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What Is

Reconstructions?

Reconstructions rises out of the ashes of damage and neglect. Through
the lens of this project, Reconstructions refers to rewriting personal and
historical narratives and reimagining the built environment. It seeks to
reclaim and hold a complex identity that encompasses past and present,
and self and other as they are (re)built, (re)worked, and (re)written.

As a group of collaborators, we are a mad and beautiful mess of artists,
activists, organizers, peacemakers, agitators, educators, moms, dads,
and grandads, many hued with ancestral ties to various lands and
languages. Some of us began as strangers, while others were connect-
ed through one of the dozen networks we embody. Together, we have
identified our mission to focus on the urgencies of mass incarceration
and displacement, and the threats to community they present.

The “Carceral State” is a physi-
cal, mental, and systemic process
exercised by a government where
groups are deliberately excluded,
disenfranchised, and alienated
from fair and equal power—

be that political, economic, or

otherwise. Many sources show
the disproportionate number of
African Americans incarcerated

in US penal institutions. How-
ever, as we define the Carceral
State we recognize that we are

all incarcerated: our communities
are occupied by the police, our
homelands are being gentrified,
and through the education system

our children continue to be fed a
colonizing narrative. We acknowl-
edge the systematic and destruc-
tive aims of the Carceral State,
the prison industrial complex, and
the school-to-prison pipeline, but
more importantly, we acknowl-
edge the power of individual lives
to reclaim the past and proclaim
the future. By arming ourselves
with knowledge of the self as well
as the system, and by listening

to our ancestral echo, we can
achieve principled transforma-
tion and uncover deep historical
memory that affects a change in
our destinies.




We address social change with a
dual approach, one that is both
internal and external, seeing them
as inseparable as we are trans-
forming/examining/challenging
self and system, self and envi-
ronment, self and other. Through
teach-ins, collective study, and
dialogue, we seek to make visible
the substrata of the city and its
systems, while illuminating the
resilience and resistance we see in
our communities and in ourselves.
We view events in time on a con-
tinuum, more circular or spherical
than linear, past as prologue.

This is not a fatalistic view in the
sense that we are hopeful our
actions in the present can create
a better future for all. As the built
environment is reimagined, the
cultural substratum erupts, creat-
ing moments to make room for
re-formed histories and re-
awakened selves.

To connect with the historical
grace of our ancestors, we set out
to do the following:

* Study the historical
conditions, events, triumphs,
and tragedies of resilient
communities.

* Examine the ways in which
our own systems of belief,
attitudes, and behaviors
have impacted (or have
been impacted) by these
issues.

* Explore ways to create
empathy, self-transformation,
and healing.

* Help the community develop
creative ways to express/
represent/make visible their
realities and possibilities.

* Build networks to
develop action steps that
disrupt the status quo and
help to support and sustain
each other and our
communities.

At times we are anguished
through misunderstandings,
missed dead-lines, and missed
steps. At other times we are
comforted and encouraged by
heart-to-heart dialogues complete
with laughter and tears.

One Reconstructions meeting was
especially poignant, painful, and
ultimately healing. At this meet-
ing, everyone arrived hurt, mad,
and confused about several police
shootings that occurred that
week. We came together to vent,
to cry, to find a reason not to give
up, to hug. We all left that meet-
ing in a better place, grounded in
one another and our work.

Together, we envisioned ways
to build bridges (for knowledge,
people, and support) to this
“light” in Tioga that is
Reconstruction Incorporated
and the work of the Alumni
Ex-Offenders Association.

