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A Question of Freedom: A Memoir of Learning, Survival, and Coming 
of Age in Prison� LV� SHUKDSV� WKH� TXLQWHVVHQWLDO� SULVRQ�PHPRLU� RI� WKH�

PRGHUQ�DJH��%HWWV�ZDV�DUUHVWHG�IRU�FRPPLWWLQJ�WKH�FULPH�RI�FDUMDFNLQJ�DV�D�
VL[WHHQ�\HDU�ROG�\RXWK��$V�D�UHVXOW��KH�ZDV�VHQW�WR�SULVRQ�IRU�HLJKW�\HDUV�DV�
D�MXYHQLOH�LQ�WKH�VWDWH�RI�9LUJLQLD��+H�SUHVHQWV�WR�KLV�UHDGHUV�D�YLYLG�DQG�DOO�
WRR�IDPLOLDU�VWRU\��XQIRUWXQDWHO\��RI�KLV� OLIH�DV�D�\RXQJ�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�
DGROHVFHQW�DQG�KLV�HYHQWXDO�SOLJKW�WKURXJK�WKH�$PHULFDQ�SULVRQ�V\VWHP�

$W�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�WKH�ERRN��KH�SURYLGHV�D�FRPSOH[�LQWURGXFWLRQ�WR�KLV�
LQWHUVHFWLRQDO�UHDOLW\��+H�XVHV�KLV�OLIH�VWRU\�DV�D�IUDPHZRUN�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�
WR�XQGHUVWDQG�KLV�VWRU\��ZKLOH�VRPHWLPHV�R൵�HULQJ�PDFUR�OHYHO�DQDO\VLV�DV�
ZHOO�� %HWWV� JUHZ� XS� LQ� D� ORZHU�PLGGOH�FODVV� QHLJKERXUKRRG�� UDLVHG� E\� D�
VLQJOH�PRWKHU��KDG�D�WXPXOWXRXV�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�KLV�DEVHQW�IDWKHU��DQG�KDG�
QHYHU�EHHQ�LQ�WURXEOH�EHIRUH�KLV�FDUMDFNLQJ�FRQYLFWLRQ��)URP�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�
FKDSWHUV��RQH�DVFHUWDLQV� WKDW�%HWWV�ZDV�D�JRRG�NLG�ZKR�JRW� FDXJKW�XS� LQ�
FULPLQDO�DFWLYLW\��&OLFKp��\HV��EXW�WUXH�IRU�%HWWV�

:KLOH�%HWWV�GRHV�QRW�VK\�DZD\�IURP�JXLOW��KH�UDUHO\�GHOYHV�LQWR�WKH�VRFLDO�
FRQWH[W�WKDW�PDGH�KLP�ULSH�IRU�FRPPLWWLQJ�WKH�FDUMDFNLQJ�LQ�WKH�¿�UVW�SODFH��,W�LV�
LPSRUWDQW�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�DQG�DGPLW�RQH¶V�JXLOW��EXW�%HWWV�OHDYHV�D�VLJQL¿�FDQW�JDS�
WKDW�QHHGV�WR�EH�FRQWH[WXDOL]HG��+LV�LQDELOLW\�WR�VHH�EH\RQG�KLV�PLFUR�FRQWH[W��
WR� VRPH� H[WHQW�� VLJQL¿�HV� WKH� GHJUHH� WR� ZKLFK� SHRSOH� LQ� VRFLHW\� �LQFOXGLQJ�
SULVRQHUV��DUH�LQGRFWULQDWHG�WR�EHOLHYH�LQ�UDWLRQDO�FKRLFH�LGHRORJ\�²�WKH�LGHD�
WKDW�FRPPLWWLQJ�D�FULPH�LV�VROHO\�WKH�FKRLFH�RI� WKH�LQGLYLGXDO��+LV�IDLOXUH�WR�
GHOYH�LQWR�WKLV� WHUULWRU\�FRXOG�DOVR�EH�GXH�WR�KLV�DJH�DQG�VWDWH�RI� LQWHOOHFWXDO�
DGYHQWXULVP�GXULQJ�WKH�SHULRG�RI�ZULWLQJ�WKH�ERRN��7KH�VRFLDO�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�
ERRN�LV�RQH�WKDW�LV�DOO�WRR�IDPLOLDU�ZLWK�PDQ\�ZKR�OLYH�PDUJLQDOL]HG�OLYHV�

)RU� LQVWDQFH�� KH� DOVR�PHQWLRQHG� KRZ� KH� ODFNHG� DQ� DGXOW� %ODFN�PDOH�
UROH�PRGHO��+H� VWDWHV� WKDW�KLV� IDWKHU�ZDV�QRW� DURXQG�EHFDXVH�KH� WRR�ZDV�
LQFDUFHUDWHG��6DGO\��WKLV�SDUW�RI�%HWWV�VWRU\�LV�SUHGLFWDEOH�DQG�SUHGHWHUPLQHG�
OLNH�PDQ\�RWKHU�\RXQJ�%ODFN�PDOHV�ZKR�HQG�XS�LQ�VLPLODU�VLWXDWLRQV��+H�
ZDV�EURXJKW�XS�LQ�D�VLQJOH�KRPH�OLNHO\�EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�VRFLDO�VWUXFWXUH�WKDW�
LQGXFHG�KLV�IDWKHU�LQWR�D�FULPLQDO�OLIHVW\OH�DV�LW�KDV�GRQH�IRU�JHQHUDWLRQV�RI�
%ODFN�PDOHV��7KLV� F\FOH� RI� KRSHOHVVQHVV� LQHYLWDEO\� SUHGHWHUPLQHG�%HWWV¶�
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IXWXUH��/LNH�KLV�IDWKHU��KH�IRXQG�KLPVHOI�LQFDUFHUDWHG�DQG�GDPQHG�IXUWKHU�
EH\RQG�WKH�PDUJLQV�RI�VRFLHW\�

7KH� EHVW� SDUWV� RI� WKH� ERRN� DUH� KLV� PHPRULHV� RI� EHLQJ� LQ� SULVRQ�� +H�
H[SODLQV�WKDW�WKH�SULVRQ�ZDV�WKH�PRVW�GLYHUVH�SODFH�KH�KDG�HYHU�EHHQ��EXW�WKDW�
LW�ZDV�À�RRGHG�ZLWK�PDUJLQDOL]HG�ERGLHV��,W�LV�FOHDU�WKDW�ZKLOH�EHKLQG�EDUV�KLV�
VXUURXQGLQJV�ZHUH�PXFK�WRR�FRPSOH[�IRU�KLV�\RXQJ�PLQG�WR�XQGHUVWDQG��EXW�
KH�GHYHORSHG�WKH�DELOLW\�WR�EOHQG�LQ�DQG�OHDUQ�PRUH�DERXW�KLV�VXUURXQGLQJV�
DQG� IHOORZ�SULVRQHUV��+H� HYHQWXDOO\� HDUQHG� KLV� KLJK� VFKRRO� GLSORPD� DQG�
HYHQ� WDXJKW�KLPVHOI�6SDQLVK��+H�DOVR� LOOXPLQDWHV� WKH�H[WHQW� WR�ZKLFK� WKH�
SULVRQ�LV�D�PLFURFRVP�RI�DOUHDG\�H[LVWLQJ�UDFLDO�SRZHU�G\QDPLFV��+H�VSHQGV�
D�JUHDW�GHDO�WDONLQJ�DERXW�UDFLDO�LGHQWLW\�DQG�OLIH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�SULVRQ��DQG�KRZ�
KH�ZDV�DEOH�WR�OHDUQ�IURP�WKHVH�FRPSOH[��LQWHUVHFWLQJ�H[SHULHQFHV�

$IWHU�EHLQJ�UHOHDVHG�IURP�SULVRQ��%HWWV�VRXJKW�UHGHPSWLRQ��+H�DWWHQGHG�
3ULQFH� *HRUJH¶V� &RXQW\� &RPPXQLW\� &ROOHJH� ZKHUH� KH� JRW� LQYROYHG� LQ�
D� ORW� RI� H[WUDFXUULFXODU� DFWLYLW\��)RU� WKH�PRVW� SDUW�� WKLQJV� DSSHDUHG� WR�EH�
JRLQJ� ZHOO� IRU� KLP�� +RZHYHU�� D� PRPHQW� RI� GHSDUWXUH� LQ� KLV� DFDGHPLF�
SXUVXLWV�FDPH�ZKHQ�+RZDUG�8QLYHUVLW\�UHMHFWHG�KLP��D�KLVWRULFDOO\�%ODFN�
8QLYHUVLW\�RQ�D�VFKRODUVKLS�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�KDYH�JXDUDQWHHG�KLP�D�IXOO�ULGH�
KDG�KH�EHHQ� DFFHSWHG��7KLV� LQFLGHQW�ZDV�SHUKDSV� D� SURIRXQG�PRPHQW�RI�
EHWUD\DO�IRU�%HWWV�²�EHLQJ�UHMHFWHG�E\�D�%ODFN�VFKRRO��RI�DOO�SRVVLELOLWLHV��
1HYHUWKHOHVV�� WKLV� LQFLGHQW� VKRZV� WKH� H[WHQW� WR�ZKLFK� VRFLHW\�KDV� LQGHHG�
EHFRPH�K\SHU�SXQLWLYH��HYHQ�WKRVH�YHQXHV�WKDW�ZHUH�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�GHVLJQHG�
WR�JLYH�PDUJLQDOL]HG�SHRSOH�KRSH��)RUWXQDWHO\��KH�ZDV�VXEVHTXHQWO\�R൵�HUHG�
D�IXOO�VFKRODUVKLS�WR�DWWHQG�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�0DU\ODQG�

%HWWV¶� VWRU\�HQFDSVXODWHV� WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�ZKDW� LW�PHDQV� WR�EH�D�%ODFN�
DGROHVFHQW�PDOH� DVFHQGLQJ� WR� DGXOWKRRG� LQ� WKH�PDUJLQV� RI�$PHULFD��7KH�
VRFLDO� VWUXFWXUH� WKDW� FRPSRXQGV� KLV� UHDOLW\�� KRZHYHU�� LV� ZKDW� LV�PLVVLQJ�
WKURXJKRXW� KLV�PHPRLU��ZKLFK� LV� SHUKDSV� WR� EH� H[SHFWHG� JLYHQ� WKH� QRQ�
DFDGHPLF�VW\OH�RI�PHPRLUV��1HYHUWKHOHVV��KH�KLJKOLJKWV�WKH�H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�
WKH�VWDWH�KDV�LQFUHDVLQJO\�EHFRPH��YLD�EUXWH�IRUFH��WKH�VROH�SDUHQWDO�HQWLW\�
RYHU�VFRUHV�RI�%ODFN�DGROHVFHQW�PDOHV��D�SKHQRPHQRQ�WKDW�5LRV��������FDOOV�
WKH�\RXWK� LQGXVWULDOL]DWLRQ�FRPSOH[�� ,QFLGHQWDOO\��PDQ\�SDUHQWV�RI�FRORXU�
KDYH�IRXQG�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�ORVLQJ�EDWWOHV�DJDLQVW�WKH�VWDWH��DV�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ�DUH�
ULSSHG�DZD\�IURP�WKHP�IRU�FULPHV�WKDW�DUH�SUHYHQWDEOH�LI�VRFLDO�VWUXFWXUHV�
�URRW�FDXVHV�RI�FULPH��ZHUH�RQO\�DFNQRZOHGJHG�DQG�FKDQJHG�

8QOLNH�%HWWV��WKH�YDVW�PDMRULW\�RI�VLPLODUO\�VLWXDWHG�\RXQJ�PHQ�DUH�OHVV�
OLNHO\� WR�UHFHLYH� WKH�VHFRQG�FKDQFH�WKDW�KH�KDV�GHVHUYLQJO\�UHFHLYHG��%HWWV�



��� Journal of Prisoners on Prisons��9ROXPH������������

KDV�JRQH�RQ�WR�HDUQ�DGGLWLRQDO�DFDGHPLF�DFFRODGHV��DQG�LV�RQ�WUDFN�WRZDUG�
EHFRPLQJ� D� ODZ\HU��7KXV�� KLV� SRVW�UHOHDVH� H[SHULHQFHV� YDU\� WUHPHQGRXVO\�
IURP�RWKHUV�ZKR�ZLOO�QRW�EH�DEOH�WR�HVFDSH�WKH�FULPLQDO�ODEHO�DQG�LWV�SRVW�
SULVRQ�FROODWHUDO�FRQVHTXHQFHV��<HW�KLV�VWRU\�LV�FUXFLDO�EHFDXVH�LW�VKRZV�WKH�
UHDO� FUXHOW\� RI� WKH� V\VWHP�� DQG� KRZ� LW� KDV� LQFUHDVLQJO\� WDUJHWHG� \RXWK� RI�
FRORXU��:KLOH�VRPH�PD\�FDSLWXODWH�WR�WKH�ORJLFV�EHKLQG�DGXOW�WDUJHWLQJ��WKH�
IDFW�WKDW�WKH�V\VWHP�QRZ�WDUJHWV�\RXWK�LV�PRUH�WURXEOLQJ�JLYHQ�WKH�ORQJ�WHUP�
H൵�HFWV��VRFLDOO\��SV\FKRORJLFDOO\��DQG�HFRQRPLFDOO\��WKDW�PDVV�LQFDUFHUDWLRQ�
KDV�RQ�WKRVH�ZKR�FRPH�LQWR�WKH�V\VWHP�DW�HDUO\�DJHV��$V�D�UHVXOW��WKHVH�\RXWK�
UHDFK�DGXOWKRRG�ZKLOH�EHKLQG�EDUV�DQG�DUH�HVVHQWLDOO\�GXPSHG�EDFN� LQWR�D�
VRFLHW\�ZKHUH�UHVRXUFHV�WR�UHPDLQ�SURGXFWLYH�DUH�VFDUFH��1RZ�DV�DGXOWV��WKH\�
DUH�VRFLDOO\�GHPRWHG�WR�D�VHFRQG�FDVWH�VWDWXV��$OH[DQGHU��������DW�UHODWLYHO\�
HDUO\�DJHV��KDYLQJ�D�JUHDW�PDQ\�\HDUV�VWLOO�DKHDG�ZKHUH�WKH\�DUH�XQOLNHO\�HYHU�
WR�EHFRPH�VXFFHVVIXO�EHFDXVH�RI�VWUXFWXUDO�de jure�DQG�de facto�EDUULHUV�

/DVWO\��%HWWV¶�PHPRLU�IRUFHV�UHDGHUV� WR�UHFRQVLGHU� WKH�H[WHQW� WR�ZKLFK�
WKH�VWDWH�has�DVVXPHG�SDUHQWDO�FRQWURO�RYHU�D�GLVSURSRUWLRQDWH�DPRXQW�RI�
DGROHVFHQWV� IURP� WKH�PLGGOH� DQG� SRRU� FODVVHV�� 5DFLDO� GLVSDULWLHV� DPRQJ�
\RXWK� FRQWLQXH� WR� H[LVW� HYHQ� DPRQJ� VLPLODUO\� VLWXDWHG� \RXWK� RI� GL൵�HUHQW�
HWKQLF�UDFLDO� EDFNJURXQGV�� D� WRSLF� VSRNHQ� DERXW� LQ� WKH� PHPRLU�� :KLOH�
%HWWV¶�PHPRLU�LV�D�SHUIHFW�WDOH�RI�UHGHPSWLRQ��PDQ\�ZKR�¿�QG�WKHPVHOYHV�
LQ� VLPLODUO\� VLWXDWHG� SDWKV�ZLOO� QHYHU� EH� DEOH� WR� H[SHULHQFH� D� UHVWRUDWLRQ�
OLNH�%HWWV��7KHUHIRUH��UHDGHUV�VKRXOG�IHHO�FRPSHOOHG�WR�TXHVWLRQ�WKH�KLJKO\�
SXQLWLYH�DWPRVSKHUH�ZLWKLQ�ZKLFK�\RXWK�DUH�DGMXGLFDWHG� WRGD\�DQG�ZRUN�
WRZDUG�DQ�DEROLWLRQ�SODWIRUP�WKDW�ZLOO�GHFRQVWUXFW�SULVRQV�DV�WKH�DQWLGRWH�IRU�
WURXEOHG�\RXWK��0RUHRYHU��UHDGHUV�VKRXOG�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�SUHFDULRXV�XVH�RI�WKH�
SULVRQ�DV�D�SDUHQWDO�¿�JXUH�IRU�GHFLGHGO\�GLVSRVDEOH�\RXWK��SUHGRPLQDQWO\�
GHULYHG�IURP�WKH�PLGGOH�DQG�ORZHU�FODVVHV�RI�VRFLHW\�

5()(5(1&(6

$OH[DQGHU�� 0LFKHOH� ������� The New Jim Crow. Mass Incarceration in the Age of 
Colorblindness��1HZ�<RUN��7KH�1HZ�3UHVV�

$%287�7+(�5(9,(:(5

Jason M. Williams, PhD� LV� D� JUDGXDWH� RI� 1HZ� -HUVH\� &LW\� 8QLYHUVLW\�
�1-&8���-HUVH\�&LW\��1HZ�-HUVH\�ZLWK�D�%DFKHORU¶V�DQG�0DVWHU¶V�GHJUHH�LQ�
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&ULPLQDO�-XVWLFH��+H�VXEVHTXHQWO\�HDUQHG�KLV�'RFWRUDWH�LQ�$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ�RI�
-XVWLFH�IURP�7H[DV�6RXWKHUQ�8QLYHUVLW\��768���+RXVWRQ��7H[DV��$VLGH�IURP�
GRLQJ�UHVHDUFK�IRU� WKH�DFDGHPLF�DXGLHQFH��KH� LV� LQYROYHG� LQ�PDQ\�SXEOLF�
UHVHDUFK�DQG�LQIRUPDWLRQ�IRUXPV��VXFK�DV�WKH�+DPSWRQ�,QVWLWXWLRQ�ZKHUH�KH�
VHUYHV�DV�&KDLU�(GLWRU�RI�WKH�&ULPLQDO�-XVWLFH�GHSDUWPHQW��3ULRU�WR�MRLQLQJ�
0RQWFODLU�6WDWH�8QLYHUVLW\��'U��:LOOLDPV�KDV�WDXJKW�D�YDULHW\�RI�&ULPLQDO�
-XVWLFH�FRXUVHV�DW�1-&8��768��-RKQ�-D\�&ROOHJH�RI�&ULPLQDO�-XVWLFH�DQG�
)DLUOHLJK�'LFNLQVRQ�8QLYHUVLW\��+LV� DUHDV�RI� H[SHUWLVH� DUH� UDFH�� HWKQLFLW\�
DQG� FULPH�� FULPLQRORJLFDO�FULPLQDO� MXVWLFH� WKHRU\�� FULWLFDO� FULPLQRORJ\��
KLVWRULFDO�FULPLQRORJ\��VRFLDO�FRQWURO��FULPLQDO�MXVWLFH�SROLF\��VRFLDO�MXVWLFH�
DQG�WKH�VRFLRORJ\�RI�NQRZOHGJH��+H�LV�DOVR�RQ�WKH�HGLWRULDO�ERDUG�RI�D�KDOI�
GR]HQ�VFKRODUO\�MRXUQDOV��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�Journal of Prisoners on Prisons�


