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Introduction

And, if I know any thing at all
it’s that a wall is just a wall
and nothing more at all.

It can be broken down.

—ASSATA SHAKUR, Assata: An Autobiography, 1987

We begin, as always, seated in a circle. Blue denim, chinos, blue denim,
sweatpants, blue denim, white canvas, blue denim, flowered skirt. We alter-
nate, the incarcerated and the free. The room is chirping and crowing with
what people in the free world call small talk. For the incarcerated students,
these exchanges are the jewels of all too rare, yet simple, human commu-
nication. After the classmates have had a chance to greet each other, I
say, “Let’s close our eyes.” The room settles, and all that can be heard is
the hum of the fluorescent lights. Suddenly, the classroom door opens.
“Med line!” a correctional officer shouts, and we remember where we are.
When the officer leaves and the room stills once again, I say, “Please go
around the circle and just say one word to describe how we are feeling at
this moment. Joel, will you start?” “Tired.” “Excited.” “Happy.” “Anxious.”
“Overwhelmed.” “Grateful” The voices swirl around the room like burn-
ing sage. Classroom 4 in the Columbia River Correctional Institution has
been anointed.!

As I begin to pass blank sheets of white paper and Sharpie markers
around the circle, I explain the first activity. “We are going to get into
pairs. One inside [incarcerated] student, one outside [free] student. You'll
move your chairs to face each other, and each of you will have two min-
utes to complete a blind contour drawing of your partner. What’s a
blind contour drawing? You draw for two minutes but you cannot lift your
pen or look down at your page.” The students giggle and guffaw, making



self-deprecating comments about their drawing skills, but they are game.
I set the timer and they begin, eyes locked on each others’ faces. Earnest
focus is occasionally punctured by chuckles. When the two minutes are
up and the students look down at their handiwork, the room roars with
laughter.?

I ask the students how it felt to engage in the exercise. “It was really
intense and intimate to be looking so closely at someone’s face for that
long.” says one student. Another comments, “I really wanted to do justice
to my partner’s face, and I felt bad that my drawing looked so ridiculous!”

I remind the students that today’s class is going to be devoted to dis-
cussing Bryan Stevenson’s Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption.
Stevenson is the founder of the Equal Justice Initiative, a legal practice
committed to defending the most desperate: children, the poor, the
wrongly convicted, those condemned to death. The book recounts
his own experiences as an attorney, explores the lives of his clients, and
probes the inequity of the criminal justice system.’ I ask the students why
I might have tasked them with making blind contour drawings of each
other to open this particular class. Trey, an inside student, perceives an
analogue: “Stevenson’s grandma tells him that he can’t understand most
of the important things from a distance. She said, “You have to get close.’ I
think that exercise made us get close.” For Gabriel, an outside student, the
activity resonates in a different way:

You told us we couldn’t look down to see if we were portraying our
partner accurately. We only had two minutes and couldn’t correct the
image or go back and edit. This is like what happened with Charlie in
the book and the way we treat juveniles in the criminal justice system.
The prosecutor or judge makes a decision, and doesn’t care if it accu-
rately conveys the real person in front of them. And if they make a
mistake, they aren’t willing to go back and correct it. If the perpetrator
changes or grows, the judge doesn’t go back and update the picture. I
feel like the convicted people in Just Mercy are treated like a bunch of

blind contour drawings.

During the remainder of the class, we discuss Just Mercy, and we con-
clude with a writing exercise. I remind the students, “Bryan Stevenson
likes to say that each of us is more than the worst thing we have ever done.
He emphasizes this point by asking us to question our treatment of juveniles
in particular, who, if they face long sentences, are treated as if they are frozen
at fourteen and have no potential to change.” I ask them to respond to the
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prompt: “How have you changed since you were fourteen years old? What
would people fail to see about you if they froze you at fourteen?”

Since 2012, I have taught a college history class at Columbia River
Correctional Institution (crci) in Portland, Oregon, as part of the
Inside-Out Prison Exchange Program. This program, founded at Temple
University by Lori Pompa, trains instructors in a particular pedagogy: all
classes are integrated with an equal number of undergraduates and incar-
cerated students who learn together as peers and equals. Undergraduate
students in the course Crime and Punishment in US History are from
Lewis & Clark College, where I am an associate professor, and the incar-
cerated students are confined at CRCI, a minimum-security men’s facility
that houses both people serving shorter sentences and those at the end
of very long sentences.* In the words of Inside-Out instructors Simone
Weil Davis and Barbara Sherr Roswell, the program offers “an alternative
model of community-engaged learning unfettered by paternalistic no-
tions of ‘charity’ or ‘service’” that, influenced by the work of Paolo Freire
and Myles Horton, is rooted in “reciprocity, dialogue, and collaboration.

There is no other class I teach in which all students are so fully present.
The stakes and the rewards of the encounter between undergraduates at a
liberal arts college and incarcerated people are high precisely because such
an encounter is so rare.® Since the prison has been constructed, both rhetor-
ically and physically, as impermeable, it is nearly impossible for those with-
out loved ones in prison to imagine interacting with those who live inside.
Even telling people about the program sometimes elicits responses such
as, “Isit safe?” or “Why are you teaching college to a bunch of murderers?”
The program insists on challenging those preconceptions by penetrating
the walls; normalizing human interaction across the walls; and, through
exchange, collaboration, and mutual learning, dismantling the barriers
that prevent us from seeing each other as neighbors.

