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ABSTRACT

Stephanie Gaskill: Moral Rehabilitation: Religiddace, and Reform in America’s Incarceration
Capital
(Under the direction of Laurie Maffly-Kipp)

This dissertation explores differing understandiofgehabilitation emerging from
Louisiana’s Angola Prison, notorious for its histoif racial oppression and, more recently,
religious revival.Scholars such as Angela Davis and Khalil Gibran duoimad have asserted
that the increasing proportion of African AmericamdJ.S. prisons diminished public support
for rehabilitation and fueled more punitive crinlipastice policiesHowever, beginning in the
mid-1990s, the height of the “tough on crime” aktgrden Burl Cain’s “moral rehabilitation”
signaled increasing interest in reform among Angataajority-black populationCain gained
widespread acclaim for encouraging religious atgtisnd personal morality to curb violence and
hopelessness inside the prison. Critics have chalge Cain’s efforts violate the separation
between church and state and the religious freemfantarcerated people. Nevertheless, he
expressed faith in the rehabilitative ideal evenaasalized calls for “law and order” continued to
resound.

Drawing on archival and ethnographic research,gtudy uses moral rehabilitation as a
means to examine how race shapes reform. Cainrmsthat faith-based rehabilitation should
motivate the public to reconsider its negative pptions of people in prison and the laws that
keep them there. Yet religious tropes have bedrapibkely to provoke scorn as elicit sympathy

for African AmericansSimilarly, rehabilitation offers the possibility ebcial acceptance, but

often emphasizes individual responsibility rather systemic racism in the criminal justice



systemStill, incarcerated African Americans have reintetpd rehabilitation in ways that
challenge traditional understandings of how thiscapt should function in prison environments.
This dissertation examines how race reconfigurismein four unique “site$ Popular
documentaries about Angola redefine rehabilitaier means for the prison’s majority-black
population to find purpose inside prison rathentpeepare for life on the outside. Media
produced by incarcerated people themselves, howmaiaterpret rehabilitation as a mode of
structural critique as well as individual redemptidhis more expansive understanding of
rehabilitation is subject to considerable limitatia Louisiana’s legislative arena, where
racialized understandings of victimization re-frarakabilitation as a cost-saving measure. In
short, race—as well as religious worldviews--shapproaches to rehabilitation in fundamental

ways.
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CHAPTER ONE:

INTRODUCTION

When | first travelled to Louisiana’s Angola Prison2012, a billboard on the interstate
caught my eye. It depicted a group of denim-clad,meost of them African Americans, picking
vegetables in a lush green field. A mounted guardhite man, loomed in the foreground,
shotgun at the ready. The caption read: “Crime PBgs Cents an Hour: Paid for the by the
Prisoners of Angola.” This billboard sent a distagomessage: men sent to the maximum-
security prison deserve not only to perform bachkirgg labor, but to surrender their paltry pay
for a retributive advertisement. The image alsartyeevoked the history of racialized
punishment in Louisiana, from the brutal conviede system that disproportionately preyed
upon the state’s newly emancipated black populdieginning in 1868, to today’s era of the
mass incarceration of African Americah&frican Americans comprise a little over 30 percent
of Louisiana’s total population, but almost 75 maricof Angola’s.The prison itself was once a

slave plantation. Sentenced to life without paml@ number of years beyond their natural life

! Louisiana had leased its incarcerated populatin o the Civil War as well. Establishing a nath-style
penitentiary in Baton Rouge in 1835, the state bdgasing imprisoned laborers to private enterprigertly
thereafter. At this time, Louisiana was uniquehia éxtent to which it imprisoned slaves for a ugraf offenses,
including murder, arson, insurrection, poisoningwunding whites. During the antebellum era, slavas free
people of color comprised 47 percent of Louisiamatabitants, but only around 30 percent of thegori
population. Nevertheless, while incarcerated whigesained within penitentiary walls, slaves ane fpeople of
color were sent to perform dangerous labor on puktirks, especially road construction. This razedi division of
labor laid the foundation for the kind of work (swa drainage and levee construction) the majoriachlprison
population would perform from 1868 to 1901, und=ske Major Samuel James and his heirs. See Jeff Fo
“Before Angola: Enslaved Prisoners in the Louisi&tate Penitentiary’ouisiana HistoryVol. 54, No. 2 (Spring
2013):133-171.



span, most people who enter Angola’s gates wilenéave’ The servitude depicted on the
billboard is, effectively, perpetual. The imagedhavoked another of Angola’s nicknames: the

Last Slave Plantation.

It is difficult to imagine that this billboard calihave been erected without the approval
of Burl Cain, the warden of Angola from 1995 to 80In many ways, the imagery is in keeping
with his presentation of the prison. The prison ewns Cain established greets visitors with a
blown-up picture of black men headed to the fieldses slung over their shoulders; an exhibit of
“inmate weapons;” and a life-size replica of a pni€ell. Eager to evoke the antebellum ethos of
popular plantation tours, the former warden alsotreduced mule- and horse-drawn wagons to
transport crops from the prison’s agricultural giems. “He (Cain) likes it to look like slavery
times,” prisoners mused to journalist Daniel Bergmken he covered Angola’s annual rodeo.
The warden brought newfound popularity to the roadtdch was established in the 1960s, by
“aggressive[ly] marketing” the event, seeking ourren“inexperienced contestants,”and dressing
them in black-and-white striped shirts reminisagfithe prison uniforms once regarded as a
bygone symbol of demoralizing stigmatizatibhike the billboard, the rodeo offers the public an

opportunity to enjoy a “visible enactment of pumignt® and indulge in its “deepest and

2 As of March 21, 2017, 67 percent of Angola’s pepioin, or 4,062 people, were serving life sententhe
average sentence length is 83.5 years. See LoaiSi@te Penitentiary Demographics Unit, Daily Repdarch 21,
2017.

% Daniel Bergner@God of the Rodeo: The Quest for Redemption in ianas Angola Prisor(New York:
Ballantine Books, 1998), 20.

* Kerry Myers, “Wildest Show in the SouthThe AngoliteVol. 22, No. 5 (November/December 1997): 18. John R
Pleasant, Jr., “Ruffin G. Pleasant and Huey P. Lam¢he Prisoner Stripe Controversiguisiana History\Vol. 15,
No. 4 (Autumn 1974): 357-366.

® Jessica Adams, “The Wildest Show in the Soutlsufism and Incarceration at Angoldhe Drama Review/ol.
45, No.2 (Summer, 2001): 100.



darkest fantasies about the animalistic naturemfies.® “This is the hardest core prison as it
gets,” Cain boasts ihouisiana Lockdowra recent reality show about the rodeo that aired on
Animal Planet. “One out of every two inmates yow saurdered somebody,” he tells the
television crew. These “murderers,” he contends, could erupt ataoment, necessitating a
strict disciplinary regime. Cain directly evokestorical images of racialized punishment and
casts prisoners as dangerous men requiring clgs\gsion and deserving of humiliation and

possible bodily injury.

Cain’s presentation of Angola seems to reflectsittelarly consensus about the
racialized “punitive turn” that defined the lattaalf of the twentieth centurgonservative white
backlash against black liberation movements usherdt “law and order” and “tough on
crime” era, resulting in the increasingly disprapmrate incarceration of African Americans for

the next four decadésAs prison populations became majority-black, supfmrrehabilitation

® Melissa Schrift, “The Angola Prison Rodeo: Inm@mwboys and Institutional TourismEthnology.Vol. 43, No.
4 (Autumn 2004): 341.

" Burl Cain, “Killer Roadtrip,”Louisiana Lockdown, SeasonProd. Jess Beck, Lisa Bloch. Animal Planet. Bell
Media Television. Ontario. June 1, 2012. Statisftiosn Angola’s demographic unit support Cain’s sta¢nt;
approximately 50 percent the population is sertimg for homicide.

8 Numerous scholars attribute the “tough on crinma’te the “southern strategy,” in which consenesiengaged in
race-baiting under the guise of a commitment tev #nd order’ to successfully gain support in bkl $outh and
the North. George Wallace and Richard Nixon subsliongl rights protests and urban rebellions urttherterm
“crime in the streets,” and Ronald Reagan usedtbtihd” rhetoric to garner support for the WarbBrugs. See
Katherine BeckettMaking Crime Pay: Law and Order in Contemporary Aican Politics( New York: Oxford
University Press, 1997); Bruce WestdPanishment and Inequality in American Democrédgw York: Russell
Sage Foudnation, 2006); Mark MauBgce to Incarceraté@New York: The New Press, 1999), 52-53; Robert
Perkinson;,Texas Tough: The Rise of America’s Prison Em{ew York: Macmillan, 2001), 287-299; Vesla M.
Weaver, “Frontlash: Race and the Development oftRerCrime Policy,”Studies in American Political
Developmengl (Fall 2007): 242Angela Y. DavisAre Prisons Obsolete(New York: Seven Stories Press, 2011);
Michelle AlexanderThe New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Ag€olorblindnesgNew York: The New
Press, 2012Recognizing the centrality of race, others have atgued that the hyperincarceration of African
Americans constitutes a response to shifts in ¢glodgitalism, which produced a black surplus lafooce to
contain.See Ruth Wilson Gilmoré&;olden Gulag: Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition irkalizing California
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, California: UniversifyGalifornia Press, 2007); Loic Wacquant, “The N@&eculiar
Institution’: On the Prison as Surrogate Ghetfith&oretical Criminologyt (2000): 377-389.Still others counter the
emphasis on conservative politics, rooting the oisthe penal state in Franklin D. Roosevelt's N2eal and

Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society, both of whichanded federal powers to prosecute crime. Seehlmat
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withered. Especially in the wake of the Attica wprg in 1971, leading sociologists dismissed
the concept of rehabilitation, contending that fiieg) works” and the purpose of prisons was to
punish rather than reforfhAs politicians on both sides of the aisle votedtfath in sentencing,
three strikes laws, and expansion of the deathlyyeth@aoughout the 1980s and 1990s, they also
severely curtailed rehabilitative programming, mostiably eliminating federal Pell Grants for
incarcerated students in 1994Such policies gained widespread support throughtlyi news

reports and popular television shows that portrédeitan Americans as the primary

Simon,Governing through Crime: How the War on Crime Tifansied American Democracy and Created a
Culture of Fear(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); HeathemArhompson, “Why Mass Incarceration
Matters: Rethinking Crisis, Decline, and Transfotiorain Postwar American HistoryJournal of American
History (December 2010): 703-734.

® Though scholars debate whether the rehabilitatizal has ever been fully implemented, the ideaphaons

could successfully rehabilitate people enjoyed Erhoand popular support throughout much of theetéenth and
twentieth centuries. However, in the late 1960s EdDs, skepticism about rehabilitation arose fomth the left
and the right. Liberals denounced rehabilitatiom &rm of coercion that inherently effaced indivadity and
conservatives claimed that rehabilitation simply dot work. Robert Martinson’s 1974 article, “Whgbrks in
Prison Reform?” was especially influential. Marbnsconcluded that “the rehabilitative efforts thave been
reported so far have had no appreciable effeceoidivism,” fueling a popular consensus that “noghiorks” with
regard to rehabilitation. Political scientist JarfedWVilson lent further credence to these clairssedting in his
widely readThinking about Crim@ot only that rehabilitative programming was ineffee, but that the primary
purpose of prisons was to incapacitate, not refpenple convicted of crim&y 1978, Francis Allen lamented “the
decline of the rehabilitative idealSee Robert Martinson, “What Works in Prison Refdrifife Public Interest
(Spring 1974): 22-54James Q. WilsorThinking About CrimgNew York: Random House, 1975), 222-223,;
Francis Allen,The Decline of the Rehabilitative Ideal: Penal Bpland Social Purpos@ew Haven: Yale
University Press, 1981), 16; David Garlaitie Culture of Control: Crime and Social Order ior@emporary
Society(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001); Fimic Cullen and Karen E. GilbeReaffirming
Rehabilitation(Waltham, MA: Anderson Press, 2013), 55-90. And@dais sees in supermax prisons a direct link
between racism and the decline of the rehabilgatieal. Established in large part to prevent blackcals from
spreading their ideology, supermax prisons keevithgals in long-term solitary confinement, emplzasj
incapacitation rather than the possibility of refioiSee Angela Davis, “Race, Gender, and PrisoroHisErom the
Convict Lease System to the Supermax PrisonPrlson MasculinitiesEdited by Don Sabo, Terry A. Kupers, and
Willie London. Philadelphia: Temple University Pse2001. 35-45.

19 president Bill Clinton eliminated Pell Grants focarcerated people as part of his 1994 Violenm@rControl
and Law Enforcement Act. Bernie Sanders’ supparthe crime bill, as well as Hillary Clinton’s 19%6atement
about “superpredators” beyond the possibility dfatglitation became a major issue in the 2016 gdesdial
campaign. See Vanessa Williams, “1994 crime biliriia Clinton and Sanders as criminal justice refases to top
in Democratic contest,The Washington Podtebruary 12, 201éttps://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-
politics/wp/2016/02/12/1994-crime-bill-haunts-cbntand-sanders-as-criminal-justice-reform-rise ofmin-
democratic-contest/?utm_term=.9173751a2c87




perpetrators of crim&. Anti-black animus fueled public skepticism thatabliitation was

possible, or even desirable.

However, at the height of this racially chargedipue turn, Warden Cain began to
publicize his efforts to implement what he callsohal rehabilitation” among Angola’s majority-
black population, the majority of which is servitige for “violent crimes.*? Arguing that
religious convictions make people less likely tg&ge in criminal behavior, the former warden

established a seminary (“the Bible College”), webtea evangelists, and built chapels inside the

Y For instance, a 2001 study by Building Blocks Yauth found that particularly with regard to viotestimes,
news reports overrepresented African Americansusitirrepresented whites in reference to both gragbsal
rates of crime. See lan Marsh and Gaynor Melullléme, Justice, and the Med{Blew York: Routledge, 2009),
98. Two of the best-known examples of how mediafoeced the perceived connection between blackaieds
criminality are George H.W. Bush’s infamous Wilk®rton commercial and the “superpredator” scareirguhe
1988 presidential race, Bush’'s campaign ran aclattd against the Democratic candidate, Massadsug@iernor
Michael Dukakis, for supporting a weekend furloygghgram for his state’s prisoners. The commereatired
Horton, a black man serving life without parole fourder, who raped and murdered a white woman vanile
furlough. In the 1990s, political scientist Johrulib and former U.S. Secretary of Education Witidennett
introduced the fear of “superpredators,” criminauith so recalcitrant that their incapacitation Weesonly means to
protect the public. In fact, Dilulio and Bennettintained that rehabilitative programs were courmaipctive,
rewarding than deterring criminal behavior. Newslragopularized Dilulio and Bennett’s “superpreddto
associating the type with black and brown youthgdive portrayals of African Americans were crudmal
discrediting rehabilitative methods like furlougdnsd juvenile justice interventions. See Alexandée New Jim
Crow, 54; Victor M. Rios, “The Racial Politics of Youthrighe,” in Behind Bars: Latino/as and Prison in the
United Statesedited by Suzanne Obol@Mew York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 97-112.Forrmon racialized
perceptions of crime, see Mark Peffley, Jon Huryatzd Paul Sniderman, “Racial Stereotypes and \&/Hrelitical
Views of Blacks in the Context of Welfare and Crifm&merican Journal of Political Scienéd, no. 1 (1997):
30—60; Martin Gilens, “Racial Attitudes and Oppuasitto Welfare,”Journal of Politics57, no. 4 (1995): 994-
1014; Kathlyn Taylor GaubatZrime in the Public MindAnn Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995);dan
John Hurwitz and Mark Peffley, “Public Percepti@mifkace and Crime: The Role of Racial Stereotyp&m)érican
Journal of Political Sciencdl, 2 (1997): 375-401; T.L. Dixon, “Teaching youldwe fear: Television news and
racial stereotypes in a punishing democracyClrallenging the Prison Industrial Complex: Activisfrts, and
Educational Alternativesdited by SJ Hartnett (Urbana, IL:University ofrldis Press, 2010), 106-123; F. Gilliam
and S. lyengar, “Prime suspects: The impact ofl lmtavision news on attitudes about crime and fa&eerican
Journal of Political Sciencei4, 3, 560-573.

12 According to a 2012 Louisiana Department of Cdioss report, just over 90 percent Angola’s popatahas
been convicted of “violent crimes,” including hordie. See Louisiana Department of Corrections, “Dgraphic
Profiles of Adult Offenders in Louisiana State Rendiary,” April 30, 2012. Even as there is a brt{gan push to
reconsider the policies under which “nonviolentgloffenders” are subject to lengthy incarceratmoliticians
show few signs of leniency toward those convictet/imlent crimes.” For instance, in a 2015 pressference in
which he addressed Republican and Democratic siteéreriminal justice reform, President Barack @lafocused
on relief for people convicted of “nonviolent,” ntiolent” crimes. “I think people recognize thédietre are violent
criminals out there and they’ve got to be lockeg b told the press. “I tend not to have a lospipathy when it
comes to violent crime.” Barack Obama, White HoRsess Conference, July 15, 2015,
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-presseaiffD15/07/15/press-conference-president




prison. He exemplifies the shift from “nothing wetko the increasingly popular “what works”
ideology, which evaluates methods of rehabilitastatistically proven to prevent individuals
from recidivating® According to Cain, moral rehabilitation “workedf that violent incidents
inside Angola dramatically declined shortly afterlirought religious revival to the prison.
Though it was once described as “the bloodiesbpris the country” and still imprisons
individuals considered to be the “worst of the wdr€ain claims Angola is now remarkably
peaceful because of his religious programntfiynd he wants everyone to know.

Notwithstanding the spectacle of the rodeo, Cajmelsdhat when they witness the effects of

13 Figures like John Dilulio, who once framed incafstion as the only effective response to an infbfix
remorseless “superpredators,” have come to emiiaébebased rehabilitation as a principled and pratic
approach to reforming incarcerated people. A 28&# York Time&Retro Report” addresses John Dilulio’s
shifting mindset on his concept of “superpedatoBsillio describes how he simultaneously “lost lfaiih social
science prediction and “gained faith of a traditibreligious kind.” He began to advocate for faidsed initiatives
in “needy communities. Dilulio also signed an amsituief debunking his own conclusions about youitme in the
Miller v. AlabamaSupreme Court case banning mandatory life sentdoc@sveniles. John Dilulio, “The
‘Superpredator’ ScareNew York Timesideo, 8:09-10:20, April 6, 2014,
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/04/07/us/politics/kilti-on-bus-recalls-superpredator-threat-of-90s. htral@.

% In the mid-1970s, Angola became known as “the diilest prison in the country” due to the high number
violent deaths inside the penitentiary. Racial immsinside the still-segregated prison ran highl972, Angola’s
most prominent Black Panthers, Herman Wallace, AM&odfox, and Robert King, were convicted of nenidg
white prison guard Brent Miller. (Each of the thraen has always steadfastly maintained his innaeMiller’s
murder occurred one day after two black prisonetdie to a guard shack, having sent a letterltal newspaper
claiming the arson was an act of retaliation far ‘thxtreme racism” of Angola’s administration. Se® Butler and
C. Murray Henderson, “Racist Pigs Who Hold Us GaptiDying to Tell: Angola: Crime, Consequences,
Conclusion at the Louisiana State Penitentifirgfayette, LA: University of Southwestern Louis&ri992), 6. The
previous year, Hayes Williams, along with threeeotimcarcerated plaintiffs, filed a federal ciuiliischarging that
conditions inside Angola were both unjust and uas@hough Williams was branded as a “black milifahis suit
encouraged reform-minded officials like Director@drrections Elayn Hunt and Angola Warden C. Murray
Henderson to consult with a federal judge, Frank®ua, and incarcerated leaders about how to ingtbe
prison. These negotiations led to the desegregafiémgola and the elimination of armed “inmate gl&” who
served in the place of paid corrections officerd amre often responsible for the violent deathielbddw
incarcerated people. Such reforms eventually cudteohin a 1983 consent decree, under which Judgeda
oversaw a litany of other reforms that drasticadigiuced violence at Angola. When his convictiongtempted
armed robbery and murder was overturned in 198&,Angolite Angola’s prison newsmagazine, called Hayes
Williams “the catalyst that turned Angola from awjjhterhouse into the safest maximum-security prisgéhe
nation.” Douglas Dennis, “The Catalyst,he AngoliteVol. 22, No. 2 (March/April 1997): 24-25, 28-29.i$h
history challenges Warden Cain’s claim that Angeés still “the bloodiest prison in the country” whee arrived
and that the Bible College and other religiougatites transformed the penitentiary. For receaaloeporting
highlighting the misleading nature of Cain’s agsed, see Maya Lau, “Burl Cain claims Angola transfation,
but prison’s violent era preceded him by decadé¢’ Advocate]anuary 3, 2016,
http://www.theadvocate.com/baton_rouge/news/criméc@/article c2c84230-f700-5¢00-936¢-
85933b4b73be.html




moral rehabilitation, people will begin to see pniers as transformed human beings worthy of a
second chance, not animals deserving only of hausishmentPerhaps then they will

reconsider Louisiana’s draconian sentencing laws.

This narrative has made Cain has a popular figoneng both religious conservatives as
well as liberals. Evangelical stalwarts includinmguiklin Graham, Kenneth and Gloria Copeland,
Joyce Meyers, and TD Jakes have come to preachgal®d Until recently students from
Wheaton College, a Christian liberal arts collegélinois, could stay overnight at the prison for
an alternative spring break. Prisons in statesutitrout the South, including South Carolina,
Georgia, Mississippi, and Texas, have adopted sasnprograms of their own, and the warden
regularly hosted prison officials from across toemtry (and the world) eager to emulate his
religious model. Likewise, journalists who have emd the program, from Barbara Walters,
Charlie Rose, and Oprah, has publicly born witne<3ain’s “miracle.” The “liberal media”
characterizes this evangelical conservative aspewgdly progressive. Through the Bible
College, Cain restored access to higher (albeitsGain) education after a Democratic president
cut off prisoners’ access to Pell Grants. More galhg he advocated for rehabilitation at a time

when figures on both sides of the political aisi# iegarded it as a lost cause.

How, then, does moral rehabilitation fit into thistbry of racialized apathy toward
reform, both in Louisiana and in the United Statese broadly? Does it represent a means to
overcome the anti-black prejudice that fomentegs&sm about rehabilitation in the first
place? Does it encourage the public to reconsidarsiana’s draconian sentencing lavfsso,
on what terms does this reconsideration octuit’significant that religion plays such a
prominent role in Cain’s vision of rehabilitatioorfa majority-black prison population? How do

people currently and formerly incarcerated at Aagaierpret moral rehabilitation? Addressing
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these questions, | contend moral rehabilitatioraés/ that, beyond questions of public support or
opposition to reform, rehabilitation is a pliabéerh that can be put to use for a variety of
different ends depending on who interprets, imagiaaed implements the concept. Cain’s
understanding of rehabilitation illuminates the wagform can be a particularly contentious

means through which African Americans render thamanity legible.

In part, the contested nature of rehabilitationif@arcerated African Americans reflects
the conflicting roles of religion in black historiRevivalists in the Great Awakenings condemned
slavery and proclaimed spiritual equality regarsllekrace or gender. However, they ultimately
abandoned abolition to secure slave owners’ peromgs bring enslaved blacks eternal
salvation. Black religiosity has evoked sympathywiatims of racialized oppression and
violence, but has also cast African Americans #dlactually inferior, pathologically emotional,
and perpetually marginal within American societiieTChristian underpinnings, of moral
rehabilitation, then, do not guarantee a favorabkeome. Religious reform could foster more

sympathy for incarcerated African Americans withaliiéring their social or legal standing.

More generally, rehabilitation itself can effecliveeinforce established racial
hierarchies by mandating that incarcerated pedmeld conform to existing norms and societal
structures. Arising from Protestant notions of vmdiualized sin and redemption, rehabilitation is
often a process that requires people in prisomidess their guilt and transform their lives..
Consequently, rehabilitation often neglects theesys: factors that target African Americans in
particular for incarceratianin this light, some incarcerated African Americdiase rejected the
concept altogether. Others, however, have embracédedefined rehabilitation in ways that
simultaneously affirm its emphasis on individuademption and allow for broader structural

critique.l use moral rehabilitation as a lens through whakxamine how rehabilitation and

8



related religious ideas shape attitudes and actawaard incarcerated African Americans, as

well as how incarcerated African Americans interpinese concepts for their own ends.
What is moral rehabilitation?

As warden of Louisiana’s Dixon Correctional InstgDCI) from 1981 to 1995, Cain
implemented Bible studies and regularly invitedreyelists to the prisoingola brought new
challenges, as Cain now had to preside over Death Ritially approaching executions with
bravado, the warden began to offer condemned mgatuapcounseling before they faced the
lethal injection gurney. His “unique” approach frnying out the death penalty was his first
claim to fame:> However, Cain’s more enduring legacy has beerbksttiing a satellite campus
of the New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminaryd@s\ngola. Known more commonly as
“the Bible College,” the seminary has graduated @5 men with degrees in Christian
Ministry. These graduates then serve as “missiesato the rest of Angola’s populatiof.self-
described “Bapti-costal,” the former warden’s meswvere partly evangelistic. “If you don’t see
that those prisoners have a chance to know [Jés$usnother told him, “He will hold you
accountable for their soul$®However, Cain views his efforts not only as hiitistian duty,”
but also as “just plain good sengdéIh Cain’s mind, people commit crimes not becahsy t
lack resources or opportunities, but because they @nly about their own self-gratification and
do not respect the difference between right anchgiroherefore, he maintains, rehabilitation

has to begin with a fundamental change in indivisluaoral compasses, their orientation toward

15 See James Minton, “Ward’s execution low-key, Htgas observers,The Advocateylay 17, 1995, 1-B, S;
Dennis ShereCain’s Redemption: A Story of Hope and Transforarain America’s Bloodiest PrisofChicago:
Northfield Publishing, 2005), 20.

16 Shere Cain’s Redemptiar1, 43.

" Michael Glover, “The Christian WarderThe AngoliteVol. 20, No. 2 (March/April 1995): 27.
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themselves and others. “I can teach you skillsteattes,” he asserted in a 2010 documentary,
“but | just make a smarter criminal unless we gehsthing in our heart, unless we become

moral.”™8

What about the separation of church and state?

Cain’s language of “the heart” clearly evokes mautar Christian understandings of
sanctification, in which the Holy Spirit is imaguhéo dwell in believers’ hearts, helping them to
live righteously. Yet Cain assures civil libertarsathat moral rehabilitation is not exclusively
Christian, nor even necessarily religious. “An #&hean be moral,” Cain contend.Still, he
asserts that religion is the surest way to instdrality. While participation in the seminary and
church services is voluntary, these religious, @itein specifically Christian, programs are the
most readily available and most clearly favored msda demonstrate one’s rehabilitation. Most
notably, the seminary is the only means to obtaghdr education in Angola. Muslims,
Buddhists, and atheists have graduated from thie Blbllege without converting to
Christianity, but Southern Baptist theology is toee of the curriculum. Most major donations
also come from Christian organizations, such agtiuson Baptist Association and the
Louisiana Prison Chapel Foundation. Conservatiamgelicals are prominent among Angola’s
visitors. And until a suit brought by Louisianasabch of the American Civil Liberties Union

forced the administration to remove the citatiotgrge stone monument featuring a verse from

18 Burl Cain,Serving LifeDVD, directed by Lisa Cohen, Oprah Winfrey Netwo2R11. Jerome Morgan, who was
exonerated in 2014 after serving twenty years aodnfor a murder he did not commit, finds the agstion that
“prisoners don't have any moral ethics” to be itisgl He explains that individuals can end up iisqm precisely
because they followed their moral compass. “You fitag,” he insists, “that someone went to that exte in

which they're convicted of because of what thetels right and wrong.” In this light, the basiepise of moral
rehabilitation appears simplistic and condescendlagpme Morgan, interview with the author, Jung2ld 4.

19 Burl Cain,The Farm: 10 DownDVD, directed by Jonathan Stack. New York: High@smmon Denominator
Media Group, LLC, 2009.
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the New Testament (Philippians 3:13) greeted visi&s they entered Angola’s front gates.

(The quotation itself remains: “I've learned todore and forget about the things that are behind
me...l am pressing forth and reaching for the thithgs are before me”). For some critics, then,
moral rehabilitation is thinly veiled Christian eaxgelism. They submit that prisoners at Angola

should have access to a variety of rehabilitatre®m@ams, including non-religious ones.
Rehabilitation: a contested term

Such critics oppose the means by which Cain seeleform incarcerated people. But do
they also reject the former warden’s assumptiohrétzabilitation entails changing individuals’
attitudes about themselves and others? In her stidynajor lawsuit against Prison Fellowship
Ministries (PFM), religious studies scholar and lanwfessor Winnifred Sullivan suggests that
religious conservatives and secular liberals hasserm common than they think when it comes
to explaining crime and rehabilitation. From 1962008, PFM’s InnerChange Freedom
Initiative (IFI) operated an entire unit in an logtate prison as a comprehensive, Bible-based
rehabilitation program for prisoners. In resporsedncerns about state establishment of
religion, IFI claimed that though its programs wepecifically Christian, its primary purpose
was to teach prisoners universal, “practical mordlSullivan sees in this argument a throwback
to liberal Protestantism, especially the Socialgg&bswhich equated civilization with
Christianity. Whether or not they think of themsas\as religious, liberals continue to support

reforming individuals in accordance wirotestant norms of personal responsibility for

2 Ed Anderson, “La. Prison Agrees to Strip MonumefrBible Reference,Christianity TodayFebruary 14, 2009,
accessed February 9, 20hitp://www.christianitytoday.com/gleanings/2009fedry/la-prison-agrees-to-strip-
monument-of-bible-reference.html
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wrongdoing and commitment to self-improvem@nindeed, Sullivan reveals that the prisoners
who sued PFM wanted to “remake their lives” an@fifehow to be better persons;” they simply

wanted access to non-Christian and non-religioti®apin order to do sv.

Perhaps these shared assumptions about rehamligadplain why media outlets
typically considered liberal and secular have esped such favorable interest in a conservative
Christian wardenReporters and talk show hosts do sometimes altudericerns about a state-
funded institution promoting a particular form efigion. Yet in most every instance, they
conclude that the net result of Cain’s effortsasipve. For instance, in his piece on the Bible
College forThe New York TimeErik Eckholm refers to past Louisiana ACLU lawsatginst
Cain’s administration, including one to grant a Muggraduate of the Bible College access to
literature from the Nation of Islam. However, Eckhajuotes the executive director of the
Louisiana ACLU, Majorie R. Esman, offering begruagisupport for the Bible College. Though
she believes moral rehabilitation is “religious tto®e” and wishes there were other forms of
higher education available inside Angola, Esmaisiasthe fact that a college is there at all is

123

important.”® Even if they do not agree with Cain’s religiousthogls, liberals can appreciate

that his seminary allows incarcerated people taawg themselves through education.

This rapprochement does not mean conservativeilagl differences over
rehabilitation have entirely dissolved. While thegve often affirmed personal responsibility and

self-improvement, liberals have also argued siheentid-nineteenth century that individuals

L winnifred Sullivan Prison Religion: Faith-Based Reform and the Coungtin (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2009), 174.

22 sullivan, Prison Religion236.

# Erik Eckholm, “Bible College helps some at LouisiaPrison find peaceThe New York TimeSunday, October
6, 2013.
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commit crimes as a result of external factors, sagcpoverty or a lack of education, rather than
simple moral deficiency. The mid-seventeenth centclassical” school of penal philosophy
held that individuals should be held accountabitdHeir actions and that prison discipline
should transform individuals’ souls to prevent thieam committing future crimes. However,
the “positivist” school of the mid-1800s suggesteichinal behavior was a product of
environmental factors more than free will, presagfpsychological and medical treatment as

the preferred methods of rehabilitatioh.

Historian Jennifer Graber demonstrates that Amerii@testants have embraced both
assumptions about rehabilitation. When they esthbdl the first penitentiaries in eighteenth
century Pennsylvania, Quakers held that solitalgniscontemplation could bring wayward
sinners to repentance and redemption. Reformegarig nineteenth century New York rejected
solitary confinement in favor of silent, commuratbér (the Auburn system), but the same basic
notions of sin and redemption remairfé@ver the course of the nineteenth century, Pratesta
chaplains adopted increasingly popular social $ifieninderstandings of crime and refoffh.
Similarly, some religious organizations today engib@mental health care, not salvation, as the
preferred form of rehabilitatio.he United Church of Christ, for example, holdg {xésons are
full at least in part because “our country is fajlito provide basic mental health services to those

who need them most®* In other words, the UCC submits that people of@mmit crimes

% Cullen and GilbertReaffirming Rehabilitation21. The “neo-classical” school did allow for sonieumstances
that mitigated personal responsibility for crimat hot to the same extent at the positivist school.

% Graber links the Auburn model with a Calvinistdhagical shift from communal to individual ideassifi and
responsibility. See Jennifer Grab&he Furnace of Affliction: Prisons & Religion in tebellum AmericdChapel
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 201199.

% See also Andrew SkotnickReligion and the Development of the American P8yatemLanham, MD:
University Press of America, 2000.
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because they are mentally ill, not because theynamally depraved. Rehabilitation, then, would

entail treatment rather than moral realignment.
Rehabilitation and black radicals

In contrast to both the conservative and liberaspectives, radical approaches question
the fundamental assumptions upon which the corafaghabilitation is based. Providing a
major pillar of the theoretical foundation for stdaship on prisons, Michel Foucault asserts that
penitentiaries were not an inevitable responseitoical behavior, but rather that this
disciplinary model itself created the idea of thdividual criminal who could be reformed. Most
notably, he describes how the shift from publicai®ns to private confinement fostered the
notion that criminal behavior emanated from a sahiich in turn could be transformed through
manipulation of the body in a prison environmemmifrly, prisons created definitions of
criminality in that disciplinary procedures set gtandard for “normal” behaviéf.According to
Foucault, then, crime, criminality, and rehabilbatare not self-evident, but rather socially

determined categories.

One of Foucault’'s major shortcomings is tBédcipline and Punishpublished in the
wake of the Black Power movement, neglects therétimal critiques of rehabilitation posited by
incarcerated black radicals. Black Panthers likerGe Jackson and Huey Newton, along with
their close associate Angela Davis argued thataAfriAmericans were necessarily political
prisoners, consciously or unconsciously rebelliggiast a capitalist system that continually, and

violently, marginalized them. Rehabilitation progig which presumed to correct individuals’

27 See United Church of Christ, “Mental lliness anddrceration,’Advocate for Justice: Crimnal JusticGgcessed
February 12, 201 http://www.ucc.org/justice_criminal-justice _mentitiess

2 Michel FoucaultDiscipline and Punish: The Birth of the Pris@hew York: Vintage Books, 1977).
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failure to conform to established norms, were tfogeesuspect. African Americans committed
crimes not because they lacked morals, but be¢haselues of the society in which they lived
were corrupt. They were supposed to challengedbialsand economic order that denied them

access to wealth and democratic participation.

Black radicals’ perspectives on rehabilitation Higjit a concept that challenges
traditional models of reform: innocenderecent study from the National Registry of
Exonerations indicates that African Americans atdtiple times more likely than whites to be
convicted of crimes they did not comnffitin such cases, requiring confession of guilt as a
precursor to transformation seems pervetasvever, political scientist and law professor
Melynda Price proposes expanding definitions obosence beyond the question of whether
people committed the acts for which they were coted. Black communities, she argues, often
characterize capital punishment as “legal lyncHiagti-black violence carried out by the state
rather white vigilantes. African Americans on DeRibw can claim innocence by denying they
perpetrated crimes for which they were sentencet#bh and simultaneously framing
themselves as victims of a form of punishment digprtionately enacted against black
defendants?! Black radicals, too, expanded understandingsrafdence. Even those who had
committed the acts for which they were incarceratece not guilty because the entire society in

which they lived was inherently unjust. Systemicisen denied African Americans any social

2 See George Jacksd®pledad Brother: The Prison Letters of George Jask€hicago: Lawrence Hill Books,
1994), 218; Huey Newton, “Prison, where is thy @ig®” in The Huey P. Newton Readedited by David Hilliard
and Donald Weise (New York: Seven Stories Pres32R154-156. Similarly, Angela Davis writes thaispns are
reserved for those who violate society’s norms,that those norms are suspect. Da&i® Prisons Obsolete20.

% see Samuel R. Gross, Maurice Possley, and Klaghghs, “Race and Wrongful Convictions in the Unhite
States,"National Registry of Exonerationslarch 7, 2017. The authors conclude that, in comparto innocent
whites, innocent African Americans are seven timese likely to be convicted of murder; three artth#f times
more likely to be convicted of sexual assault, amelve times more likely to be convicted of drughes.

31 Melynda J. PriceAt the Cross: Race, Religion, & Citizenship in Britics of the Death Penal@New York:
Oxford University Press, 2015), 35-37.
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standing to which they could be restored, rendeconcepts like rehabilitation meaningless.
Communication studies scholar John Sloop arguedghisakind of skepticism fueled popular
perceptions that disassociated African Americaosifthe rehabilitative ideal. In the 1950s,
popular culture portrayed the prototypical prisoagf‘humorous, patriotic, Caucasian, and
hapless,” redeemable within a properly administgrésbn? Even rebellion was attributable to
substandard prison conditions rather than the nialature of prisoners. However, if
incarcerated African Americans were mentioned lahdahe popular media of the 1950s, they
were described as violent. And when they becanreasingly visible in the 1960s, black
prisoners were always coded as violent. Sloop iflestwo stock types of black prisoners
prevalent in news media from the late 1960s thrabhghHL990s: the apolitical, inherently violent
black criminal and the imprisoned black revolutignighting the racial injustice inherent in the
system. Some authors intended the latter image 8yimpathetic. However, Sloop argues that
both types depicted black prisoners as angry amiémti, leading the general public to express
skepticism about the possibility that incarceraAétican Americans could reform and

reintegrate into mainstream American society.

Far from a recent phenomenon, this relationshipased in the very foundations of
American prisons. Early penal reformers intendedtpatiaries to reform and restore fallen
individuals to a state of self-mastery and fulltggpation in American society. As property,
slaves were categorically excluded from such aipiisg ** After the Civil War, vagrancy

statutes and other laws specifically targetingdrpeople shifted prison populations from

32 John M. SloopThe Cultural Prison: Discourse, Prisoners, and Falmmen{Tuscaloosa: The University of
Alabama Press, 1996)5.

33 Mark E. Kann. “Penitence for the Privileged: MantpRace, and Penitentiaries in Early America.Ptison

Masculinities. Edited by Don Sabo, Terry A. Kupers, and Willie don. Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
2001; Davis, “Race, Gender, and Prison History;435
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majority-white to majority-black. But whil&frican Americans were legally recognized as free
citizens, assumptions about race and reform ctédzander slavery still prevailed. Southern
states implemented the system of convict leasewalh private contractors to work black
prisoners under conditions akin to slav&hjt the same time, northern Progressive reformers
focused their energies on poor white immigrantgyisug that African Americans were morally
and mentally incapable of reforfMAnd, as mentioned earlier, a similar mentality pes/aded

prisons during the highly racialized “tough on ceihand “law and order” era.

The history of Angola fits within this narrativinitially established in Baton Rouge in
1835, the Louisiana State Penitentiary followedAleurn plan, combining daily silent labor
and nightly solitary confinement as the methoded®m >® Louisiana was unique in that, while
white men were still the majority of prisoners,engeople of color and slaves at various times
during the antebellum era constituted up to a tbfrthe imprisoned populatioti.Racial
divisions with regard to rehabilitation were cledfhites and free people of color had relatively
brief sentences and would be restored to socieistlghslaves were subject to lengthier

sentences, harsher labor on public works, and peapenslavement As in other southern

3 See, for example, Alex Lichtensteifwice the Work of Free Labor: The Political EconoafiyConvict Labor in

the New SoutfBrooklyn, NY: Verso Books, 1996); David Oshinsiyprse Than Slavery: Parchman Farm and the
Ordeal of Jim Crow JusticeNew York: Free Press Paperbacks, 1997); AngelasD&wom the Prison of Slavery

to the Slavery of Prison: Frederick Douglass amdGbnvict Lease System.” the Angela Y. Davis Readé&dited

by Joy James. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 89%4-95. Douglas A. BlackmoBJavery by Another Name:
The Re-Enslavement of Black Americans from thé @far to World War II(New York: Anchor Books, 2009).

% Khalil Gibran MuhammadThe Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, antiitiiéng of Modern Urban
America(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010); Jafddorone.Hellfire Nation: The Politics of Sin in
American HistoryNew Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2003.

% Foret, “Before Angola,” 140.

3" For an explanation of Louisiana’s tripartite racigstem, see Mary Gehmarhe Free People of Color of New
Orleans: An IntroductiorfDonaldsonville, LA: Margaret Media, 1994).

3 Foret, “Before Angola,” 142.
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states, freed people became the majority of prisoaieer the Civil WarBut African Americans
were not subject to rehabilitative penitentiarycghne in Baton Rouge; they were leased to a
private contractor named Samuel James to laboutiyirtg plantations under brutal conditions.
Angola was one of these plantations; it becameéinéral location for the state penitentiary in

the early twentieth century, shortly after Louisiabolished its convict lease syst&m.

Conditions at Angola were deplorable throughoutaay 1900s. Public support for
reform prevailed only in 1952, after thirty-sevaispners cut their Achilles' tendons to protest
the circumstances under which they worked and lizedding citizens pushed for
improvements to prison infrastructure and greateess to rehabilitative programming for
prisoners?® At this time, Angola’s population was still predmrantly black, but the prisoners
who participated in the heel slashing were whitsiotably, earlier that same year, a brief
uprising by African American prisoners earlier tigatir garnered scant public attention and was
quickly represse? Reform was ultimately short-lived; Governor Jimriavis cut funding for
rehabilitative programming in 1962. It is true tiatgola’s white population began to grow after
World War 1l, and by 1960, Angola’s black populatibad declined to 32 percent. Still, only
four years later, it had risen to 55 percent. Tod&ypercent of the prisoners at Angola are
African Americans® This resurgence in the proportion of black prisermincided with

increasingly punitive criminal justice policiesliouisiana. Most notably, beginning in the early

39 Mark T. CarletonPolitics and Punishment: The History of the LouisisState Penal SysteiBaton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1971), 17-84.

“0 Carleton Politics and Punishmen1,50-166.
*! Ibid, 150.
“2 Robert Perkinson, “Angola and the Agony of Pri&eform,” Radical Philosophy Reviewpl. 3, No. 1, 14-15

3 Perkinson, “Angola,” 12, CarletoRplitics and Punishment,70, 190, footnote 78.
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1970s, life without parole (LWOP) became an indreglg common sentence, applicable to an
ever-widening array of crimes. And whereas mosqmers had traditionally served only ten and
a half years of a life sentence, by 1980, peopiteseed to life could expect to spend the rest of
their days behind bafé.Consequently, 90 percent of the men currently isoped at Angola

will die there?® Today, Louisiana is the most punitive state inrtagon, with the highest per
capita incarceration rate in the woffdThis history suggests that, as elsewhere, committoe
rehabilitation in Louisiana did indeed fall by tiwayside when the prison population became

majority-black.
How do faith-based programsfit in?

In this light, Cain’s decision to publicly emphasizhabilitation among Angola’s
majority-black population appears to challengeaihcicharged public skepticism about
rehabilitation At the same time, scholarship on evangelical prisamistries suggests that while
faith-based reform can include black individualsoagnthe redeemed, programs like moral
rehabilitation can also implicitly validate the plisportionate incarceration of African
Americans. It is important to note that recentqmistudies work suggests that rehabilitation
endured, and even thrived, even as African Amescamstituted an ever greater proportion of

the prison population. While the Attica prison @ong did result in a general turn against

** Louisiana created its life without parole statitethe wake of the 197Rurmin v. GeorgieSupreme Court
decision, which placed a temporary moratorium @ndépital punishment because juries applied ththgemalty
so arbitrarily, disproportionately sentencing AficAmericans to death. Fearing people sentenceedih would
be released after ten —and-a-half years, the Lanasiegislature passed a series of life senteat@es, mandating
individuals serve a mandatory twenty years in 1$fipulating a mandatory 40 years in 1976, andlfir@eating
life without the possibility of parole in 1979. S@élbert Rideau, “Life: No Rhyme, No Reasoifhe Angolite\/ol.
7, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1982):31-46.

%5 James Ridgeway, “God’s Own WardeMbther Jonesjuly/August 2011,
http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2011/07/burlfcangola-prison

“¢ Cindy Chang, “Louisiana is the World’s Prison @apt The Times-Picayun#jay 13, 2012, updated April 6,
2016, http://www.nola.com/crime/index.ssf/2012/05/louissa is_the worlds_prison.html
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rehabilitation, the uprising also actually prompgedumber of penal institutions to improve
rehabilitative programming. State-funded and nofipeantities provided opportunities for
education and artistic expressiirAt the same time, some evangelicals interpretectttents at
Attica as a call to devote renewed attention teguriministry*® Bill Glass’s Champions for Life,
Ray Hockstra’s International Prison Ministry, Frab&nstantino’s Christian Prison Ministry,
and especially Chuck Colson’s Prison Fellowshipistiny became prominent in US prisons in
the early 19708’ In contrast to experts who claimed that any effastvard reform were futile,
these prison ministries claimed that conversioriccoehabilitate prisoners, even as the prison

population was becoming predominantly African Aroan.

Yet as historian Kendrick Oliver suggests, evamgélprison ministries also emphasized
individual redemption to the extent that systenniique fell by the wayside. According to
Oliver, during his own prison sentence, Colson egped “a strikingly radical critique of the
criminal justice system.” He condemned deplorabisom conditions, advocated alternatives to
incarceration for the overwhelming majority of p&m prison, and assisted fellow prisoners
with their appeals and parole applications. Howeatter his release, his criticisms became less
strident, in part because he sought to secure afaeministries from skeptical prison officials.
More broadly, Colson’s theological commitments hiblat “the rule of law” was a necessary
precursor to “achieving God’s order on eartA¢cording to Oliver, then, prison ministries like

Colson’s “bear a measure of responsibility for absg the relationship between the imperative

" Lee BernsteinAmerica is the Prison: Art and Politics in the Riisin the 1970¢Chapel Hill: The University of
North Carolina Press, 201,()5-98.

“8 Kendrick Oliver, “Attica, Watergate, and the Origif Evangelical Prison Ministry, 1969-75,” American
Evangelicals and the 1960sjited by Axel R. Schaefer (Madison: Universitydisconsin Press), 121-138. See
also Tanya Erzen, “Testimonial Politics: The CliaistRight's Faith-Based Approach to Marriage and
Imprisonment,”American Quarterhb9 (September 2007): 992

4 Oliver, “Attica,” 130.
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of ministry and the imperative of refornt®Moreover, Oliver and Tanya Erzen also argue that
evangelical prison ministries emphasize indivicgialand redemption to the exclusion of
structural explanations for mass incarceratiorather words, they imply without directly stating
that these ministries simply ignore the significa race in the criminal justice system. Even as
they suggest that incarcerated African Americamsbzarehabilitated, faith-based programs can
unintentionally reinforce the idea that black conmities are overrepresented in prisons simply
because they are more prone to criminal activiiyil&r dynamics shape Cain’s moral
rehabilitation.Like Colson, the former warden has expressed stipposystemic reform of the
criminal justice system, most notably with regaoddlease mechanisms. Daniel Bergner writes
of Cain that he wished people who visited Angolaildairge their elected representatives to
“cut these life no parole sentences and give atmaihance to get out, the chance for a hearing,
once he’s at least forty and has served twentysy8aAgain, he has repeatedly asserted that
opening the prison to the public for tours and sgevents will help fuel the shift in public
opinion necessary to revise Louisiana’s tough swmtg laws.If people can observe evidence of
their dramatic transformations firsthand, Cain eols, they may come to see the state’s lifers

and long-termers as worthy of a second chancgdmrsociety.

Yet Cain also implicitly eschews critiques thathlight structural racism endemic in
Louisiana’s criminal justice system. Implying tmabral rehabilitation has eliminated racial
tensions at Angola, the warden has also invokedktecy of Martin Luther King, Jr. to assert

that colorblind equality now prevait Those who argue racism still permeates American

%0pid, 132-134.

*1 BergnerGod of the Rode®0.
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society are stuck in the pastMoreover, Cain admits his primary concern is keggieace

inside the prisorHe believes rehabilitation has occurred when irerated individuals refrain

from violence because they have found meaning,gse;pand contentment in their lives within
prison wallsIn other words, people can be redeemed, througgioes means or otherwise,

even if they are never released. Cain’s view |leaiigs to charge that moral rehabilitation is
merely a means of controlling the incarcerated fains, but it also raises questions specific to
prisons in which people are serving life withoutgda sentencesf the public assents to certain
standards of rehabilitation, and if incarceratedpgbe demonstrate that they meet those standards,
is society under any moral, social, or legal olilato set them free? Do people in prison
possess a right to have their rehabilitation recmghand rewarded, or is such recompense

dependent on the mercy of lawmakers and the public?
Relevance for African American religious history

These questions about rehabilitation resonate sathe prominent themes in African
American religious historydust as there are questions about whether relagibifitshould entail
release, so there were questions as to whethex slaners were under legal obligation to

emancipate enslaved Africans wtanverted to Christianity’ In the late seventeenth century,

2 John Corley, “Out of the shadows: National advgcéegislation attack prison rapeThe AngoliteVol. 32, No. 3
(May/June 2007), 21; “Keeping the dream alive: Guasisters and Louisiana senator honor Dr. Kinthwingola
prisoners, The AngoliteVol. 31 (2006), No. 1, 54; Burl Caifthe Farm: 10 DownDVD, directed by Jonathan
Stack. New York: Highest Common Denominator Mediaup, LLC, 2009.

>3 Shirley Hoogstra, “Inner Compass: Bringing Hopétésoners,” YouTube video, posted by Calvin Cadlegpril
7, 2012 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zyTfNN8d27k

¥ See Milton C. SernetBlack Religion and American Evangelicalism: WhitetBstants, Plantation Missions, and
the Flowering of Negro Christianity, 1787-18@8etuchen, N.J.: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 197¢Raboteau,
Slave Religion: The ‘Invisible Institution’ in tentebellum SouttOxford: Oxford University Press, 1978, 98;
Richard A. BaileyRace and Redemption in Puritan New Engléddw York: Oxford University Press, 2011);
Sylvester Johnsomfrican American Religions, 1500-2000: Colonialidbemocracy, and Freedo(hew York:
Cambridge University Press, 2015), 129.
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colonial governments passed laws decoupling Caniti and freedom, and missionaries had to
assure slave owners that Christianity would ma&eesi more obedient.During the Great
Awakenings of the mid-eighteenth and early nineteeentury, evangelicals who had once
called for the abolition of slavery began to fraeggiality in spiritual rather than social terms,
promising freedom only in the afterlife. Slave ows®rced slaves to listen to sermons that
justified slavery as a divinely mandated institntid Nevertheless, enslaved Africans who
converted to Christianity often emphasized its nsaieversive characteristics, creating their own
invisible institution of interpretations and worghpractices. Spirituals not only extolled

spiritual liberty, but contained coded messagesagxipg how to obtain freedom from slavery
through the Underground Railroad. Enslaved Afriéamericans associated Christianity with
freedom in this life as well as the next. Similatyfrican Americans incarcerated at Angola
have expected that their rehabilitation should begally recognized key to their release from

prison.

Arguing that public showcases of moral rehabildatwill sway public opinion, Cain
assumes that religious activity is a particulappe@aling, legible medium through which the
public can determine whether Angola’s majority-kl@opulation is truly rehabilitated.

However, even when it evokes sympathy, religioséyg not always functioned as a key to social

equality for African Americanddistorian Curtis Evans reveals that by the ningteeantury,

%> RaboteauSlave Religion99.
%% Christine HeyrmarSouthern Cross: The Beginnings of the Bible Bé#tw York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1997).

>"“African Christians,” writes Sylvester Johnsorhuis, exploited structures of imposition to eke sutitle but
nonetheless significant spaces of power.” Johnafriican American Religiond,38. Similarly, Sylvia Frey and
Betty Wood argue that alaves were not passive tackgs of Christianity, but rather “always critigahppropriated
that message to meet their own specific requiresieRtey and Wood demonstrate how black women, who
constituted the majority of slave converts, core@tb protect their children from witchcraft anémiselves from
sexual abuse. Sylvia R. Frey and Betty Wdddme Shouting to Zion: African American Protestemtin the
American South and British Caribbean to 188bapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Pre4998
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African Americans were regarded as inherently relig, but intellectually inferior to whites.
White abolitionists like Harriet Beecher Stowe apd slaves as Christ figures, but simple-
minded ones. Similarly, in the 1930s, artists [k&ywright Mark Connelly characterized
African Americans’ “childlike” understandings ofliggon as an antidote to overly
intellectualized white sociefif.Just after the Civil War, however, northern blatissionaries
expressed concern that the enthusiastic worshigipea of former slaves would make African
Americans appear unassimilable to whitemdeed, social scientists of the late nineteenth
century characterized black religious practice\aslg embodied and pathologically emotional,

a catalyst for criminal behavior and a barrierub ihtegration into white societ3’

By the 1940s, sociologists regarded black churelses buffer against criminal activity, a
place where African Americans could release threstfations in “emotional worship.” In this
light, black churches were a stop-gap coping mesiramot a “healthy orientation to living®
Historian Earl Lewis maintains that during the ‘sda&cal” Civil Rights movement of the 1950s
and 1960s, religious institutions like black chwesiplayed a significant role in rendering
African Americans “socially innocent,” as “citizensvhose injuries required remed$ The
images of Alabama state troopers beating marche&etma’s Edmund Pettus Bridge as they

fled back to Brown Chapel AME Church evoked the ggthy of white liberals, in many ways

%8 Curtis EvansThe Burden of Black ReligigiNew York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 17-6032222.

%9 Paul HarveyThrough the Storm, Through the Night: A HistonAfiican American ChristianityLanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2011), 83-85; Evelyn BrooksddinbothamRighteous Discontent: The Woman’s Movement
in the Black Baptist Church, 1880-19@0ambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994).

®Evans,The Burden of Black Religiof5-140.

® Ibid, 233, 226.

%2 Earl Lewis, “Constructing African Americans as Miities,” in The Construction of Minorities: Cases for

Comparison across Time and around the Woeldl Andre Burguierand Raymond Grew (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Press, 2001).
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recalling white abolitionists’ efforts to cast séevas sacrificial Christ figures. However, Evans
maintains that the black uprisings of the mid-at@41960s reinforced white assumptions that
“the urban North” was the domain of “godless armlarit blacks.®® Elements of this history
inform current sociological studies of religion atrime. Most notably, Byron Johnson of the
Baylor Institute for Studies of Religion charactes urban black communities as hotbeds of
crime and religiosity. Yet, like his 1940s countatg, Johnson frames black churches as an
“Invisible institution” whose “buffering” effectsrocriminal activity among African American
women and youths are too often “overlook88\When it comes to African Americans,
religiosity and criminality always intertwine, witieligion either fomenting or preventing

criminal behavior.

Like most literature on religion and prisons, Swh’s study of the Prison Fellowship
Ministry case focuses on relationships betweend¢hgious and the secular. Such works most
often address questions about the separation oflclamd stated, religious freedom, and

religious diversity in prison¥ However, while she compares faith-based rehatiditao the

8 Evans;The Burden of Black Religiof5.

%4 See Byron Johnson, Sung Joon Jang, Spencer Bad_-David Larson, “The ‘Invisible Institution’ ariglack
Youth Crime: The Church as an Agency of Local So€ntrol,” Journal of Youth and Adolescensfl. 29, No. 4
(August 2000): 479-498; Sung Joon Jang and Byrbnshn, “Gender, Religiosity, and Reactions to Steanong
African Americans, The Sociological Quarterly/ol. 46, No. 2 (Spring 2005): 323-357; Johnsklore God, Less
Crime, 15, 76, 179.

% See, for example, James A. Beckford and SophieGIReligion in Prison: Equal Rites in a Multi-Faith Sety
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998);i€laB. Cates, “Faith-based Prisons and the Estainist
Cause: The Constitutionality of Employing Religias an Engine of Correctional Policyilliamette Law Review
41 (2005): 777-826; Richard R.W. Field, “Punishtreemd Crime: Perks for Prisoners Who Pray: Usirg th
Coercion Test to Decide Establishment Clause Ohgdle to Faith-Based Prison Unitklhiversity of Chicago
Legal Forum(2005): 541-67; Kent R. Kerley, Todd L. Matthewsdalroy C. Blanchard, “Religiosity, Religious
Participation, and Negative Prison Behaviodgurnal for the Scientific Study of Religiéa (2005): 443-57;
Charles McDaniel, Derek H. Davis, and Sabrina Aff N€haritable Choice and Prison Ministries: Cangtonal
Challenges to Rehabilitating the American Penate3ys Criminal Justice Policy Reviet6 (2005): 164-89; Tim
Eicher, “Scaling the Wall; Faith-Based Prison Peawmgs and the Establishment Clausge€orgetown Journal of Law
and Public Policy §2007): 221-40; Douglas Roy, “Doin’ Time in God'otke: Why Faith-Based Rehabilitation
Programs Violate the Establishment ClauSatithern California Law Review8 (2005): 795-834.
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Social Gospel conflation of Christianity and cizdtion, Sullivan does not explain that this
conflation was particularly apparent in the contaixtolonialism®® European settlers maintained
that they were bringing both religion and civilioat to African peoples who possessed neither.
Similarly, missionaries justified the slave tradesameans to convert enslaved Africans to
Christianity®® In fact, some African Americans interpreted slav@sy'the fortunate fall,” part of

a divine plan to introduce Christianity to Afriéa.

Tracy Fessenden’s work is helpful here, as shdibigks how the secular in America is
not only fundamentally Protestant, but also imflijaiacialized as well. Fessenden suggests that
by Catholicizing slavery, abolitionists implied th@oth slaveholders and slaves were equally
subject to Catholic hegemony. Thus, sins once &dsocwith Catholics, including “rape,
violence, imprisonment, undisciplined fertility, smanaged homes, failures in education, and
failures of self-government,” were now imputed tisiéan Americans after emancipation.
Fessenden shows how secular concepts like “citilimawere not only inherently religious, but

implicitly racialized as well®

% In his recent ethnography of a week at the chapBEnnsylvania’s Graterford Prison, Joshua Dutiters address
the racial composition of prisons. He notes tha ftruly bizarre how unremarkable it has becoima for so
many...black men...the practice of religion takes pliacgprisons]” (xiv). But Dubler is more interestéd
accounting for the diversity of African Americaragtices within prisons rather than racial assumgtioherent in
prisons themselves. See Joshua Dulblewyn at the Chapel: Religious Life in an Americarsén, New York:
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2013.

" David ChidesterSavage Systems: Colonialism and Comparative RaligiGouthern Afric§Charlottesville:
University Press of Virginia, 1996).

% RaboteauSlave Religion97.

% Laurie Maffly-Kipp, Setting Down the Sacred Pg€lambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010); TuAdeleke,
UnAfrican Americans: Nineteenth-Century Black Nadilists and the Civilizing Missiofi.exington: The
University Press of Kentucky, 1998); Sylvester JamAfrican American Religions, 1500-2000: Colonialism,
Democracy, and Freedo(hew York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 150

" Tracy Fessendegulture and Redemption: Religion, the Secular, Anterican LiteraturgPrinceton: Princeton
University Press, 2007).
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Conclusion and chapter summary

How do black religiosity and rehabilitation intecsat Angola, and to what effect?
Critics characterize Cain’s moral rehabilitationsasnething akin to slave owner Christianity.
His narrative of pacifying a majority-black popudat through Christian hope for the afterlife
bears striking similarities to the promises misaioes made to slave holdekte promotes a
conception of rehabilitation that prioritizes redq#ian over release and emphasizes subservient
behavior as evidence of reform. This understandirmghabilitation is especially evident in his
attitude toward the Angola Three, a trio of Bladnkhers placed in solitary confinement on
April 17, 1972 for the murder of prison guard Bréfitler. Albert Woodfox, Herman Wallace,
and Robert Wilkerson each maintained their innoegacguing that their placement in solitary
confinement came as a result of their politicalamiging inside the prison. The Angola Three
had been in solitary for over twenty years by theetCain took over the prison, but Wilkerson
described him as “the most vindictive warden I'vereseen.” According to Cain, the Angola
Three could not be released because of their otrenisigence and continued disobedience that
made them a threat to prison ordéBut more recently, Cain revealed that the Threelgical
beliefs were the primary impediment to their reéeds a 2009 deposition, Cain objected to
specific tenets of the Black Panther Party Ten P®latform. He took particular issue with the
statement, “we want to end the robbery by the algit of our black community.” Cain

responded, “When he said "our people" he's talkimgut black people, so they robbed

. James Minton, “Camp J’ conditions protested—Argdisciplinary unit called a ‘torture campThe Advocate,
December 8, 2002, 1-B.

