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ZEDITORIAL

Denormalizing Censorship
Inside Carceral Facilities

Author Jeanie Austin

he control of access to information is an intrinsic

feature of American incarceration, established in the

carliest models for contemporary juvenile detention
centers, jails, and prisons. From claims to spiritual salvation
to fears of disruption, censorship inside of carceral facili-
ties has been implemented under assumptions of threat to
social order—inc]uding through white supremacist ideas
that the cultural, social, and poiiticai traditions and ideas of
Black, Indigenous, and people of color must be suppressed.
The arbitrary and convoluted nature of censorship inside, as
illustrated in the commentaries and article in chis issue, are
part and parcel of the labyrinthine and opaque functions of
carceral facilities.

Censorship within carceral facilities can be active or pas-
sive. Materials in this issue detail the active curtailment of
access through book bans and content-neutral censorship, as
well as censorship practices of Correctional Officers working
in mail rooms and of carceral administracors. Beyond this,
there is a passive censorship that takes place through lim-
ited attention to library services for people who are incar-
cerated. Lack of staff, books, access to library spaces, or even
a physical space for books and information inside facilities
is a passive and pervasive form of Censorship. To underline
this point: prison librarians may be dependent on dona-
tions of approved materials to stock their libraries . . . some
are hoping for donations of books published within the last
twenty years to create more current 1ibrary collections. This
passive lack is heavily compounded as information is born
digital and incarcerated people have almost no access to the
internet.

As this issue illustrates, access to information and books
serves myriad functions: it recognizes people who are
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incarcerated for their individual interests and aspirations
(within a system that forecloses this recognition), supports
the friends and families of people who are incarcerated, pro-
vides opportunities of‘reprieve from the trauma of incarcer-
ation and to dream of other futures, and provides opportu-
nities to create multi-dimensional community through the
sharing of information and ideas.

Despite dire conditions and the overarching power that
carceral institutions have to control information access,
recent campaigns highlight that resisting censorship and
advocating alongside incarcerated people is an effective
strategy for creating change. Marquis’ feature article details
many ways to raise public awareness and to resist further
restrictions. In addition to the methods Marquis outlines,
there are attempts to better fund prison libraries and imple-
ment increased public transparency and oversite in how
materials are banned from entire prison systems. The Prison
Libraries Act, introduced by Congressman Emanuel Cleaver
I1, proposed a new line of federal funding to support library
services inside of carceral facilities. More recently, AB
1986 (Bryan) was introduced in California. This legislation
is supported by Initiate Justice, an inside-outside politi-
cal organizing nonprofit that creates informed change by
responding to demands from currently incarcerated people
and supporting their efforts to change the nature of incar-
ceration. If passed, this first of its kind legislation will cre-
ate mechanisms for political and public oversight of cen-
sorship in all California prisons. These and similar efforcs
denormalize censorship inside, inviting all of us to take part
in the effort to increase information access for incarcerated

people.
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»*COMMENTARY

Censorship, Surveillance, and
Higher Education in Prisons

Authors _Kurtis Tanaka

Ess Pokornowski

Since the launch of the Department of Education’s Second Chance Pell experimental sites initiative in
2016, there has been a massive growth in the number of higher education in prison (HEP) programs. With
the full restoration of Pell grant eligibility for students in prison having taken place on July 1, 2023, we will
likely see college programming continue to grow in the coming years. However, colleges that operate within
prisons are subject to oversight by the relevant Department of Corrections (DOC), and, in many cases,
undergo the same or similar media review procedures as people receiving mail or books from outside their
facilicy. With reading lists and syllabi subject to review and approval by DOC staff; it is of paramount
importance to understand how prison censorship policies intersect with the intellectual freedom that is
required for a true, high quality college education. Based on research conducted by Ithaka S+R, we offer
here some key observations on the policy landscape in which HEP programs operate and how instructors

navigate this censorious learning environment.

Policy

Policies and procedures vary widely across, and in some cases
within, departments of corrections (DOC) at the state level
(Pokornowski, Tanaka, and Epps 2023). This puts higher
education in prison (HEP) programs, and their students, in a
uniquely tenuous position. While mandated programming—
such as high school education, GED classes, and vocational
training—is directly integrated into institutional policies
and procedures, HEP programs face novel challenges across
institutions (both the DOC and their own college or uni-
versity) and within each given system and at each facility.
DOC:s often have the final say on what educational materi-
als are allowed into a facility and an active role in determin-
ing when, where, and how HEP students access educational
materials and technology. This raises a variety of censorship
concerns and suggests that ensuring equitable education
between students who are incarcerated and their peers out-
side the carceral system will require novel interventions.
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Restrictions on the material construction ofpubliea—
tions—such as bans on oversized books, hardcover books,
and publications with metal bindings—and the vendors they
can be purchased from disproportionate]y impact educa-
tional materials, especially in STEM and the social sciences,
where workbooks, textbooks, and lab manuals may only be
available in formats that do not meet institutional guide—
lines (Alabama 2008)." Moreover, restrictive policies around
specialized equipment, software, and technology make con-
sistently providing STEM education particularly challeng-
ing, given the lab, equipment, and software such classes often
require. While several policies restrict and limit access to

1. Our ana]ysis found 42 of 51 DOC polieies have a clause limic-
ing the purchase or receipt of publications to some combination
of publishers or verified distributors, for an example, see State
of Alabama Department of Corrections 2008.



publications, media review policies do not include provisions
protecting rights to privacy or intellectual freedom.

Publications are also sulojeCt to censorship based on their
content (PEN America 2019). Existing media review direc-
tives provide DOCs with wide Censorship latitude—a neces-
sity, given that these poliCies must serve systems of facilities
with different local sizes, staf:ﬁng7 security levels, popula—
tions, architectures, and available programs.

However, this wide latitude can lead to both arbitrary
enforcement and systematic misuses ofcensorship guide—
lines, in some cases banning entire academic subdisciplines
(Hricko 2018; OnyenaCho 2020). Policies prohibiting con-
tent that might upset the “security, discipline, and good
order” of a faCility, as well as those mandating a rehabilita-
tive purpose to materials, can be especially problematic for
instructors wishing to cover a wide range of issues. For exam-
ple, Critical Race Theory and scholarship grappling with
structural racism are frequently suloject to Censorship, as are
texts that address or portray violence, military strategy, sex,
sexuality, drug or alcohol use (Nickeas 2019; Illinois Depart-
ment of Corrections 2019, 4).” This suggests that students
subject to such censorship may receive a limited view of his-
tory, culture, and scholarship, one that obscures major social
issues, historical moments, and political debates. This makes
prison Censorship an educational equity issue and a reentry
issue, as well.

Practice

For practitioners, i.c., those teaching College courses within
prisons and jails, navigating these policies can be extremely
fraught as they seck to provide students with an equitable
and high—quality education while staying on the right side of
the DOC’s good graces. From our conversations with doz-
ens ofpractitioners and program directors, it is clear that
maintaining good relationships with the facility is critical
for program success, but this can also mean making uncom-
fortable compromises.” Changing syllabi, switching out
readings, avoiding or skipping specific chapters or subjects
may be necessary to gain DOC approval, and college pro-
grams are rarely in positions to object. The overall effect of
teaching college courses in such a surveilled and censored

2. One of the most visible controversies surrounding this was

an [llinois prison that paused educational programming and
banned over 200 books, especially relating to Black History and
Critical Race "Iheory7 from a prison library because of their con-
nections to race, for more see Nickeas 2019.

3. The full findings of our research will be published in a report
forthcoming from Ithaka S+R in 2024.
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environment can mean that students on the inside are not
receiving an education that is equivalent to those in the free
world.

Over the lifetime of an HEP program, years of‘slowly
building trust may minimize these issues, indeed, some col-
lege programs undergo little to no scrutiny of their course
content at all. However, with the growth ofcollege in prison
programs expected from the restoration of Pell grants, we
cannot wait years, or even decades, for new programs to
build chis truse, especially when it means students will be
spending down their lifetime allocment of Pell funds in the
interim. While Ithaka S+R has undertaken research to docu-
ment the effect of DOC media review policies on instructor
practice and educational quality, much more work must be
done to understand the actual impact of prison censorship
on educational outcomes.

Concerns Over Technology

Even long running HEP programs are grappling with the
fast—evolving role oftechnology in prisons (Tanaka and Coo-
per 2020). While access to technology is critical to teach
digital and information literacies, the aloility for staff to
monitor and track instructor and student activity through
teChnology—search histories, site visits, etc.—raise addi-
tional concerns about the potential for surveillance and
self-censorship (Pokornowski 2023). Indeed, whereas ana-
log delivery modes rnostly constrained DOC surveillance to
syllaloi and reading assignments, new teChnologies can make
in class discussions and communications between instructors
and their students sirnilarly visible. Again, the field is only
at the beginning of trying to document the effects of this
new means of surveillance on students’ and instructors’ intel-
lectual freedom.

Conclusion

Because HEP programs exist at the will of the Department
of Corrections, their ability to resist DOC censorship and
surveillance is heavily constrained. Many choose to prior-
itize their relationship with the DOC to continue serving
their students. It is then incumbent on the wider community
to document the effects of censorship and surveillance and
advocate for better policy and oversight. It is often stated,
aneCdotally, that HEP programs increase safety and security,
and positively change the overall culture of a given facil-

ity. Research that backs up these claims is, however, limited
(Pompco et al. 2017). One important place to start, there-
fore, may be to show that intellectual freedom is not a threat
to security but a critical component of it.
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Prison Book Programs and
Content-Neutral Censorship

Author _Michelle Dillon

As prison censorship on the basis of the content of books commands more public attention, attention
should also be given to policies restricting sources of books within prisons, also termed “content-neutral
censorship.” Content-neutral censorship limits options for book access by people who are incarcerated,
who already have few avenues for access due to suppressed autonomy and lack of disposable income. One
of the most impacted categories of book providers has been prison book programs, which share a mission
to provide free books to incarcerated individuals. In recent years, public outcry has successfully reversed
content-neutral censorship and restored access to prison book programs. This commentary outlines these
issues for readers and suggests a stronger call to action to identify and reverse content-neutral censorship
in the future to sustain the irreplaceable benefits of prison book programs.

ncreasingly, public attention has been drawn to prison censorship triggered by the content

of books. Content-based censorship is a bellwether of broader issues. For example, advocates

have revealed that mailrooms in carceral facilities disproportionately reject books written
by—and written for audiences of—Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (Chan and Dillon
2022), an extension of other oppressions in prison systems (Austin et al. 2020). Pushback on
content-based censorship is important, but alarms must be raised about a second, equally det-
rimental form of censorship in prisons and jails: contene-neutral censorship (Tager 2019). Con-
tent-neutral censorship targets selected book providers. It severely constricts reading materials
by prohibiting small publishers and distributors from providing free and/or used books. Prison
book programs, which distribute free books, are particularly vulnerable to these prohibitions
and have been left without sufficient remedies to restore access.
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Prison book programs are independent community
groups sharing a mission to provide free reading materials
to incarcerated individuals upon request. These programs
supplement unreliable or costly book access, such as prison
libraries (which may have limited inventory and access) or
policies otherwise lirniting books received by an incarcerated
reader to items purchased directly by the reader and shipped
brand-new to the mailroom. Prison book programs, the first
of which began operating in 1972, are typically volunteer led
and decentralized. As independent groups, prison book pro-
grams communicate with networked prison book programs,
but operate with autonomous branding, leadership, and
jurisdictions. A list on the website for Prison Book Program
in Massachusetts (“Books to Prisoners Programs—Prison
Book Program” n.d.) indicates operational prison book pro-
grams within 32 states and the District of Columbia. Some
prison book programs serve small geographic areas while
others send books nationally. Some groups focus on specific
demographics, such as LGBTQ individuals. By responding
directly to request letters, programs can provide tailored
books for each person’s background and goals. Prison book
programs typically form when a group of community mem-
bers recognizes, and commits to mitigating through direct
action, the precariousness of access to books within carceral
facilities.

Access to books may be precarious due to poorly con-
ceived mailroom policies. Prison mailrooms monitor incom-
ing letters, periodicals, and books addressed to incarcerated
individuals. Because mailrooms are perceived by facility
operators as contraband entry points (Shukla, Peterson, and
Kim 2021), strict and frequently altered policies are created.
One increasingly common policy prohibits incarcerated indi-
viduals from receiving original copies of personal letters and
instead substitutes poor quality photocopies (Wang 2022)
on the basis of fears about drug-soaked papers. Policies gov-
erning books and magazines are often vague, leaving room
for bias and individual misinterpretation under the guise of
“facility safety.” For example, Georgia Department of Cor-
rections Policy 227.06 indicates that books can be banned if
“the material is of a type that depicts, describes, encourages,
or has caused . . . disruption of facility security” without any
claboration on those terms (Georgia Department of Correc-
tions 2018).

Concerningly, many facilities have attempted to make
policies to limit sources of books, which impacts the ability
of prison book programs to provide free books. In 2018, the
Pennsylvania Department of Corrections banned all book
donations. If outery had not rescinded the policy, people in
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prisons would have lost access to thousands of free books
each year provided by prison book programs; volunteers
from one targeted prison book program noted that they
could offer wider variety and more consistent access than
small on-site prison libraries and banning prison book pro-
grams would have resulted in incalculable losses (Hughes
2018). Also in 2018, the New York State Department of
Correctional and Community Services attempted to pilot a
new policy which could have restricted sources of books to
just five vendors offering a grand total of 77 books for pur-
chase (Baird 2018). Expressing dismay with the policy, rep-
resentatives of the prison book program Books Through Bars
wrote, “Directive 4911A limits incarcerated people to a few
dozen books and magazines, purchased at a premium from

a handful of favored businesses. . .. Relying on these ven-
dors is another financial burden placed on prisoners, their
friends, their loved ones, and their communities” (Books
Through Bars 2018). In 2019, the Washington State Depart-
ment of Corrections tried to ban all used books from enter-
ing prisons, again citing a rise in contraband (later proven to
be unfounded). This change effectively banned prison book
programs in Washington prisons until—once again—public
outcry reversed the policy (O’Sullivan 2019). Other recent
policy changes have included restriction of procurement of
all books to a single vendor, not only severing access to free
programs but raising serious questions about the procure-
ment process for selecting that book seller (Tomasek 2022).
In all cases, reversals of content-neutral censorship only hap-
pened when public pressure mounted.

Prisons should not create undue barriers to book access.
Such policies are demonstrably ill-conceived and publicly
unpopular given the myriad known benefits of reading for
cager and invested readers. If reliable access to books is to
be maintained, content-neutral censorship must be treated
as seriously as content-based censorship. Like content-based
censorship, content-neutral censorship is often rooted in
vagaries about security, and a lack oi\oversight means that
draconian and unregulated policies continue to be imple-
mented. The outcome is a paucity of reading materials and
increased financial stress on already irnpoverished incarcer-
ated individuals (Sarai 2022). Prison book programs, which
provide irreplaceable access to thousands of free, used books
across the country, must be recognized as legitimate and pro-
tected sources. Access to free prison book programs specifi-
cally needs to be encouraged and cultivated within prisons.
Books cannot be treated as dangerous until proven other-
wise, and neither can long—standing community groups like
prison book programs.
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Libraries can be a lifeline for people who are incarcerated or detained, their families and communities,
yet library and information provision in American carceral settings varies wildly from state to state, and
institution type to institution type. In this Commentary piece we describe how the ALA (with support
from the Mellon Foundation) supported the work of writing a new standard for carceral library provi-
sion in the United States that better meets the needs of a justice-impaceted people and their families. The
new Standards for Library Services for the Incarcerated or Detained provides concise recommendations
and longer “Where it Worked” (WIW) narratives, showcasing how carceral librarians can partner with

a broad range of stakeholders to meet the literacy, learning, legal, and recreational needs of individuals
held in jails, prisons, detention facilities, juvenile facilities, immigration facilities, or prison work camps,
whether public or private, military or civilian, in the United States and its territories. The new Standards
explicitly address the needs of women, LGBTQIA+ people, the aged, people with dementia, people with

a range of disabilities, and people who speak primary languages other than English. Library funding is
often at the discretion of administrators who are not trained librarians, and who may not be aware of
the extensive literature and evidence that demonstrates the importance of privacy of information access
for incarcerated people (Austin 2021; Finlay and Bates 2019; Vogel 1995). The effects of restricted access
to libraries and information have life-long implications for people who are incarcerated or detained, both
inside carceral facilities and after release.
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n 2021, Co-Pls Jeanie Austin and Rachel Kinnon of San Francisco Public Library (SFPL)
were awarded $2,000,000 from the Mellon foundation for “Expanding Information Access

for Incarcerated People,” a collaboration with the American Library Association (ALA).

This granc-funded effort supports numerous initiatives, including a long-overdue update of
ALA’s 1992 Library Standards for Adult Correctional Institutions. In 2021, ALA’s Executive Di-

rector, Tracie Hall, and colleagues in the Office for Diversity, Literacy and Outreach Services,

convened a group of around 40 people with varied experiences using, working in or partnering

with carceral libraries. The group met virtually in late 2021 to discuss their experiences and

insights about what new standards should include. Five project managers were selected by ALA

to lead this effort, and each member of the larger working group selected two committees on

which to serve: Research, Drafting, Review, Convening, and General. These subgroups deter-

mined their own schedules for meeting and collaboration, and full working group meetings

were held ad hoc.

The document that emerged from this large collaborative
effort is the Standards for Libmry Services for the Incarcerated
or Detained. It provides concise recommendations and lon-
ger “Where it Worked” (WIW) narratives, showcasing how
carceral librarians can partner with a broad range of stake-
holders to meet the 1iteracy, learning, legal, and recreational
needs of individuals held in jails, prisons, detention facili-
ties, juveni]e facilities, immigration facilities, or prison work
camps, whether pub]ic or private, rni]itary or civilian, in the
United States and its territories. The new Standards explicitly
address the needs of women, LGBTQIA+ people, the aged,
peop]e with dementia, peopie with a range of disabilities,
and people who speak primary languages other than English.

Drafting Process

The Drafting subgroup for the new Standards include people
who were forrnerly incarcerated, carceral facility librarians,
academics, and non-profit leaders, representing a wide spec-
trum of identities mirroring those the new Standards seck

to address. The Drafting group met weekly from March to
December 2022, and elected Sharaya Olmeda as chair. Under
her leadership, we began a careful clause-by-clause compari-
son of the 1992 ALA Library Standards for Adult Correctional
Institutions with a Working draft of the fourth edition of the
International Federation of Library Associations and Insti-
tutions (IFLA) Guidelines for Library Services to Prisoners—the
third edition was published in 2005. We also shared our own
diverse experiences with American carceral 1ibrary services,
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and Victoria Van Hyning and her students Samancha Tejada
and Britney Bibeault, at the University of‘Maryiand, con-
ducted a literature review, which is freely available (for any-
one with internet access) via a Zotero 1ibrary.

Drafting group member Ray James was one of the origi-
nal authors of The Prisoner’s Right to Read (PRR) and served
on the IFLA Guidelines writing group in 2021. He provided
invaluable insight into how PRR, the IFLA Guidelines, and
our new ALA Standards could be complementary, yet dis-
tinct. The PRR is a short document that was commissioned
and publisbed by ALA in 2010 and amended in 2014 and
2019. Its authors argue that information access is a human
right and that “the denial of intellectual freedom—the right
to read, to write, and to think—diminishes the human spirit
of those segregated from society” (2019). The PRR speaks
out against censorship, and in favor of privacy and the dig-
nity of all who are incarcerated or detained, no matter their
age, race, ethnicity, or other intersecting identities. The IFLA
Guidelines provide greater detail about carceral library provi-
sion around the world, while the new ALA Standards provide
detailed guidance for the American context, supplemented
with WIW examples to encourage adoption of best practices.

The new ALA Standards are designed to push against the
status quo of minimal, censorious, and restrictive infor-
mation access in American carceral facilities. Our goal is
to raise the bar for information access for people who are
incarcerated or detained by providing librarians with the
language and tools they need to advocate for appropriate
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stafﬁng7 resourcing, materials, space, and programming, and
especially greater accessibility, privacy, representation, and
technology provision. The section ticles are:

. Access
Administration
Staffing

Budget

. Facilitcies

. Programs and Services
. Library Materials

0N UTA W

. Performance Assessment

Library standards with the potential to impact 2.3 mil-
lion people (Sawyer and Wagner 2020, 4) in the US carceral
system should be written and carefully reviewed by those
who are most impacted. Therefore, in addition to convening
a diverse Working group in 2021, Hall and ALA leadership
convened a public hearing about lilorary services for incarcer-
ated people at ALA’s annual conference in \X/ashington, DC,
in June 2022. Attendees included formerly incarcerated and
detained people, current public and carceral facility librari-
ans, authors, politicians, educational non—profit leaders, and
academics, who shared their knowledge and experience of
carceral libraries and information access. Participants spoke
on panels, took part in listening sessions, and were provided
a complete draft table of contents (TOC) and draft language
for several subsections of the new ALA Standards. They were
asked to provide feedback on this TOC, and submit WIW
stories about their own experiences of providing or using
carceral library services.

Being innovative in carceral settings can be high—risl{7 and
low-reward, but when implemented successfully, may greatly
improve the lives of people who are incarcerated or detained.
The WIW stories are vital to the new Standards because they
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broaden the number of institutions and voices represented
in the work and provide examples of positive efforts and out-
comes that will hopefully facilitate adoption of good prac-
tice. These examples are vital because carceral facilities are
such closed environments, so it can be difficult to hear about
the good work others are doing, much less emulate it.

From June to September 2022, around 30 stakeholders
offered feedback on the TOC. This feedback informed the
Drafting committee’s full draft of the 8 sections, which was
edited by the Review group (October 2022) and shared with
roughly 30 additional external experts in carceral issues at
a convening at the University of Chicago’s Center for Race,
Politics, and Culture at the Logan Center. In total, more
than 60 readers commented on the Standards before their
publication in 2024.

Conclusion

The Standards will be published as print and e-books by
ALA press in 2024. Two thousand printed copies will be
distributed to carceral facilities around the US, through the
“Expanding Information Access for Incarcerated People”
Mellon grant. This will mark the true beginning of the work.
Standards and manifestos are insufficient in themselves:

we need to raise awareness and incentivize adoption of the
Standards. This means getting them into the hands of incar-
cerated users, and the librarians, carceral staff, and those
who serve—or may stand as barriers to—people’s information
needs. We must also ensure that policy makers and educators
understand the value of‘library and information access, and
train future generations of librarians who can work effec-
tively in or with carceral facilities. The urgent societal needs
that sparked this effort remain and our efforts to meet the
challenges of serving information needs for all members of
our society must persist, because information access is a fun-
damental human right.
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archiving the absences

tracing censorship as a productive force
of racial-capitalist empire

Author aems emswiler

Censorship denotes the suppression of knowledge; black boxes over text, archival absences, administrative
denials and dead ends. However, through my work as a collective member and archivist for a books-to-
prisons project over the last ten years, I have come to understand censorship as much a production of
knowledge as its repression. It generates knowledge not only of the content being censored (e.g, that it is
immoral, threatening, or abnormal), but of the incarcerated patron requesting the item, the sender, the
prison system, and, perhaps most significantly, the nation-state itself. Carceral epistemology attests to
the material power of discourse in manufacturing violent realities out of statist imaginations. This power
relies on the abstraction of words like “rights, justice and freedom” that we so often appeal to within a ju-
ridical framework that ultimately serves racial-capitalist accumulation. Instead, I wonder how we might
radically revise the scope and potentiality of our demands for the present and future. How might an ar-
chive of censorship fragment what we have come to consider reality, so that we might imagine otherwise?

ensorship evokes archival absences, black boxes, bureaucratic dead ends, and other forms
of knowledge suppression. Yet, through the process of archiving “denial notifications”
issued by Texas prisons to incarcerated patrons of the Inside Books Project (IBP), I
have come to understand censorship even more as a production of knowledge than its suppres-
sion. This knowledge, a carceral epistemology, is generated through racialized, gendered, and
colonialist discourse and practices that course through prison policy. These practices are often
opaque, arbitrary, and undocumented, making them difficult to combat. Therefore, the Inside
Books Project Archive (IBPA) works to collect, preserve, provide access to these records, and in

turn exposing the power relations at play.
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The records I collect, arrange, pre-
serve, and digitize are carbon copies, one
for the incarcerated recipient of the mail,
one for the sender (the books-to-prisons
collective, IBP), and one for the prison,
with the information and addresses of
cach. The notifications include whether
the decision is appealable or not (if it
was appealed once and denied, it can
never be appealed again), and the book’s
“disposition,” or whether the mail will
be returned “at the offender’s expense”
or “destroyed.” The incarcerated recipi-
ent, most of whom do not have funds to
return mail, are generally compelled to
check the latter.

In Giving Offense: Essays on Censorship,
J. M. Coetzee (2003, 6) says “state censor-
ship presents itself as a bulwark between
society and forces of subversion or moral
corruption.” TDC]J censorship practices
starkly demonstrate this statist rationale.
Employees must identify the categori-
cal “reasons for denial,” page numbers of
the “objectionable material,” and provide
their “remarks.” These comments are usu-
ally abstract, ambiguous statements like
“sexual,” “racial,” or “risk.” with no cor-
responding page numbers. These generic
rationalizations demonstrate the ten-
dency for employees to make subjective
moralizations that can be provoked by
the title, cover page, author, and back
summary, before the book’s contents
itself are even examined.'

