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Cover photo: Attica prison rebellion, 1971
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*A good example of this kind of prisoner support is South Chicago ABC Zine 
Distro, which offers a wide variety of political zines for free to prisoners. They 

specialize in helping get the truth out from behind bars by publishing prisoner’s 
writings in zine form and flooding the gulags with other prisoner’s material. Write 

to South Chicago ABC at: P.O. Box 1504, Homewood, IL, 60430
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Writing letters is the most basic and easiest form of prisoner support. 
When the realization hits that you can easily become one of the two 

million prisoners the US government keeps in a cage, the necessity of 
prisoner support becomes apparent. No one is exempt from state

repression. Unless abolished, the prison industrial complex can only ex-
pand its reach and inclusiveness from here. The state is cracking down 

harder on dissent and despite talk of reform, outdated laws that defy 
science and common sense regarding drug use and other “crimes” are 

still in place. Even Soviet Russia couldn’t handle the amount of
prisoners that we do. Police and prisons represent the greatest danger 

to our loved ones and communities. It’s time for us to get dangerous.

From an abolitionist’s perspective, all prisoners are political and worthy 
of support (though as with all human interaction, so long as they don’t 

perpetuate oppressive behavior.) While most of the resources listed 
here exist to support prisoners from various liberation struggles and 

movements, it’s important to recognize that all prisoners are truly
living in “the belly of the beast”. Many prisoners become politicized (or 
a-politicized as the case may be) while imprisoned as a direct result of 
their experience. Prison has been and can be a prime breeding ground 

for revolutionary thought*. Tucson Letters to Prisoners hopes to present 
prisoner support as a front lines activity to not only show the

authorities that we can support our own, but to also show them that
oppressed people will react to the harsh realities of prison life. Get in 

touch to find out when our next letter writing potluck/party will be held!

We can be reached at: 520letterstoprisoners@riseup.net

“The Prison-Industrial complex not only destroys individuals; it destroys 
families and communities. If we do not destroy it, it will destroy us. I urge 

you to do everything you can to break these chains.”

-Assata Shakur



What is the prison industrial complex?

The prison industrial complex (PIC) is a complicated system situated at the intersection of governmental 
and private interests that uses prisons as a solution to social, political, and economic problems. The PIC 
depends upon the oppressive systems of racism, classism, sexism, and homophobia. It includes human 
rights violations, the death penalty, industry and labor issues, policing, courts, media, community power-
lessness, the imprisonment of political prisoners, and the elimination of dissent. 
 
 
 
To fully describe the PIC, we have to look at the big picture of how it functions. For example, the prison 
construction boom can be linked to, among other factors, the huge increase in the number of people sen-
tenced to prison terms with the onset of the war on drugs, the repression of radical movements by people 
of color for self-determination, and the anti-imperialist struggles of the 60s, 70s, and 80s. The “war on 
drugs” and the national and local efforts to destroy radical political movements led to increasing police 
presence in communities of color and poor communities, higher arrest rates, and longer prison sentences. 
 
This boom is also fueled by dramatic and racist reporting about “crime,” “delinquency,” and “rebellion,” 
creating a culture of fear in which it continues to be acceptable and desirable to many people to lock 
people (primarily people of color, youth, and poor people) in cages for longer and longer in the interest 
of “public safety.” The way the many parts of the PIC interact is exactly what makes it so powerful and 
destructive. In order to fight this system, we have to see it for all that it is and recognize what drives and 
shapes it. 
 

Fighting the PIC means fighting the mainstream ideas of public safety and challenging the idea that police, 
prisons, and the court system make people who are not in power safer. At the same time, we must create 
alternative ideas of security based on the safety of the people most affected by the PIC. 
 
The United States currently imprisons around 2 million people. About 6.5 million people are presently 
under some form of supervision within the criminal justice system. Women represent the fastest rising 
prison population. Since 1980, the number of women imprisoned in the U.S. has risen by almost 400 per-
cent. Racism continues to be a major factor in the United States, illustrated by policies and programs that 
sustain white supremacy. Racism, as it is used through criminal laws that target people of color, is essen-
tial to the PIC, not accidental. 
 