2 Brett Barrouquere, “Judge weighs inmates’ suitraselation,” The AdvocateApril 14, 2001, 1B, 2B; Gwen

Filosa, “Two of ‘Angola Three’ counting days stillGuard’s killing brings 3 decades of lockdowitjimes-
Picayune May 2, 2002, 01.
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everybody, me too. We've got to get away from thée stuff.”® In a hearing for Woodfox the
previous year, Cain argued that Woodfox “is naglzabilitated prisoner,” primarily because “he

has Black Pantherism’*

However, the very year that Cain arrived at Ang@dl@odfox described himself tbhe
Angolite,Angola’s prison newsmagazine, as a “spiritual, patreligious” man. Admitting that
his years of solitary confinement had made him wagd bitter, he nevertheless maintained that
he had also become “a well-educated, well-disogaljrhighly moral man.” Woodfox considered
himself to be a political prisoner in that he endgdn prison because of a discriminatory
political system. “Being an African-American pretthyuch determined where I'd wind up,”
Woodfox toldThe Angolite’lt’s sad to say that | had to come to prisonital fout there were
great African Americans in this country and in tivsrld, and to find role models that probably
contribute more now to my moral principles and abealues, when | should have had these
things available to me in schodP’'While he characterized himself as a political prisg
Woodfox still suggested he had intellectually anaraily transformed himself during his time in
prison, not to conform to the standards of the evbdciety that had always rejected him, but to

live up to the morals and values of black role ni@de

Woodfox’s understanding of rehabilitation parall#iat of other incarcerated African

AmericansHistorian Donald Tibbs writes that for George JacksHis rehabilitation was his

3 James Ridgeway and Jean Casella, “Torturous Mitest%0 Years in Solitary: Constitutional claim nimythe
last chance for aging Angola 3 inmateddther JonesApril 17, 2012.

" Gwen Filosa, “Angola 3 inmate is ordered freed—\Wfo& awaiting third murder trial, Times-Picayune,
November 26, 2008, 01; Melissa Block, “Despite Layyin, Inmate Back in Solitary,All Things Considered,
December 17, 2008.

> Lane Nelson, “The PlantedThe Angolite\Vol. 20, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1995): 37.
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politicization.”® Similarly, Robert Dannin and Hamid Reza Kusha suggest thanlsffers
black prisoners an opportunity to both appropraatd challenge the rehabilitative model
established by the Quakers. Islamic educationpsaliprescriptions, worship practices, and
sacred spaces constitute a “counterdisciplinehéodehumanizing regime of prison life.
Through this counterdiscipline, incarcerated Musliane connected to a global Islamic
community, framing transformation as a commundieathan strictly individual process. The
end goal is still “to lead a law-abiding life bagk the street,” but through a distinct

rehabilitative proces§.

With its history of racialized punishment and reaeputation as a beacon of reform,
Angola presents a particularly rich site in whiolfurther study how rehabilitation is defined,
and to what ends for incarcerated African Americaimsough four “sites” related to Angola, |
examine how the concept of rehabilitation functiéarsAfrican Americans. Each of these sites
has a slightly different audience, and each sucmesge more directly involves the publia.
chapter two, | examine major documentaries and rieatsires about Angola produced during
Cain’s tenure. Most Americans form their opinioh®at prisons and incarcerated people not
through direct experience, but through media cay@rahus, it matters a great deal the way that
films, television dramas, reality shows, and nigimétws present penal institutions and the
people locked inside them. Much of the scholargimpnedia representations of prisons suggests
that these representations demonize African Amesiee especially violent, incorrigible

criminals. The major documentaries about Angolaydweer, feature black characters as prime

8 See Donald F. Tibb&rom Black Power to Prison PoweFhe Making of Jones v. North Carolina Prisoners’
Labor Union(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 93, 98.

" Robert Dannin, “Island in a Sea of Ignorance: Disiens of a Prison Mosque,” Making Muslim Space in
North America and Europed. Barbara Daly Metcalf (Berkeley and Los Angelésiversity of California Press,
1996), 131-146; Hamid Reza Kuslslam in American Prisons: Black Muslims’ ChallertgeAmerican Penology
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2009).
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examples of rehabilitation in the traditional senseonfessing guilt, repenting, and changing
behavior. Yet, these individuals also become afication for continuing to incarcerate black
men who refuse to adhere to this rehabilitative ehatid frame their incarceration as the
product of systemic racism. And even when black aheadhere to the norms of redemption,
their transformations primarily serve to enrich tgsiand reinforce racialized assumptions about

the causes and consequences of crime.

In chapters three and four, | examine how incatedrafrican Americans define
rehabilitation through two media in which they coomitate more directly with the publithe
Angolite,Angola’s prisoner-produced newsmagazine, @ne Life of Jesus Chrisd, passion
play performed by incarcerated members of Angdlaama Club, along with actresses from the
Louisiana Correctional Institute for Women (LCIWYriting and dramatic performance are
particularly suited for the kind of introspectiondaself-exploration through which early
penitentiary founders intended to reform individualritics, therefore, have warned that these
forms of rehabilitation necessarily reinforce notiveaunderstandings of crime and punishment.
However, contributors tdhe Angoliteand participants ifhe Life of Jesus Chripresent
subversive understandings of rehabilitation. “Songaff” in The Angolites editorial section,
incarcerated writers have often defined rehabiditats self-transformation recognized by
benevolent prison officials, but aleo objectively measured outcome rewarded by rigtit a
recognized through an adversarial legal proc&sgolitecontributors have framed religion as
both an impediment to and a catalyst for this lahdehabilitation Similarly, actors in the
passion play perform the story of Jesus to disgilay contrition and redemption, but also to
guestion individualized understandings of guilttthladergird the concept of rehabilitation.

Casting choices and directorial decisions challehgeaudience to confront their biases about
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the color of Christ, rethink their interpretatioofstraditionally reviled biblical characters, and
consider how the political context of the gospehgtresonates with that of incarcerated African
Americans. The play calls on spectators to engagellective self-examination, reconfiguring

and reversing the typical direction of the rehadiive process.

Finally, in chapter five, | explore how formerlycarcerated activists and their advocates
define and employ rehabilitation in the state liegige arena. Cain expresses the hope that when
visitors witness the impact of moral rehabilitatitimey will convince their legislators to revise
Louisiana’s tough sentencing laws. This is the arémen, in which moral rehabilitation is
supposed to culminate. Prison ministry volunteersmfact, appear before the legislature,
testifying on behalf of reform bills alongside fogny incarcerated people. However, the
legislative context shifts the way these advocttiksabout rehabilitation. Most notably,
rehabilitation becomes a means by which lawmakanssafely justify reducing the prison
population, thereby saving the state money. Adweschope that by using the language of cost
and savings they can attract the white conservéiyislators who will grant their cause
legitimacy, as well as, overcome the emotionalresty of crime victims and the district

attorneys who claim to represent them.

In conclusion, | use moral rehabilitation at Angalaneans to illuminateow
rehabilitation and related religious ideas framecgptions of incarcerated African Americans, as
well as how incarcerated African Americans usedlaicepts to frame themselves. Drawing on
archival research as well as ethnographic fieldwiiris dissertation asserts that race

reconfigures reform in unique ways, depending @netiivironment
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Methodology

This dissertation draws upon both archival and @jnephic research. To contextualize
the documentaries about Angola, | sifted througard000 newspaper items about the prison
during Burl Cain’s tenure using tianerica’s Newslatabase. During the summer of 2013 and
the spring of 2015, | spent several weeks porirgy dack copies ofhe Angoliteat the Special
Collections at Louisiana State University’s Hill Merial Library and the State Library of
Louisiana in Baton Rouge. Though | ultimately omigluded material from the 1970s onward, |
examined the full range @ngolites, from the 1950s to the presdntthese early issues, | found
fascinating precursors to Warden Cain’s moral rétaiton, including what appears to have
been an all-African American class of incarceratedients who took correspondence courses
through the Moody Bible Institute in the early 186Dhe Angolitedescribed these classes as
“one of the chief weapons used in this fight aga&ns’ in Angola and reported that one of the

graduates, William Jackson, was “active in churchkin New Orleans” upon his releaSe.

| began the ethnographic portion of dissertati@eaech by attendinghe Life of Jesus
Christin May 2012. Initially, Cain’s administration offed me access to interview men and
women acting in the playhad planned to do more extensive ethnographi&wside the
prison. However, when | requested to collaboraté @Wiary Tyler, the play’s incarcerated
director, the officials with whom | had been comnuating rescinded their offer of acceksan
only speculate as to why they did so (I suspecefyistatus as a famous political prisoner,
which | discuss in chapter three, had somethirdgptavith it). Still, | was allowed to attend both
the March 2013 and November 2013 performancd$efLife of Jesus Chriand to interview

non-incarcerated members of the audience. Morethisrseeming setback shifted my focus to

8 R.D. Davis, “The Demolition of Sin,The AngoliteVol. 11, No. 13, April 6, 1963, p. 8.
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the important topic of moral rehabilitation’s impat the legislative arendhrough generous
fellowships from the Center for the Study of the émmnan South and the University of North
Carolina-Chapel Hill Graduate School, | was ablsgend the summers of 2013 and 2014, as
well as six months of 2015, in Baton Rouge and rleans attending criminal justice reform
meetings and legislative workshops, state senatdvanse hearings, and other associated events,
interviewing reform advocates, legislators and pthierested parties. In 2016, | made periodic
trips back to the state to conduct further intesgend keep abreast of new developments in

criminal justice reform there.
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CHAPTER TWO:

DOCUMENTING REDEMPTION: MORAL REHABILITATION IN THE

MAINSTREAM MEDIA

When director Jonathan Stack screened his docunyefitee Farm: 10 Downat Angola
in 2009, Warden Burl Cain framed two of the mertdezd film as exemplars of rehabilitation.
10 Downis the sequel tdhe Farm(1998) the critically acclaimed documentary about lifeides
the notorious prison. Of the six whose lives Staa# chronicled iThe Farm four men, all
African Americans, were still alive ten years latishop Eugene Tanniehill, Ashante
Witherspoon, Vincent Simmons, and George Crawfdahniehill received an executive pardon
in 2007 after serving 47 years of a life sentemcerfurder. Witherspoon paroled in 1999 after
serving 28 years of a 75-year sentence for armealolerny. Simmons continues to serve a 100-
year sentence for rape, and Crawford is servirig &éntence for first-degree murder. Both
Tanniehill and Witherspoon returned to Angola fog screening. Neither Simmons nor
Crawford attended the event. It is not clear whgv@ord was absent, but Simmons was locked
down in the prison’s disciplinary unit at the tinfdne AngoliteAngola’s prison newsmagazine,
reported that during the post-screening talkback @Down Cain presented Tanniehill as “a
miracle of perseverance” and Witherspoon as “amngia of preparation for the opportunity of

freedom.” The warden suggested Crawford was ondhe to transformation, but Simmons
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could only emerge from lockdown when he decidethéyp himself’ like Tanniehill and

Witherspoon had’

This episode complicates the scholarly consensostakfrican Americans and the
rehabilitative idealHistorians agree that the eighteenth century Qusakéznded penitentiaries
to temporarily deprive white men of their statuseform and restore them to their place in
society. Because they had no social standing, bleken and men were categorically excluded
from the possibility of rehabilitation. Moreoveru@kers perceived black men in particular as
driven by sexual passions rather than rationahtypervious to the reformative effects of silent,
solitary contemplatiofi’ These early racialized assumptions have had rexblristaying power
throughout the history of American prisods mentioned in the introduction, popular depicsion
suggesting that violent, rebellious African Amensgopulated prisons fueled scholarly and
public suspicion of the rehabilitative ideld.contrast to images of intransigence and violence
however, Warden Cain’s interpretationld@f Downcasts some black men as not only capable of
reform, but as models for otheBut what are the implications of such an intergret& Over
the past twenty years, many depictions of Angolzehacluded black men undergoing the
process of reform traditionally reserved for whiten. Incarcerated African American men are
eventually rewarded with release when they repttitaar crimes, affirm the values of

mainstream society, and transform their lives atiogty.

" Larry Sharp, “Déja vu: The Farm—Ten DowiTie AngoliteVol. 34, No. 4 (July/August 2009): 25.

8 Mark E. Kann, “Penitence for the Privileged: MantpRace, and Penitentiaries in Early AmericaPiison
Masculinitiesedited by Don Sabo, Terry A. Kupers, and Willie don (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
2001), 21-34; Angela Davis, “Race, Gender, andoRridistory: From the Convict Lease System to thpeBomax
Prison,” inPrison Masculinitiesedited by Don Sabo, Terry A. Kupers, and Willie Hdon (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 2001), 35-45; John M. Sloblpe Cultural Prison: Discourse, Prisoners, and Falmment
(Tuscaloosa, AL: The University of Alabama Pre€96), 34-45.
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However, these individuals also become a justificator continuing to incarcerate black
men who refuse to follow to this rehabilitative nebdnd frame their incarceration as the product
of systemic racism. Even when black men do adltetieet norms of redemption, their
transformations primarily serve to enrich whitesl aginforce racialized assumptions about the
causes and consequences of crifaolarly consensus implies that depictions of eetsble
African Americans might encourage more humane crjustice policiesUltimately,
however, even depictions of penitent black menrearforce the same policies that portrayals of
violent predators have. Just as romanticized imafibtack religion have often reinforced
stereotypes and hierarchies, so even seeminglyatiefic depictions of redemption at Angola

can implicitly reinforce capital punishment andefidite incarceration.

In this chapter, | focus on four of the most welbkvn depictions of Angolaludgment at
Midnight,a documentary about the execution of Antonio Jaimesaired as an episodeRfime
Time Livein 1996;The FarmJonathan Stack’s 1998 documentary about life in&iugola; The
Farm: 10 Down Stack’s 2009 sequel fthe Farm;andServing Lifethe 2011 documentary
about Angola’s hospice program produced by the D@anfrey Network. Each of these
depictions is significant in its own rightudgment at Midnightvas one of the first major
portrayals of Cain’s Angola, bringing the wardeméafor his personal approach to executions.
The Farmis probably the most widely known depiction of Afegdncarcerated journalist
Wilbert Rideau, longtime editor of Angola’s prisnewsmagazinel he Angoliteco-directed the
film, which was ultimately nominated for an Osc&nd Serving Lifewas the first film in the
Oprah Winfrey Network’s short-lived original docuntary series. It was also screened at the

2015 American Academy of Religion conferenicaupplement analysis of these depictions with
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national news coverage of two of Angola’s more néaaitiatives: Malachi Dads and the

Returning Hearts Celebration.

Documentaries about Angola are important sourcemahfor two reasons. First, in the
absence of personal experience with incarceratnmst Americans gain their knowledge about
prisons and the people inside them through popafaresentations in film and televisith.
Second, because they purport to be authentic rempans of reality, documentaries are
especially influential in shaping not only perceps of, but actions toward people in prison.
Non-fiction films about the criminal justice syst@mparticular have been known to facilitate
incarcerated individuals’ release and prompt refstml chose the aforementioned
representations because they are the most well+aow widely viewed portrayals of Angola,
appealing to both religious and non-religious andés, conservatives and liberdisthis light,
as with all representations, these documentarise cuestions about the diversity and limitation
of audience interpretation. Viewers can interpnetse films very differently depending on their
context. Some have caehe Farmfor example, as a radical critique of the crimipastice
system, while the Louisiana Department of Correti;ecommended the film as a training
video for their corrections officers. However, slate remind us that interpretation is necessarily

limited by “the economic interests of the mediatidthe pervading, prescribing influence of

81 See, for example, Erving Goffmahhe presentation of self in everyday (iew York: Doubleday, 1959); D.A.
Graber,Crime News and the Publ{®lew York: Praeger Publishers, 1980); D. CheatwdBdson movies: Films
about adult, male, civilian prisons, 1929-1995,Piwpular Culture, Crime, and Justicedited by F. Bailey and D.
Hale (Belmont, CA: West/Wadsworth Publishing Comp&k998); C.L. McNeeley, “Perceptions of the Crialin
Justice System: Television Imagery and Public Kmeolgk in the United States]durnal of Criminal Justice and
Popular Culture3, 1: 1-20; Bruce Shapiro, “The Ghosts of Atticalie Nation January 31, 2000; Bill Yousman,
Prime time prisons on US TV: Representation of loemation (New York: Peter Lang, 2009); “Revisiting Hall's
Encoding/Decoding Model: Ex-Prisoners Respond tevigion Representations of IncarceratioRgview of
Education, Pedagogy, and Cultural Studsss no. 3 (2013): 197-216.

8 gee, for example, Charles Musser, “Film truth,uioentary, and the law: justice at the margittSFL Review
30 (1995): 963-984; Taunya Lovell Banks, “What Dm@ntary Films Teach us About the Criminal Justice
System—Introduction,University of Maryland Law Journal of Race, Religi@Gcender, and Claséol. 8, No. 1
(2008): 1-6; Kristen Fuhs, “The Legal Trial Andfocumentary Film,Cultural Studies28, 5-6, 781-808.
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corporate structure$¥Put another way, some people’s interpretationsrame influential than
others. In the context of Angola, for example, Waarcain’s interpretation df0 Downhas
more sway than Vincent Simmons’ does. Depiction&rajola are necessarily constrained by

their context.

Ultimately, | argue that depictions of redemptioa a double-edged sword for
incarcerated African Americans. These portrayalsroémphasize the individual to the
exclusion of structural critique or context. Schsladdressing the history of evangelical prison
ministries often note that these “colorblind” iatives implicitly deemphasize the systemic
racism inherent in the criminal justice syst&htiowever, | also argue that stories about moral
rehabilitation at Angola actively perpetuate rasi@reotypes in which the redemption of African
Americans serves others more than themselves arfdrees the idea that crime is endemic to

black communities even as preventative measuresheumplemented at the individual level.
“Put on a new life”: black men embody and espousée rehabilitative ideal

Of all the depictions of Angol&he Farmmost clearly portrays African American men
undergoing the process of contrition and redemp@laaker reformers envisioned when they
established the first penitentiaries. The flmmakaresent Eugene “Bishop” Tanniehill, an
elderly black man who has served nearly four dezadla life sentence for murdes the
guintessential exemplar of reform. Ordained asrad®estal minister, Tanniehill earned his

nickname “Bishop” for his prominent position in Aslg’s religious communityDelivering an

8 Sloop, The Cultural Prison11; Kathryn LoftonOprah: The Gospel of an IcqBerkeley and Los Angeles, CA:
University of California Press, 2011), 16-17.

8 Tanya Erzen, “Testimonial Politics: The ChristRight's Faith-Based Approach to Marriage and Inmgmisent,”
American Quarterlyp9 (September 2007): 992. For a discussion of vehitengelicals’ emphasis on racial
reconciliation between individuals rather than piel to address systemic racism, see Michael OréEmend
Christian SmithDivided by Faith: Evangelical Religion and the Plaim of Race in Americ@xford: Oxford
University Press, 2000).
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enthusiastic sermon to a lively congregation inghson, “Bishop” uses his own life story as an
illustration of how God rewards those who repemthle midst of his message, he confesses his
crime: “[I] met a man, innocent man, a good marg’eixclaims, “and with a clap of my hand, |
took that man life!” He insists that the policesSoeied” him by arresting him because his
imprisonment led him to God. In a moment of desgarexpressed sorrow and shame for what
he had done, asking God to “cleanse” him of his.sittone with the filmmakers, Tanniehill
explains that Angola helped him to discover himgelfovercome his ignorance. In this way, he

insists, prison helps individuals "become transfedth “change clothes,” or “put on a new life.”

The Farmthen,depicts a black man transforming in much the wagkgus would have
hoped. Tanniehill is a black Pentecostal preachtber than one of the white men for whom
early reformers intended penitentiaries. He swesdtsiits, and jumps as he tells his story to a
lively congregation rather than silently contemipigthis sins in a solitary cell. Yetldescribes
how his incarceration forced him to recognize aguknt of his sins and change his IHe
publicly confesses his guilt and encourages ottted® the same, promising that their lives will
be blessed like his if they do. Tanniehill embodwsabilitation differently than Quakers would

have expected, but he follows their basic tempdateflection, contrition, and transformation.

The Farmpresents Ashante Witherspoon, a middle-aged AfrAdaerican man serving
75 years for armed robbery, in a similar light. Néitspoon reveals that initially, his
determination to survive the prison’s violent enviment landed him in Angola’s disciplinary
cellblocks. There he realized the futility of reimei, repented of his ways, and decided to
“redevelop [his] life.” Thoughhe Farmat one point depicts him praying in Christ’'s name,
Witherspoon does not use Tanniehill’s languagastantaneous salvation and sanctification.