Furthermore, the evolution of the
denial notification’s language provides
a genealogy of carceral discourse. For
instance, a notification in 2013 lists
“detrimental to offenders rehabilitation,
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Figure 1. A Texas Department of Criminal Justice publication review/denial
notification for Auto Repair for Dummies by Deanna Sclar.

because it would encourage homosexual or deviant criminal leaving “deviant criminal sexual behavior” (figures 2-3). The

sexual behavior™ while later versions remove “homosexual,” discursive conflation of‘queerness with “criminal deviancy”

(which they otherwise apply to books that contain rape and
incest) points to logics undergirding censorship even while

1. e.g., Dante’s Inferno is banned because a cover of one edition these logics are redacted in the official discourse.

features “sexually explicit images.” Even editions that do not

have this cover or “explicit images” are denied.
2. Publication Review/Denial Notification for The Best of the

Group of Seven by Joan Murray, TDC]J Censorship Collection, www.permanent.org/p/archive/08he-0000/08he-0039/871797
Series C, 27 August 2013, Inside Books Project Archive, heeps:// Jrecord/08he-003t.
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These archival traces illuminate not
only what content the prison consid-
ers objectionable, immoral, or threaten-
ing, but it simultaneously ascribes these
Criminalizing moralizations onto the
identicies of the incarcerated patrons
requesting LBGTQIA+ literature. These
Criminalizing ascriptions are particularly
applied to Black, Indigenous, and People
of color (BIPOC) narratives, histories,
and authors. Therefore, many notifica-
tions will check-mark “deviant criminal
sexual behavior” and Vaguely remark,
“racial,” such as the denial of Black-Eyed
Susans; Classic Stories By and About Black
Women.? Also common is the intersection
of “racial remarks” with the category C:
“contains information a reasonable per-
son would construe as written solely for
the purpose of communicating informa-
tion designed to achieve the breakdown
of prisons through offender strikes, riots,
or security threat group activity,” applied
to Narrative of the Life of Frederick Dou-
glass (figure 4).* That the narrative of
an enslaved person pursuing liberation
through, among other techniques, the
practices of reading and self-education,
is considered a security risk by the prison
today, reveals how carceral epistemol-
ogies are rooted in the racial-capitalist
genealogies of the stare. Speaking on the

3. Publication Review/Denial Notifica-
tion for Black-Eyed Susans; Classic Stories
By and About Black Women, ed. Mary Helen
Washington, TDC]J Censorship Collection,
Inside Books Project Archive, 20 March 2013,
https://ibparchive.texasaﬁerviolence.org
[files/original/e7d1731b75579b43355
745b8140212a8.jpg.

4. Publication Review/Denial Notification
for, TDCJ Censorship Collection, Narrative
of the life of Frederick Douglass, an American
Slave, by Frederick Douglass, Inside Books
Project Archive, 19 August 2012, heeps://ib
parchive.texasafterviolence.org/files/original

/1201dfc25ae2faf7cd0e5f6e8ac6ef75.jpg.
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Figure 2. Category D in aform from 2013.

Figure 3. Category D in a form from 2014.

Figure 4. A Texas Department of Criminal Justice publication review/deni-

al notification for Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American

Slave by Robert O'Meally.
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de-radicalization and de-Africanization
required to produce “Good American-
ized blacks,” Mumia Abu Jamal says:

Censorship is a tool utilized to preserve
the status quo, and to “protect” people
from what are deemed uncomfortable
social realities. Censorship, in a white
supremacist state, creates an abnormal
norm, and disappears that which does
not conform. (Abu-Jamal, Hanrahan, and

Walker 2001, 111)

In this sense, the censorship not only
disappears the content but the people
who “do not conform” (those who are

” W

“Criminaiiy queer, racial,” and threat-
ening to the nation-state) through incar-
ceration, solitary confinement, and
state-sanctioned death. Abu Jamal him-
self is serving life without parole.

Over the years, | have experimented
with methods for archiving and provid—
ing access to these censorship records
that do not replicate carceral logics
and the compulsory visibility incar-
cerated people experience (non-con-
sensual production and distribution
of‘images7 persona] information, state
assessments and judicial convictions).

If the prison utilizes archival power of
description, records management, and
access to generate knowledge about its
populations, how might we disrupt this
power through counter-archival tac-
tics? How can digitization, description,
online access, and geolocation (mapping)
practices be abolitionist, 1iberat0ry,

and even insurrectionist? If, as Coetzee
claims, “the power of the powerful to
defend themselves against representa-
tions of them is surprisingiy limited; and
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Figure 5. A Texas Department of Criminal Justice publication review/denial
notification for Black Eye’s Susans, edited by Mary Helen Washington.

power: the production of categories, typologies, descriptions

the more accurate the representation, the more limited chis and access (or compulsory visibility) that generate notions of
power” (6), can an accessible, well-described, and mapped belonging, normalcy, and worth. As Katherine McKiterick
out archive of prison censorship practices disrupt their unex-  tells us, “Description is not liberation. Description is empire”
amined, criminaiizing mechanisms? (McKicerick 2021). Raciai—capitaiist empire seeks to instill
Benedict Anderson has famously traced the concept of carceral epistemology into our own understandings of the
the nation as an “imagined community” produced through imprisoned, of justice, and the role of the state, so that we
techniques and tools like the census, map, and museum cannot imagine a world otherwise. In the same sense “it
(Anderson 1991). Each of these ieverages archival forms of is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of
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Capitalism” (Fisher 2009, 1). However, I am fortified by
Ursula K LeGuin’s (2014) words:

Hard times are coming, when we’ll be wanting the voices of
[those] who can see alternatives to how we live now, can see
through our fear-stricken society and its obsessive technol-
ogies to other ways of being, and even imagine real grounds
for hope. ... We live in capitalism. [ts power seems inescap-
able. So did the divine right ofkings. Any human power can
be resisted and changed by human beings. Resistance and
change often begin in art, and very often in our art, the art
of words.

The digital archive of these records is in a process of
migration between platforms, and the records await more
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rich description. In the next years, I hope to have hundreds
of them available online, where others can trace their log-
ics and discourse, use them to combat censorship practices,
and better understand how carceral epistemologies oper-
ate across and outside of prisons to criminalize and dis-
pose of “non-normative” bodies. Prison censorship practices
attest to the power of discourse in manufacturing violent
realities and deprivations. This power relies on the abstrac-
tions that serve racial—capitalism, white supremacy, com-
pulsory cis-heteronormativity, ableism, and xenophobia. I
wonder how grassroots archives informed by abolitionist
praxis might radically revise the scope and potentiality of
our demands for the present and future; to fragment what
we have come to consider reality, so that we might imagine
otherwise.
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Librarians’ Experiences of
Censorship in Carceral Facilities
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This commentary reviews responses about censorship in a nationwide survey of academic, public, and sim-
ilar librarians and library staff who provide information to incarcerated people.

or librarians who work with incarcerated people, censorship is often inherent in main-

taining any kind of library services, whether the need to censor is communicated direct-

ly by carceral staff; invoked in policy, or shaped by a library worker’s interpretation of
their role in the institution (Conrad 2017). While at times censorship seems to shape the entire
library collection in a carceral facility, librarians have found many ways to build professional
rapport with facility staff, subvert demands for censorship, and build robust collections despite
prohibitions on certain types of materials (Arford 2016).

Regardless of formal and informal censorship practices, they had encountered censorship in their work, and other,
people who are incarcerated do gain access to information, open—ended comments serve to describe the nature of the
books, and established library services. Our ongoing research  challenges that library workers are facing in carceral settings.
on library services and incarceration, first presented in a A follow-up survey launched the following year added to this
series of articles in Library Journal (see ]ordan—Make]y and picture ofcensorship as an enduring and menacing obstacle
Austin 2021; ‘]ordan—Makely, Austin, and Brammer 2022), without clear demarcations.
invited librarians in the field to share their experiences with In some instances, respondents to our surveys mentioned
censorship and self-censorship, among other factors that that incarcerated patrons’ lack of access to technology was
shape or limit the services their libraries provide. Almost a major driver ofcensorship, noting that some prisons are
two-thirds of those who responded to this 2021 survey said allowing access to electronic sources such as offline versions
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of JSTOR. One information worker described this as an
issue Qf“technologica] infrastructure,” and another noted
that access was “extremely restricted by [the] lack of Inter-
net access in the prison,” suggesting a fundamental short-
coming across the entire facility rather than a lack ofspecific
resources.

The content review process was also frequently men-
tioned. In some instances, book reviews were conducted by
facility staff. Reviews varied from requiring faci]ity staff
approval of proposed titles to purchase, to surveillance and
removal of items from existing library collections, to formal
review committees for challenged materials that included a
librarian. A respondent required to submit proposed titles
for review noted that “many titles were canceled through this
process.” In the instance of a review committee, the director
of library services for the state was included as a reviewer of’
Challenged materials. This is one of the more ideal scenar-
ios described, as review has been recognized as a means by
which facilities forestall access to materials (Gaines 2019).

In attempting to comp]y with fhcility restrictions, infor-
mation workers themselves sometimes engage in censor-
ship7 in turn shaping and limiting the collections available to
people who are incarcerated. “Censorship is an unfortunate
necessity in this environment,” one respondent opined. “We
are required to deliberately filter out materials that include
depictions of violence, nudity (incl. medical), pornography,
detailed maps, weaponry, hate speech and the like.”

Indeed, the list of reasons for prohibiting materials is pur-
posefully broad and arbitrary in many instances, and inter-
pretations of restrictions can change according to who is
making the decision. “They have rejected materials because
of the content, i.c., calling things pornographic or violent
that we would not have,” seems to be a common experience.