Year after year, when participants are asked to reflect on the class, incar-
cerated students comment that our classroom is an emancipatory space. In
the class they are allowed to use their minds, express their thoughts, expand
their knowledge and skills, and earn college credit. Even more signifi-
cantly, their experiences as incarcerated people are cherished as valuable
wisdom alongside and against the scholarship we read.” While the un-
dergraduate students might be more accustomed to abstract analysis, the
incarcerated students carry the truths of own lives. Engaged in mutual
knowledge production and braiding personal experience with historical
scholarship, we create an imaginative, generative, and communal and
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community-building space.® Because the outside students represent the
broader public from which the incarcerated students have been cast out,
their attention, their listening, and their acceptance temporarily amelio-
rate a sense of exile. “Look into my eyes so you can see that I am flesh
and bones,” explains Tony Vick, an Inside-Out participant serving two
life sentences at Riverbend Maximum Security Prison in Tennessee. “After
you see me and I see you, we can no longer pretend that the other does not
exist. . . eyes to eyes.”” One crcI student recalled, “There was nowhere
else I'd rather be . .. as I learned and listened to my classmates I felt so
alive. . .. This class shown me I'm important, that I matter!” For a student
named Henry, at the tail end of a twenty-two-year sentence, the integra-
tion of incarcerated and free students was a chance to imagine otherwise,
to create an alternative social world, a collective insurgency of affection,
eyes to eyes:

It is a strange thing to come into a prison to learn together and build a
community where it is so discouraged to do so. In many ways we create
our own world as we steal time in a space where many might imagine
such a magical experience could never transpire. While we are longing
to exit this space, you all desire to beat the door down to get back in-
side. Our intentionality creates a world that did not exist before which
demonstrates that it is possible to do so, to build the world as it could
be together. . .. It is this deliberate and creative practice in the world
that will chip away at the foundations of the prison. . . . We must build
something that is similar to what we’ve done with each other in this

class

As a historian, I came to wonder if the walls had always been so
impenetrable. When researching a 1968 prison strike at the Virginia
State Penitentiary, I noticed that incarcerated musicians were able to
leave the penitentiary to give concerts and several prisoners were granted
furloughs to participate in high school chess tournaments well into the
1970s." Going back even further, Norfolk Prison in Massachusetts was
founded in 1927 as a “model prison community” whose stated mission
was to keep incarcerated people engaged with, rather than removed from,
the outside world.”? While Malcolm X was incarcerated at Norfolk from
1948 to 1952, he participated in the Norfolk Prison Debating Society and
debated university teams. The Wallkill Correctional Facility in New York
State was constructed in 1932 in a college campus style with no walls or
tence; when eight prisoners escaped one year later, the New York Times
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declared, “Wallkill Prison without Walls a Success; Only Eight Break
Trust in an Air of Freedom.”” Tyrone Werts, a cofounder of Inside-Out
who was incarcerated in Pennsylvania for thirty-six years, has said, “The
walls aren’t just here to keep us in. They are there to keep you out.”™ Was
this always so? Was it possible that our contemporary practice of exile is
a departure from a longer tradition of permeable prisons? What reasons
did people have for tolerating or encouraging interactions between those
who were incarcerated and those outside? What does this practice and its
demise tell us about the function of the prison in society? If prisons had
remained porous, would we still have locked up 2.5 million people behind
their walls?

Prison walls have not always been impermeable, and permeability has
been both a vehicle for social control and a way for prisoners to resist
it. During one month in 1968, dozens of men incarcerated at Louisiana
State Penitentiary, the notorious prison known as Angola (after the for-
mer plantation grounds it occupies), were allowed to leave temporarily for
various purposes. Under supervision and rigorously screened, members
of Angola’s Bridge Club traveled to play in bridge tournaments; impris-
oned participants in Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous
spoke at schools, churches, and business associations throughout the
state; a country and western band composed of six incarcerated men,
the Westernaires, played as many as three concerts a week at nursing homes,
hospitals, and high schools.” That same year, a beloved television cowboy
known as Buckskin Bill who earned fame for his children’s show Srory-
land invited the Westernaires to star in their own weekly television show,
Good Morning, Angola Style. Angola’s Jaycees—a chapter of the national
leadership training and civic organization—traveled nearly two hundred
miles to Monroe, Louisiana, to attend a two-day state Jaycee convention,
where their branch won a standing ovation at the opening banquet. Some
of these men, like many of those at Angola, had been convicted of murder,
kidnapping, or armed robbery.*®

The journeys of these “traveling ambassadors” were documented and
celebrated in a feature story in the Angolite, the prison magazine produced
by men incarcerated at the Louisiana State Penitentiary. Significantly, this
article was reprinted in a local free-world newspaper, the Rayne Acadian-
Tribune, demonstrating the public’s attention to the sojourners.” The
anonymous author used his “Viewpoint” column in the Argolite to assert
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that these trips were crucial to informing the public that a “convict” was
not a “brute dressed in a striped suit and restrained by a ball and chain.”
Mobility served a larger purpose than temporary escape or even personal
expression. Logging thousands of miles, Angola’s ambassadors would
“carry the truth to the public,” the reporter declared. Though corrections
officials often explained that the privilege of leaving the prison under
these sanctioned conditions served the purpose of rehabilitation, incar-
cerated travelers perceived their exposure to the public as opportunities
to rehabilitate the crude stereotypes held by those who called themselves
law-abiding citizens. They hoped to prove “a simple lesson—the convict,
despite his faults and failings, is not an ogre. He is little different from
the rest of the people who populate these United States. And the sooner
all folks come to realize that the majority of convicts present no threat to
them or their way oflife, the sooner will the walls come tumbling down.”*®

Angolites, despite being confined at a facility long known as “Amer-
ica’s worst prison,” appreciated the opportunity to fashion constructive
social identities in public.”” As a prison journalist noted, the warden,
C. Murray Henderson (who with his wife accompanied the Jaycees on
their trip to Monroe), “does not subscribe to the theory of isolation for
offenders. His position is that a man in whom confidence and trust are
placed is a man willing to accept responsibility, and that’s what prison is
about.”* Henderson pointed out that prisoners do not have a political
lobby, and that the resulting public ignorance obstructed an understand-
ing of prisoners” potential to return to society. Thus, he worked to “bring
realities of prison and prisoners to the public . .. gambling on their con-
science and basic sense of decency.”* The risk was not that prisoners might
escape or commit crimes but that they might be rejected by the public.
Incarcerated people engaged in countless daily maneuvers to attain the
privilege of gaining access to the traveling circuit and, once outside, used
the opportunity to impress members of the public so that they could gain
future allies in their petitions to gain carly release.”