The film focuses on his service as a paralegal and his ao&CPR trainer rather than his
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participation in overtly religious programs. Stil/itherspoon points back to a moment of
introspection that led him to change his behatmprove through his actions that he was
worthy of releaseCiting his leadership of clubs and involvement imrerous self-help and
service organization Witherspoon asserts that heé‘tstally different person” than when he first
came to Angola. Like Tanniehill, he is a black naahering to the Quaker template of reform,
recognizing his personal responsibility for hisremt circumstances and crediting prison

discipline as the impetus for his transformation.
“We seek refuge with Allah”: including Muslims in the redemptive vision

An early reviewer concluded th@ihe Farmimplicitly reinforced Warden Cain’s
“biblical vision” and ultimately delivered a “Chtian message,” in part because no Muslims
appeared in the fild® Indeed, most stories about Angola use images afschatic preachers
and congregations clapping and shouting along godpel choirs as shorthand for the prison’s
religious transformation. The 2011 documentaeyving Life however, suggests that
incarcerated Muslims can fit into Cain’s “biblioakion” as well as Christian&erving Lifeas
the most well-known portrayal of Angola’s famouspme programProduced by Lisa Cohen
and narrated by actor Forest Whittaker, the fitas the first entry in Oprah’s short-lived
documentary club and “carrie[d] the editorial judgmof Oprah Inc® Serving Lifefollows
four new volunteers as they begin the process cfiibeng hospice caregivers: Justin, a 28 year-
old white man serving a life sentence for secongkel= murder; Charles “Boston” Rodgers, a

3lyear-old black man serving 35 years for armetheéojy Ronald Ratliff, a middle-aged black

8 Danny Heitman, “The Farm: A&E documentary filmsaional year at Angola penitentiaryThe Advocate,
Sunday, September 20, 1998, 1-H.

8 Ginia Bellafante, “Oprah’s Network Goes to the M&sy” The New York Timedune 1, 2011,
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/06/02/arts/televisigm@h-winfrey-introduces-documentary-club.html? .r=0
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man serving a life sentence for a drug charge ubdeisiana’s three strikes law; and Anthony
“Shaheed” Middlebrooks, a 37 year-old African Angan man serving 40 years for first-degree

robbery.

Though Boston briefly describes the process by Wwhiebecame a Christian minister in
Angola’s cellblocksShaheed is the most recognizably religious of #we hospice volunteers.
A tall, lanky, light-skinned Black maishaheed is a devout Musliffihe filmmakers
intentionally highlight evidence of his Muslim idégy. Footage of the young man rolling out a
rug and kneeling to pray rolls as Middlebrooks exps that he is serving a forty year sentence
for first degree robbery. The camera pans overpg obLeadership in an Islamic Perspective
resting on his bunk. A brief shot of a letter toddliebrooks’ mother focuses on the phrase “in
the name of Allah the Most Merciful.” The narrateveals that he serves as an imam inside the
prison, as the film cuts to a prayer service. Wepa knit prayer cap, Shaheed delivers a sermon
before men kneel, faces and palms to the groundnoming “Allahu Akbar” in unison. Later,
when he reveals that his twin boys drowned six mm®mito his sentence, the camera cuts to
Shaheed repeating the ritual alone, removing hikwboes and intoning “Allahu Akbar” as he

bends to the floor.

Incarcerated Muslims are burdened with a contestiostory. Throughout the mid-
twentieth century, prison wardens and chaplainardgy the Nation of Islam in particular as a
threat to security. Teachings about black sepanatisre especially troubling to authorities. The
ameliorating role of incarcerated Muslims during 1971 Attica uprising and the increasing

popularity of Sunni Islam in American prisons daften attitudes toward incarcerated
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Muslims®’ But after the 9/11 attacks, politicians and jolists.increasingly voiced fears of
“radicalization” inside U.S. prisorf8.Chuck Colson of Prison Fellowship Ministry argubdt
incarcerated African Americans, perceiving themseglw be victims of systemic injustice, were
particularly susceptible to “radicalization,” eadger‘strike back at [their] oppressors 'Serving
Life, however, portrays Middlebrooks’ Islam as compatibith the flmmakers’ own
understanding of redemption. Describing himsekh asug dealer before he came to Angola,
Middlebrooks reveals that he “reached out to Goadd moment of personal crisis, after his sons
died. He attributes his incarceration to his owstakes, admitting that he deliberately decided
to follow “the bad road,” despite his parents’ gande. The film’s brief snippet of his sermon
conveys a similar message of individual accountgbiWe seek refuge with Allah,” he tells the
congregation, “from the evil of ourselves and ownainful deeds.” Though he is Muslim, his
story of transformation adheres to the Quaker tatepdf redemption. Middlebrooks recognizes
and repents of his life as a drug dealer, acceptopal responsibility for his incarceration, and
turns to God to save him from his sikBs Muslim identity does not conflict with the appatly

universal ideals of reform.

87 See, for example, Robert DanriBiack Pilgrimage to IslanfOxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).

8 Sohail Daulatzai, “Protect Ya Neck (Remix): Musdimnd the Carceral Imagination in the Age of Guaantzo,”
in Black Routes to Islaneds. Manning Marable and Hishaam D. Aidi (New Yd?Pkigrave Macmillan, 2009), 207-
223.

8 Charles W. Colson, “Terrorists Behind BarBifst Things,November 2002.
http://www.firstthings.com/article/2002/11/terrdesbehind-bars
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“Radical outrage and old-fashioned redemption”: conplicating rehabilitation

WhenThe Farmpremiered in 1998, one reviewer concluded thafilime“sends mixed
signals of radical outrage and old-fashioned redemy3®® On one hand, the documentary
characterizes Angola as an extension of slaveeyiitbst recent manifestation of a long history
of racialized oppressionithin the first five minutes of he Farmthe narrator reveals that 77
percent of the 900 men sentenced to Angola in ¥8%é African Americandn interviews with
the filmmakersAngoliteeditor WilbertRideau highlights the continuity between Angola’s
origins as a slave plantation and its presenttyedlioting that the prison population is majority-
black and the administration all-white, Rideau dodes: “Nothing has changed in the past two
hundred years. It's the same people.” He charaeteiingola as a “corporate plantation.”
Worked by a captive, unpaid labor force, it is whiatebellum slavery would resembile if it had

continued into the twentieth century.

Tanniehill and Witherspoon’s stories are largegcdnnected from this broader
narrative.Neither refers to the continuing legacy of slavaryAngola. They assume sole
responsibility for their crimes without any indicat that their imprisonment is unjust or
connected to their racial identity. Similarly, $®rving Lifewhich largely lacks'he Farm’s
historical context, Shaheed Middlebrooks assuagegkCColson’s fears of radicalization
among incarcerated African American Muslims. Hesdoet cast himself as a “victim of

systemic injustice.”

If “violent criminals” and “superpredators” are theevailing images of incarcerated

Black men,The Farm’s‘radicalized outrage and old-fashioned redemptian@ not at odds. In

% Bill Stamets, “Moral ambiguities rob ‘Farm’ of fttul discussion,”Chicago Sun-Timesriday, September 4,
1998, 33.
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this context, even if they are disconnected fronuagherstanding of anti-black discrimination
inherent in the criminal justice system, the fillmgmpathetic depictions of black men’s
transformations are radical in and of themselvessdépicted on camera, Tanniehill,
Witherspoon, and Middlebrooks’ testimonies direciallenge the “nothing works” mentality
with regard to rehabilitation fostered by raciadjodice as prison populations shifted from

majority-white to majority-black.

Moreover, these African American men are redeenmthaide white men, and in a
similar fashion. InThe Farmfor example, Logan “Bones” Theriot, an elderly vehmhan dying
in Angola’s hospice unit, admits to having killed ife. He recognized immediately that he
had “messed up,” he tells a group of incarceratetds gathered at his bedside. He prayed to
God for more time “to get to know him.” Like Tanhi#, Theriot insists that Angola is not the
place of despair some people think it is. “You stlh have a life inside,” he says, citing
educational and service opportunities in the prigord while he highlights his own class status,
he does not frame incarceration as a fate largsigrved for the people without financial
resources. He explains to the men holding vigilacbhis bed that he had not submitted to God
earlier in his life because he resented being @wirhe suggests being in prison dissolved his
discontent, showing him that life is not about igetimore, but about getting to know God.
Theriot’s process of redemption is no differentrtiiaat of Tanniehill or Witherspoon; he
recognizes his guilt in an instant and vows torggtt with God and serve others. He accepts
personal responsibility for his incarceration, meligss of the structural realities that allow
wealthier whites to avoid prison time. TogetheriMgrspoon, Tanniehill, and Theriot suggest
that the process of rehabilitation is universghyesented by black and white men in equal

measure.
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Other stories, however, suggest more clearly tinattsiral factors like race and class do
shape the process of redemption. One of the mesbubexamples is the story of Antonio
James, a 41 year-old black man sentenced to deathurder and armed robbery of two men. In
the 1996Prime Time Livespecial Judgment at MidnighABC reporter Cynthia McFadden
chronicled James'’ final days at the invitation chMen Cain. James always maintained his
innocence, insisting that while he was presenb#t murders, it was his accomplices who
actually pulled the trigger. Initially, he was bittthat he had been sentenced to death for crimes
he did not commit. But while on Death Row, he daieed that he would “become a better
person” and “free myself from all this anger antetialames attributed his transformation to
prayer and the work of the Holy Spirit. “All thaate, anger and bitterness just disappeared,” he
recalled® Like Tanniehill, Witherspoon, and Middlebrooksmizs experiences a transformative
moment. However, because he maintains his inno¢checeames his redemption as a decision
not to be bitter about his wrongful imprisonmerdt nanconditional repentance for the crimes of

which he is accused.

Cynthia McFadden highlights James’ alternative wustd@ding of redemption when she
repeatedlyseeks to elicit a satisfying confession from JarBég does address the systemic
factors that contributed to his conviction, raismgestions about the legal process through which
James was convicted. She notes that James’s ocovn&ttadmitted his defense strategy was “so
bad” that he believes James “didn’t get a faid.tridnd she tellsPrimetime Livenost Diane
Sawyer that James is “typical” of people on DeathwvRn that he was young, poor, uneducated,

and “ha[d] few resources to defend [himself].” MdBan does not suggest these factors

1 Lane Nelson, “Death Watch: Down to the Wir&He AngoliteVol. 20, No. 3 (May/June 1995): 10.
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disproportionately impact African Americans, buestoes suggest that structural inequities

contributed to James’ death senteffce.

Nevertheless, McFadden actively seeks to make Jatoeg conform to the traditional
template of repentance and redemptitte’'s at least guilty of murder in the second degrshe
tells James’ attorney, Nick Trenticosta. “So weoe really talking about innocence in the way
that people think about innocence.” She suggeatsiibugh he may not have pulled the trigger,
he was still complicit in a murder, as though tb&skr degree of his role in the crime should not
obviate his death sentence. Consequently, McFaplaigimes James to clearly state his guilt.
“Have you accepted responsibility for what you'eme?” she asks James. When he owns to
participating in armed robbery, McFadden pressehldu, asking whether he takes responsibility
for the murders as well. “Well no,” he respondsigtl like that I'm on Death Row for murders
that | didn't commit.” McFadden does not let thetterarest, revisiting the question in a final

conversation with James through the bars of hisoceDeath Row.

McFadden: yoiceove} Until the end, Antonio James continues to mamtes never shot
either victim. fo JamepWe've talked a lot about what you're innocentard | want to

ask you, what are you guilty of?

James: Armed robbery. Armed robbery.

McFadden: When you talk to God about your sins—

2 The film also does not linger on the fact thaigsroverwhelmingly impose the death penalty ongtaxcused of
killing whites, not African Americans. While Jameas sentenced to death for the murder of Henrye&ian

elderly white man, he was sentenced to life inqrifor the death of Elvin Adams, an elderly blackrmSo while
Adams’ son insists that James must die for hisesirit is not actually his father’s death for whitdmes is to be
executedNevertheless, Adams did hope that James’ execwtiuid correct the racial disparity inherent in ¢api
punishment with regard to victims. "And let's hdge told The Advocatéithat we can put all this here, 'It's OK for
the black man to kill the black man, but don't &ilé white man.' Hey, a man is a man regardlesgat color.” See
James Minton, “Son of victim prayed for Jameghe Advocatéylarch 2, 1996.
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James: | ask for forgiveness.

McFadden: That doesn’t include their deaths?

James: It includes their deaths, for being present.

McFadden is clearly unsatisfied with James’ un@erding of his role in the murders. She
continually presses him for a full confession, aambiguous statement of his personal
responsibility for the deaths of two men. Evenlas ®cognizes the structural factors that
contributed to his conviction, she seeks to pusthtoward an unmitigated admission of guilt.
James refuses, asserting that he is both innooentealeemed, subverting the traditional
rehabilitative model of confession, repentance, saldation. Filmmakers simply present the
stories of Tanniehill, Witherspoon, and Middlebreakithout connecting them to Angola’s
history of racialized punishment. Bliiidgment at Midnighportrays a white reporter actively
seeking to shape a black man’s redemption stooyantarrative of guilt and reform rather than

wrongful conviction and racial injustice.

Who is guilty?: redemption and forgiveness inrThe Farm and 10 Down

While Cynthia McFadden openly expresses skeptiabout James’ innocencEhe
Farmtakes seriously Vincent Simmon’s claim that he lesn wrongfully convicted. However,
his efforts to challenge the standard redemptiaméwork are similarly ill-fated. Viewers first
encounter Simmons on the eve of his first parolihg. After years of legal work on his own
behalf, he has finally obtained evidence that is&idt attorney withheld at the time of his trial.
Simmons expresses hope that this new evidencé&pl him “accomplish [his] freedom.” The

film implies his hopes are doomed from the statibrRo the hearing, the two sisters for whose
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rape Simmons was convicted appear before the plaoalel to argue against his release. One
board member assures the sisters that the bodrttwilts duty,” suggesting Simmons’ newly
discovered evidence will be irrelevant. From thgibeing the board seeks to fit Simmons’ case
into the redemptive model. Board member Irv Magqrominent victim’s rights advocate, asks
Simmons whether he committed the rapes. He scdf&swvimmons denies the charge.
Simmons presents the board members with the evedea®opes will prove his innocence: a
medical examination concluding one of the two giviss still a virgin after the alleged rape; a
line-up photo in which Simmons is the only man améicuffs; a statement by one of the victims

indicating she could not identify the perpetratecéuse “all black people look alike.”

Indeed, during Simmons’ hearing, one of the sigtevealed that she had developed a
fear of all black men since the alleged rape, gpadhmitting that she would not be alone with
the African American man sitting on the parole lbb&ut instead of concluding that this
admission of racial prejudice invalidates her tastiy, the black board member makes clear that
his sympathies lie with her. He compares her tmhis granddaughters, shuddering to imagine
what he would do if they were sexually assaulteiterfhe hears her testimony, he insists he
does not even need to hear what Simmons has téisagnd the other board members perform
only a perfunctory examination of the evidence Sonmpresents. When Simmons leaves the
room, they quickly agree to deny him parole. Despitbstantial evidence of the anti-black bias
pervading his case, Simmons’ pleas fall on deaf bacause he refuses to confess his guilt and

seek forgivenes¥

% The narrator il0 Downreiterates this point: “Accepting responsibility fine's crime and expressing remorse
are preconditions for receiving parole. But Vinceaine in ready to plead his case for innocence.”
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10 Downreveals that Simmons’ unwillingness to adhere ¢ostiandard redemptive
model is still a roadblock to his release. Tholige Farmbrought renewed attention to his case,
his efforts to secure a new trial have been largaBuccessful. His last hope is to convince
Karen and Sharon Sanders, the women who accusedfmape, that they were mistaken when
they identified him as their attacker. But the tsvare only interested in reaffirming Simmons’
guilt by offering him their forgivenes&0 Downdepicts a 1999 victim-offender reconciliation
meeting between Simmons and the Sanders sistezssiSters read prepared statements in which
they accuse Simmons of inflicting great pain ugduent, but insist that their faith in God gives

them the strength to forgive him and hope he firedemption.

Simmons, however, has his own religious readinip@fsituation: he is a righteous man
whose faithfulness God will reward if the twins aokvledge their accusations were false. He
opens his remarks with a Bible verse: “Commit yaays to the Lord...and he shall bring it to
pass, Psalm 37:5.” Presiding over the meeting, Wrafhin interrupts Simmons, immediately
suspicious of his intent. The Psalm he cites affithat God will champion the righteous and
eventually thwart the evil who scheme against th&od, Simmons implies, will reveal his
innocence and end the injustice perpetrated byetind® put him in prison. Indeed, when Sharon
asks why he quoted the scripture, Simmons expthatshe had hoped to review the facts of the
case with the sisters, to question their testimgricedemonstrate his righteousness. When they
refuse, he still seeks to characterize the womeheaguilty party in need of forgiveness. He
assures them that even though they helped putrhprison, he does not hate or hold a grudge
against them. Simmons refuses to conform to thedaral model of redemption, asserting his
innocence rather than confessing his guilt and ifngrhimself as a victim of a racially biased

process.
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The sisters, however, seek to reassert the famddemptive narrative. Incensed that
Simmons implies they are the guilty ones, the ssteorm out. Outside the prison, Karen
expresses frustration, asserting that Simmons wexperience relief only if he would confess
his guilt. In a later interview included 0 Down Karen expresses more sympathy for
Simmons, but continues to insist that he must takponsibility for his crimes. She suggests that
if Simmons would simply “admit [he] screwed up,’esand her sister might speak in favor of his
release. Karen believes that there is some goddkii®mmons and prays she and her sister
might help him find it. As she speaks, the canoeita to Simmons, who is watching this clip of
Sanders’ statement with a slight smile, tears stimeg down his face. When the clip ends, he
looks up, thanking the flmmakers for sharing itwhim and revealing that he prays for the
sisters as well. Still, Simmons will not agreeheit terms, even though he knows “life might be
easier” if he did. Directing the filmmakers howdispose of his body, he acknowledges that his
refusal to confess means he will most likely di&igola. As a black man accused of raping two
white women, Simmons’ fate depends on affirmingrtimterpretation of the past. He knows that
conforming to the traditional model might resultis releasehut admitting guilt would negate

the compelling evidence that his conviction wasebasn anti-black prejudice.

Collateral damage: incarcerated whites challenge thredemptive model

In contrast taJudgment at MidnighandThe Farmjt is awhite character who frames
himself as a victim of the justice systenSarving LifeLike Antonio James, Justin Granier also
argues that while he was present when a murder@cithe was not the man who pulled the
trigger. He implies Louisiana’s second degree mustkgutes are unfair, revealing that he
continues to pursue his case in the courts. UMEEadden inludgment at Midnighthe

filmmakers do not push Justin for a more satisfyagngfession on camera, but he does later
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express regret that a young man died in his presand wonders if he could have prevented his
death somehow. Like Antonio James, Justin confdsseguilt even as he frames his sentence as

unjust.

Justin exemplifies the concept of “collateral dgeiaof mass incarceration, the idea that
criminal justice policies designed to target AfricAmericans nevertheless impact some
whites?* In fact, by pairing his story with that of his Ipice partner, Bostorgerving Lifesubtly
suggests young white men in Angola come from dffiécontexts than young black men.
Boston describes his as “the typical story”: arancerated father, a drug-addicted mother, an
unstable childhood in foster care and the hométhaving” relatives. As a teenager, he was in
and out of jail, until at the age of twenty he gastenced to 35 years for armed robbery. But
Justin was pursuing a college education in the ca¢dield and imagined a bright future for
himself before his arrest. “By now | shoulda donadgiated,” he tells the filmmakers, “probably
started a family, living a normal life. But instebih living the most abnormal life possible.” He
wants to become a hospice volunteer because tHe*would kinda be a resemblance of what
my life could have been had | not come to priséf Boston, ending up in prison was almost

an expectation; for Justin, it is a shock.

Justin, too, must adhere to the norms of the stahdemptive modelServing Life
does not directly evaluate his claim that his sdadegree murder charge is unjust. By including
Justin’s later reflection that he might have doomesthing to prevent his friend from killing the
victim in his case, the flmmakers suggest he ifygun as much need of redemption as all the

other hospice volunteers. Unlike Antonio Jamestiduss not bullied into an unmitigated

% Michelle AlexanderThe New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Ag€olorblindnesgNew York: The New
Press, 2010, 2012), 205.
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confession. However, the filmmakers also do nah&dis case as a blatant injustice, as the
directors ofThe Farmdo for Vincent Simmons. The fact that Justin pussoie freedom through
the courts is incidental to the filmmakers’ stobpat his redemption through Angola’s hospice

program.
“Miracles happen”: redemption and release inThe Farm and 10 Down

While the flmmakers express sympathy for Simmdre Farmand10 Downultimately
highlight the futility of subverting the traditioheedemptive model. On the other hand, these
films directly contrast his fate with that of thosto do adhere to the standard redemption
narrative, namely Bishop Tanniehill and Ashanteh&tispoon. Throughotthe Farm,

Tanniehill distinguishes between physical and smtifreedom and suggests that the governor
has not signed his pardon because Tanniehill hinssebt “ready from within” for the outside
world. Still, he suggests he would be overjoyeldefwere to be released. The rolling script at the
end ofThe Farmindicates Tanniehill did not receive a pardon. frheged, mournful trumpet
music suggests that the audience should be disnmbgedn obviously reformed man must

remain in prison.

But 10 Downreveals that in 2007, Governor Kathleen Blancollfirgigned Tanniehill’s
pardon. The film does not explain the process bighwthis occurred. Aftefhe Farm’srelease,
Tanniehill received renewed attention from evarggeland politicians. Most pivotal was his
introduction to influential businessman Terry Vaar[Aa through evangelist Manny Mill. With
the help of Mill and Van Der Aa, Tanniehill securbther pardon board hearing in 2007.

Considering testimony from Warden Cain and stateatde Charles D. Jones (D-Monroe), the

% Lane Nelson, “Freedom! Released from prison affeyears, the bishop of Angola keeps the old falitre in a
new world”, The Angolite,JJuly/Aug 2007, 18-21.
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pardon board recommended Tanniehill for releas@hasizing his religious activity. Senator
Jones credited Tanniehill equally alongside Caitinfostering an unprecedented “spiritual
movement” within Angola. One of Cain’s security gimspoke for Tanniehill as well, testifying
that Bishop had taught him how to pr\Swayed by these testimonies, Governor Kathleen
Blanco signed Tanniehill's pardon. Ultimately, Tanll became a youth minister at Jim
Cymbala’s Brooklyn Tabernacle in New York City (had met Cymbala through Van Der Aa).
Van Der Aa had set up a sizeable fund so that Eaihwould not have to bear the burden of

supporting his own ministry/.

10 Downdoes not explain this complicated process. Instiadfilm presents
Tanniehill’s release as a straightforward resuliisfredemption. When the filmmakers visit him
in New York, Tanniehill insists that while he wasl $n prison, God had revealed that he would
have a ministry upon his release. He had “sowedjtloel seed” as a minister at Angola and
could now “reap the harvestl0 Downdepicts the tangible manifestations of Tanniehill’'s
reward. InThe Farm Bishop was missing several of his front teeth am@phed in a denim
jacket and blue jean%0 Downshows Tanniehill with gleaming dentures and drésseolorful
suits. When the filmmakers notice Tanniehill's gants hanging on a rack in his bedroom,
Tanniehill reveals that he has eighteen differeitss“l don't mean Salvation Army suits
neither,” he boasts. He simply chuckles with delighen the filmmakers ask him how it feels to
get dressed every day. Similarly, when Tannieligitsy Angola, Cain immediately remarks upon
his suit and gold watch. Wearing a bright purplellsailored suit, he greets an audience of

incarcerated men in a spacious, pristine chapeérdhan a crowded classroom in Angola’s

% James Minton, “Board favors sentence reductiomforderer, The Advocaterebruary 27, 2007.
" Nelson, “Freedom!,” 18-21.
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education building. Through his faith, Tanniehiéisnot only been released from prison, but

materially blessed beyond what most formerly ineeated people can often expect.

In 10 Down,the filmmakers reveal that Ashante Witherspoondiss been rewarded
with release as a result of his personal transfoomaAt the end ofrhe Farm Witherspoon
recognizes that Louisiana’s political climate malkechances for freedom slim. However, like
Tanniehill, he has faith that parole is still ptsibecause God could sway parole board
members in his favof.God touches a person's heart, and miracles happemrcdncludes.
Indeed,The Farm: 10 Dowrsuggests that Witherspoon'’s faith was well-foundretintroducing
him to the audience, the narrator reveals thap#nele board finally granted Witherspoon a
hearing in 1999’8 Witherspoon’s hearing is strikingly different fraBimmons’ encounter with
the parole board. Whereas Simmons appeared alese@\Warden Cain speaking on
Witherspoon’s behalf, praising him in particular émnfessing and repenting of his crime.
Witherspoon reiterates his remorse, focusing onrarsformation rather than any discrepancies
in his conviction. “I was wrong for anything thatd ever done in my life that was wrong,” he
tells the board. He prays that God has helped dhedoappreciate the evidence of his
rehabilitation, promising that if he is releaselde‘spirit of God” will continue to work through
him. On camera, and with Witherspoon in the rodithea members vote in favor of his parole.

The board chair reinforces his identity as a refmrtransgressor. “In the words of our savior,

% In his 2005 monograph about Angola, Dennis Steeenior officer with the Moody Bible Institute Ghicago,
frames Witherspoon'’s release as the result of diintervention rather than diligent legal work. &herites that it
was when Witherspoon became “content to stay abknifjthat was what God had in mind for him” tHatseries
of miracles” (appearing ifihe Farm obtaining Cain’s recommendation) led to his rele&s= Dennis Sher€ain’s
Redemption: A Story of Hope and TransformationrimeAca’s Bloodiest PrisofChicago: Northfield Publishing,
2005), 189.
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he tells Witherspoon, “go and sin no moréWitherspoon gets his miracle. Affirmed by
Warden Cain, his confession, repentance, and retilmmgre the key to his releas®hereas the
parole board rebuffs Simmons for maintaining hisoicence, the same body rewards
Witherspoon for accepting responsibility for higne, presenting evidence of his

transformation, and vowing to do God’s work upos talease.

While their stories were largely disconnected fiGain inThe Farm in 10 Down,
Tanniehill and Witherspoon become exemplars ofttheden’s religious agendahe Farm
portrayed Cain as a compassionate warden]®iowndirectly credits the warden with
dramatically reducing violence inside the prisonrstituting religious programming to instill
morality among Angola’s population. As the narrdiaefly describes the prison’s Bible
College, viewers see images of black men worshgpjiside a prison chapel, waving their
hands to slow-tempo gospel music. In this contéatniehill and Witherspoon become evidence
of Cain’s success. 1h0 Down,Cain explicitly identifies Tanniehill and Witherspo as
exemplars of moral rehabilitation who should beaskd to make room for more dangerous
criminals. As footage of Cain presenting Tannielith his pardon certificate rolls, the warden
suggests there are hundreds just like him who @tenger a threat to public safety and should
be offered a second chance in society. His worgsyithat Witherspoon and Tanniehill are not

unique; others should be rewarded with releasbdoing undergone moral transformations.

However, the filmmakers also make clear that redemys not always rewarded with

release. IO Down,Cain specifies that a couple hundred are wortheleiase; in Angola’s

% John 8: 1-11. A group of Pharisees accuses a wareused of adultery to Jesus for his judgmentvikng that
the penalty for adultery is stoning, Jesus teksghople in the crowd that anyone who has neveedishould be
the one to cast the first stone. When no one tesé®e challenge, Jesus tells the woman that he noiecondemn
her either, telling her, “Go and sin no more.”

55



population of over 6000, this means thousands m@&ot.The Farmmakes clear that this is

not necessarily because the remaining thousandsegéormedRather, Cain suggests in the
film that most of the rehabilitated can only expietir reward in the hereaftéfhe context in
which the warden expresses these sentiments idicagn. Near the end dfhe Farm,\Vincent
Simmons discusses his case witigoliteeditor Wilbert Rideau. Rideau informs him that his
African American alibi witnesses will not stand against two white women accusing him of
rape. Simmons refuses to relent, hoping that theeeBoe Court will consider his case. “You're a
brave man, to entertain hope at that level todRydeau responds. Immediately following this
exchange, the filmmakers cut to Burl Cain, drivaggoss Angola and expounding on the idea of
hope. “Well | don’t think we ever give up hope,” tafls the filmmakers. “And that’'s where God
comes to play in it, because when we give up hépeiog free here, we have to pick up and
say, ‘Well, we're gonna be free when we die.” SanthGod we can believe in heaven, thank
God we can believe it's not over when it's oves just over here.” Similarly, id0 Down the
narrator frames the increasingly prominent roleetifjion at Angola as a direct response to
Louisiana’s harsh sentencing law$ie camera captures Cain addressing men in onegdéla’s
congregations. Applause and “amens” greet his assarthat God has “eternal life...and streets
of gold” in store for themThe Farmand10 Downpresent black men relieved of their draconian
sentences as a result of their personal redempgtiowever, the films suggest that for most of
Angola’s population, Louisiana’s laws are so imnblgahat rehabilitation can only serve as a

means to cope with life in prison.

“It will affect him more now”: the impact of transf ormation in Judgment at Midnight

In fact, representations of reformed black menrgdla often emphasize the meaning

their redemption has for others’ lives rather thair own physical or spiritual fatdudgment at
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Midnight, for example, only briefly addresses the idea tleablise Antonio James has changed,
he does not deserve to didhe documentary offers few details about Jamesiahct
transformation; neither Warden Cain nor James descany specific conversion experiente.
Images of James in the film indicate he is Catha@librief shot of James sitting on the edge of
his bunk and crossing himself, a white Catholiegtrsitting at the table during James’ last
meal®* James does tell McFadden that he and the wardiendé “the same God, Christ.”
Cain expresses confidence that James will go tedmeand James tells McFadden that though
he does not want to die, he is no longer afraidotso because he has faith in G&dludgment

at Midnightdoes suggest, then, that James’ redemption willrgseternal reward.

However, the flmmakers focus more intently onwaey James’ faith impacts others
Even in his last hours, James is more concernddtiuitse around him than himseffugging his
son and grandson, James insists he can endureshiex@cution, but regrets the toll it will take
on his family. He is especially concerned thatteenage son and nephew might act out in
response to his death. He models the behavior heswilae young men to emulate: calm

composure, not anger and rebellion. Moreover, tindvarden Cain, he explains that all young

19n contrastThe AngoliteAngola’s prison newsmagazine, recounted the det#éistimonial James offered
during a pardon board hearing. Though he maintaieedas wrongfully sentenced to death, he deteiahrtimat
while on Death Row, he would “become a better pgrand “free myself from all this anger and hatéames
attributed his transformation to prayer. “All tHete, anger and bitterness just disappeared,’dadied. “It felt like
something took over me that | can only describsdoying it was the Holy Spirit.” Ernest Busby, orieJames’s
neighbors on Death Row, testified at on James’ lbahane of his clemency hearings. “I'm not a gedus man,”
Busby said. “| don’t even believe in God. But | dalh when someone is faking it. Tony does not faigereligion.
He was always ready to talk about the Bible, arid bthers...People change.” See Lane Nelson, “DeatchlV
Down to the Wire," The Angolite)/ol. 20, No. 3 (May/June 1995): 10, 13.

191 News coverage indicated a Catholic priest adnereést last rites after James’ and a Catholic nuveseas his
spiritual advisor. See James Minton, “James losas dppeal, is executedThe Advocateylarch 1, 1996; James
Varney, “Time Runs Out for Killer—Antonio JamesHst to Death, The Advocateviarch 1, 1996.

192 cain remarked after the execution that Jamesdiddim: " if he was afraid, it would merely reflect the
weakness in his faith, and he is strong in hihfailseeJames Minton, “Punishment inequities send mixed
message,The Advocateylarch 19, 1996 Elvin Adams, Jr. actually prayed just prior to thescution that James
“had it straight with the Lord.” See “Convictedlkit executed after victim’s son leads prayérssociated Press,
March 2, 1996.
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black men from his city should interpret his stasya cautionary tal€n the eve of James’
execution, a grinning Cain tells a group of repwrt Angola’s front gate that James’ message
“to all the predators and all the hoodlums in Nexle@ns,” is that “there's consequences for your
behavior.” Though James maintains his innocenae, lhis story conforms to the traditional
redemptive model so that young men from his comtywil take personal responsibility for

their actions rather than blaming the justice syiste

In addition to framing him as an object lessonyfmung black men, Cynthia McFadden
repeatedly highlights the fact that James is moreerned with consoling those around him than
receiving comfort himself. As he visits with higridy for the final time and eats his last meal,
Cynthia McFadden notes that James works “to keegstupbeat” and “keep the mood light”
for those gathered to support him. Cain has to wpimtual advisors not to cry, lest they compel
James to console them. And James tells a flabbedydcFadden that he hopes to make his

own execution “comfortable” for the warden.

Indeed, inJudgment at Midnightlames’ religiosity plays a more prominent role@ain
than it does for himself. The documentary emphadize friendship between the two men. Cain
admits that James is “special” to him. But Jamessdwt expect that their relationship will stop
the warden from carrying out his execution; it wilinply ensure that James’ death has a greater
impact on Cain. James’ impending execution wilféaf [Cain] more now” because the warden
now recognizes their shared faith. James’ religimansformation is the key not to his own
salvation, but to the warden’s personal growtlC#in’s own shifting perspective on the death
penalty. Cain briefly expresses concern that Goy disapprove of his role in the execution.

However, he later adamantly insists that his denisb carry out “the law of the land” is not a
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sin for which he needs to seek James’ forgiven€ssn simply rethinks his approach to
executions, not capital punishment itself. Instebgresiding over executions in a detached,
impersonal manner, James’ faith leads the ward@natp with the condemned man before his
final meal, hold his hand as he lays on the guraag,direct him to the afterlife as the lethal

drugs take their effect.

In the end, James'’ religiosity is important to éxtent that it brought about Cain’s new
approach to executions. James’ faith did not c&ase to oppose the death penalty, but rather
enabled him to carry it out without remorse or glain himself tells McFadden that this is the
significance of James’ faith. When she raises thssipility that James might be “just a great con
artist,” Cain dismisses her conjecture as irrelevdindoesn’t matter if he is or not,” the warden
insists. “It matters how we ourselves deal witlst#ind how it moves me, and how it moves
others. And that’'s what really counts. | don't thime is, but even if he is, it's still OK.” Again,
James'’ religious transformation is not primarily fas own benefit, as evidenced by the fact that
it does not have to be genuine. The primary functibhis faith is to keep black youth on the
straight and narrow, comfort his friends and faralgd inspire the warden. James’ redemption

is the means through which others can be saved justification for sparing his own life.

In this way,Judgment at Midnighs a variation on two intertwined stock figures in
American popular culture: the Magical Negro and\tfieite Savior. Magical Negroes are usually
poor and uneducated, possessing magic powers eriguppiritual insight that they use in the
service of White men rather than to change thein precarious material circumstan¢&One

of the most notable recent examples is John Caffdlye film The Green MileA childlike

103 Cerise L. Glenn and Landra J. Cunningham, “Thed?af/ Black Magic: The Magical Negro and White
Salvation in Film,”Journal of Black Studie¥,ol. 40, No. 2 (November 2009): 135-152.
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African American man sentenced to death for a ntundedid not commit, Coffey uses his
miraculous powers not to free himself, but to come of his jailers, a white man named Paul
Edgecomb, of a painful bladder infection. Reluctandestroy “one of God’s miracles,”
Edgecomb offers to set Coffey free, but Coffey sefy insisting his death will be a welcome
escape from the evils of the worlls sociologist Matthew W. Hughey explains, the ande is
supposed to believe Edgecomb has done Coffey a&ssdby presiding over his execution and
be satisfied that Coffey’s suffering has made Histevfriend “a morally improved person® A
closely related character, the White Savior is aathpor intellectually superior white person
whose paternalistic assistance helps people of colercome the supposedly deficient culture
that has marginalized them. One instantiation isf dinchetype is the white school teacher who

lifts students of color out of their “culture of yrty” through superior pedagogical skitfs.

Judgment at Midnighihcludes elements of both the Magical Negro andté/8avior
storylines. Antonio James possesses superioriggiritsight, as evidenced by his ability to
comforting others rather than seek reassurancectiimghe face of impending deatHe does
not expect that his transformation and strong faithhalt his executionJames is content that
the process of carrying out his death sentencamyhct Cain more now that he and the warden
share a spiritual connection. Cain, too, emphagsimeswn reaction to James’ death, focusing in
particular on the way the condemned man'’s faithdm®uraged him to take a more humane
approach to executionat the same time, Cain maintains his moral supiyioFaking James’

guilt for granted, the warden insists that he dosseed forgiveness for facilitating capital

194 Matthew W. Hughey, “Cinethetic Racism: White Regi¢ion and Black Stereotypes in ‘Magic Negro’ Filins,
Social Problemsyol. 56, No. 3 (August 2009): 564.

195 One of the more famous examples is Michelle Rfgifcharacter, Louanne Johnson in the 1995 filmgerous
Minds.See Matthew W. Hughey, “Racializing Redemption, iedpcing Racism: The Odyssey of Magical Negroes
and White Saviors,Sociology Compaségol. 6, No. 9 (2012): 761.
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punishment. In fact, Cain frames James’ story eaudionary tale, a warning he can use to
convince young black men to reject the flawed neotlaat led James to commit murd&mes is
the Magical Negro who compels Cain to become a mul warden at the same time that
Cain is the White Savior who teaches moral lessomsner city black youth. In either case,

James’ transformation benefits others more thdnas him.

“Giving back, that's what really matters”: self-sacrifice in Serving Life

Similarly, the stories of transformation $erving Lifeare intended for the edification of
the audience more than the benefit of those whwss the film depictsServing Life
characterizes hospice as a redemptive environmgontuced by a benevolent white warden to
teach incarcerated black men empathy and selffs&cin an interview with the filmmakers,
Warden Cain characterizes hospice as “the ultinest® of whether individuals have truly
changed because it requires them to abandon #iBghs“‘criminal” lifestyles and instead adopt
a life of service and self-sacrifice. They batheaird men, change diapers, and dress bone-deep
bed sores. They sit vigil as men draw their lasatirs in cinderblock hospital rooms, knowing
that they will most likely face the same fate omg.dThey sew quilts that will cover the coffins
of friends they have to bury. They develop intimaterpersonal relationships in a highly
emotional atmosphere of death and dying. “Thagsrddemption,” the warden concludes.

“That’s the rehabilitation.”

Each of the volunteers featured in the film undesya significant transformation as a
result of his time in hospic&hough he is a Bible College graduate and ministé&ngola’s
cellblocks,Boston is initially overwhelmed by his hospice éstiespecially the prospect of

watching patients die. However, through his frigmdswvith a cantankerous patient named
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Chance, the narrator reveals that he not only deseal an unexpected passion for hospice, but
also developed “true courage” rather than the &dlsavado” that led him to prison in the first
place.On his prison construction job, Ronald Ratliff \eedbearing and irascible, barking at
fellow workers when they do not properly follow structions. But in the hospice ward, he is
gentle and tender, singing a normally unresponsiag his favorite Fats Domino song to bring
him to life. Caring for others distracts him frons lown problems and gives him an opportunity
to prove to his dead mother that she did “raisea[hight.” Justin insists the crime for which he
was convicted does not merit a life sentence. Yetrwhe hears hospice patients praise God in
the midst of their suffering, he concludes he, tam endure any challenge. And after seeing a
man die surrounded by his friends and family, Skdleecides to reconnect with his parents,
calling himself an “idiot” for losing contact witlhem in the first place. Ultimatel§erving Life

suggests that serving as a hospice volunteeradenptive process.

However, whileThe Farmclearly implied that redeemed individuals like Bigh
Tanniehill and Ashante Witherspoon should go f&arying Lifedelivers no such message.
From the opening scene, the film lays bare thesctille transgressions of its subjects. Mugshots

LIS

interspersed with the words “killer,” “predator Vidlent,” and “cold-blooded” flash across the
screen as menacing electric guitar music playserbackground. Each of the four men profiled
in the film introduce themselves by describing tiokiarge and sentence. And even as they are
shown caring for the sick and dying or reflectirmphhospice has changed them, descriptions of
their crimes often flash beneath their images ag #ppear on screen. Whitaker reminds the
audience: “They may not look it, but like every iat@ at this maximum security prison, these

men are hardened criminals.” In fact, producer IGs&en revealed in an interview with NPR

that Oprah’s company required such reminders,tingishe film repeatedly highlight the crimes
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for which volunteers had been convicted. “Let'sfooget who these men have been in the past

and what they've done and why they're here,” Caoacluded-®®

These constant reiterations of the charactemsiesiremind viewers that the central
guestion of the film is not whether incarceratedpde can return to society once they are
rehabilitated, but rather whether people convicteserious crimes are redeemable at all.
IntroducingServing Lifefor Oprah’s documentary club, Rosie O’Donnell surdrap the film’s
theme in a voiceover overlaying footage of Angolaispice volunteers. “Some of the most
dangerous criminals in the world care for dying &tes,” O’'Donnell reveals as Justin and his
mentor carefully lift an elderly white man into hiespital bed. “Can a killer learn compassion
and ultimately find redemption?” she asks as Anyhbiggs, a veteran volunteer, trudges out of
a cinderblock hospital room, brushing a tear awdl the back of his hand. Again, the question
is not whether volunteers’ transformations shoeklit in the release of incarcerated people.
The question is whether it is even possible fonfgErous criminals” to “learn compassion” and
“find redemption.” The film answers yes, but does suggest any further questions are

necessary.

