gaucher) in part at the 
University of Winnipeg. Directly helping out on the front lines of blockades 
or other actions, fundraising brunches, and distribution of information through 
print and Internet are also activities that ABC has regularly participated in. 
All chapters have either helped, or taken a lead in organizing around the issue 
of police brutality, seeing it as deeply intertwined with prisoner solidarity 
organizing. We have also coordinated with other prisoner support groups, like 
Elizabeth Fry Society, initiating and helping implement the Reading Stories 
project, where ABC and Elizabeth Fry volunteers recorded insiders reading 
stories for their children and distributed the audio recordings to the families of 
the insider. Winnipeg’s ABC is no longer involved, but Elizabeth Fry Society 
is continuing this project.

WHO IS DEFINED AS A ‘POLITICAL PRISONER’?

Due to the autonomous nature of individual chapters, who it is that receives 
support tends to vary. Some chapters cast a broad net and work with anyone 
who wants to work with them. Other groups, like those under the banner 
of the ABCF, adhere to a more strict defi nition of ‘Political Prisoner’ and 
will only offer (or prioritize) support to those who are being imprisoned for 
a conscious social action or participation in progressive or revolutionary 
movements. According to the New York ABC, there are currently almost 
100 prisoners who fi t this description in the United States alone. These range 
from Black Panthers who have been imprisoned since the early 1970’s, 
members of the Earth & Animal Liberation Fronts, hackers and information 
leakers, Grand Jury resisters, war resisters, and many more.
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POLITICAL PRISONERS IN CANADA

Contemporary examples of political prisoners in Canada include the many 
people who were convicted and served time for charges in relation to 
the 2010 G20 Summit in Toronto. Only in December 2013 were the last 
two people convicted in G20-related offences released on parole. ABC 
organizing here also included support for Indigenous land defence struggles 
in Gustafsen Lake, Tyendinaga and Elsibogtog. Winnipeg ABC advocated 
on behalf of Gustafsen Lake defenders to have them added to the ABCF’s 
Warchest program, collected items needed by the folks protecting the quarry 
in Tyendinaga and delivered the materials to them, as well as organizing 
speaking events, information sharing, and fundraisers for the protectors of 
the land. There are plans to arrange a fundraising brunch for the protectors 
of the land in Elsipogtog in the coming months.

Other struggles in Canada that do not fall under the ‘Political Prisoner’ 
defi nition, but that still deserve our support are those involved in the Federal 
Prison Strike that took place in the Fall of 2013, where federal prisoners across 
the country went off work in protest of a legislated 30 percent pay cut to their 
already meagre wages. There has also been a lot of awareness raised recently 
around the detention of migrants at the Central East Correctional Centre in 
Lindsay, Ontario where people are being held, some for up to seven years, and 
the only crime many have committed was not being born in Canada.

CONTACT US

winnipegabc@riseup.net

REFERENCE
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The North American Animal Liberation Press Office

NAALPO

The North American Animal Liberation Press Offi ce (NAALPO) was 
formed in 1994 to respond to the mainstream media’s uncritical 

reporting on animal liberation activities. The Press Offi ce takes a 
proactive stance to communicate the actions, strategies, and philosophy 
of the animal liberation movement to the media and the public. Many 
of these actions are illegal under a current societal structure that fails 
to recognize the rights of non-human animals to live free of suffering, 
but validates and promotes the “right” of industries to do whatever they 
want to animals for profi t or research. Within these conditions, those in 
the underground working for animal liberation often cannot speak out 
directly. Nevertheless, their actions and message is urgent, deserving to 
be heard and understood. No one else was performing this function in 
North America.

Press offi cers with NAALPO are not the Animal Liberation Front 
(ALF), nor do we know who the ALF are, nor do we want to know. If the 
Press Offi ce had any direct dealings with the underground, knew who the 
members of underground groups were, or were members ourselves, law 
enforcement would not hesitate to charge and imprison us. The Press Offi ce 
frequently receives communiques anonymously from these underground 
groups, and passes them along to the media, but has no personal knowledge 
of who sends them or from where they are sent.

We are frequently asked how one joins the underground animal liberation 
movement and the ALF in particular. Historically, those wishing to 
participate in direct action have gotten together with others they could trust 
of like mind and just started doing actions. ALF cells operate independently, 
and typically are begun locally by like-minded individuals who get together 
and decide to take action against animal abusers.

Although many other groups and individuals fi ght animal oppression 
in legal ways, the stark fact is that every year, more animals are exploited, 
oppressed tortured and killed than the year before. Members of the ALF and 
other underground organizations feel that in order to truly liberate animals, 
the unjust laws that allow their exploitation must be broken. The ALF and 
other direct-action groups have a history of effectiveness, closing many 
businesses that exploited animals, hurting many more economically, and 
freeing tens of thousands of animals, who could spend the remainder of 
their lives free of torture and suffering.
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Some members of the animal rights community support the ALF 
and others do not. Many believe a wide variety of tactics are necessary 
to win animal liberation, as so many other struggles for liberation have 
demonstrated. The ALF seem to care not about what other activists or the 
public think about them, but what the animals would and do think, as they 
are liberated from their prisons of torture, suffering and certain death. Think 
about it: If you were locked in a cage your whole life, taken out only to be 
injected with poison or to be skinned for your fur, what would you want 
people to be doing about it? Working on legislation for years, writing kind 
letters to their congressman, or getting you the hell out of that cage?