Beyond Angola, Americans of African descent were still fighting to
be free. In 1968 Louisiana schools were not yet fully desegregated, Black
protestors were boycotting businesses that refused to serve Black custom-
ers, white Louisianans took advantage of racist real estate practices and
were fleeing to the suburbs to avoid the democratization of urban public
spaces, the Deacons of Defense had begun arming themselves to protect
civil rights activists from routine acts of vigilante violence and police ter-
ror, and federal courts had recently ordered state officials to eliminate
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barriers to Black voter registration.” The inmate clubs at Angola were
all segregated, and Walter Watson of the Human Relations Club was the
only Black prisoner allowed on the June 1968 tour. The traveling ambassa-
dors were making their circuits just two months after the assassination of
Martin Luther King]Jr., whose murder was interpreted by white conserva-
tives as a comeuppance that sealed the equivalence of civil disobedience
with violent crime: “[King’s] brand of ‘non-violence’—provocative and
contemptuous of law—Dbegets violence just as violence undisguised does,”
wrote a journalist for the Shreveport Journal.** Into the schools, churches,
and rotary clubs of this turbulent state, Angola’s incarcerated ambassadors
arrived as unlikely messengers.

According to an incarcerated journalist, the time was right for War-
den Henderson’s vision: alongside calls for “law and order,” national alarm
about youth rebellion, drug use, and crime momentarily—and perhaps
counterintuitively—created a “public demand” to hear from incarcerated
people. “Fearing the worst,” this prisoner inferred, “the idea of getting
convicts to talk to society’s youth about the error of their ways and the
pain and horrors awaiting them if they did not change their direction
was appealing to parents, teachers, ministers and local law enforcement
authorities, who hoped that perhaps the kids would be more willing to
listen to a convict than to time-worn lectures from figures of authority”*
Incarcerated people, whatever their transgressions, possessed insight and
even the authority to give advice. Such advice might reinforce traditional
hierarchies and emphasize personal responsibility, but it came from the
mouths of people whose incarceration qualified them as dispensers of wis-
dom born of personal experience. Teenagers might listen to their stories
of transformation more than they would their own parents. The funda-
mental assumption that undergirded these encounters was that people can
change.

Traveling outside the walls of the Louisiana State Penitentiary was part
of abroader logic that assumed and accepted that almost everyone impris-
oned at Angola would eventually get out. Until the late 1970s, even those
with life sentences were routinely released after ten years and six months
via a commutation from the governor as long as they kept a good prison
record.?® Thus, prisoners’ withdrawal from free society was understood
to be temporary, and their visits outside nourished the connective tissue
that would help secure their eventual reintegration into the body politic.
By interacting with the public, incarcerated people could develop a sense
of dignity beyond the reductive labels imposed by the criminal justice
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system. And, by contributing to society through music, lectures, or charity
work, they could counter the public’s preconceived ideas about convicts.
The traveling ambassadors refused stigma and social disfranchisement
by claiming a positive identity beyond the site of the prison and by de-
veloping a track record of accomplishments that would earn them early
release.”

Norris Henderson, who began serving his life sentence at Angola for
second-degree murder in 1977, recalls being allowed to leave the prison so
frequently as a member of the Jaycees, the Lifers” Club, and the prison
football team that he took traveling as “a given.”*® But by the late 1980s
these travels had nearly disappeared. Law-and-order district attorney
Harry Connick Sr. ominously warned the Louisiana public in 1979, “The
truth is few convicted criminals are sent to the penitentiary” and “of those
criminals who are sent to Angola, virtually none ever serves his full sen-
tence.”” Disgusted by a suite of practices designed “to reduce the terms
of prisoners sent to jail,” Connick railed against furloughs, work release,
pardon, and commutation—some of which had been Louisiana tradi-
tion for the better part of the century and were fervently supported by
corrections administrators.** New legislation prohibited the granting of
furloughs to those convicted of violent crimes, drug crimes, or habitual
offenses, eliminating nearly all the men at Angola from eligibility. After
a prisoner working in the governor’s mansion killed his girlfriend while
out on furlough in 1988, Governor Buddy Roemer suspended furloughs
indefinitely.”

One of the organizations hit hardest by new restrictions on travel was
the Angola Jaycees, which had conducted robust external programs on
juvenile delinquency, drug addiction, and crime prevention. Fundraising
activities that brought incarcerated people outside the prison were also
banned, such as the Cop-Con Walk, in which teams of police officers and
Angola inmates walked across the state of Louisiana to raise money for
the Cystic Fibrosis Foundation. The corrections secretary, as well as cur-
rent and former wardens, had all supported these programs and lamented
their restriction.*> Outside organizations that had relied upon inmate
speakers decried the change. As Ned Hicks, the president of American
Prison Ministry, commented, “I feel it’s detrimental to the public interest
because it denies the public the ability to hear what’s happening with
their tax dollars straight from the inmate’s mouth. . . . The only way the
public is going to be made aware of the inmate world is through personal
contact.”®
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For the prisoners who had been allowed to leave Angola temporar-
ily, the end of these trips eliminated an essential route to self-definition.
There were concrete future benefits to making contacts with people on the
outside, and being trusted was a transformative feeling.’* Furloughs pro-
vided a salve for “perhaps most unrecognized pains of imprisonment . . .
the overwhelming sense of personal insignificance that goes with being
a prisoner.” Without these opportunities, an incarcerated person could
hope for no relief from the daily reminder, “in a thousand different ways,
that he is nothing and incapable of being anything different.” This plaint
was repeated across the next two generations and echoed by thousands of
souls, including those in my Inside-Out class.

New legislation also curtailed what was called the 10/6 rule, the prac-
tice by which the governor would release those with life sentences after
ten years and six months with the approval of the warden. Louisiana was
not an outlier in practicing early release. In 1913 the federal system defined
a life sentence as fifteen years. For much of the twentieth century, a life
sentence rarely meant a lifetime of confinement anywhere in the nation.
As political scientist Marie Gottschalk notes, “The years that prisoners
spent in Louisiana’s infamous Angola prison were oftentimes brutal and
dehumanizing, but they nearly always had an end date.”*® The change to
this decades-long practice was so sudden that incarcerated people recog-
nized it as a revolution. Most painfully, prisoners were now frozen in time
at the moment of their offense, not just frozen in space. Now, none of their
good deeds, personal transformation, compliance, vocational training, or
even hospice service would ever provide them with a second chance. Her-
bert Williams, who by the year 2000 had served thirty-four years of a life
sentence, explained the changes he had seen this way: “It was bad back
then, but still you went home sooner or later.”®” Even prison administra-
tors recognized what politicians refused to admit: true life sentences were
as novel as they were unconscionable. At the funeral of a man named Earl,
who passed away in 1980 at Angola after serving thirty-three years, Warden
Hilton Butler opined, “He didn’t deserve to die like he did. You know,
forgotten and alone.” While acknowledging that “nobody liked Earl,” he
concluded, “No man deserves that. ... He was a trusty with an excellent
record. A man just ain’t supposed to die like that in prison.**