Overall, Oprah tells viewers, her series of docotages is supposed to “transform the
way we see ourselves, each other, and the woddgrtlighten [and] elevate...us all.” The
stories of transformation are not primarily a jfiséition for their freedom. They are first and
foremost a means for the audience to learn thatéred criminals” can be taught to care,
though their crimes are never to be forgotten. \éisacan learn this lesson even if the volunteers

remain incarcerated. ludgment at MidnightAntonio James’ faith enriched individuals

1% | isa Cohen, “Serving Life”: Prisoners Find Humpnin the Face of Death,” Michel Martiiell Me More,
October 19, 2011.
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featured in the film itself. iberving Life the perpetually incarcerated hospice volunteers
transform for the benefit of the viewers off-screfem the personal edification of Oprah’s

audience rather than as the justification for thelease.

Characters in the film reiterate this messageli@ip stating that they do not expect any
reward for their hospice servic&.bald black man in his forties, Albert Lavalaisaiz¥eteran
hospice volunteer and Justin’s mentor in the pnogitde is also serving a life sentence for first
degree murdeiVith little visible emotion, he recalls how his Isdsired him to murder his wife:
“[1] went in, shot her, and left.” Still, Lavalaesxplains that part of him died with the woman,
that he remembers her every day. Even when hedattes father’s funeral, he thinks of her. As
he lays a small crucifix on his father’'s chestyégrets that he could not tend to his ailing father
as he does for dying men in Angola. Yet he immetifatecalls that the woman he killed died
alone as well, negating his own frustration. Whendeath sentence was commuted to life, he
could not understand why God had spared him. Bhospice, he found new meaning. “Giving
back, that's what really matters,” he concludeshaM need—I think | threw that away a long
time ago.” Redemption entails not a second chandeself-abnegation and perpetual service, as

a hospice volunteer and an object lesson for viewer

Serving LifeandJudgment at Midnighdepict black men whose redemption ultimately
has more meaning for others than for themselespice volunteers forever changed by their
experiences caring for the dying do not gain freedo even shed the label of “criminalheir
stories of transformation serve primarily as a medthrough which to enlighten audiences
about the nature of humanity, presenting the sugigshocking possibility that people in

maximume-security prisons can still express empatity emotionSimilarly, Antonio James’
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faith is not primarily the key to his own salvatjgrhysical or spiritual, but rather a source of

comfort for his family and his captors.
“Generational curses” and “a culture of violent retribution”

Judgment at Midnighdlso briefly presents James’ transformation asxamele for other
black men. His young male relatives are to reffeom resistance even when they perceive a
situation to be unjust. James’ counterparts orstreets of New Orleans are to view the
possibility of incarceration and execution as ateraif their own choices rather than the
consequences of a racially biased justice sydtésdia coverage of Angola’s Malachi Dads and
Returning Hearts Celebration further suggeststtiatedemption of individual black men has
significant implications for the black community asvhole. Angola’s Malachi Dads
organization and Returning Hearts Celebration lemme one of the more popular elements of
moral rehabilitation journalists highlight in rep®about the prison. Returning Hearts began in
2004, when North Carolina grandmother and ForgMenmistries founder Scottie Barnes brought
her “One Day with God” event to Angola in 2004. Bas reunited children with their
incarcerated fathers in Angola’s rodeo arena, wtteag could participate in recreational
activities like face-painting, arts and crafts paif, basketball, and obstacle courses together.
Shortly thereafter, a Chicago-based evangelicddi@m’s ministry, Awana, or Approved
Workmen Are Not Ashamed, established “One Day Wtd” as an annual event called the

Returning Hearts CelebratidY. In addition to the one-day event, Awana Lifelitiee

197 CNN Live TodayDaryn Kagan, September 13, 2004.
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organization’s prison ministry branch, created @ypam called Malachi Dads to teach Angola’s

incarcerated fathers how to be “godly parents™riticipation of the Celebratiof?®

In stories about Returning Hearts and Malachi Dalisk men still repent and accept
personal responsibility for their incarcerationt they frame their crimes in the context of
fatherless families and a “culture of violent retrion.” As | have suggested above, traditional
frameworks of reform often disadvantage African Aitens because they attribute incarceration
to individual failings rather than highlighting $gmic racism at work in the criminal justice
systemMedia coverage of Malachi Dads and Returning Hedrésassign blame beyond the
individual, but identifies black “culture” as thalprit, not white supremacy embedded in public
policy. The solution to high incarceration rates, therefm@&ot to examine the justice system or
other institutions, but rather to transform theuweal of individuals within black communities. In
prison, incarcerated black men learn to value faibwd and lives of others and teach their

counterparts on the outside to do so as well.

In short, stories about Malachi Dads and Returklegrts thus suggest redemption of
black men is simultaneously individual and colleetiBlack men are personally responsible for
their actions, but their transgressions also refidoroader set of deficient values within black
communities that can be only be addressed by chgmgie individual at a timélistorian Mark
Kann reveals that a similar dynamic was at plagarly American penal institutions.
Penitentiaries became increasingly popular at a timen the founders feared that widespread
licentious behavior among white men threatenedrtegrity of the new republic. Benjamin
Rush asserted that temporarily depriving these ofi¢meir autonomy and authority over their

families would correct their behavior and make tHeno participate in democratic society once

1% «Malachi Dads.” Awana Lifeline. Accessed April 28)16.http://awanalifeline.org/#/programs/malachi-dads.
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again. Penitentiaries, then, were establisheddoead a broader social problem through the

reformation of individuals.

Still, reformers cast incarcerated white men asrfitpgommitted “redeemable abuse|[s]
of natural passion.” Their sexual indiscretionsevaberrations, not the result of innate sexual
immorality within the population of white males. @re other hand, black men were cast as
inherentlylustful and predatoryloday, even the most conservative observers aretagit to
suggest criminality is inborn. Instead, many comtatams attribute high rates of crime in
African American communities to black “culture,”etimes framed as the consequence of
supposedly overgenerous social welfare programften articulated in the language of
heredity and patholog¥® Stories about Angola’s Returning Hearts Celebragiesent the event
as the remedy for a “generational curse” of crirhbehavior passed from fathers to their
children. At the same time, coverage of the prisdvialachi Dads organization casts black
“culture” as accessible and susceptible to humgmiantion,in contrast to the actions of white
conservative politicians, which are transcendeninutable, beyond the capacity of mere

mortals to alter.

In short, redemption as presented in the contermdrts about Malachi Dads and
Returning Hearts actually reinforces the notiorn thack men are collectively prone to violence.
Morally deficient black “culture” is the cause afrae, and though the remedy is the redemption
of individuals, reform is intended to pervade thére African American community. This
formula pervades media coverage of moral rehatiditanore generally. Cain’s introduction of

Bible studies, chapels, and a seminary transforaneale group of individuals, whose influence

199 For the one of the most popular iterations of gnigument, see Marvin Olaskjhe Tragedy of American
CompassiorfWheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 1998)lasky maintains that religious charities are nwmrend and
effective than government assistance, which laeksgnal accountability and moral dimensions.
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transformed a once violent populatidtere reformed black men have the potential to ihpac
their communities beyond prison walls, reinforcthg idea that people from black communities

are more likely to commit crimes.

In 2010,USA Todays Rick Jervigpublished an article and produced a short film on
Returning Hearts, profiling several of the partatipg Malachi Dads: Keith Morse, a 35 year-old
black man serving life for first degree murder; EdavBurton, a 33 year-old black man serving
60 years for armed robbery; Randy Finch, an Afridamerican man in his early thirties serving
a life sentence for murder; and Kyle Hebert, a betgzled white maserving forty years for
attempted first degree murder. Following the tiadal redemptive model, each man confesses
and repents of his crime. Malachi Dads, Awana lnfedirector Lyndon Azcuna explains,
undergo a “transformation” through “the spirit ob&” He voices over shots of religious activity
at Angola: a black man leaning his head againsBiuke, black men waving their arms as a
white man sings a slow Christian country tune, bladk men bowing their heads in the pews of
a prison chapel. According to Aczuna, the instauttilalachi Dads receive helps them to “see

their brokenness” and “repent.”

Malachi Dads articulate their guilt and repentaimceslation to their children in
particular. Each man laments the impact of hisrcezation on his kids. Burton tells Jervis how
he asked his teenage daughter to forgive him auihg her behind when he went to prison. “My
son didn’t wrong me,” Morse insists. “l wronged sgn. | have to be the one who actually make
the sacrifices, the necessary sacrifices to mat@liation, healing take place.” Jervis depicts
Returning Hearts as another form of “victim-offendsconciliation,” an opportunity for guilty

fathers to repent and make amends to the chilthenhave harmed.
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But Jervis’ report does not just focus on individiaghers who have failed their children.
From the beginning of his report, Jervis links anal behavior with a pervasive culture of
fatherlessness. “All our men are murderers, kideappapists, sex offenders, multiple
offenders,” Angola Chaplain Jim Rentz explainstrescamera pans over bleachers full of black
men. “Most of these men come from single parentdsfiri_ater, a series of Malachi Dads, all of

them African Americans, recall their estrangedtreteships with their fathers.

Finch: My dad was nonexistent. He basically abaedane. | met my father while |1 was

in prison.

Burton: | didn’t really never have my father thevith me.

Finch: My dad was incarcerated.

Morse: He never really gave me any virtues or \&lue

Burton: | never really understood what fatherho@s w@bout.

Finch: My dad, he was never consistent. He wasyahjsst this random pop-up guy.

Morse: All | ever wanted my daddy to do was jufitrtes that he loved me.

This series of rapid-fire testimonials suggests tiha black men presented to the audience ended
up in Angola, at least in part, because they lagaéntal, and specifically fatherly, guidance. In
turn, their children are statistically prone toanmeration. Asserting that children of incarcerated
parents are likely to be incarcerated themselvesuAa tells Jervis that Malachi Dads can
“prevent these kids from following this patternasime.” Citing statistics from a University of

Michigan sociologist, Jervis confirms Azcuna’s npieetation. Malachi Dads, he suggests,
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consciously seek to prevent their children fromdmeing these statistics, to “break the cycle,” to

“snap that trend” of children following their incarated parents to prison.

Citing similar statistics, other stories about &l Dads and Returning Hearts more
explicitly articulate criminal behavior in the lamage of heredityMalachi Dads often use the
term “generational curse” in Awana promotional wideKeith Morse, for example, uses it to
explain his participation in Malachi Dads: “In order me to break the generational curse that
I've been afflicted with, and my father been atélt with, to keep my son from being afflicted
by that same curse, | know that | have to raiseeffiy godly and raise him in a godly
manner.**° A recent Christian Broadcasting Network segmenReturning Hearts echoes this
language. As he walks down bleachers full of fathveaiting for their children, CBN’s John
Jessup repeats the grim statistics about thehitetl that these children will also experience
incarceration. Fathers participating in ReturnirgpHs, he reports, hope they can prevent such
outcomes. “The purpose goes much deeper than hunriglessup says of Returning Hearts.
“It's designed to let these kids know their fathekse them, and that they don't have to become a
statistic by falling into some generational curgerame.” Jessup reiterates this framing in a brief
interview with Joseph Glenn, an African Americanmirahis mid-thirties enjoying the
festivities with his son, Kevin. Glenn asserts tin&t “generational curse” of crime will disappear

when incarcerated men love and guide their childten

Used by and about incarcerated African Americaineis and their children, this

language of a “generational curse” invokes spaiffanti-black myths and stereotypes. The

10 Keith Morse, “Redeeming TimeAwana Lifeline Media Vide®:26. See also Keith Morse, “Changed Hearts,
Changed Lives,Awana Lifeline Media Vide®:58; Peter Laxey, “Returning Hearts 2014,” 7:08.
http://awanalifeline.org/media.php?pagelD=39

11 John Jessup, “Angola Prison: Land of New Beginsjh@hristian Broadcasting Networkjay 6, 2009.
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term “generational curse” language recalls theidabl'curse of Ham” used to justify the
transatlantic slave trade. Proslavery interpretéthe Book of Genesis claimed Noah'’s son,
Ham, was the ancestor of black Africans. Thereftirey argued, when Noah cursed Ham’s son,
Canaan, to be a “servant of servants,” he curdddtate generations of his supposed
descendants to the same fate of enslavem&similarly, the notion that fatherless families
encourage criminal behavior recalls Daniel Pathittkynihan’s notorious assertion that the
“matriarchal structure” of black families createttangle of pathology” accounting for out-of-
wedlock births, welfare dependency, and high unegmpent rates among black men. Moynihan
asserted that this “pathology” had its roots inte/lsiupremacy. But filtered through press
accounts, and appearing in conjunction with blgamksings in American cities, the report
became a justification for condemning African Ancan communities and government

assistance to them®

Sociologists assert thabmechildren of incarcerated paremgmyexperience a higher
risk of incarceration because of a variety of ogrvironmental factors, such as poveérty.
However, even when journalists do not use the tgemerational curse,” their coverage of
Malachi Dads and Returning Hearts implies thatltadldren are more likely to end up in
prison because they lack moral guidance from flaglrers, not because they are targeted for
arrest or because mass incarceration has systathatieprived their communities of human

capital. In these stories, black men are persomafigonsible for their crimes, but their actions

12 5ee Stephen R. Haynépah's Curse: The Biblical Justification of Amernic&lavery(New York: Oxford
University Press, 2002).

113 James T. PattersoRteedom Is Not Enough: The Moynihan Report and Arasr Struggle over Black Family
Life from LBJ to Obam@New York: Basic Books, 2013); Susan D. Greenbdslaming the Poor: The Long
Shadow of the Moynihan Rep@xew Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2015)

114 James A. Graham and Yvette R. Harris, “Childre€olfor and Parental Incarceration: ImplicationsResearch,
Theory, and PracticeJournal of Multicultural Counseling and Developmerbl. 41 (April 2013): 67, 69.
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are also a microcosm of a morally deficient cultufdeir rehabilitative efforts must not only
transform their own lives, but those of their emtiommunity. An emphasis on rehabilitation can
foreground the individual to the exclusion of thedwer narrative of African Americans’
encounters with the criminal justice system. Bdlividual stories of redemption can also imply

that the entire black community is particularly peco crime.

Like Rick Jervis Atlantic correspondent Jeffrey Goldberg also situates iddadi stories
of redemption within a broader narrative aboutghevalence of violent crime in African
American communities. For Goldberg, Malachi Daéle Ron Hicks, Daryl Waters, and George
Guillam demonstrate that Warden Cain’s regime ofahiehabilitation is effective. In his short
film entitled “Angola for Life,” Goldberg meets witthese three African American men in one
of Angola’s chapels. Each man relates his stomgdémption. Ron Hicks, for example, asserts
that his transformation is so complete that the@emwho committed the murder for which he
was convicted is “dead and gone.” Goldberg is irepee by his interactions with Malachi Dads,
concluding that they have changed so dramaticladly‘tyou would never know that these were
murderers.” Their impulse to serve others is eglgatompelling evidence of their redemption.
George Guillam explains that because they haveeéatithat’s healed” and “a soul that’s
whole,” he and the other Malachi Dads strive tovégback” to society. Referring to his own past
and future potential, Hicks tells Goldberg: “Thié ithat once took a life can save hundreds of
lives.” Warden Cain is more explicit, arguing ttia¢se men could heheduce violent crime,

now that they have been rehabilitated. “They’d bmore use to society out on the streets of
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New Orleans and Baton Rouge,” Cain tells Goldb8fghese peer ministers were out in their

communities, they could work with kids so we nelave to see them her&™®

It is this possibility that led Goldberg to Angafathe first placeHe became interested in
Warden Cain while writing a piece about Mitch Laedr the white, Democratic mayor of New
Orleans. Entitled “A Matter of Black Lives,” Goldtggs article presents Landrieu as a tireless
crusader against what the author calls “one ofdbisitry’s most diabolical challenges”: the
high homicide rate in African American communitiégough he addresses Landrieu’s
commitment to mental-health services, substanceeabounseling, and job training, Goldberg
focuses in particular on the mayor’s quest to ckamigat he calls “a particular culture.”
Goldberg terms the “culture” Landrieu alludes tadsuick trigger culture,” a “culture of

violent retribution,” a “culture...of male escalatidt®

The mayor recognizes that attributing high murdégs in African American
communities to “culture” is controversial, espelgidbr a white politician. But objectors, he
suggests, do not understand that he views cultukeaaned behavior, not heredity. Landrieu
acknowledges that the culture to which he refessdtaictural foundations, like residential
segregation. However, because these root causes@tso far in the past, African Americans
can no longer attribute their present actions ésehfactors.If | knock you off a chair,”

Landrieu he explains to Goldberg, “that’s on medé’'re still on the ground a week later, that's

on you.”

115 Goldberg, “The End of the Line.”

116 jeffrey Goldberg, “A Matter of Black LivesThe Atlantic September 2015.
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015#0®atter-of-black-lives/399386%ee also Jeffrey Goldberg,
interview with John Dickersorace the NationCBS, August 31, 2015.
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In this light, Landrieu focuses on the immediateumstances that lead individuals to
kill, particularly the emotions that drive a perdorpull the trigger. This is where Angola and
Warden Cain enter the story. With Goldberg in tbandrieu visits the prison to meet with some
of Angola’s lifers. The mayor hopes these men caqolagn why they killed so that he can
understand how to stop others from committing migde New Orleans. The men with whom
he speaks are quick to claim personal respongibilidid everything with my own hand,”
Jackie Green says. “I did this to myself.” Othetslaute their crimes to their own deficient
“critical decision making” skills or “communicatiqeroblem(s].”Joseph Norfleet explains that
while he now deeply regrets his actions, he waslelil by anger when he missed his intended
target and accidentally shot a young black boys&hmen suggest that conflict resolution
training and anger management classes may be yite kerbing the murder ratelowever,
Angola’s lifers also attribute their actions to t@que realities of the neighborhoods in which
they lived. They explain that, “shooting is sometgmot a manifestation of wickedness or

psychosis but a necessity for physical self-prestemm,” as Goldberg puts it.

Goldberg’sAtlantic colleague Ta-Nehisi Coates explicated this poimingua panel
discussion with Mayor Landrieu, which Goldberg maded. Coates suggested Landrieu should
not be surprised at New Orleans high murder ratenghe policies that segregated African
Americans into resource-deprived neighborhoodsawitiemployment opportunities. Such
conditions, he suggested, would drive anyone tolkilher bookGhettosidejournalist Jill
Leovy presents further historical context for Ceatggument. In the Jim Crow South, Leovy
argues, the courts punished African Americans @origrimes against whites. Black people
could murder one another with impunity, only obiagnjustice for the death of a loved one if

they exacted it themselves. Southern black migharttsght these experiences with them to
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northern cities, where conditions were not muckedgt. Inescapable physical proximity and
daily interdependence in “minority enclaves” raiskee stake of conflicts, especially when
residents could not trust a discriminatory legaitegn to resolve disputes. Highly mobile middle-
class whites, on the other hand, did not interattt and depend on one another to the same
degree, and they could rely upon effective legspomses if differences did ariSé.In short, the
lifers Landrieu encounters suggest that decisibasgeem incomprehensible in the context of a
white suburb are necessary for survival in theighleorhoods. “The things we care about are

different,” Burtell Thomas tells the mayor. “Youatly can’t understand**2

Nevertheless, though Angola’s lifers explicitlytstéghat his ability to comprehend their
motivations is limited, Landrieu persists in digssg individual decisions to pull the trigger
rather than addressing the circumstances that thake choices necessary. Though he makes a
normative claim that African Americans should nitibute their choices to structural factors,
the mayor ultimately frames his approach as praigmbo him, addressing residential
segregation through reparations is a pipe dreareriReg to his emphasis on culture change, he
tells Goldberg, “I'm going to spend my time fighgifior something that has a possibility of
happening.” Similarly, he insists that gun contaan’t be won” in Louisiana. Encouraging
“parental control,” however, is possible. “Thera@thing that stops people in the community
from trying to stop those guns from being used fidieu insists® Politicians’ refusal to
consider reparations or gun control is not theltediany “culture” endemic to white

conservatives. Their decisions are transcendepgnaethe realm of human intervention or

117 Jill Leovy, Ghettoside: A True Story of Murder in Ameriddew York: Spiegel & Grau, 2015), 158, 242.
18 Goldberg, “A Matter of Black Lives.”