In this work, it is not lost on us
that the word Tioga, borrowed
from Native American peoples,
is a name that means “entering
place,” a "place between two
forks,” or "at the forks.” In

the words of William Goldsby,
founder and director of
Reconstruction Inc., “We

are all, each one of us, three-
dimensional contradictions of
past and future and we must
learn to harness, share, and
amplify the resources that are
in this tension of opposites.”
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Freedomin &
Carceral State

The following text is adapted from two separate conversations
between collaborators Denise Valentine and William Goldsby,
one with interviewer Elisabeth Perez-Luna and the other with
Reconstruction Inc. member Hakim Ali.
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Denise Valentine is a storyteller of
forgotten and neglected African and
African American histories. Working
closely with Reconstruction Inc.,
she has helped formerly incarcer-
ated men build storytelling skills
grounded in concepts from African
and African American storytelling
traditions in order to provide a
cultural context for navigating new
or difficult knowledge in the midst
of reentry. Valentine’s storytelling
performances illustrate the power
of story to transcend differences
between people, transform negativ-
ity, and inspire hope. She is a proud
member of Keepers of the Culture,
Inc. and the National Association of
Black Storytellers, Inc. She is also

a historical performer and has por-
trayed Sojourner Truth and Phillis
Wheatley. She is a lifelong resident
of Philadelphia and a longtime ac-
tivist for peace and social justice. In
2013, she founded the Philadelphia
Middle Passage Ceremony and Port
Marker Project and Ancestral Re-
membrance Day to raise awareness
of Pennsylvania’s role in the slave
trade and to advocate for a historical
marker at Penn’s Landing in honor
of the African ancestors who dis-
embarked there.
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William Goldsby was born and
raised in Selma, Alabama. He is
the founder and current chair of
Reconstruction Inc., a 27-year-old
community capacity-building grass-
roots organization. He is a survivor
of the Jim Crow era and incarcer-
ation resulting from two violent
offenses, one while in the military.
Goldsby graduated from Western
Washington University with a BA
in education and served in the
Peace Corps in Central America.
In the 1990s, he traveled to

South Africa to interview members
of the Truth and Reconciliation
Committee. He was the architect
of the History and Reconstruction
Project, funded by Pew Charitable
Trust, exploring post-traumatic
slave syndrome as a reality that
influences the behavior of all, and

more specifically African Americans.

In 2012, he co-authored the book
Reconstructing Rage:
Transformative Reentry in the

Era of Mass Incarceration with
Professor Townsand Price-Spratlen.
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Hakim Ali is the PR and Outreach
Coordinator as well as Board
Secretary for Reconstruction Inc.
Having served nearly forty years
in Federal and State institutions,
he is a returning citizen currently
involved with several commu-
nity organizations that address
prison-related issues including
The Coalition to Abolish Death
by Incarceration (C.A.D.B.I.) and
Theater of Witness, where he has
performed in two productions.
Hakim has a BS in Mental Health
and Child Care from Morgan State
University. He is also a practicing
Muslim and has held the position
of Imam in both Federal and
State institutions.
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Elizabeth Perez-Luna is WHYY's
Executive Producer of Audio
Content. From a journalistic back-
ground (her mother was a writer
in Paris), Perez-Luna first came

to the United States to attend
Columbia University's Graduate
School of Journalism, where she
graduated in 1973. Perez-Luna
has developed, produced and
edited the weekly news maga-
zine programs Crossroads and
Artbeat, which aired on almost
200 other public radio stations,
including WHYY. Perez-Luna has
produced award-winning series
from her own state-of-the-art
studio in West Chester, PA. She is
the recipient of three Corporation
for Public Broadcasting awards,
the Columbia University Major
Armstrong award and one from
the Philadelphia Society for Pro-
fessional Journalists, and others.



Elizabeth Perez-Luna (EP); What does freedom mean to you?

Denise Valentine (DV): Freedom to me is the ability to tell our own
story, as an individual and as a community. There is an African
proverb that says, “As long as the hunter tells the story, he will
always win.” For so long we have accepted someone else’s
version of our stories and what they chose to omit, what they
chose to distort. My life’'s work has been an effort to not only
reclaim those stories, but also rewrite them, and to empower
other people with the skills and the techniques to hold the
stories of the community. | like to create “story-holders”"—
sharing what | have learned and helping other people
become the holders and the tellers of those stories as well.