In 1970, just 143 people were serving life without parole sentences in
Louisiana. By 2021, the lifer population had grown to 4,400.* While
the increasing separation of the prison from free society has redrawn the
prison boundary, incarcerated people are also restrained by a tightened
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temporal boundary that fastens them in their past. Nonetheless, prison-
ers change just as the prison has changed around them. They continue
to grow, hope, work, and serve one another, demonstrating that they
are not the same people they were when they committed their original
crimes. Darren James, who has served thirty years since being incarcer-
ated at age nineteen, has been involved in the Islamic community and
Alcoholics Anonymous, but is most proud of the work he has done in the
prison hospice, a feature of prison that has developed in response to its
aging population. As James notes, “We human beings, we make mistakes,
you know, I'm not my worstest mistake. I am not that person.”*® Daryl
Waters also presses beyond the confines of his original conviction: “All we
regard is a thug on the street twenty-four, twenty five years ago, so we're
angry at that person, not realizing that that person doesn’t exist for at least
twenty years.”"! These men refuse to be turned to stone. They also know
that the laws that keep them locked up are not written in stone. In 1968,
at the height of Jim Crow, people had a greater chance of leaving a brutal
Louisiana prison, either temporarily or by early release, than they would
fifty years later. For those incarcerated during those fifty years, the ground
had shifted dramatically. We now understand that mass incarceration is
relatively new. What is even newer is mass disappearance.**

Historians of US prisons have only begun to analyze the changing rela-
tionship of prisons to the outside world. Prisons are not static institutions
that have simply multiplied. Their conditions have changed, and these
transformations have reflected and shaped shifting notions of prison-
ers relationship to free society. 4 Wall Is Just a Wall: The Permeability
of the Prison in Twentieth-Century United States explores the thicken-
ing and hardening of prison walls in the post—World War II period and
demonstrates that US prisons were relatively permeable until the 1990s.
Throughout the twenticeth century, even the harshest prison systems in
the United States were rather porous; incarcerated people were regularly
released from prison for Christmas holidays, to visit sick relatives, to play
concerts, and to participate in professional boxing matches. Such free-
doms, always conditional, were granted as mechanisms of state control.
Mississippi, whose penal practices were infamous for their brutality, was
the first state to provide conjugal visits to prisoners, and its governors
led the nation in the number of commutations and pardons they issued,
even at the height of Jim Crow. This book examines the invention and
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decline of these and other practices that crossed prison boundaries. At a
time when prisons are located mainly in rural areas and designed for the
purpose of achieving higher degrees of confinement and social isolation,
it is important to recognize that their separation from free society was not
always as absolute as it is today. In order to understand the nature, assump-
tions, and consequences of mass incarceration, we must grapple with the
increasingly permanent exclusion of prisoners from society as both cause
and consequence of punitive policies that are relatively recent.®

Each part of 4 Wall Is Just a Wall centers on a particular policy and
practice that connected people inside prisons to those outside: guberna-
torial clemency and pardons; conjugal and family visits; and temporary
furloughs. The rise and fall of these ways of crossing the barriers between
the prison and the free world have rarely been studied by historians of
mass incarceration. This book demonstrates that the impermeability of
the prison is neither natural nor inevitable but rather a recent, uneven,
and contested phenomenon. I do not aim to unearth a “golden age” of
prisons but to show that their current isolation and invisibility is neither
necessary nor inevitable. 4 Wall Is Just a Wall explores the carceral state,
going beyond public policies made outside the prison walls and illuminat-
ing prisoners’ lived experiences as they suffered, critiqued, survived, and
resisted penal practices designed to bring about what scholars and activists
have called their social death.**

The book is organized in three parts of three chapters each. Part I, “The
Boundaries of Mercy,” focuses on the practices of gubernatorial clemency,
particularly in the US South. In this region, the practice has been both
paternalistic and capricious, simultaneously upholding the hierarchies of
white supremacy and offering a back door to freedom. Historians of the
South have observed that most governors were generous in granting clem-
ency well into the twentieth century and have shown that clemency prac-
tices during the era of Jim Crow reinforced hierarchies of race and labor
relations. By demanding deference and relying upon sovereign discretion,
clemency can be interpreted as fortifying state power over vulnerable cit-
izens.® While legal scholars have agreed that clemency has atrophied in
recent decades nationwide, a history of the practice across the twentieth
century is needed to fully appreciate the significance of its decline for in-
carcerated people.®®

The demise of clemency has contributed to a dramatic increase in the
number of people serving life without the possibility of parole, which must
be seen as the historical aberration that it is.”” Previously, life sentences were
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regularly tempered with mercy, by either a governor or a parole board; the
rejection of mercy was a new instrument of social death. For most of the
twentieth century the life sentence was the cornerstone of an indetermi-
nate sentencing paradigm that could contain both paternalistic notions of
sovereign discretion and modern penal principles of rehabilitation. Until
the 1970s, a “life” sentence, which in practice ranged between ten and
twenty years, provided the offender with an opportunity for review and
thus a plausible expectation of release for good conduct. The decline of
discretion reflects a radically new outlook: that it is reasonable to confine
a person until death. As Christopher Seeds puts it, “Just as the life with
parole sentence was at the crux of the transformation in US punishment
at the end of the nineteenth century, the life without parole, or Lwor,
sentence stands among the most prominent penal developments of the
late twentieth century.”® These developments are entwined with the na-
tion’s history of slavery and Jim Crow. Under Jim Crow, because white
supremacy ordered the whole society, imprisonment was not the only
means of enforcing it. In the embers of Jim Crow, the decline of mercy
turned the prison into a new vehicle of exclusion by means of perpetual
confinement.

