
1

INTRODUCTION FROM 
THE MANAGING EDITORS

Shining Some Light in Dark Places
Justin Piché and Kevin Walby

In historical (e.g. Sykes, 1958) and contemporary literature on pains of 
imprisonment (e.g. Crewe, 2011), the focus tends to be on the harms of 

human captivity that come in the form of the loss of liberty, access to goods 
and services, desired sexual relationships, autonomy, and security. It has 
long been documented that such physical losses experienced by captives 
translate into mortifi cations of the self that generate coping strategies or 
modes of adaptation resulting in further deviation from the accepted 
behavioural norms that total institutions seek to engender in their objects of 
‘correction’ (Goff man, 1961).

An additional, overlooked pain of imprisonment is social obscurity and 
invisibility. This has been a pulsating theme found within the pages of the 
Journal of Prisoners on Prisons (JPP) over the years, where many writers 
have documented institutional eff orts to silence them through censorship 
(e.g. Wright, 1999), the confi scation of writing materials (e.g. McMaster, 
1999) and reprisals (e.g. Richard and Ross, 2004) when they have sought 
to garner positive social recognition through producing knowledge about 
punishment and society. Not fi nding allies in the publishing world to share 
their written works with others has a similar eff ect (Hassine, 1999).

Not being seen or heard in a meaningful way is more ephemeral than 
experiencing physical pains of imprisonment, but perhaps for that reason 
can permeate far deeper into the self. Imprisoned persons are reduced to 
numbers and pressed through the carceral grinder with little to no access 
to positive recognition that is essential to living a meaningful human life. 
Mental and physical health can disintegrate under these conditions (De 
Viggiani, 2007; Scraton and Moore, 2006). What other than despair can 
remain in such a context of obscurity and invisibility? The consequences 
continue to scar even long after one’s release from the prison’s grasp and 
gaze (Aresti et al., 2010). Sometimes, when release from imprisonment 
does not appear to be on the horizon, the despair kills (see Gaucher, 2008).

Like a curse or epidemic, the despair spreads to families and friends 
on the outside (Comfort, 2008). Criminalized persons and their families 
are less likely to engage with social institutions because of the stigma and 
social pressure associated with their involvement with the penal system 
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(Brayne, 2014). The ‘criminal justice’ system collects information about 
the families and friends of criminalized persons, leveraging it in harmful 
ways (Silverstein, 2001). Clear (2009) has shown how imprisonment 
sends damaging ripples through communities, with generational eff ects. 
The despair is often also gendered and racialized (Baldry et al., 2015), 
intensifying the despair for many.

In this volume of JPP, there are many accounts that describe this despair, 
this darkness, and the toll it takes on the self. Richard Arterberry examines 
abuses of power and institutional opacity that exist within the Ohio prison 
system in the long shadow cast by the Lucasville uprising (also see Lynd, 
2011). Charles Diorio refl ects on the despair and torment he experienced 
in a “special management unit” in a Massachusetts prison. Kyle Hedquist 
examines issues of dying and death behind bars drawing on his experiences 
as a volunteer in the Oregon State Penitentiary hospice program. Souheil 
Benslimane and David Moff ette show how this obscurity, despair and 
invisibility is actively produced as part of exclusionary migration border 
politics, notably through immigration bail, detention, and deportation.

The intensity of the despair and darkness is only brought into relief by 
some attempt to create a positive form of visualization. This can come from 
prisoners themselves, in incredible feats of solidarity and mutual aid (see, 
for example, Bissonnette, 2008). It can also come in part from the outside in 
the form of prison education like Inside-Out and Walls-to-Bridges classes, 
which bring inside and outside students together to examine social issues 
and learn from each other’s stories and experiences (Sferrazza, 2018; 
Fayter, 2016; Pollack, 2016; Maclaren, 2015; Pollack and Eldridge, 2015). 
It is also possible to conduct participatory research in prisons in ways that 
can empower prisoners and give voice to their ideas (Aresti et al., 2016; 
Fine and Torre, 2006; Bosworth et al., 2005). This volume of JPP provides 
examples of such endeavours that try to keep people alive in systematized 
conditions of deprivation and harm. Justin Thrasher, Erik Maloney, Shaun 
Mills, Johnny House, Timm Wroe and Varrone White examine the role that 
collaborative prison research can play in shining a light on the constraints and 
possibilities within carceral spaces. Education and collaborative research 
can foster closeness, dialogue and mutual understanding (Chandler, 2018). 
Clinging to these disparate beams of light is sometimes the only way to 
survive. Humour too has a place in the prison (Nielsen, 2011). It can diff use 
tense situations and help to create meaning in a place that is otherwise 
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desolate. Maxwell Houghton’s contribution shows how important humour 
and satire can be in illuminating the absurdity of imprisonment as a means 
of keeping one’s spirits up.

Unfortunately, these forms of light that shine in dark places are only ever 
temporary. While we demand transparency to be able to illuminate what takes 
place behind bars and generate positive recognition of those subject to carceral 
violence (Turnbull et al., 2018), we must also generate pathways to reimagine 
the carceral past, present and future (McLeod, 2016). In the Response 
for this issue, Linda Mussell refl ects on the eff orts of the P4W Memorial 
Collective based in Kingston, Ontario, Canada to do just this by organizing to 
acknowledge the atrocities that took place at the Prison for Women in its years 
of operation from 1934 to 2001 (see Hannah-Moff at, 2001).

Every single day that passes sees the time, potential, and lives of friends 
and family members lost to the carceral machine. This issue is dedicated to 
one such member of the prison justice and abolition community, Tiyo Salah-
El, who – as documented by Lois Ahrens in this issue – recently passed 
away after more than a half-century behind the walls. In the face of actors 
who work to naturalize the violence of incarceration (see Piché et al., 2019; 
Shook et al., 2018), “counter-inscriptions” to dominant accounts off ered by 
prisoners and their allies (Gaucher, 2002), including those featured in this 
issue, remain a necessary resource to fuel the struggle towards “de-carceral 
futures”.*

ENDNOTES

* This term was the title of a workshop held at Queen’s University in May 2019 aimed 
at “Bridging Prison and Immigration Justice” organized by Sharry Aiken, Lisa 
Guenther and Stephanie J. Silverman (see https://law.queensu.ca/events/de-carceral-
futures).
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