William Goldsby (WG): Freedom to me is the ability to think without
restriction, refinement, or hesitation and channel our thinking in a way

that releases how we have been colonized by those who have controlled

the narrative. We are conditioned by the colonization of Africa (twice);
we are conditioned by the names of the calendar year; freedom means
being able to rise above that condition and began to redefine and
rethink who we are as humans, and not perpetuate thenarrative that
has been more oppressive than liberated. That's the broader sense of
freedom in my thinking.

| am blessed in a way that, for me, suffering has equipped me with the
ability to be free. | found myself able to be free, and to be a human of
the globe rather than buckled down by any belief system. Losing my
vision was a blessing. Coming up the way | came up was a blessing.
When you look at it from afar you might tend to say, “Oh, you poor
thing,” but | didn’t feel that coming up. When my mom was killed she
left six children. We were plucked out of the litter by certain people,
but for the most part, we were ostracized from the biological family.
My grandma made a pact with her daughters, my aunts, and her sons
(my uncles), in her words: “You will not have anything to do with
those bastards.”
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Not being able to be part of, or embraced by, my biological family has
afforded me the ability to be the spook beside the door in a lot of
situations. In terms of education, not being able to go to school when

| was six, not being conditioned by the public education system, has
also been, quite obviously, a blessing to me, not having bought into
mental colonization. Freedom also comes with an incredible amount
of responsibility.

Hakim Ali {HA): That sounds like self-directed

healing, what you just described about suffering,
how you looked &t it, and why you won't be trapped
into & single way of looking at things. You defined
how you responded to that and what good it did for
you. You can say how you lived through that and
what you dccomplished as a result of that. It's a
healing mechanism that you have employed and
you're using it now. It opened up some doors for you
that probably another dynamic wouldn't have. Do
you agree with that?

WG: | agree with you, Hakim, and it’s also the premise of Reconstruction
Inc. in terms of serving people and not putting people out. We've been
so conditioned that this behavior will put you out, or that certain behav-
iors are unacceptable, or this sexual preference is not included, or this
race should be not acceptable. We create a process by which we help
people access their own brilliance and their own internal freedom in
order to self-heal.

|
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Photo: John W. Mosley Photograph Collection,
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Civil rights leaders lead a picket at Girard College in protest
of the school's segregationist admissions policy.



DV: | heard so much in there. | heard self-determination; | heard
historical memory. | really believe that this space, this physical
plane that we reside on called Philadelphia has its own mytholo-
gy to the world. It symbolizes a place of independence, liberty,
and freedom. It is the personification of those ideas. But | also
feel outside of that. | didn't experience what you did as far as a
family, but | did have that same feeling of not belonging. | knew
that | belonged, but | didn't feel as though my city embraced
me and other people of color—our history, our stories—as
though we belonged. | realized that when | was going to high
school in Philadelphia shortly after desegregation.

| was one of very few African Americans in my high school.

| was told, essentially, that my people did not have any history,
or at least not any more than could be talked about in a couple
of days in February. And | knew that could not be true. | set out
on a journey to educate myself and learn the true story of
African Americans, the founding of this nation, and the making
of this city and nation into what they are today. | realized we
have a long and strong and proud history here and | wanted
people to know that.

HA: What you're sharing in terms of your history in
school, what they tried to impart in your brain
about our history not existing, and eventually you
getting where you are now, is that & part of what

freedom means to you, to be able to do that?

DV: Yes. That is self-determination. That is telling my own story,
becoming a story holder, and helping other people to do that.

EP: What historical events—national, international, or personal—
have impacted your life and the trajectory of your work?
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DV: This is a question that | also asked members of the Alumni
Ex-Offenders Association (AEA) during a project that William
and | worked on previously called History and Reconstruction.
History and Reconstruction was a way to get people to tie in
their own personal narratives with the larger historical timeline,

to choose significant events—in this case around criminalization
of people of color, slavery, emancipation, Reconstruction, Jim
Crow, all the way up to Black Lives Matter—and place ourselves
on that timeline. | did my own timeline where | plotted historical
events that were significant or had a significant impact on my
life, the work | do today, and the person | became. | was born in
1959, but for these purposes | started my timeline at 1954 with
Brown v. Board of Education and desegregation. The lynching of
Emmett Till had a very profound impact on my life from the time
| was very young.

WG: In terms of your work with mass incarceration and those two
events, how did they affect your life?

DV: The Emmett Till lynching was an image that was
burned into my psyche. | remember seeing that image
in Jet magazine. | remember the women in my family,
especially the women, just crying about this. | remember
that outrage. That's something that | can't really explain.
It's my earliest memory.

WG: Did you tie that into police brutality or prison? Did you have a
connection on that level or was it just the emotions that you got from
your family?

Photo: Courtesy of Temple University Archives.

A huge crowd marches at City Hall following the siege
on MOVE in 1978.
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DV: At a young age | don't think | ever really separated police,
from being a Black person, to lynching. All of that to me was
part of the Black experience, or at least my Black experience.
Brown vs. Board of Education affected me because of public
school desegregation. | was at first bussed out to all-white
schools, and then my family actually moved from North Philly
and Germantown out to Northeast Philly, where | lived in an all-
white neighborhood. | had to demand to be taught something
about my history.

Other events stay with me, like the Little Rock Nine, the church
bombing in Alabama in 1963, the Columbia Avenue Riot right
here in Philadelphia in 1964—I don’t have a memory of this, but
my mother has always told me this story of me being crouched
down in the back seat of our car, while my father was caught out
there in the riot. The Osage Avenue bombing of 1985, that
incident caused me to become what would be considered
“militant.” | believed African peoples in America had a right to
resist and that we have a right to defend ourselves. | think that
it was responsible for me dedicating my life to first being an
activist and then a storyteller. Mumia Abu-Jamal, too—all of
that was very significant to me. In 1989 | began anti-apartheid
activism and | met Nelson Mandela in 1993 when he came to
Philadelphia to receive the Liberty Medal. | ended up visiting
South Africa as a storytelling ambassador in 2004 with a pro-
gram called People to People Ambassadors. | went with the
National Storytelling Network to study folklore traditions and the
impact of politics on folktale traditions. So it was almost like |
came full circle with that experience—starting out as an activist
inspired by Nelson Mandela, finally getting to meet him when
he came here in Philadelphia, and then being able to travel to
South Africa after | pledged to be a storyteller for peace and
justice. So that is my personal timeline. Those are the incidents
that come to the very top of my mind when | think about how
my society feels about me, and that let me know without a doubt
that Black lives do not matter in this country. | love this country,

| love the place of my birth, but it does not love me back.

What those incidents let me know was that | had to fight
for myself and for other people that | felt were oppressed.

The more | learned, the angrier | got, but the angrier | got, the
more it tore me apart. | encountered two things that help me
deal with this in a way that also healed my spirit. When | started
to practice Buddhism and when | encountered storytelling,
those two things helped me. | stayed in the fight, but | was com-
ing from a place of love instead of anger. Now | do this because
| love people, | love all people, and especially my people. Espe-
cially people who are oppressed. But now | do it in a way that |
can remain whole, and | can remain loving.

WG: History and Reconstruction also relate to the foundation of the
Reconstruction Inc. curriculum. Our pedagogy is to look at history, to
look at the situation we are in now, and figure out how we move for-
ward. We want to be able to educate the community on the Carceral
State. We tend to separate ourselves from those men and women who
are in jail. They are incarcerated, but we live in a Carceral State.

The media, the pharmaceutical companies, Wall Street—all of these
things keep us away from political and economic and educational power.
We have a caste system and it's almost impossible to penetrate the
caste. But we have the potential to put a crack in it. We don't have to
continue to buy into that historical narrative that we own everything. We
don't have to go through any mediator to God to get to that access.
That's a historical perspective that puts us into mass incarceration.

So few people understand how humanity existed hundreds and thou-
sands of years before the last 3,000. Within the last 2,500 to 3,000 years,
especially with the organizing of the Christian religion, we are (for the
most part) reliving their narrative. We are perpetuating the trauma that
the Spanish Inquisition bestowed upon humanity. Christians terrorized
the world for 500 years under the cloak of monks.

Throughout history, people who are non-white have been demonized
through the process of white supremacy. Slavery has always existed
but not on the level that it existed in this country: Africa was colonized
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twice by Europe and colonized right after that, then you got the
mid-Atlantic slave trade. In all that, the world has been colonized by

white supremacy.

Photo: MOVE Family today
ONAMOVE Conference 2017

DV: So much of our history has been covering up the truth or
denying the truth or twisting the truth. Part of taking responsibi-
lity, for me at least, is allowing yourself to see what the situation
is. And claiming the right to speak the truth.

That's why a deep historical knowledge is important. We know
that it was papal edicts that gave these nations so-called per-
mission to go into other nations and raid and pillage. It also
helps me see that the same rhetoric is being used today to de-
humanize and criminalize certain elements of the population.
The very same justifications are being used now that were being
used during the Nixon and Reagan administrations, just as far
back as the Black odes that were enacted after slavery. The
same justifications are being used today. All | see is a continuum.

What I'd like to do now is tie this into some of the research or
some of the things | learned on this journey.

This book is my most recent find. It is called The Life and
Adventures of a Haunted Convict. | bought it just based on the
cover. When | got home and read the paragraph on the back—
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get this—"the first known prison memoir by an African American
author and a gripping first-person account of an antebellum
northern life lived outside slavery, that nonetheless bore in its
day-to-day details un settling resemblances to that very institu-
tion.” This is the perfect example of the things | find that illus-
trate the continuity of this situation we're facing.

EP: William, can you give us some dates and times in your
life when significant things took place impacting where
you are today?

WG: | don't know where we get this word ‘baby boomer.” | guess it's
people coming home from the Second World War. Although my dad
didnt go, | came out of that. | was born in 1949 and | believe that we
responded to everything prior to then—physically, spiritually, and emo-
tionally. [When the Voting Rights Act of 1965 was passed], | remember
walking in the neighborhood and people were crying and laughing. |
don’t know how that impacted me other than the fact that when | was
voting age, | voted. | remember when Wallace was elected in Alabama
and that he was a Klansmen, and how that affected me.

I've always been a dancer and as | came of age | would go to the juke
joint to dance. All of us used to dance on Friday for money and go down
and dance. We would look for one house that was playing whatever we
wanted to dance to, but we knew we had to get home by a certain time
because on Friday night, Saturday night, and Sunday night, the Klan was
going to start their horns. There was never a connection between the
Klansmen and the prison, no more than there was a connection to the
Klansmen and us getting killed. We knew one of us is gonna get it. So
that was an ongoing event, that Saturday morning or Sunday morning,
when we heard the boat in the Alabama River out there looking for a
body. They take the boat and they're circling and circling and then the
body pops up. Being on the outside looking in, there was times that |
knew the Klan was turning the block, and I—the last one not too far from
the house—would dive into a blackberry bush just to hide until they
passed by. When you look at mass incarceration, it's another way of
colonizing us from looking at white supremacy and how it has terrorized
not just Blacks but itself.
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With the bombing of the four young girls in Birmingham, again, it was
the same. It was coming from adults talking in the midst of a juke joint.

| think | know that I'm on the outside of most things, sometimes inter-
nalizing things, and sometimes stuff doesn't stick. Those dates are there
and | was somewhere in that, but | don't think | got a sense of who | was
until later. Of course, going into the military in 1967, and prior to that,
getting into fights—both of my cases were fighting police officers, but
these fights were not in any kind of reaction to what | had heard. | was
coming home from a nightclub and running through a white woman'’s
yard and next thing | know I'm surrounded by five men with guns. And

| fought and got arrested. The next time, | was trying to be a white-
man-obeying Negro to make the military my career, and my security
clearance got sabotaged so | ended up fighting four officers and going
to jail. | got bopped around by all of these events and found myself still
not being politically conscious. | think the jail time and the military gave
me an indication of what Dr. King was talking about, and what Malcolm
was talking about, in terms of my skin color. It still didn't hit me that |
was different. It was like, society’s gonna make me feel different. I'm not
going to get away from that.

The picture of Emmett Till, it just scared me. | think what hit me most
profoundly was the MOVE bombing. That picture haunted me. It haunts
me today. | was in Seattle taking a break from the Peace Corps in
Guatemala. In the midst of knowing | was coming back to the United
States, | was leaving the best job | ever loved, the toughest job | ever
loved. | was intrigued with Philadelphia because of the MOVE bombing,
so | came here. There was a memorial for the MOVE bombing, for which
| challenged some organizations to meet me halfway to design what is
now called Reconstruction Inc. During that time | was involved in the
New African Voices Alliance and we did political study for 10 years,
reading Mao's On Practice and Contradiction. That was the first time

| was able to put some political analysis to myself as a person, to Black
people as a group, and to humanity. That was an event for me. The po-
litical learning came out of that and the rage that MOVE was addressing
regarding the system. On top of that, | had two violent offenses

against me.

24

| challenge the AFSC [American Friends Services Committee] to deal
with the rage of Black men. Our rage is an asset, it's not something to
run from, it's something to behold. In doing the political study, my whole
spirit got forwarded towards this idea—do not run from it. Do not run
from that rage. As a result of that, Reconstruction [Inc.]'s whole philoso-
phy is around dealing with what you would normally run away from.

Let's get right to the center of it.

The next thing, in terms of events, was the book, Reconstructing Rage.

| had known Townsand for many years. He had asked me to publish a
book in the mid-1990s and | declined. Once he became sober in 2010-
11 and asked me again, | decided to publish it. Reconstructing Rage is
definitely a historical account. When you read the book, it's pretty heavy
and dense. That book documents something that I'm not going to take
responsibility for, but it documents this age of mass incarceration and
plans to address this oppression.

EP: Is there & next step to the timeline?

DV: The other timeline that | wanted to firmly establish is this
timeline of when Africans in this country, or other people of
color, were dehumanized and criminalized and that certainly
continues today. There is an article that William referred to us
called “Why Reconstruction Matters” from the New York Times,
from March 28, 2015.

It explains that issues that agitate American politics today—
access to citizenship and voting, the relative powers of national
and state governments, the relationship between political and
economic democracy, and the proper response to terrorism—all
of these are related to the historical Reconstruction and they are
all things that are misunderstood today. We are grounding our
selves in the historical legacy of this time period or this historical
movement called Reconstruction and the verbal implications of
misunderstanding historical reconstructions of what's happening
today.
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WG: Would you put some words to your understanding of class and race

HA: Since this is something happening here in
Philadelphia, this base for so-called freedom and
independence, this is in direct contradiction with
these issues.

DV: Yes. There's a book called Slavery in Philadelphia: A History
of Resistance, Denial and Wealth. by my friend and historian
Phillip Seitz. That was very significant to me because he helped
me on my research journey, pointing me to the Historical
Society of Pennsylvania. | sat with him during this research and |
had in my hand a letter that was written by Benjamin Chew's
overseer. Chew was the chief justice of provincial Pennsylvania
during the time of the American Revolution. It was discovered
that the Chew family owned 400 Africans over seven genera-
tions on nine different plantations in Delaware, Maryland, and
Virginia. Chew had his estate in Germantown, which is now
lauded as the site of the Battle of Germantown. Visitors come to
Philadelphia from all over to visit this historic site, but never talk
about the fact that the Chews were a major slave owning family.
But these documents were discovered in the basement of this
building and donated to the Historical Society of Pennsylvania.
And this letter that | held in my hand from Chew’s overseer—it
was the original document.

He was asking Chew to send someone to Delaware to “handle
the Negroes because they had just beat [me] within an inch of
[my] life.” He had to hide out for a week before he felt safe
enough to come out and write this letter. Well, it took Chew six
months to send someone to give the Negroes a whooping, but
it was not the only incident. What it showed me is that we did
resist and rebel at every turn.

being a social construct?
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Temple UniversityLibraries.

Martin Luther King and Cecil B. Moore address demonstrators
at Girard College in 1965.

DV: What | would like to say is that it is a social construct, but
the reason behind that social construct is economic. It doesn't
matter if you like me. How you feel about me or how you feel
about my color, my sex, my class, my race can influence the
decisions over my life, that is a very different thing from
whether you like me or not. | think race is a smoke-screen. For
one thing it keeps the classes of people apart. If they are made
to feel a certain way about each other they're not going to
unite. | should be able to have pride about my ethnicity, while
at the same time acknowledging my connection, my sameness,
with every other human being on the planet. It doesn’t mean
that | have to look the same or be the same.

The two colonizations of Africa were a class movement. It was
the British that saw Blacks as nonhuman. It was an economic raid
on the continent for the sake of making money. Their reason for
going other places was to get gold. That was the same with the
colonization of most things—gaining material wealth. The fact
that you look different became a secondary thing. In this country
| think history shows, and this is my subjective analysis, that Dr.
King and Malcolm were killed primarily because they saw the
movement not only of race, but also of class. Dr. King, when he
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went into that school in Kentucky or Tennessee, and he saw
poor whites and poor blacks—that’s when he shifted and saw it
as a class movement. The thing that the system did not want
those two men to bring to their movement was the same thing
that they saw in Tupac and Biggie. Could you imagine what they
could have done with Black men if they had not been killed off?
Tupac was already politicized. Biggie was, to a certain degree,
[also politicized] but not anywhere near [Tupac] | think it is
deliberate that we tend not to see class first, but instead to see
race as a divisive way. As W.E.B. Du Bois pointed out in the
checkerboard effect of the United States, they keep us colonized
and separated because it benefits them on the class level. Even
today we tend to use race as a way to keep us divided. We
don't see the connection between race and class. They use that
as a way of building the prison. Nixon portrayed young Black
men selling drugs every evening during his election—that got
the white voters to vote for him, to shift from being Democrat to
a Republican. He used, in terms of class, poor white folks. In
terms of race, he used Black men and that's what he declared
with the “War on Drugs.” That's why today we’ve got more than
2.9 million people incarcerated...because of that manipulation.

WG: If we were to put this discussion in the framework of the
Reconstruction curriculum and look at mass incarceration, we recognize
that we have been looked at as less than human, criminalized and even
called predators. We recognize that from history, we recognize that from
the slavery period. We recognize that in terms of slavery by another
name, convict leasing and Jim Crow. | think in the situation right now,
we are forced because of the political atmosphere to have some intense
conversations. Some of us have been doing it anyway and some of us
are doing it anew, now. The Reconstruction curriculum was designed

to deal with the rage of Black men, but nowhere in the curriculum do
you see the word rage. That's the situation we're in now, because we're
using the words left and right, black and white. In moving toward the
future, how do we teach people about the past, recognize now, and cre-
ate a language that does not perpetuate the kind of issues we're trying
to resolve? How do we create a new language? Because | feel like we
keep using words that perpetuate the past.
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If we are the ones who have had the luxury to recognize our spirituality
and understanding of who we are as humans, we have to rumble with
how much of this we perpetuate. In terms of trajectory, we now have a
program that has been at SCI Muncy looking at gender in terms of
Reconstruction. We, as men, want to fancy ourselves as being inclusive,
but how can we be inclusive? We cannot design things for women; it's
a contradiction within its own.

Reconstruction Inc. got a little grant and decided to bite the bullet,
regardless of the space and time required to get to Muncy. In order

for women there—lifers and long-timers—to learn the capacity-building
curriculum and teach it to the women who are returning home, we have
to be intentional and deliberate in whatever we do, and we have to
recognize our personal responsibility to make sure stuff is not
perpetuated.

We've been conditioned to indict on every plane. | need to recognize
when I'm indicting, and how that indictment is, in essence, what we're
fighting against. Search and frisk is indictment on a brother, his color,
his age. He goes to jail because of one little bit of marijuana. If we see
white teachers, do we indict them because they have bought into the
same matrix? What is our responsibility? All of that comes as a result of
this country and its contradictions.

DV: | have so many mixed feelings about that. | really do agree
with you about indicting each other, but | struggle with it. | be-
lieve you have to be able to recognize, even if it's not an inten-
tional threat to your well being, yourself, and your community,
you have to be able to see it and name it in order to protect
yourself or create a different reality.