Security, or the concern that materials might somehow
incite violence—or be used as weapons themselves, in the
case of hardcover books and staples—was a recurring theme.
Nudity and sexuality were also highlighted as justifications
that were used to prohibit specific materials, a particu-
lar concern because this could include LGBTQ+ materials.
Researchers who focus on information access for incarcer-
ated people have noted that criteria for refusing materials,
including that materials constitute a threat to the facility,
have been used to prohibit incarcerated people’s access to
books about their own identities, including materials about
racial belonging and racism, and have even classified access-
ing relevant medical information as self-endangerment (Aus-
tin et al. 2020; PEN America 2019).

Languages other than those that could be read by
staff were also mentioned several times, including text in
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Hebrew. This echoes a larger trend to ban materials in lan-
guages other than English, as occurred across the entire
Michigan prison system. While this ban has been somewhat
lifted, the ACLU believes that ongoing censorship of mate-
rials in languages other than English constitutes a violation
of first amendment rights (Polo 2022). We also collected
evidence of censorship that infringed on religious freedoms,
and where information workers pushed back against facility
staff to defend their patrons’ Constitutional rights.

As librarians working with incarcerated people and
researchers focused on the role of library services within
carceral facilities, we routinely hear that access to books
and information is a lifeline, a survival mechanism, a way
to plan for a future, maintain a sense of self and connec-
tion to the outside world, and more. Lack of access to books
and information inside is widespread; we've heard of prison
systems with one (or less, when the position is unfilled)
librarian consulting for the entire state, of hostile prison
librarians, and have read about prison systems that control
information to the extent that they forbid journaling (Swee-
ney 2010). Despite all of this, incarcerated people, and the
information workers who advocate alongside them, do cre-
ate robust networks for sharing information and books.

Despite the instances of censorship in this commentary,
it is important to note that restrictions are not ubiquitous
and vary from facility to facility or even between areas in a
single prison. A handful of respondents denied any direct
instances of censorship on the part of the carceral facilities
where they worked. This may have been shaped by care-
ful selection policies. As one respondent stated, “I've heard
stories of library and educational materials being rejected,
but it hasn’t happened to me yet. We do second-guess some
of our choices (of materials to bring in) though.” These
instances remind us that formal policies and actual practices
can differ, that materials determined to be a threat (such as
hardcover books) are often available inside of facilities (with
little instances of actual threat), and that, when it comes
to information, the barriers to access are more porous than
they may be in the public imagination.

More information about censorship in prisons, includ-
ing banned books lists, is available through The Mar-
shall Project (2023). More information on prison media
review policies and practices is available in an ITHAKA
S+R report (Pokornowski, Tanaka, and Epps 2023). Addi-
tional resources on library services for incarcerated people
are available through the San Francisco Public Library’s
“Expanding Information Access for Incarcerated People”
grant project, which is graciously made possible by the Mel-
lon Foundation (2023).
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Banning Self-Empowerment

A Case Study on Distribution of a Creative Writing Guide to
Incarcerated Persons in the US

Author _ Moira Marquis

The Sentences that Create Us: Crafting a Writers Life in Prison is a creative writing published by
Haymarket Books in early 2022 and through a grant from the Mellon Foundation, 75,000 free copies will
be distributed to incarcerated people and prison-based writing programs. By mailing Sentences directly
and without cost to incarcerated folx that request it, PEN America’s Prison and Justice Writing Program
hoped to provide current information on publishing, best practices on developing a writing practice and
support and encouragement to either initiate writing as a practice or to refine and try to publish writ-

ing. However, the distribution of the book has also highlighted the ways in which state Department of
Corrections (DOC) or the Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP) actively seck to suppress the dissemination

of self-empowering knowledge. Due to these myriad and diverse methods of censorship, delivery of The
Sentences that Create Us has been hampered and many people who have requested the book have been
denied the ability to read it and therefore cultivate a writer’s life inside. This article details the most major
challenges to distribution of the book, which have been a statewide ban based on the book’s contents in
Florida as well as a ban on distribution in Michigan because Haymarket Books was not included in the
state Department of Correction’s approved list of vendors. These instances demonstrate the numerous ways
carceral systems infringe on free expression, first amendment rights, and due process rights of incarcerated
people. The article ends with suggestions for a multi-tiered strategy to combat the underlying logic that
justifies these practices including empowering incarcerated people to challenge censorship, public awareness
campaigns as well as litigation.

he Sentences that Create Us: Crafting a Writer’s Life in Prison is a creative writing antholo-

gy written by currently and formerly incarcerated writers, prison-based educators and

other justice-impacted authors (Meissner 2022). It was published by Haymarket Books
in early 2022 and through a grant from the Mellon Foundation, more than 47,000 free copies
have been distributed to incarcerated writers and prison-based writing programs. To date,
more than 40,000 copies have been discributed.
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The publication of this work was an effort to provide
incarcerated people with a resource that can empower them
to tell their stories, share their ideas, and recount events the}7
experience inside. By rnailing Sentences directly and without
cost to incarcerated people that request it, PEN America’s
Prison and Justice Writing Program (PJW) hoped to provide
writers inside with current information on publishing, best
practices on developing writing praxis and encouragement to
cither start writing or refine their work. The book’s chapters
offer advice on how to write in specific genres, how to tackle
many of the issues that come with writing while inside, both
pragmatically and ernotionally, as well as concrete informa-
tion on how to get fellowships and be published.

In the course of distributing this book, PJW has encoun-
tered the ways in which state Department of Corrections
(DOC) and the Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP) actively
seck to suppress the dissemination of self-~empowering
knowledge. Carceral book bans represent the most pervasive
and legal censorship in the United States (Marquis and Luna
2023). Some states, such as Florida and North Carolina, have
committees Comprised ofexperts, including college profes—
sors, who review literature and determine whether the con-
tent should be permissible in prisons and jails. There are doc-
umented procedures and once determinations are made that
a book’s contents are not permissible for people inside, the
book is officially banned in these states. Florida’s list of these
content-based banned books grows each year and is cur-
rently around 20,000 titles long (Marquis and Luna 2023).
Other states, such as Michigan, ban books also through con-
tent-neutral policies such as delivery methods or format.

For example, Michigan has an “approved vendor” policy that
limits the delivery of books to five distributors who are uni-
laterally approved by the state. Books ordered from all other
sources are subject to rejection by mailroom staft (Austin

et al. 2020). Many states also empower individual Wardens
to determine whether content is permissible in their facili-
ties or not. This can lead to the banning of all books unless
approved by a facility staff member. One facility employing
this strategy is Northpoint Training Center in Kentucky.
The warden of the institution, Kevin Mazza, has required
each book sent to be mailed to the Programs Caseworker
who inspects each book and determines whether the incar-
cerated person it is addressed to should be allowed to have it
(McKinney 2022). When PJW spoke with Assistant Warden
Stephanie Hughes, she said: “What could be done in order to
make that information and those items quote legal or legit
and there’s not any way to do that. It will have to be mailed
to the Programs Caseworker. It will have to be reviewed by
him and then distributed if it’s approved” (personal commu-
nication, October 9, 2022). Due to these myriad and diverse
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methods of censorship, delivery of The Sentences that Create
Us has been hampered and many people who have requested
the book have been denied the ability to read it and there-
fore cultivate a writer’s life inside prison.

While this article details the most major challenges to dis-
tribution of the book, it is noteworthy that there are likely
many, many more instances of the book being denied than
are catalogued here. Prison mailroom staff have near uni-
lateral power in determining which books make it to which
incarcerated people. Decisions can be made on the basis of
personal actitudes towards the recipient, whether a person is
currently being disciplined, and many other decisions that
are not represented in any official policy (Marquis 2022).
One pervasive rationale is whether a book is Christian (Har-
ris 2022). In 2017 Mississippi institutions began denying all
books except Christian ones (Orlansky and McDuft 2024).
Big House Books, a prison books program based in Jackson,
along with the Mississippi Center for Social Justice, sued the
state who settled rather than go to court. Although resolved
quickly, these attempts indicate that the culture of correc-
tional institutions in Mississippi, like other places, is one
which is threatened by non-Christian ideas. The evidence
for this practice is largely obscured but becomes apparent
when all official decisions grant permission to the literature
and then, the books become “lost” or suffer similar mishaps
that continue to prevent incarcerated people from obtain-
ing them (Adler-Bolton 2022). While we cannot document
the true number of copies lost to these unofficial prac-
tices, the quantity of books censored by official practices is
high enough to indicate that carceral censorship represents
a consistent and widespread limiting of knowledge and
skills to incarcerated people which denies their freedom of
expression.