The first three chapters of 4 Wall Is Just a Wall examine the regularity
and then the demise of gubernatorial clemency in the South with a close
investigation of Louisiana and Mississippi. In the South, clemency has a
peculiar relationship to the rise of carceral practices because governors
who frequently granted clemency were conservative champions of white
supremacy and law and order. Simultaneously, as an apparent relic of
Old South noblesse and an expression of the rehabilitative ideal com-
monly associated with prisons outside the South, clemency is a prism that
forces us to question neat categories of “liberal” and “conservative” stances
toward carceral policy. Further, it troubles our understanding of a punitive
backlash as it took shape in the South as governors there continued to
exercise their clemency power at rates far beyond what is typical today,
even after tough-on-crime policies became common sense. Southern gov-
ernors’ disinclination to grant clemency began in the wake of the civil
rights movement. Until then, the architecture of Jim Crow was enough
to keep former prisoners in check. When the structures that guaranteed
white control over Black lives were dismantled, prison became a site of
more rigid containment and permanent exile. The paternalism and force
characteristic of Jim Crow allowed for the exercise of mercy; the New Jim

Crow rendered prisoners beyond redemption.*’
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In part II, “Strange Bedfellows,” I trace the implementation and de-
cline of programs that allowed spouses and other family members to visit
prisoners for as long as seventy-two hours in a homelike setting, relatively
free from supervision. According to Sylvia E. Harvey, this practice “revolu-
tionized the way families maintained ties through the confines of impris-
onment.”’ By the 1990s, seventeen states allowed some form of conjugal
visitation, but by 2015, private, extended visits had disappeared in all but
three. Conjugal visits were instituted for reasons both humanitarian and
cynical; their termination hardened the carceral boundary and deprived
incarcerated people of essential emotional sustenance. Drawing upon
prison newspapers that articulate the complex meanings of the privilege
of conjugal visits, primary sources from the field of penology and correc-
tions, as well as court cases in which incarcerated plaintiffs argue that such
visits are a basic right, “Strange Bedfellows” explores the reasons for their
rise and fall.

The history of conjugal visits can tell us a great deal about changing
notions of rehabilitation, risk, and sexuality in relation to the hardening
of the carceral state.” As with clemency, debates about conjugal visits re-
veal unexpected allegiances and strange bedfellows that scramble any pat
political categories. Supporters of the practice included prison reformers,
correctional officers, and Christian evangelicals, which reminds us that
those who shape penal policy are varied, and a measure that might be seen
as backward in one context might be heralded as benevolent in another.
These visits were allowed in states as different as California and Missis-
sippi for reasons that both affirmed the basic dignity of prisoners and saw
them as continued objects of social control. Finally, this web of advocates
and its success in instituting conjugal visits from the late 1960s through
the 1980s disrupts our conventional chronology of the rise of law-and-
order politics. Just as “crime in the streets” became the mantra of mass in-
carceration, prisons across the nation bcgan experimenting with visitation
policies that are difficult to imagine being accepted today.

Despite the outpouring of literature on prisoners’ movements and
prison conditions, historians have neglected to examine conjugal visits.>
Visitation is a crucial topic for analysis if we are to grasp the lived experi-
ence of incarceration and prisoners’ struggles to maintain their family ties.
In advocating for conjugal visits, prisoners challenged their social death
by insisting upon their emotional, sexual, and social needs and on their
connections with the outside world. Using a variety of arguments, they
asserted their rights to intimacy and pleasure and their membership in a
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community beyond prison walls. This struggle, which required organizing
prisoners with their families on the outside, was an effort to attain visibil-
ity and claim belonging.

Part III, “Weekend Passes,” explores furloughs, which allowed
prisoners—including those convicted of murder and sentenced to life
without parole—to leave the prison for hours or even days at a time. In
the Jim Crow South, furloughs first took the form of “Christmas leaves”;
hundreds of prisoners were released over the holidays so that they could
go home for ten days. Variations on this practice eventually became a cor-
nerstone of what was called “community corrections,” the postwar phi-
losophy that those convicted of crime were best treated and supervised
outside a prison setting in order to optimize their reintegration into the
community. Furloughs were commonplace and relatively uncontrover-
sial in all fifty states from the late 1960s until 1988, when the moral panic
fomented by the Willie Horton scandal cast Massachusetts’s furlough
policy into doubt and sent Governor Michael Dukakis’s presidential cam-
paign into a tailspin. As a result of this infamous case, in which Horton, a
Black man, committed violent crimes while out on furlough, prison fur-
loughs became a proxy for national debates about crime and punishment.
In the heyday of community corrections, the public was regarded as re-
sponsible for reintegrating former prisoners into society, but now politi-
cians and the media represented the public as perpetual potential victims
who required constant protection from the threat of violence. Although
prisoners, their families, and correctional administrators mobilized to
protect furloughs, the backlash strangled discretionary release of any kind.
In Massachusetts and across the nation, the demise of furloughs signaled
the erosion of the rehabilitative promise, the repudiation of correctional
experts, the abandonment of discretion, and changing calculations of risk.
Part III ends by tracking the demise of clemency in Massachusetts follow-
ing the Horton scandal and brings the reader back to the themes of mercy
and redemption that open the book.

The close examination of clemency, conjugal visits, and furloughs re-
veals unexpected allegiances that transgress the default categories of lib-
eral and conservative. For example, conjugal visits at the Mississippi State
Penitentiary began in the early twentieth century as an incentive to extract
more labor from Black people who supposedly were incapable of moral
rehabilitation, but by the 1960s they were seen as a progressive and
humane way of keeping families intact until prisoners were released and
could rejoin their loved ones. California looked to Mississippi as a model
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when it initiated its own conjugal visit program in 1968. Governor Ronald
Reagan, who traced the roots of the putative rise in crime to the moral
breakdown of American society, supported conjugal visits as a means of
preventing homosexual acts among incarcerated men. As political scien-
tist Naomi Murakawa has shown, those who have influenced correctional
policy are not monolithic, nor can the prison boom be explained solely
as a victory of the Republican Party’s law-and-order platform over the
Democratic Party’s support of civil rights. What to do with those who
have transgressed society’s mores is an age-old question, and the variety
and contingency of the answers remind us of the conflicting and contra-
dictory motives that can guide criminal justice policy.”

Along with shuffling default political categories, 4 Wall Is Just a Wall
disaggregates various actors and groups that are too often lumped together
or overlooked entirely. As geographer Ruth Wilson Gilmore reminds us,
“the state” includes a contradictory and dynamic set of institutions, each
of which faces challenges to its legitimacy.* While scholars such as histo-
rian Daniel Chard and sociologist Joshua Page have begun to uncarth a
social and political history of prison guards, few have examined correc-
tions professionals as a distinct set of actors.” In the case of furloughs, for
example, corrections administrators and social scientists, along with gov-
ernors of both parties, supported the practice, but they found themselves
at odds with those in law enforcement. As clemency became politicized
and governors were increasingly reluctant to grant it, prison wardens vo-
cally defended discretionary release of prisoners who, on the basis of their
firsthand knowledge, presented no threat. The decline of both furloughs
and clemency indicates that shrinking faith in official discretion was ac-
companied by a tendency to dismiss the expertise of corrections profes-
sionals, who, because they were engaged with incarcerated people on a
daily basis, had concrete reasons for advocating policies that politicians
rejected for motives of their own.

By tracking debates about prison practices, 4 Wall Is Just a Wall re-
frames standard chronological accounts of the development of mass in-
carceration. The first wave of scholarship identified what it called the
punitive turn as a conservative backlash against the gains made by civil
rights activists. A more recent body of work has emphasized the com-
plicity of liberals in the expansion of the carceral state and has connected
debates over criminal legal policy to broader questions about welfare and
poverty.’® This book reveals threads that do not conform to this histori-
cal trajectory and traces new connections among them. Because the fear of
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prison unrest converged with increased attention to prisoners’ rights, prison
officials experimented with practices that facilitated movement across
prison walls at the same time as law-and-order rhetoric and policy became
a new political consensus. Since conjugal visits and furloughs could serve
as mechanisms of control, they were popularized at the very moment
when racialized fearmongering about crime in the streets inspired inten-
sified policing and harsher sentencing. At this contradictory juncture,
social scientists, politicians, journalists, and corrections administrators
advocated more interchange between the prison and the free world, fash-
ioning a common sense that seems radical today. The crisis produced by
prison overcrowding also disrupts neat periodization. During the 1980s,
a decade usually associated with the “prison boom,” Mississippi and other
states did not respond to overcrowding by expanding their prison systems
but turned to mass clemencies as a vehicle to reduce their prison popula-
tions.”” This moment reminds us of the varying ways that clemency can
be used—even in moments of heightened fears of crime—to address the
crisis of incarceration.’®

By the 1990s, however, thanks to the moral panics fomented by pol-
iticians, the insinuation of victim impact statements into the sentencing
process, and the belief that habitual criminals were gaining rights at the
expense of law-abiding citizens, prisoners began to lose hard-won chan-
nels to the outside world and their customary expectation of eventual re-
lease. Tropes of “revolving door prisons” and “country club prisons” drew
upon the antiwelfare rhetoric of the time, helping to undergird a move-
ment that critics call penal harm, which justified not only longer sentences
but harsher conditions.”” Just as the antiwelfare movement suggested a
zero-sum understanding of government spending so that whatever bene-
fits the racialized poor received were imagined at comingat the expense of
employed taxpayers, the penal harm movement endorsed the termination
of conjugal visits and furloughs as indulgent luxuries, the putative “pink
Cadillacs” of prison life. For incarcerated people, increasing isolation from
the outside was an interpersonal and emotional form of deprivation, and
they and their loved ones protested its imposition. The penal harm move-
ment, which among other changes shut down flows into and out of prison,
allows us to comprehend the shift from a social welfare state to a punitive
state in experiential as well as rhetorical terms.®® Further, linking the aus-
terity of prison life to the austerity of services in the free world reinforces
Ruth Wilson Gilmore and Craig Gilmore’s claim that mass incarceration
is a key, “perhaps #he key, political attack on the political ground created in
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the New Deal and Civil Rights era.”®! Conservative radio broadcaster Paul
Harvey offered a road map of this offensive when in 1980 he said, “Many
are willing to go to jail because life behind bars is more comfortable than
what they’re accustomed to outside. . . . Inmates in Angola play sports, get
furloughs home, enjoy TV, or sit around and smoke pot. ... When the
slum kid is fed, clothed, and comforted more in jail than out, confinement
is not the deterrent it used to be.”®

As this book bridges the registers of policy and personal experience, so
too does it move across multiple scales and beyond the physical institution
of the prison. I examine the prison as part of a larger carceral geography
in three main ways: I look at regional connections and networks of prison
practices across states; I track spatial flows of people into and out of prison,
as well as the increasing spatial constriction of incarcerated people as these
flows were cut off; and I consider how prison became such an extreme
state of exile at one end of what theorists call the carceral continuum.®

Most detailed studies of prison systems in the United States necessarily
focus on an individual state, as the majority of criminal justice legislation
occurs on the state level.** But what went on in one state had repercussions
for the others; states looked to each other for both models and omens,
and a national network of wardens and penologists codified and traded
ideas. This multistate study, ranging from Louisiana and Mississippi to
California and Massachusetts, attends to regional specificity and local
conditions while challenging our assumptions about such differences. The
analysis of the plantation prison as an extension of slavery and Jim Crow
is so entrenched that we are scarcely able to perceive that rehabilitative
and progressive possibilities might have emerged there as well, even if they
were articulated in a different dialect. Moreover, mid-twentieth-century
penologists and lawmakers outside the South closely studied southern
prisons, pruning their paternalistic practices and grafting them onto what
they regarded as modern penological science. If we adopt sociologist Liam
Kennedy’s contention that notions of rehabilitation are malleable and can
fit into different styles of penal governance, we can perceive how penal
rhetoric and practice migrate, operate, and mutate in various contexts.®
While looking at several states allows the reader to perceive a circuitry of
penal practices, it also reveals the multiple meanings of those practices.
Thus, this study examines the variations of those practices across space, as
well as over time.

Just as penal harm introduced a zero-sum idea of prisoners’ dignity
and victims’ rights, a zero-sum idea of risk has animated the afterlife
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of incarceration, extending carceral tentacles into everyday life beyond
prison. The prison is more than just a building. The militarization of the
landscape; the fluidity of practices of surveillance and control; the preda-
tory and punitive infrastructure of bail, fines, and fees; and the collateral
consequences that follow formerly incarcerated people outside the gates—
all demonstrate that the prison is a locus in a broader web of carcerality
that extends beyond its walls.®® Black activists have long articulated that
the ghetto and the prison existed on a continuum of carceral coercion and
surveillance. As the political prisoner, radical bookstore owner, jailhouse
lawyer, and Black Puerto Rican anarchist Martin Sostre argues, “As longas
you are oppressed by the State and the State is in control this [society] is a
minimum security prison. Inside [the prison] is maximum security.”” But
prison is still, and always has been, a distinct place set apart both in imag-
ination and in fact. Even as carceral practices have extended beyond the
prison, politicians have pledged allegiance to the discursive and material
hardening of boundaries around the prison as the only line of defense
between safety and danger. Despite the metastasis of carcerality into free
spaces over the past fifty years, policymakers have articulated their stake in
both rhetorically and physically separating the world of the free and that
of the captive.

Looking at the hardening of prison’s boundaries offers new vantage
points for appreciating the varied role of the state and for considering the
work that the prison does to manifest and serve the state’s purpose. As
Ruth Wilson Gilmore has asserted, as the state lost legitimacy to enact
Keynesian projects—that is, state-funded infrastructure programs and
social services to stimulate economic growth—it morphed from a social
welfare state to a domestic warfare state.®® 4 Wall Is Just a Wall looks at the
different ways that the state exerts power in different times and places and
parses how the shift from welfare to warfare was articulated and experienced
in prison settings. Jackic Wang asks rhetorically whether it is possible that
once the government abrogated its obligations to social welfare, “the only
remaining entitlement—the entitlement that has come to give the state
as an entity its coherence—is the entitlement of security.”® The state-as-
protector justified new obstacles to release as preemptive moves toward
the holy grail of zero risk, merging algorithmic forms of governance with
hysterical fear.”

In this sense, Willie Horton and his ghosts must be understood as rep-
resenting something new. Useful here is Ruth Wilson Gilmore and Craig
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Gilmore’s idea that the state’s management of race is not static any more
than ideas about race are static: “The state’s management of racial categories
is analogous to the management of highways or ports or telecommunica-
tion: racist ideological and material practices are infrastructure that needs
to be updated, upgraded, and modernized periodically: That is what is
meant by racialization.”” Once a sovereign’s repudiation of his discre-
tionary power was cast as fairness and the political race to the bottom
cemented additional layers to prison walls, a new logic was born: Those
branded as criminals will always be dangerous.”” According to Jonathan
Simon, the resulting fear of violent crime forms “the emotional core, the
sense of grievance” that fuels the reordering of government priorities.”* As
Gilmore and Gilmore put it, “As in any protection racket the protector
requires the threat from which we need protection. . . . If they didn’t exist,
they would have to be invented.”” Those convicted of crimes now suffer
perpetual exclusion, figured as a breed apart, fixed in an identity outside
of society’s moral circle.”

Thus, an exploration of changing penal practices and the evolution
of the “protection racket” not only sheds light on theories of the state
but illuminates the contingency of ideas about risk, public safety, and
redeemability. In the early nineteenth century, rural prisons in northern
states were ostensibly created to insulate criminals from the corrupting
influence of society in order to reform them, but by the late twentieth
century, the intention was to protect society from dangerous criminals
on the loose. Penal practices that were common throughout much of the
twentieth century suggest that, far from being an objective, measurable
trait that inheres in an individual person or category of people, risk has
been fluid, contested, and provisional. Governors in the Jim Crow South,
empowered by the laws and customs of white supremacy, saw no risk to
their safety when they employed people convicted of murder to work as
domestic servants in the governor’s mansion; corrections officials saw
little risk to the public when they advocated in the 1970s that prisoners
serving sentences for violent crimes be allowed to go home on weekends
to see their families; governors were not hamstrung by anxiety about risk
when they routinely released people convicted of first-degree murder who
had served only ten years in prison.

Shifting notions of what constitutes risk dovetail with increasing skep-
ticism about redeemability and rehabilitation. If most prisoners are fig-
ured as always posinga risk to the public regardless of their time spent or
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growth in prison, then prisoners are immutably beyond rehabilitation and
redemption. The increasingly permanent exile of prisoners is connected
to Jonathan Simon’s observation that recent decades have seen the correc-
tional subject more tightly tethered to his crime. This shift is documented
in the changing eligibility standards for furloughs in Arizona: in 1988, for
the first time, furlough eligibility was based on the class and nature of the
original offense rather than one’s institutional record.” The rigid logics
of risk management not only chain prisoners to their past but, like a kind
of postmodern phrenology, purport to determine the future.”” According
to Richard Berk, who researches predictive policing and teaches crimi-
nology at the University of Pennsylvania, developments in algorithmic
policing and data science make it possible to “calculate the likelihood
that someone will engage in criminal activity before they are born.””® The
deployment of predictive data reifies racially discriminatory patterns of
law enforcement and lends a scientific veneer to preemptively retributive
justice. Examining the decline of clemency, conjugal visits, and furloughs
offers us a way to understand this transformation and historicizes this new
common sense.

The continued relevance of prison as a distinct place resonates in the
now conventional wisdom that the tide of law and order was accompanied
by a shift in penological goals from rehabilitation to containment, which
has been documented by a number of scholars of criminology and social
science.”” While the decline of the rehabilitative ideal has been taken for
granted, 4 Wall Is Just a Wall examines what this decline meant in a qual-
itative sense for incarcerated people. Containment and warchousing are
not only principles of punishment or powerful spatial metaphors; first
and last, they are embodied experiences. The public’s faith in prison’s effi-
cacy relies not on the institution’s capacity to rehabilitate but on its ability
to keep criminals behind thick walls. To the extent that a prison remains a
site to fix a body in space and inflict pain, prison walls matter very much to
those who reside within them. Scholars have exposed the dehumanizing
material conditions of supermax and solitary confinement, but we need to
historicize this increasing isolation and examine its consequences, along a
spectrum of mobility and privileges, for incarcerated people.*” To more
fully understand how prisoners experienced the shift to containment, we
must examine both the lived experience of those inside the container and
the changing constitution of its walls."

For their part, incarcerated people have resisted the tightened con-
straints on their lives. When clemencies dried up and furloughs ended,
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prisoners experienced devastating losses. Despite the fact that their original
crimes have become permanent brands, incarcerated people struggle to
place themselves in history, both by testifying to their own transformation
and by tracking the law’s transformation over time. Having complied with
the customary conditions of their confinement in order to make meaning
as well as earn privileges and mercy, incarcerated people developed a col-
lective consciousness of their just deserts and critiqued the prison against
its own claims and the politicians who seemed to be playing games with
their lives. They adapted to and resisted the new probability of dying in
prison in ways that challenged laws and allowed them to write new stories
about themselves.* Whatever the leakage of incarceration into freedom,
the ideological and literal sequestration of incarcerated people has consti-
tuted a significant shift in policy and lived experience.