WG: But on a political, systemic level, you have institutions, and I'm
talking about groups that call themselves progressive institutions—the
Quakers, the Mennonites, the Unitarian Church—who will not take a
position. They won't make a decision to abolish life sentences. The peo-
ple who keep that law in place, they're not family members of murder
victims. These are people who have inherited this psychology and look
at this as a black and white thing.

29



The Quakers are saying “No” to abolishing life without parole because
they want to have an alternative to capital punishment. The state of
New Jersey is the same. When you have an institution like Society of
Friends taking a position against capital punishment or life without
parole, the Constitution is going to change, and they know that. On
systemic and personal levels, you have people indicting. What we feel
personally is reflected in our policy-making.

With the sentencing guidelines that came out in the 1960s, throughout
the country, there were no Black men and very few women that got
sentencing throughout the state. From 1994 to 1997, that's when they
decided that a child would be adjudicated to the adult system without
due process. A child. That means that if this child was hungry, and they
were standing as a lookout person because they needed to bring food,
or this child was mentally challenged, the judge could not consider
those mitigating circumstances because the sentencing guidelines said
that someone in the commission of this crime lost that life. This child,
be him 9-years-old or older, would go to the adult system. That decision
was made by white men based on their personal feelings. The same
with “three strikes, you're out.” We are a society of indicters, and don't
recognize how that reflects on everything that we do.

DV: How do you state the truth of the matter as you perceive it
without indicting another individual?

WG: We have four skill sets that I'm still learning how to use. The first
one is being emotionally intelligent. As we all know, we play on each
other’s emotions. The media plays on our emotions. The politician plays
on our emotions. The second is being an active listener. That means lis-
tening to the point of agony because often times we might hear stuff we
really want to say, and it hurts to listen. But active listening is a skill set
where you let the words in. Let the words reach your soul and resonate.
The third is relinquishing one’s position. The fourth is accessing the nec-
essary resources that you have at your disposal to manage a situation.

DV: Do you relinquish your position even if objectively it's true,
but the truth is not serving you?
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WG: Relinquishing your position is actually letting go and understanding
what another person is saying. If you were to listen to some of the white
women that you and | both have an issue with, we might find some
grounds of unity. But because of our position, we won't know that.

We can speak about where we've been, the suffering, the pain, the
incarceration, and we can speak about where we are now and what we
want. We asked the questions: Where do we go? How do you show the
transformation? How do you show the blooming of this? I'm finding this
to be the case in a lot of conversations, and | think it gets to how limited
we are with our collective and individual definitions of freedom. If we
don’t think about the future, but are only talking about the oppression,
then we're repeating it.

DV: | think that freedom is a birthright. We are born free. | guess
this is what freedom is not, but there are forces that can impinge
on your birthright, the right that you were born with. But just like
you were saying earlier, no one can truly take that away from
you. Even if they incarcerate you, even if they take away your
right or your ability to work for yourself or provide for yourself,
true freedom is a state of mind.

WG: | would echo exactly that. It's a state of mind. It reminds me of
when | was in the hole like seven times when | was in prison. There were
a couple times that | would just refuse to surrender and they beat me
blue. When you're in the hole and you got this limited movement space,
you have to find some way to escape. What | do today and what | did—
and | got this practice from that—you see this little formation of holes
in the cement like you do with clouds. In your mind you make whatever
that cloud looks like. It may look like an angel, may look like a dog.
Being in the hole | did the same thing. Freedom to me is being to be
able to transcend whenever and however, mentally and spiritually, you
choose. Freedom means acknowledging the humanity of others with
their freedom, or lack thereof. Freedom is not just about my mindset or
your mindset but the connection with other humanity.
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DV: We can never take for granted that freedom is a static state.
Our people have to have the skills, the tools, and the knowl-
edge to be able to depend on ourselves and build our own
future. One of the things | love about Philadelphia Assembled
is that we're helping people to imagine that they are the co-
creators of this community. Whenever | see the community
coming together to do things like clean their own block, it is
taking responsibility for our own stuff but it's also setting a
precedent, it's showing the 