Statewide Content-Specific Banning

A librarian with the Florida Department of Corrections first
informed PEN America’s Prison and Justice Writing Program
that The Sentences that Create Us book was initially banned
three months earlier on April 14, 2022. The initial ban was
submitted by mailroom staft at Madison Correctional Insti-
tution and cited pages 121-28 for “showing how to write
prison journals.” The cited chapter is titled “The Prison Jour-
nalism’s Project Quick Journalism Reference Guide” and
includes guidelines for echical journalistic practices as well as
explanation of the genre and methods for interviewing and
writing news articles. The Notice of Impoundment criteria
selected to support this was (15)(p): “Otherwise presents a
threat to the security, order, or rehabilitative objectives of
the correctional system or the safety of any person” (Flor-
ida Department of Corrections 2020b). Neither Hayrnarket
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Books nor PEN America were notified at the time of this
ban, which is required loy the state policy (Florida Depart—
ment of Corrections 2020a).! This means that copies of the
book which were mailed to incarcerated people in Florida
between April and August 2022 were likely destroyed—e.g.,
thrown in the trash-by mailroom staff; if the staff consulted
the banned book list and followed policy. Mailroom staff in
Florida prisons are required to have a high school diploma.
There is training for mailroom staff, as a part of the hiring
process, in identifying what literature to flag. In practice,
we know little of what chis looks like since the official mail
policies and procedures are not detailed in the Employee
Handbook (“Employee Handbook” 2018). This lack of trans-
parency likely masks inconsistency in this process The orig-
inal notation for the concern was noted as: “Pages 121-128
the book is: bhowmg how to Write Prison Journqls and this
information leads to teaching inmates how to make money
(hy publishing and selling) while still incarcerated.” How-
ever, this differed from the Notice of Impoundment when it
was reported. In the subsequent review, no additional clarifi-
cation was forthcoming about the cause for either concern.

Under legal advice, PEN America and Haymarl{et Books
mailed a demand letter and a copy of Sentences to Saritza
Legault, who is the head of library services, as directed by
Florida state policy in order to appeal the decision. Legault
explained that the Florida Literature Review Commit-
tee meets once every two weeks. At the time the book was
banned, the committee was staffed by three members: Dr.
Melvin Herring, Timothy Hooten and Clifford Neel. Dr.
Herring has a PhD in Social Work from the University of
North Carolina Greensboro and currently directs the Mas-
ters of Social Work program at Johnson C. Smith University,
an HBCU in North Carolina. Timothy Hooten was previ-
ously a colonel correctional officer and, as of 2019, serves as
the correctional service administracor for Region III. Clif-
ford Neel is the designee for the Bureau Chief of Inmate
Grievance and Appeals (Perry 2018). These three people
convene every two weeks and review the literature that has
been identified by mailroom staff as potentially problematic.
Policy dictates that each member of the committee read each
piece of literature they are evaluating in its entirety.

After initiated, the appeal process was delayed for three
iterations of the committee meeting, delaying the decision
for six weeks after all materials had been received. The first
time the committee didn’t review the decision PEN Amer-
ica was informed it was due to too many other items on
the agenda. The second time, Legault left a message that

1. Florida DOC established these policies in June 2020 during
the height of the initial pandemic lockdown.
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the representative from security operations was not pres-
ent so no decision would be forthcoming until that person
voted. On the third meeting, Legault said that one commit-
tee member upheld the ban, one overturned it and the chird
left their publisher reviews blank, which means they did not
register their vote. Legault said the tie—hreaking committee
member was a first-time participant in puhlishers’ Challenge
for the FLRC. He did not realize he had to read the whole
book so, they gave him another day to make a decision. That
information was conveyed on Friday. On Monday, November
28,2022, Legault confirmed that the book ban on Sentences,
based on criteria (15)(p), has been upheld by a commit-

tee vote of 2:1. PEN America was issued a letter signed by
Dr. Herring that restated the state policies and the criteria
under which the book was censored. State policy indicates
that content bans, once appealed, cannot be reevaluated for
five years.

On January 10, 2023, Haymarket Books received another
Florida rejection, dated November 3, 2022. This time (15)(0)
was cited as an additional rationale to 15(p). (15)(0) prohih—
its books that: “contain(s] an advertisement promoting any
of the following: (1) Three—way calling services; (2) Pen pal
services; (3) The purchase of products or services with post-
age stamps; or (4) Conducting a business or profession while
incarcerated” (Florida Department of Corrections 2020b).
The mailroom person completing the form cited pages
167-70 as “slader [sic| of the justice system, info on making
money from publishing which incarcerated”; pages 175-79,
“on publishing in prison”; and pages 180-84, “info on copy-
rights and conducting business.” It’s unclear how a copy of
Sentences even made it to this mailroom since neither PEN
America nor Haymarket Books were mailing copies to Flor-
ida institutions since we learned of the initial ban in August
2022. However, the submission of this second round of
paperwork highlights several issues within the already prob-
lematic system of carceral censorship. First is the fact that
the book was already listed on the banned list. This means
that overzealous FDOC employees, from the mailroom staff
who filed redundant paperwork, to the bureaucrats who
mailed Haymarket Press the notification, are not even exam-
ining existing lists or appeals. The discrepancy in the cen-
sorship criteria is indicative of the arbitrariness of these
mailroom staff content scans. Lastly, the stated rationale is
not supported by the writing and reflects the lack of critical
reading or potentially low literacy level of the mailroom staft
making these judgments.

The first page cites an essay by incarcerated author
Thomas Bartlett Whitaker, “The Price of Remaining
Human,” who has won first place three times for fiction and
essay in the PEN Prison Writing Contest, and his writing
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has been published in the Solitary Watch anthology, Hell Is
a Very Small Place. More than 150 pieces of his writing have
been published on Minutes Before Six, the nonprofit web-
site project he founded in 2007 upon his arrival in prison.
He spent 11 years on Texas Death Row before heing granted
clernency in February 2018. In his short chapter Whitaker
writes,

You may think that chis [writing] is a hustle that will pave
the way to prison riches. It won’t. We've all met guys that
claim to be bankinéT off book royalties and movie options. A
guy in the next section professes to have sold more than forty
thousand copies of his urban novel. This is, to put it simply,
alie. .. you will never be adequately remunerated for your

trouble. (169)

As a successful and prolific writer Whitaker’s caution that
writing is not an undertaking to be done for the purposes of
gaining wealth seems obvious and reveals the FDOC’s para-
noia. Additionally, while people inside may not be able to
accept the modest payments they could potentially receive
for their writing, the income could assist their families in
supporting their incarceration which is incredibly costly.
Phone calls, travel to visit and money for additional food,
clothing and toiletries from the prison cornmissary—which is
exorbitantly priced—all deplete incarcerated people’s fam-
ilies. Additionally, the rationale that people inside cannot
create because they cannot receive compensation could be
challenged. Writing does not guarantee publication.

While established procedures for review committees of
carceral Censorship assert these processes ensure transpar-
ency and equity, the capriciousness and inconsistency of cen-
sorship can be easily seen in the case of The Sentences that Cre-
ate Us.? Careful reading is not prioritized at any point, from
the initial review which is hastily done in a mailroom that
likely has thousands of pieces of mail to examine and sort by
a person without adequate qualifications for judging con-
tent, to review committees that may have three to four books
to read and adjudicate every two weeks in addition to other

2. While Florida has banned The Sentences that Create Us based
on content, Texas, the other state with a similarly extensive
content-specific banned book list-numbering around 8,500
titles as of 2021—has ordered 700 copies of Sentences and staff
at PEN America’s Prison and Justice Writing Program have met
with state level adminiscrators of both libraries and the Wyn-
dham School District, which runs educational programs at all
state-level facilities in Texas (“Banned Books Lists” 2015). This
disparity highlights the arbitrary nature of content-specific
bans even within similar ideological contexts.
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full time jobs. The stated rationales can be contradictory and
when “security concerns” are cited there is little to no expla-
nation for what these concerns are or documentation on the
validity of such concerns.

It is Challenging to contest all the misinformation—includ-
ing the conflicting rationales for hanning—within the let-
ter appeal process. The system in Florida seems deliberately
set-up to enable justification of censorship based on claims
that are not required to be supported with evidence. Com-
bined with the fact that the state did not submit the paper-
work to Hayrnarl(et which is required by their own policy
and yet there were no consequences, means the DOC is cas-
ily able to make and uphold unsubstantiable claims and is
solely able to dismiss appeals for procedural violations.

This rubber stamp censorship means there is lictle left to
do but litigate. The assertion that a creative writing guide
represents a threat to the security of the prison may seem
casily challenged in courts of law. However, content-based
ban challenges only have a fifty percent success rate, accord-
ing to Paul \X/right, Executive Director of the Human Rights
Defense Center (HRDC), who has led the legal fight against
both content based and content neutral bans in prisons for
the last thirty years (\X/right 2022). For example7 the Sev-
enth Circuit federal court upheld a Wisconsin Department
of Corrections ban on all Dungeons and Dragons books, argu-
ing that role playing games constitute a threat to the security
of carceral facilities because they encourage the formation
of bonds between incarcerated people, which could then be
used to challenge carceral authority (Sample 2010). These
role-playing books are highly requested by incarcerated peo-
ple. They offer ideas for how to create characters that feature
in this game that can be played without any other materials
and in ways that don’t demand people share the same space.
They're also complete fantasy—with people taking on roles
of magicians and monsters. This ruling demonstrates how
carceral censorship relies on specious claims and evidence is
not required when these bans are upheld. There is no doc-
umented attempt of a role-playing fantasy game fomenting
prison rebellion. But it does beg a larger question as well: If
the security of carceral institutions is threatened through
human interaction then what is carceral order?

Mariame Kaba and others argue that incarceration is
itself censorship (2021). Isolating someone in a cage or dorm
foreclosures community deliberately through the limiting
of potential interactions with both other incarcerated peo-
ple as well as those outside prison walls. Incarcerated peo-
ples’ voices are silenced through isolation which is widely
perceived of as necessary to maintain safety (Kaba 2021).
Recently, there have been a wave of book bans targeting
schools and libraries. While many are justly outraged, the
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foundational logic that validates this information control
has its basis in carceral culture. That is: Ideas are dangerous
and the free circulation of ideas threatens security and order.
So at home in carceral spaces, it is unsurprising that this
concept has seeped out the prison walls to justify the cen-
sorship of books in schools and libraries and more broadly
the censure of ideas, such as the condemnation of “woke-
ness” as threatening the social order. The belief that free
expression is justly curtailed in the name ofsafety enables
the extension of carceral protectionism to all people under
a paterna]istie claim of concern that is aetualiy forec]osing
self-determination, self-~empowerment and autonomy.
\X/right (2022) indicated chat challenging the con-
tent-based ban on Sentences in Florida courts would likely be
ineffective since Florida judges are unlikely to pass a judge-
ment that would undermine the DOCs ability to limit the
content of books inside. This is partly due to the political
orientation of Florida judges, and partly due to the wide-
spread appointment of Federal judges by the Trump admin-
istration which filled many vacant posts throughout the
country creating a legacy that will make adjudicating checks
on prison authorities ehalienging nationwide. However, even
prior to Trump appointments and in other states with less
widespread support for carceral practices content-based legal
challenges only had a 50 percent success rate. According to
Wright (2022), court arguments can get bogged down on
one sentence in a two hundred page book. While it could be
helpful to accumulate evidence through empirical research
that literature does not have a demonstrable impact on the
security of prisons and jails, the United States legal system
is largely reliant on precedent and carceral censorship has a

long legacy.

Statewide Content-Neutral Bans

The Sentences that Create Us has not only been censored due
to content but was also rejected by two prisons in Miehigan
because the publisher, Hayrnarket Books, was not listed on
the Miehigan DOC’s website as an approved vendor (Mich-
igan Department of Corrections n.d.). Michigan DOC sent
official notice of package/mail rejections (PD 05.03.118)
dated September 28 and 22, 2022 to Haymarket through the
mail which were received and conveyed to PEN America on
October 5, 2022. The Michigan DOC website lists only six
distributors: Amazon, Barnes and Noble, Hamilcon Books (a
Michigan bookstore), The Michigan DOC website, Schuler
Books (a local bookstore) and Walmart. Prison Legai News
also states that “Prisoners also may receive publications
ordered by members of the public from a publisher provided
the publication is not used, was sent direct]y to the prisoner
by the publisher, and does not otherwise violate this policy.”
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This begs the question why there is an approved vendor
policy at all and why the two facilities that rejected The Sen-
tences that Create Us, Handlon Correctional and Oaks Cor-
rectional, did so by stating that Haymarket Books was not
an approved vendor. Haymarket Books distributes through
Ingram Distribution, which distributes hundreds of publish-
ers. The distribution warchouse that mails each copy of Sen-
tences wraps each book in cardboard covering, complete with
barcode mailing label and invoice. It is uniikeiy that chis
package would be perceived as being mailed by an individual
or non-business, which is what this policy purports to target.
After being informed of these rejections, PEN Ameri-
ca’s Prison and Justice Writing Program attempted to con-
tact the Michigan DOC in order to inquire about the policy
and how to become an approved vendor. However, the web-
site did not identify personnel who could be a resource for
chis inquiry. PJW called the Michigan DOC (517.899.5497)
and left a message asking for an application to become an
approved vendor. No acknowledgement of the phone mes-
sage was received and so, PJW reached out to a contact
familiar with the Michigan DOC who recommended Kyle
Kaminski. On October 18, 2022 Mr. Kaminski was called
and emailed a demand letter, which was also mailed through
certified mail, asking for information on who to contact
regarding the rejections. We also noted that PEN America, as
a free speech organization, opposes policies that would limit
peoples’ access to information and literature on principle.
Kaminski replied on October 19, 2022, stating it wasn’t
his jurisdiction but cc'd two people, Tammy West and
Norma Ki]iough, who work for Corrections Facilities
Administration as the responsible staff. West is not listed in
the DOC information online while Ki]]ough is but the num-
ber listed has been disconnected. Therefore both were unable
to be reached through phone. When there was no follow-up,
PJW called Andy Phelps on October 25, 2022, because he is
listed on the DOC website as the resource for “policy ques-
tions.” He confirmed that Killough was the person to speak
with but the number provided to reach her was the general
MDOC number which rang until it hung up. This call was
made at 9:50 a.m. eastern standard time on October 25,
2022. PJW also called the general number for the Michigan
DOC Correctional Facilities Administration. The voice-
mail message was delivered with no mention of name or
department but we left a message, at 10:08 a.m., and again,
no call was returned. On November 21, 2022, PEN Amer-
ica received an email from Norma Killough that included an
attachment detailing the state mail policy. She wrote:

Please be advised that the rejection of the book at these two
facilities was done in error as the facilities failed to recognize
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that Haymarl(et Press was both the publisher of the book

as well as the sender of the book. The book has since been
delivered to the prisoners it was addressed to. With rela-
tion to your request for information regarding becoming an
authorized vendor for the Michigan Department of Correc-
tions, please be advised that the Department is not currently
seeking to expand the number of vendors authorized to sell
books to persons confined to our facilities. However, as a
book publisher, our policy on Prisoner Mail PD 05.03.118,
permits prisoners to purchase and receive directly from your
company books that you publish. I have attached a copy of

our pOliC_y to tl’liS message as a reference.

This response articulates the contradiction in the policy
clearly as Killough both states that the mail is being assessed
based on whether it has been sent by an approved vendor as
well as denying the addition of book distributors and pub-
lishers to the list of approved vendors, indicating that all
distributors and vendors are already approved. This obfusca-
tion seems as intentional as the lack of transparency regard-
ing employees overseeing this system on the Michigan DOC
website and the failure to both answer the phone and pro-
vide correct phone numbers. While PJW was able to fol-
low—up on these rejections most independent publishers and
small bookstores do not have the capacity to devote the nec-
essary time and attention to prison impoundments.

Unlike content-specific bans, all content-neutral bans
HRDC has litigated have been overturned. This means that
content-neutral bans are ripe for legal intervention. Prison
book bans that limit used books, free books and other con-
tent-neutral criteria that are embedded in the Michigan
DOC policy have been overturned elsewhere as an unjus-
tiftable limit to publisher’s free speech (“Litigation” n.d.).
However, DOCs such as Michigan have become savvy to the
court’s inability to justify content-neutral bans and there-
fore preemptively moot cases by granting approval when
pushed. This is what happened in the case with Sentences.
Because Killough stated the rejections were made in error
and asserted Haymarket Books already had approved status
due to their role as the publisher of the book, there are no
grounds for litigation moving forward on the rejection of
Sentences by these facilities.

As in Florida, after this resolution, Haymarket Books
received another notification of impoundment and rejec-
tion from Michigan DOC citing unapproved vendor status
again on March 15, 2023. Additionally, the form was sub-
mitted by the same DOC official, P. Dickson, at the same
facility, Handlon Correctional, as submitted the firstc time.
This means that the state did not inform the mailroom staff
responsible for the initial bans about the overturning of
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their banning, nor inform them that the approved vendor
policy includes all publishers. Once again, overzealous iden-
tification of books as impermissible is widespread and there
is more effort devoted to banning than adhering to policy-
even though DOC:s set their own policies. Like Florida’s pro-
cedure, the burden is entirely placed on the distributors and
publishers of books and is not followed by the DOC.

Even when content-neutral bans are legally struck down,
enforcing compliance is challenging. HRDC has had to send
letters and in some instances threaten litigation again when
they learn their publication, Prison Legal News, is being
rejected by a facility even in places where they have success-
fully struck down content-neutral bans (Wright 2022). Con-
tent-neutral bans could theoretically be litigated in multiple
states at once for due process violations since, as the case
from Michigan highlights, there are no policies in place to
approve vendors in most instances. The risk of this tactic
is that if conflicting judgements were levelled by different
judges, it would be disadvantageous to further litigation.

Next Steps

The lack of clearly efficacious legal strategy means challeng-
ing prison censorship demands other strategies and tac-
tics that rel)7 less on established precedent. As critical race
theory has shown, the law is not a neutral tool but reflects
cultural attitudes (Crenshaw et al. 1995). In contempo-
rary American culture, the supposition that it is legitimate
to deny civil rights in the name ofsafety creates a climate
where books can be banned simply by implying a security
threat. For example, claiming that hardcover books can-
not be brought into facilities because they can be used as

a weapon is as pervasive as it is unfounded. Rather than
demanding a burden of‘proof‘, this specious understanding
enables the easy acceptance of denying other civil rights,
such as the first amendment and due process. Challeng-
ing prison book bans therefore demands a shift in cultural
understanding about incarceration and this consciousness
raising and education should be accomplished both inside
and outside.

Educating people who are not incarcerated or justice-im-
pacted on the realities of incarceration is necessary for
undercutting the logic that some ideas threaten the safety of
incarcerated people or make people inside a threat to oth-
ers. A model for this could be the Banned Books Week that
happens each September. This public awareness campaign is
widely featured in schools, libraries and other public arenas.
Banned Books Week tackles the foundational logic for ban-
ning books in schools and libraries, which shares with prison
censorship a common assumption: that some books’ content
will corrupt people. Traditionally, books that were banned
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sought to expose the oppressiveness of colonially-inherited
culture like Fahrenheit 451 or Brave New World (“Top 100
Banned/Challenged Books” 2013). However, recently book
bans have focused more on so-called deviant social identi-
ties: queer or non-white (Friedman and Farid Johnson 2022).
Like their predecessors, these bans seek to silence critique of
American culture as oppressive and demanding eonforrnity
to Colonially—imposed hierarchies of worth. Censorship in
schools and libraries aims to conceptually foreclose the pos-
sibiiity of the full array of social models.

A similar iogie is at piay in the banning of books inside.
The purported rehabilitative aim of incarceration means that
incarcerated people are already presumed to be corrupted or
lacking in some way that non-incarcerated people are not.
Ideas are therefore supposed to guide incarcerated people
towards “improvement.” Literature that contains ideas crit-
ical of America or the criminal justice system are therefore
understood as suspect, as are books that acknowledge diverse
sexual and gender identities. Framing a public awareness
campaign against prison book bans that links carceral cen-
sorship to school censorship as an attempt to impose confor-
mity, as opposed to rehabilitation, could create more public
investment in rejecting the practice and cultivate less accep-
tance of‘rulings that enforce banning inside.

With these goals in mind, PEN America inaugurated
Prison Banned Books Week in October 2023 (Prison Banned
Books Week). Taking place during the final week of October
and in collaboration with twenty-nine partner organizations,
including many prison book programs, the week offered
a robust campaign of engagement specifically focused on
carceral censorship. PEN America released the report “Read-
ing Between the Bars: An In-Depth Look at Prison Cen-
sorship,” worked with incarcerated authors to publish nine
articles detailing their experiences with censorship in major
media outlets, and produced a series of op-eds focused on the
proposed solutions. This week serve to raise the visibility of
prison censorship and highlight some of the more egregious
examples of content bans and help educate the public on
content-neutral censorship, which is unheard of outside of
carceral spaces. Public awareness campaigns such as this are
essential in building public pressure to halt censorship.

In addition to shifting public opinion, censorship can
also be challenged by empowering people inside to use the
established procedures to push back against banning. While
shrouded in legalese and rife with bureaucratic burdens,
state DOCs have various procedures for incarcerated people
to appeal censored literature. Helping people inside become
aware of the ways in which they can challenge these bans and
encouraging people to do so through mutual aid could flood
the bureaucratic apparatuses of state-level DOCs.
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For example, Florida's rules for incarcerated people chal-
lenging book bans are:

1. Only one irnpounded or rejeeted publication can be
addressed in each grievance;

2. A copy of Form DC5-101, Notice of Rejection or
Impoundment of Publications, that documents the
impoundrnent OT rejection must be attached to the
grievance; and

3. The grievance must be filed within 15 days from the
date of the impoundment or rejection being appealed
(Florida Department of Corrections 2020a).

Many people inside do not know the correct forms to
request and they are not empowered to challenge these prac-
tices. Disseminating this information and encouraging peo-
ple to complete this paperwork has had an efficacious effect
on prison censorship in the past. Jailhouse lawyer Martin
Sostre, in the 1960s and 70s, used these tactics and it was
thanks to his pioneering work that the pervasive books
bans existing in US carceral institutions up to that point
were declared unlawful (Wilson 2023). While imprisoned in
Attica, Sostre filed a number of lawsuits against New York
state prison officials citing due process violations which
prohibited7 for exarnpie7 Nation of Islam reiigious materi-
als but allowed Bibles (Martin SOSTRE, Plaintiff, v. Nelson
H. OTIS, Acting Superintendent of New York State Pris-
ons 1971). According to Lorenzo Kom’boa Ervin who was
incarcerated with Sostre in New York, even the Constitution
was considered contraband (Kom'Boa Ervin 2024). It was
thanks to Sostre and the many other people he empowered
to do similar work that book bans were lifted and literacure
became more freeiy available inside. While there are numer-
ous barriers to filing paperwork, helping incarcerated people
complete these filings is essential in order to document the
number of bans at different facilities in the state, how many
appeals were made and how many appeals were overturned
or upheld. Documentation of the pervasiveness of censorship
inside is essential in delegitimizing the practice. This infor-
mation can be publicized as a part of public awareness cam-
paigns in addition to burdening the DOCs and federal BOP
systems with their own procedures and thus disincentivizing
the mailroom practice of identifying books to be censored.
Without such challenges, prison mailroom staff are not
unduly burdened by the practice and bureaucratic exhaus-
tion extends only to incarcerated people and publishers and
distributors of literature. Empowering incarcerated people
to challenge carceral censorship through already established
procedure creates a paperwork burden, which is a natu-
ral consequence of mailroom staff’s impounding of reading
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materials and could check extensive banning and impound—
ment because of the quantity of work it would create.

Methods of mutual aid can include disseminating infor-
mation and assistance on how to file paperwork according to
state-level policies, and advocacy such as calling facilities and
ta]king with DOC staff in order to ensure that paperwork is
delivered on time, and questioning when it is not. Of course,
engaging in these practices opens incarcerated people up to
retribution from staff and must not be forced on someone.
Additionally, direct support such as calling facilities needs to
be respectful of the incarcerated person as capable of man-
aging the relationships between themselves and DOC in the
most effective manner. Calling to check is simply making
DOC staff aware that incarcerated people have allies outside
that care about their conditions, not forcefully advocating
for any one outcome.

Filing a grievance, even if a ban is overturned, does not
mean that the books will necessarily be delivered. The unof-
ficial and undocumented strategies used by mailroom staff,
including ‘1osing’ books can result in people not receiving lic-
erature even when it is deemed officially permissible (Adler-
Bolton 2022). However, agitating through bureaucratic
burden, documenting a fact pattern that can be used in lit-
igation and making prison staft aware that not all people
unilaterally support any policy in the name of safety are all
actions that whittle away at carceral censorship as well.

While none of these strategies are sufficient alone it is
possible that when used in tandem and across state and fed-
eral facilities, in conjunction with a public awareness cam-
paign and litigation in federal courts, the prevalence of
these policies could be diminished. A recent example of the
efficacy of such a multi-pronged tactic can be found in the
refusal of the New York City Board of Corrections (NYBOC)
to approve a request by the New York Department of Cor-
rections (NYDOC) to stop all paper mail and limit books
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to only digital ones, accessible on tablets, or mailed directly
from a publisher to people incarcerated in New York City’s
jails. The NYDOC followed a national trend in prisons and
jails in claiming drugs entered prisons through the mail
(Dholakia 2022). Despite evidence that staff are the primary
conduit of drugs into prisons (Joseph and Blau 2022), this
rationale has been seized on as a justification for denying
incarcerated people even the meager respite of reading let-
ters from their family or a fantasy novel mailed to them from
local non-profits such as Books Through Bars. They asked the
NYBOC to stop this mail and the item was on the agenda
for NYBOC meetings for several months. During this time,
October 2022 through March 2023, various local non-prof-
its waged an extensive publicity campaign, writing op-eds

in local newspapers, holding symposia, writing articles and
speaking publicly at the NYBOC hearings. Thanks to this
pressure, the NYBOC declined to vote on the request and
did not implement a ban on paper sent inside from home.

A similar campaign against carceral book bans within state
facilities and the federal BOP could prove equally efficacious.
Even if such a national campaign could be organized it

would remain essential to counter the foundational logic
that ideas threaten safety. The free circulation of ideas and
the freedom to express them is a necessary freedom in order
to ensure a just society. The widespread acceptance of cen-
sorship as necessary for safety in carceral spaces is a baseline
assumption that enables a foothold where repression of ideas
outside of carceral spaces can more casily take hold. Any
organizing against censorship should consider this theoret-
ical underpinning and not solely focus on addressing logis-
tics or policy. While litigation, creating bureaucratic burden
and raising public awareness to encourage pushback are all
essential they should be framed under the recognition that
the limiting of freedom of expression does not make anyone
safer. For that matter, neither do prisons.
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