Most studies of mass incarceration attribute the expansion of the
carceral state to increasingly punitive sentencing but stop short at the prison
door and do not fully engage the experience of prisoners as they witnessed
their fates and their immediate conditions and possibilities for freedom
change during their own lifetimes. This book takes seriously the lived ex-
perience and consciousness of prisoners who used all of the levers at their
disposal to survive and challenge their confinement. While many prison-
ers denounced furloughs and conjugal visits as bribes, others begrudgingly
accepted such reforms as a strategic step or relished them as a means of
immediate improvement in the conditions of their lives. Practices such
as granting clemency, conjugal visits, and furloughs were the objects of
collective mobilization by prisoners and claimed as an entitlement. By ag-
itating for such possibilities, incarcerated people revealed their strategies
for survival as well as both individual and collective betterment. At the
same time, because the practices in question were framed by prisoners’
keepers as privileges rather than rights they could be taken away, exposing
the ultimate power of the prison. Looking at the rise and fall of practices
that held out the promise of belonging to a world beyond the prison, all of
which dissipated during prisoners’ lifetimes, helps us to understand their
exile from the perspective of captivity and loss. I track how changes in
penal rhetoric and strategies of governance shaped the lives of prisoners,
paying attention to carrots as well as sticks.

Finally, because recent studies have been conducted at the peak of
mass incarceration, scholars and activists have warned that making prison
kinder only legitimates it, and have demonstrated that past reforms have
only led to a strengthening of the carceral state.” Yet this hindsight has
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underestimated the contingencies and possibilities of the past. Given the
growth of the carceral state, it is tempting to regard those advocating for
reforms such as furloughs and conjugal visits as disingenuous, cynical, or
hopelessly naive. But the assumptions that undergirded these practices
reveal a moment when the permeability of the prison was interpreted as
a stage in its dissolution. These assumptions—the belief that incarcera-
tion was almost always temporary, the idea that most people who were
incarcerated should have ways to sustain their relationships with loved
ones as well as the public, the trust that even those convicted of violent
crimes could and should move about unescorted outside prison, and the
faith that people who broke the law need not be perpetually ostracized for
their crime and instead should be shown mercy—were as normative then
as they are anathema now. If challenging hegemonic institutions such as
the prison requires a fundamental change in consciousness, we must time-
travel to those moments when today’s assumptions were not common
sense. According to Ruth Wilson Gilmore, “the ways people think about
the world, and understand themselves in it, define in large part what they
do to endure or change the world.”* I share Jonathan Simon’s view: “To go
forward, we must look back. Along with tens of thousands of individuals,
mass incarceration has also swept away a landscape of criminological ideas
and projects that, as of the late 1970s, was a thriving field of intense intel-
lectual competition.” Looking back at these ideas and practices can allow
us to “enter a kind of literary Pompeii in which the authors have been
captured in positions of struggle relevant to the fault lines of the moment,
oblivious to the lava flow about to overtake them.”® The fundamental
idea that public safety could be best ensured by making the prison more
permeable is one of those pillars of thought buried under the lava flow.
Recent writing follows the extension of the carceral state into so-called
free territory, but the historic permeability of the prison holds possibilities
for freedom as well. Most fundamentally, we must reckon with the reality
that people—even those who have committed horrible acts of violence—
change over time. There are people currently incarcerated who remember
when this was common sense.

Just as the institution of slavery determined the social organization
of slave society by tethering both enslaved and free people to its logic,
the prison is both a discrete space and one that is constitutive of a
broader social order. In her description of the gradual decay of slavery in
Maryland, historian Barbara J. Fields reminds her readers that even the
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“hemorrhage of the slave population did not signal the end of slavery as
an overriding fact of life for the people—especially the black people—of
Maryland.” She adds, “Perhaps slavery might be likened in this to a radio-
active object: constantly emitting radiation, nonetheless, radioactive. Or
perhaps to a strong dye that, even as it faded, tinted freedom in somber
shades.”®

This book explores what it may have felt like for prisoners to experi-
ence the somber shades of freedom. From the vantage point of captivity
in prison, the world outside remained a North Star. However mythical,
clouded, or disappointing, freedom was not impossible to reach through-
out most of the twentieth century. The taste of freedom offered by furloughs
and conjugal visits and the promise of clemency shaped prisoners’ sense of
self, their understandings of the ethics of the criminal justice system, their
relationship to the outside world, and how they spent their time while
inside. The foreclosure of these possibilities was devastating.

Thus, creating possibilities to collapse the boundaries between inside
and outside is a practice of refusing the ideological and material bound-
aries that produce disposable and punishable categories of people. The
practice of encounter between inside and outside cuts through media
sensationalism, political posturing, fearmongering, and panic. Through
“getting close” we embody the possibility that things could be otherwise.
As political philosopher Lisa Guenther has said of building bridges be-
tween inside and outside prison, “This is what abolition looks like . . . the
creation of new ways of thinking, seeing, feeling, speaking, and experi-
encing a world that is shared in common with all other human . . . beings.
So, coming together is a small act of resistance at the scene of the ‘crime’
itself”®” Henry, the incarcerated student whom we met earlier, recognized
the possibility of creating a collective that would resuscitate prisoners
from social death and practice an otherwise that could transcend the finite
nature of the class:

Our time together has not truly come to an end, this world we’ve cre-
ated is in no way transitory. We carry it beyond the threshold of these
doors. Inside we go on to mentor others as we carry your faces and
words in our hearts remembering that you treated us as human beings;
you go on to continue building the world around you in how you in-
teract, love, vote, and speak to power. We will always have the context
we shared together; no one can take that from us and no one can stop

us from recreating what is possible to create with others.®
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Radical change must be ushered and experienced in steps that are imag-
inable in order to change people’s views of what is possible. By providing
wedges that literally open the prison doors, we can overcome the panic
with which we have been infected and make the unthinkable thinkable.
Eye to eye, we can mend the social fabric. We must confront the fact that
prison walls were 7made. And, in the words of Frederick Douglass, “What

man can make, man can unmake.”®
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