The wrongdoings we call crime do not exist in the same ways everywhere and are not “human nature”. 
What is considered a crime is determined by the societies we live in. Because we have seen over and over 
again that locking more people in cages does not reduce crime, we must understand the power relation-
ships that lead society to lock up only certain people. Since prisons do not stop problems like poverty, 
racism, or drug addiction, we cannot expect them to stop crime. We need to understand that we have no 
option but to fight and continue to fight until all of the different parts of the PIC that continue to put our 
survival in danger are eliminated.

How the PIC Works

Fighting the PIC

Prisons Are Not an Answer to Crime
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The movement against the PIC runs the risk of being shaped by easy victories or simplified struggles 
that do not recognize and fight the whole system. We must go beyond false separations, such as “non-vi-
olent” versus “violent” that place prisoners in opposition to each other. One important place to begin to 
fight the PIC is by pushing the movement to a more complete race, class, and gender analysis. We cannot 
allow ourselves to do short-term work that undermines our long-term vision and goals, or rely on the 
same systems of oppression and domination that sustain and drive the PIC to influence “mainstream” 
voters and decision makers. In order to do this work, we must continue to create spaces for people with 
different points of view to have honest discussions and disagreements about directions the movement 
against the PIC should take. 
 
 
 
Since we are so frequently asked what we are “for” rather than “against,” the struggle against prisons, 
police, repression, punishment, and the criminalization of entire communities must display a clear vi-
sion that a world without the PIC is possible. One way to define and shape what we are for is through 
creating a culture of resistance, or a culture and society that fill all the different parts of our lives with 
alternatives to the culture of imprisonment. A new culture must nurture and sustain our struggle and 
provide space for political education, conversation and debate about what we are doing and what we 
need to do in the future. 
 
In order to figure out why people get locked up and under what circumstances, we need to look at what 
are sometimes called “root causes.” This strategy requires looking at the competing priorities of the 
systems in which we live and understanding why they work well for some and horribly for others. The 
systems of race, class, gender, and sexuality, for instance, are commonly understood as privileging some 
people’s needs and ideals over others. By exploring why and how those systems work for some and not 
for others, we can begin to develop a better understanding of how to include concrete steps in our work 
that deal with the negative effects of these systems on the people who are most often put in cages. 
 
To oppose the PIC, activists must work on both theoretical and practical levels. We cannot only engage in 
single-issue struggles, because all the issues intersect. How can we best create social change in an era of 
globalization? The voices of today’s radical activists, particularly activists of color, must be at the front of 
the fight against the PIC. Those who are most affected by the system must be the ones planning its end. 
 
Organizing against the PIC is as much about building something as it is about fighting what is destroying 
our communities. Our organizing is also an ongoing effort to create alternatives, not only to imprison-
ment, but to the culture of punishment we’ve become so used to.

The Movement Against the PIC

What We Are For

This text by:

A national grassroots organization committed to ending society’s use of prisons and policing as an answer to 
social problems.

http://www.criticalresistance.org/

CRITICAL RESISTANCE
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One of  the main problems that puts people off  getting involved in supporting prisoners is a feeling of  being 
intimidated about writing to a prisoner for the first time. It is very hard to write a letter to someone you don’t 
know: people find that they don’t know what to say, they feel there are things they can’t talk about, or think that 
prisoners won’t be interested in what they have to say. This is a problem most of  us have had to get over, so 
we’ve drawn up some suggestions to help you. Obviously these aren’t rigid guidelines, and we don’t pretend to 
have solved all problems here. Different people will write different letters. Hopefully they will be of  some use.

FIRST THINGS FIRST

Some prisons restrict the number of  letters a prisoner can write or receive, and they may have to buy stamps 
and envelopes: and prisoners aren’t millionaires. So don’t necessarily expect a reply to a card or letter. A lot of  
prisons allow stamps or an s.a.e to be included with a card or letter, but some don’t. Letters do also get stopped, 
read, delayed, ‘diverted’. If  you suspect your mail has been or will be nicked by the screws, you can send it Re-
corded delivery, which unfortunately costs a lot but then they have to open it in the prisoners presence. Also you 
should put a return address, not just so the prisoner can reply, but also because some prisons don’t allow letters 
without a return address. Of  course it doesn’t have to be your address, but be careful using PO box numbers as 
some prisons don’t allow these either! [The majority of  prisons allow PO Boxes. -Ed.]