NAALPO strives to promote the struggle for animal liberation, by 
distributing information on illegal acts of sabotage and the freeing of 
captive animals, and by promoting a culture that encourages, explains and 
exposes actions that help animals actions that are currently illegal under a 
corrupt system that encourages the exploitation, torture and murder of non-
human animals. We also strive to support those relatively few individual 
who are imprisoned for their actions, although only a handful exist despite 
thousands of illegal direct actions.

CONTACT INFORMATION

No one at the press offi ce draws a salary and we frequently use our own 
funds to continue our work. If you would like to support us, visit our 
website at www.animalliberationoffi ce.org/NAALPO and consider making 
a donation.
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Why We Support Political Prisoners

Deep Green Resistance

At face value, ‘Deep Green Resistance’ (DGR) does not sound like 
the name of an organization involved in prison solidarity work. As 

a radical environmental and social justice organization, such work would 
seem an obscure part of what we do to some.

DGR is often pegged or pigeon-holed as an environmental organization. 
While much of our focus revolves around defending the natural world, it 
would be wrong to leave it at that – we are a feminist organization, we are 
an anti-racism organization, we are anti-capitalists, anti-imperialists. The 
slow consumption of the earth, the swallowing up of ecosystems to churn 
out economic commodities, is rooted in the same sadistic power structures 
as patriarchy, white supremacy and colonialism. The violation imperative, 
the drive to dominate that hides behind every clear-cut of old growth forest 
is the same that is embodied in the concrete and razor wire of the prison 
industrial complex. We cannot fi ght oppression in some places and ignore 
it in others.

Hence our evolving solidarity and support for political prisoners and 
Prisoners of War (P.O.W.s.). Our P.O.W. Support programs are just getting 
off the ground, but there is an enthusiasm within the community for this 
work that would surprise some, and confuse others who ask why we do this 
work. We do this work to make connections and show solidarity with people 
who have been imprisoned for actively fi ghting back against oppression. 
Contrary to what often becomes the dominant narrative, those held by 
the state have not been removed from the movement or cast aside to be 
forgotten – they are unbroken, with much wisdom and guidance for us to 
learn from, and are only forgotten if we forget them.

Our support of political prisoners helps form our view point of 
revolutionary struggle, white privilege and solidarity beyond simple 
“environmentalist”. Their history further informs us of how the structures 
of power in this culture function against those who organize to resist. While 
we do support prisoners from the environmental movement, we realize that 
the resistance has to be, and is, much broader than that. Currently, we are 
supporting POWs from a variety of movements including Black Liberation/
New Afrikan, Chicano revolutionaries, Indigenous freedom fi ghters and 
Earth liberation prisoners. We also support women, people of colour, and 
LGBT people who are punished for exercising the basic right of all living 
beings to defend themselves. These are all people who have consciously 
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acted against the forces of genocide and destruction. These are also people 
who have acted with strong revolutionary principles based on justice and 
continued struggle. Without the protection of white and class privilege, they 
dared to give all for their communities and in doing so provide excellent 
examples for us to follow and learn from today.

Of course, while not all those incarcerated are held in cages for their 
political beliefs or activity, we see all those held captive behind bars as 
prisoners of this society’s war against freedom, and of its insatiable and 
merciless desire for absolute control. We do this work to bring awareness 
to the fact that there is a war going on and that it is not just one sided. 
Wherever there has been oppression there has been resistance. That is 
true whether we are speaking of institutionalized white supremacy, the 
subjugation of women, the genocide of indigenous peoples around the 
world, the oppression and plunder of the Global South by imperialists and 
capitalists (in so far as there is a difference) or the dismemberment of our 
planet’s most vital life support systems by the system we call civilization. 
Across the world and throughout history, women and men have always 
risen against their brutalization and fought for their lands and communities. 
This rich history and legacy of struggle and resistance continues today. 
People are fi ghting back. In fact, that is precisely why many of them are 
imprisoned. We remind ourselves that not only is resistance possible, it is 
already happening.

And if we are to decisively end the oppression, genocide, exploitation, 
and murder that characterize the dominant culture and industrial capitalism, 
we need resistance. Those of us with DGR believe that serious and effective 
resistance is rooted in a culture of resistance – a culture that embraces an 
ethos of fi ghting back. Among the many things a culture of resistance entails 
is unwavering support for those captured or taken by the State. We need to 
create collective networks of support for members of our movements who 
are taken from their families, communities and movements. We need to 
show, by our actions, that those who put themselves on the line for Earth 
and for justice will be supported, that their families will be supported, that 
they will be remembered.

It is that supportive culture, with a resistance imperative, where action 
is born and nurtured. Those who are imprisoned are not separated from 
the movement – they are not forgotten until we forget them. Deep Green 
Resistance will continue to support them and retell their stories, letting 



110 Journal of Prisoners on Prisons, Volume 23(2), 2014

their courage be a spark in the darkness of this culture, inspiring us to step 
forward from where their footsteps stop, to continue fi ghting for what we 
know is right. Until all the walls come crumbling down and lie forgotten as 
they turn to dust, onward!

CONTACT INFORMATION

For information, please go to: 
http://deepgreenresistance.org

For general questions or comments, please email:
contact@deepgreenresistance.org