WRITING FOR THE FIRST TIME

Say who you are, and if  it’s relevant that you’re from such and such a group. Some people reckon it’s better to 
be up front about your politics as well, to give prisoners the choice to stay in contact with you or not. Say where 
you heard about them and their case. The first letter can be reasonably short, maybe only a postcard. Obviously 
when you get to know people better you’ll have more to talk about. If  you are writing to a “framed” prisoner, 
and you believe them to be innocent, it helps to say so, as it gives people confidence to know that you believe 
them.

Some people when they write to prisoners are afraid of  talking about their lives, what they are up to, thinking 
this may depress people, especially prisoners with long sentences, or that they are not interested in your life. 
Although in some cases this may be true, on the whole a letter is the highpoint of  the day for most prisoners. 
Prison life is dead boring, and any news that livens it up, whether it’s about people they know or not, is gener-
ally welcome. Especially if  you didn’t know them before they went to prison, they want to know about you, what 
your life is like, etc. Use your sense, don’t write about anything that is likely to get a prisoner in shit with the 
screws, or get you or anyone else in trouble with the cops.

THEY’RE IN THERE FOR US, WE’RE OUT HERE FOR THEM

For people imprisoned from our movements and struggles it’s vital to keep them involved in the ongoing resis-
tance- telling them about actions, sending them magazines if  they want them, discussing ideas and strategies 
with them. Use your head though. Some people will just want to keep their head down till they get out.

Writing to Prisoners
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Everyone has a stake in ending the war on drugs. Whether you’re a parent concerned about protect-
ing children from drug-related harm, a social justice advocate worried about racially disproportionate 
incarceration rates, an environmentalist seeking to protect the Amazon rainforest or a fiscally con-
servative taxpayer you have a stake in ending the drug war. U.S. federal, state and local governments 
have spent hundreds of billions of dollars trying to make America “drug-free.” Yet heroin, cocaine, 
methamphetamine and other illicit drugs are cheaper, purer and easier to get than ever before. 
Nearly half a million people are behind bars on drug charges - more than all of western Europe (with 
a bigger population) incarcerates for all offenses. The war on drugs has become a war on families, a 
war on public health and a war on our constitutional rights.

Many of the problems the drug war purports to resolve are in fact caused by the drug war itself. 
So-called “drug-related” crime is a direct result of drug prohibition’s distortion of immutable laws of 
supply and demand. Public health problems like HIV and Hepatitis C are all exacerbated by zero tol-
erance laws that restrict access to clean needles. The drug war is not the promoter of family values 
that some would have us believe. Children of inmates are at risk of educational failure, joblessness, 
addiction and delinquency. Drug abuse is bad, but the drug war is worse.

Few public policies have compromised public health and undermined our fundamental civil liber-
ties for so long and to such a degree as the war on drugs. The United States is now the world’s larg-
est jailer, imprisoning nearly half a million people for drug offenses alone. That’s more people than 
Western Europe, with a bigger population, incarcerates for all offenses. Roughly 1.5 million people 
are arrested each year for drug law violations - 40% of them just for marijuana possession. People 
suffering from cancer, AIDS and other debilitating illnesses are regularly denied access to their medi-
cine or even arrested and prosecuted for using medical marijuana. We can do better.

WHAT’S WRONG WITH THE DRUG WAR?
BY THE DRUG POLICY ALLIANCE

Drug Policy Alliance- http://www.drugpolicy.org/
American Drug War- http://www.americandrugwar.com/
Drug WarRant- http://www.drugwarrant.com/
Law Enforcement Against Prohibition- http://www.leap.cc/cms/index.php
Students for Sensible Drug Policy- http://ssdp.org/about/
Stop the Drug War- http://stopthedrugwar.org/
Drug War Coalition- http://drugwarcoalition.ning.com/
Snitching Blog- http://www.snitching.org/

Organizations, resources & information on the drug war:

Weed doesn’t kill people, but police do.

Legalization isn’t enough. Prisoners and other victims of state violence will only 
cease when prisons and police are abolished.
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It’s no exaggeration at this point to say that our planet is in the midst of a serious ecological 
crisis. All over the globe, every day, the omnicidal plague of industrial civilization continues to 
spread, driven by economic greed and an insatiable, constantly accelerating demand for energy 
and resources. And as this cancerous MegaMachine blindly pursues its “scorched Earth policy”, 
entire species are going extinct and entire societies are disappearing, and it’s all happening so 
quickly that there hardly seems time to react.

Yet react we must, assertively and immediately, before the biosphere is poisoned and fouled be-
yond repair and while we still have something worth fighting for. It is in response to the sever-
ity of the global environmental crisis that more and more people are starting to step outside the 
system of Man-made laws and take “illegal” direct action in defense of the Earth. Of course, in 
this context, legal and illegal are meaningless terms; if we accept that certain strategies (like eco-
nomic sabotage) are necessary to put the brakes on the industrial death machine, then we have 
to be prepared to support those individuals who are risking their lives and freedom to carry out 
these acts.

What we are starting to see is the emergence of a truly radical, decentralized, international 
environmental movement and an integral part of building such a movement is going to be the 
creation of a solid, well-organized prisoner support network. Our movement will not continue 
to grow unless we are able to provide this level of support to our comrades who are unfortunate 
enough to become prisoners of the State. Regardless of what one may think of the I.R.A. and 
their nationalistic independence struggle, it’s clear that they’ve done a phenomenally good job 
taking care of their P.O.W.s and that’s one of the main reasons their movement has been so hard 
to defeat.

It’s also one of the main things that makes the Irish independence struggle a real struggle, and 
that separates it from other less-organized movements. We have to start viewing prisoner sup-
port work as a revolutionary act and as an indispensable part of any real revolutionary struggle 
or else the State will crush us while our movement is still in it’s embryonic stages and we will 
lose the momentum we now have. The purpose of this newsletter is to spread the word about 
certain individuals who have acted in defense of the Earth and our collective future and who 
have fallen victim to state repression. We will not allow these comrades to be forgotten about 
and we will do everything in our power to bring attention to their situation. But beyond pub-
licizing their plight, we want to build up a reliable and consistent support network for them, 
both to honor their heroic acts and to send a clear message to the State that we are organized 
enough to take care of our own.

Why Prisoner Support?
by the North American Earth Liberation Prisoners Support Network

http://www.spiritoffreedom.org.uk/
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Anarchist Black Cross Federation- http://www.abcf.net/

The Jericho Movement- http://www.thejerichomovement.com/

Prison Activist Resource Center- http://www.prisonactivist.org/

Critical Resistance- http://www.criticalresistance.org/

Earth Liberation Prisoners Support Network- http://www.spiritoffreedom.org.uk/

Animal Liberation Front Supporters Group- http://www.alfsg.org.uk/

Read Between the Bars (Tucson)- http://www.readbetweenthebars.org/5_links.php

Books Through Bars (Philly & beyond)- http://www.booksthroughbars.org/

520letterstoprisoners@riseup.net

Alex and BJ- www.supportbjandalex.com 

Tre Arrow- www.trearrow.org

Dylan Barr- www.supportdylan.org

Mel Broughton- www.myspace.com/supportmel

Jake Conroy- www.supportjake.org

Josh Harper- www.joshharper.org

Lauren Gazzola- www.supportlauren.com

Sean Kirtly- supportsean.wordpress.com

Jeff ‘Free’ Luers- www.freefreenow.org

Jonotan- freejonatan@yahoo.se

Marie Mason- www.freemarie.org

Daniel McGowan www.supportdaniel.org

Kevin Oliff- www.supportkevin.org

Jonathan Paul- www.supportjonathan.org

Leonard Peltier- www.leonardpeltier.net

Nathan Pope- supportnathan@gmail.com

Jonathan Robert- supportjonathan@mutualaid.org

Sadie & Exile- solidaritywithsadieandexile@gmail.com 

SHAC 7- www.shac7.com

Michael Sykes- supportmichael.wordpress.com

Tarnac 9- http://tarnac9.wordpress.com

Briana Waters- www.supportbriana.org

Links to resources, prisoner contacts, support groups, and information:
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