19 Goldberg, “A Matter of Black Lives.”
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judgment. African Americans, on the other hand, lmamade to take responsibility for their
actions.

Goldberg ultimately sanctions the mayor’s apphoddie author recognizes the historical
context that makes Landrieu’s emphasis on “cultemaitroversialThe 1965 Moynihan report,
he reminds readers, fostered policies that imppsesbnal responsibility and self-help instead of
offering assistance to African American communitidewever, Goldberg explains that
Landrieu’s “thick bond with the African Americanroonunity of New Orleans” gives him
license to attribute high homicide rates to “cudtiiBesides, he suggests, Landrieu’s criticisms
of “African American street culture” are not neaaly vehement as those of some black
politicians. And he accepts Landrieu’s pragmatstification for addressing culture rather than
structure. “In a state where gun control is a t@stse,” Goldberg concludes, “...the mayor wants
to—and needs to—keep the focus on the men whothelduns.*?° Like Landrieu, Goldberg
does not interrogate the “culture” that leads corege/e white politicians to oppose gun control
or other structural reforms that would address Imgider rates in black communities. Expecting
African Americans to overcome substantial systemaqualities by embracing new values and
teaching others to do the same seems to be a ittairgalale goal. Again, stories of redemption
emphasize personal responsibility for crime whitewdtaneously placing blame with black

culture in general.
Conclusion

Ultimately, media coverage of redemption at Angmastitutes a double-edged sword
for incarcerated African Americans. Some black ro@m successfully adhere to the standard

rehabilitative model, but their release becomegubification for continuing to incarcerate

120 Goldberg, “A Matter of Black Lives.”
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other black men who interpret their incarceratienhee result of systemic racism in the criminal
justice systemAfrican Americans are capable of reform, but thecpss focuses so intensely on
the individual that it precludes any structuratique or contextualizatior.hemes of redemption
evoke sympathy for incarcerated African Americdng,their transformations often have more
meaning and significance for others than themseAmg stories of redemption become
microcosms of broader social “problems,” assoctpéintire communities with crime while
suggesting that the ultimate solutions are indigldather than structurgheemingly

sympathetic depictions of redeemed African Amerscaan actually reinforce structural

inequities and racial stereotypes
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CHAPTER THREE:

WORSHIPING AND WORKING ON YOUR CASE: REHABILITATIONN THE PAGES OF

THE ANGOLITE

Glen Peacock is currently serving a life sentaato&ngola. Ten years ago, ten years into
his sentence, he described what it was like to khewvould never leave the infamous prison. “I
only exist in God’s eyes now,” he wrote in an edsayubmitted tdhe AngoliteAngola’s
prison newsmagazine. Despite his prospects oirlifgison, he found comfort in the knowledge
that God was with him and encouraged others to #eekame reassurancéé Almost a decade
earlier, however, Peacock voiced a different partspe on his incarceratiodaving served only
a couple of years of his life sentence, he expteasgivalence about why he was in prison. “I
messed up,” he wrote. “I made a mistake, or perttagsystem did.” Peacock attributed his
incarceration to his own deeds. However, in thg ame sentence he suggested that his life

sentence could be the result of “the system’s” akist

It is unclear whether “the system” to which Peacrflerred was limited to the criminal
justice system or whether “the system” encompasseérican society as a whole. Similarly, it
is unclear whether Peacock was claiming that heimvaxcent of the crime for which he was
convicted or whether he was questioning the validitd integrity of the criminal justice system
more broadly. Still, even though he implied that &ctual guilt was in question, Peacock

expected the state to offer him adequate rehabilitaervices. He maintained that the

121 Glen Peacock, “Day after DayThe AngoliteVol. 31, No. 3 (May/June 2006): 71.
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agricultural labor, “GED school [and] kitchen joldskpayers funded were not rehabilitative.
“Society thinks that's rehabilitation?” he askew/éll think again!*? Though he did not specify
what rehabilitation should actually entail, Peacwoas certain that the programs offered to lifers
at Angola were not rehabilitative. Implying thas lmcarceration was unjust, he still not only

demanded rehabilitation, but rehabilitation of atipalar kind.

Peacock’s essays reflentarcerated African Americans’ long-standing anatewnce
about rehabilitation. In the 1960s, authors likeg@la Davis and George Jackson increasingly
highlighted the anti-black foundations of the Ansan criminal justice system, framing black
people in prison not as criminals in need of refdoot as political prisoners. They were to
“question the premise that they—and not Americanetg—needed to be fundamentally
changed.*?® Rehabilitation was a distraction from radicaligtie. However, incarcerated
African Americans have also demanded rehabilitgtngramming. Malcolm X’s narrative of
his own metamorphosis through the prison libraspired others to seek out literature and other
educational resources in prison. They often shianegdviedge in underground networks, but
some prison administrators also briefly embracedlbhistory and arts courses in the wake of
the 1971 Attica uprisind?* With these resources, prison environments coalusform prisoners
into black revolutionaries. Therefore, the quesfmmincarcerated African Americans has not
always been whether rehabilitation is a worthy gbat rather what, precisely, rehabilitation

entails.

122 Glen Peacock, “Society Don’t KnowThe AngoliteVol. 23, No. 5 (September/October 1998): 67.

123 ee BernsteinAmerica is the Prison: Art and Politics in the Riisin the 19704Chapel Hill: The University of
North Carolina Press, 20104, 56.

124 BernsteinAmerica is the Prisor67-73. See also Francis T. Cullen and Karen E.e@&ilReaffirming
Rehabilitation(Waltham, MA: Anderson Publishing, 2013), 107, 159.
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Glen Peacock was one of the many incarceratedr&/fiteo addressed this question in
The AngoliteAngola’s prisoner-produced newsmagazigstablished in the early 1950&e
Angolitegained both popular and critical acclaim in theAfQafter prisoner Wilbert Rideau
took over as editor. The publication’s first Africdmerican editor, Rideau won prestigious
awards for his journalism, most notably the Ged?gtk Award for his series, “The Sexual
Jungle,” exploring the dynamics of sexual violemsde Angola. His work on the prison
newsmagazine brought him national and internatienpport. Outside media accounts
repeatedly told the remarkable story of a high stdoopout who discovered his writing talents
on Death Row and became a uniquely gifted jourhatigering the isolated, neglected world of
prisoners-?> In addition to questioning the racial discrimimatinherent in his case, supporters
suggested his work ofhe Angolitadlemonstrated he was reformed and worthy of rel&8se.

1993, Life Magazindamously dubbed him “the most rehabilitated maArnerica.™?’

ThroughThe AngoliteRideau hoped not only to illuminate the realiti€pason life for
the outside world, but also to prove that thereenshers like him in Angola. In this light, the
newsmagazine gave voice to views beyond thoseeddditor and his stafSince the mid-1970s,

the most popular sections of the newsmagazine bese “Sounding Off” and “Angola

125 Rideau began his forty four years at Angola ontB&ow (1961-1973). His sentence was commuteddaii
prison after the United States Supreme Court tearppinvalidated capital punishment in the 19=&min v.
Georgiadecision.

126 Rideau stabbed and killed white bank teller JEéaguson during the course of a botched robbehe tiad been
white, Rideau would most likely have been chargét manslaughter. But because he was an Africanricae
man who had killed a white woman, an all-white jgmhich included Ferguson’s cousin) convicted hiifirst
degree murder, after which he was sentenced th dealt sent to Angola. See Ridehuthe Place of Justic@8.

127 Erwin James, “From death row inmate to acclaimettiar,” The GuardianMay 31, 2011,
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2011/may/31/eitbrideau-rehabilitate-prisoners
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Expressions,” which present unedited poems and/egsmned by incarcerated peofffeMen
imprisoned in Angola were the most frequently psidd authors, but especially after the early
1990s, women from the Louisiana Correctional lngifor Women contributed more and more
frequently to the newsmagazine’s creative writiagt®n. Though they addressed a wide variety
of other topics, Glen Peacock and his fellow ineeated writers often interrogated rehabilitation
and related concept8long with the editor and his staff, contributoosTihe Angolitdrequently
challenged the fundamental premises of rehabdmatnighlighting society’s sins rather than

their own. While they expected prisoners to re@ent conform to Christian values, “law-

abiding citizens” did not live up to these standattemselves.

Many did describe dramatic transformations, resglhow they and others changed their
lives through education, vocational training, aeligious activity. However, they also framed
rehabilitation as an adversarial legal and polifzacess. Incarcerated people demanded
authorities recognize and reward objective measentsrof their rehabilitation and pursued
court appeals based on their legal rights in anidito evidence that they had chandedeed,
legal training was part of a transformational ediwraprocess through which incarcerated
African Americans could challenge white supremagsms rather than conforming to them

Religion played a variety of roles in these distuss, representing a mode of personal

1281n 2002, one man wrote that he would not renevshisscription tarhe Angolitaf the editors did not print
“Sounding Off” and “Angola Expressions.” In 2008waman wrote in thanking the editors for continutag
include “Sounding Off” and “Angola Expressions.”é&Wwas encouraged that “so many incarcerated pediid...
strength through Jesus Christ and use that streaggbt them through the ordeal of prison.” In 208@&itor Kerry
Myers apologized for the recent absence of “Soun@iff’ and “Angola Expressions” iAngoliteissues. He
acknowledged that these were the most widely reatioms of the newsmagazine and promised they wetiloin
soon. A few months later, another reader wrote ag particularly touched by prisoners’ poetry in Gata
Expressions.” In 2011, a woman wroteTioe Angoliteexpressing her appreciation for the poems and sssay
appearing at the end of eaghgoliteissue. “Mailbox,”The Angolite)ol. 28, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 2002): 2; “Mailbox,”
The Angolite)/ol. 33, No. 4 (July/August 2008): 2; Kerry MyefgYire to Wire,” The Angoliteyol. 34, No. 3
(May/June 2009): 1; “Mailbox,The Angolite)/ol. 34, No. 6 (November/December 2009); 2; “MaitioThe
Angolite,Vol. 36, No. 5 (September/October 2011): 2.
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transformation, but also serving as the basistfoctiral critique and fostering litigation and

political organizing efforts.

The candor with which incarcerated writers exptasg views inThe Angolitas
surprising, given the precarious position of magagn publications. Prison officials have broad
authority to impose not only censorship, but alash discipline upon writers whose criticisms
are too pointed. However, for over twenty yedise Angolitevas unique among prison
publications for the considerable degree of dismnedfforded its incarcerated editor. In 1976,
then-warden C. Paul Phelps lifted administrativesoeship ormrhe Angolitegxercising
oversight, but minimal control over the newsmageazin his history of prison journalism, James
McGrath Morris suggests that during Rideau’s tenteditorial conferences with the
administration consisted of debates over styleeratifian content'*° Kerry Myers, Rideau’s
successor, suggests that these discussions weedlyaaiore substantive, but he recalls only a
few articles that caused serious pushback fronadneinistration when Rideau was editdt.

With this relative level of press freedoiihe Angoliteexercised considerable influence,
prompting reforms, providing the basis for lawsugisd drawing attention to the plight of
Louisiana’s lifers:** However, shortly after his arrival in 1995, Wardgur| Cain gradually

curtailed privileges that had allow@the Angoliteo operate as a semi-independent watchdog.

129 James McGrath Morrigailhouse Journalism: The Fourth Estate Behind Baesferson, NC: McFarland &
Company, Inc., Publishers, 1998p5.

130 Kerry Myers, interview with the author, February217.

131 Morris, Jailhouse Journalisnt,5.
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Most notably, Cain limited journalists’ confiderit@ommunication with other officials inside the

prison and outside news medi¥.

In 2005, Rideau was retried and resentenced tolmagiger, resulting in his immediate
release (he had already spent 44 years in prisorg than twice the maximum sentence for his
new charge¥*® In his memoir, the former editor draws an impliiihnection between Cain’s
religious mission and his censorshipltfe Angolite According to Rideau, Cain turned against
him after he not only refused to “snitch” on prisemployees, but rebuffed the warden’s
attempts to convert him to Christianit®aving” the famously skeptical editor would havezh
“a sensational coup” for Cain. Rideau immediatelokws this story with Cain’s early efforts to
censofThe Angoliteijmplying the warden’s sanctions on the newsmagazere in part
retribution for the editor’s intransigencd* Apart from his personal conflicts with the warden,
Rideau suggests that Cain forceae Angoliteo include more religious content. In his editorial
for the March/April 1998 issue, he clearly statedvithe warden’s religious agenda was shaping
the newsmagazine. Acknowledging that Cain had grhrgligion unprecedented prominence at

Angola, Rideau wrote: “Since he is also publisHaihe Angolite,we also give religious

132 Rideau writes that Cain immediately forbade prisoiployees to speak with the press and reqdihedAngolite
to seek official approval for all outside phonel€alhen in 1997, Cain installed a new phong&tie Angoliteoffice.
“The new phone,” recalls Rideau, “unlike our oldeencouldn’t receive incoming calls and allowedausall only
outside the prison, including our own supervisandAur calls were now to be recorded.” See WilBédeau,In
the Place of Justice: A Story of Punishment andv@eince(New York: Vintage Books, 2011), 243, 253. A little
over a year later, Secretary of Corrections Ricl&tedder, Cain’s close ally and personal friendieshconfidential
communication betweehhe Angoliteand the outside press. “The rule change,” wrotaKklyers, “dismantles a
25-year policy giving prisoners the right to postled letters to ‘identifiable’ members of the nemedia and to
have incoming mail from them opened only in thespree of the inmate.” See Kerry Myers, “Confiddritia
More,” The AngoliteVol. 23, No. 4 (July/August 1998): 21. Several yelater, Jim Lee Scott of Atlanta, Georgia
wrote in a letter to the editor that recent arsclerove[d] to [him] theAngolitenow is definitely censored and
controlled thoroughly by the worst enemies and rdastardly criminals which our people need to bewaamely,
the purported officers of the government.” See Llga Scott, “Letter to the EditorThe AngoliteVol. 25, No. 6—
Vol. 26, No. 1 (November 2000/January/February 2001

133 wilbert Rideau)n the Place of Justice: A Story of Punishment Betiverance(New York: Vintage Books,
2011), 328.

134 |pid, 243.
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activities more attention than in the paSt’In other words, the editor was not expanding

religious coverage of his own volition.

Indeed, Rideau insisted in the same editorialtthat' overwhelming majority” of people
in prison were “irreligious,” largely because ofsdppointing experiences” with visiting
evangelist$® In his memoir and later interviews, Rideau was lesaritable, reiterating his
claim that prisoners “are the most irreligious grai people in the world” and adding that those
who did “get religion” merely used it as “a meaosh end” or a “con job.” In the years after
Cain arrived, the number of “Sounding Off” and “Axtg Expressions” submissions with
religious themes dramatically increased. Kerry Myawnfirms that this increase reflects the
actual volumerhe Angolitaeceived, not an administrative effort to selediymiblish only
those pieces that concurred with the warden’s tiaeraf moral rehabilitatior’®” Sympathetic
interpreters might conclude that contributors tougding Off” and “Angola Expressions” have
been spontaneously expressing the fruits of aioelggrevival Cain introduced. Critics like
Rideau, however, would probably assert that incated writers are merely seeking to curry

favor with the administration in any way that thean.

In fact, Rideau framed the increasing prevalenaelafious content ifhe Angolitdo a
decline in the newsmagazine’s critical voice. [P040 interview withMother Joneshe
lamented thaThe Angolitevas “mostly about religion,” lacking “controversygriticism of the
administration,” and investigation of prison praes. In Rideau’s formulation, religious

coverage was the antithesis of hard-hitting jousnal However, it is important to note that

135 Wwilbert Rideau, “Getting it TogetherThe AngoliteVol. 23, No. 2 (March/April 1998): 1.
% bid.

137 Kerry Myers, interview with the author, February2D17.
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despite increased censorshipe Angolitecontinued to “slip in” subversive views in both
regular reporting and opinion pieces. Contributors$Sounding Off” and “Angola Expressions”
sometimes openly denounced the impact of Cainigioeis agenda, arguing in particular that the
religious fervor distracted individuals from legabrk and political organizing. Moreover,
incarcerated writers still used religious themesxpress criticism of the criminal justice system
and society in generdReligious coverage had not stifled critical vievsehabilitation. Instead,

theology and religious imagery often undergirdegsthsubversive perspectives.

The Angolitethen,represents a counternarrative to the often sinplistderstandings of
rehabilitation presented in the previous chaptetuin, debates over the nature of rehabilitation
appearing in the prison newsmagazine challengeefnarks in which black religion consists of
an uncomplicated dichotomy between resistance erohamodationlncarcerated African
Americans defined rehabilitation, and religion’sero it, in ways that resisted strict

categorization.

“Just us”™: racial discrimination negates rehabilitation

The Angoliteoften challenged the presumptions of the rehabugamodel by
highlighting the fact that individuals were singledt for punishment based on their race and
class, not necessarily their gult. his memoir, Wilbert Rideau writes that when heesw
appointed as editor, he sought to ensure that ricplar racial perspective dominated the
newsmagazine. Though his staff was majority-blackhis first few years as editor, it became
majority white by 1978. And he also shared his oespbilities with white co-editors or associate
editors (Billy Sinclair from 1977 to 1986, Ron Wiklg from 1988 to 1992). However, under

Rideau’s leadership, Angola’s newsmagazine didgianend Angola’s black majority and
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directly address racial disparities within the driad justice system:° Brief news items covered
the fact that African Americans served longer prisentences than whites for similar crimes,
were far more likely to be the victims of crimeaihwhites, and filled American prisons while
corrupt white politician avoided jail tinTé? Feature stories and editorials also often highéight
racial inequities concerning crime and punishmBideau depicted the typical Angola lifer as
“poor and black,” opposed by “white and middle slagctims who used their legal and
religious connections to protest release for elemtost obviously reforméd® He also
contrasted the leniency “white, wealthy, and edetatlefendants enjoyed with the grim fate of
Angola’s “black, poor, and uneducated’ Rideau often highlighted not only anti-black

discrimination, but white privilege inherent in tjustice system.

Upon his retirement in 2001, Rideau named KerreMya white man, as his successor.
But theAngolités majority-whitestaff continued to highlight racial disparitiestive criminal
justice system on a consistent basis. White reoReuglas Dennis and Lane Nelson regularly
reported that Angola’s population was overwhelmyngirican American and that long-term

incarceration and the death penalty disproportilgampacted black communitié® The

138 \When he became editor, Rideau faced “immense ymefssom African American prisoners “to mafkée
Angolitea black publication.” To placate his “power badeileau kept the newsmagazine’s editorial board all-
black after white co-editor Bill Brown paroled. 1977, he took on Billy Sinclair, a white prisoner itmet on Death
Row, as his co-editor. And by 1978, the majorityfbe Angolites staff was white. See Ridedn,the Place of
Justice, 139, 140, 149.

139«Crime and Punishment: Some Robbers Spend More Tirdail than Killers, The AngoliteVol. 6, No. 3
(May/June 1981): 83; “News Briefs: The Face of @&jhThe AngoliteVol. 11, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1986): 4-5; “News
Briefs: Vices of Decency,The Angolite)ol. 11, No. 2 (March/April 1986): 3-5.

10 wilbert Rideau, “The Forgotten MeriThe AngoliteVol. 5, No. 3 (May/June 1980): 43.

“Lwilbert Rideau, “For the Wrong Reasonste AngoliteVol. 7, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1982): 17-18.

142 pouglas Dennis, “The Non-Citizens: New Servitudghe AngoliteVol. 22, No. 5 (November/December 1997):
35; Lane Nelson, “Book Review: Invisible VictimsThe AngoliteVol. 23, No. 4 (July/August 1998): 51; Douglas
Dennis, “Legislative Digest,The Angolite)Vol. 28, No. 4 (July/August/September 2003): 36nédelson, “Inside
Angola: Bringing Order to the LawThe AngoliteVol. 32, No. 4 (July/August 2007): 11-12.
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Angolite’s “Legal Spectrum” section often included casesaddressed racial discrimination in
different facets of the legal systéfii.And issues often ended with an image of Angolelsf

lines, recalling the prison’s legacy as a symbdla¥ery and racial oppression.

ThroughoutThe Angolite’shistory, incarcerated contributors to “Sounding”@ffid
“Angola Expressions” offered both class- and raasell critiques of the criminal justice system
as well*** Voicing a common class-based critique, Clifforcbt®t” Hampton asserted that the
justice system only target&dlacks and poor whites:* In this light, some writers tried to
convince prisoners of all races to recognize tb@mmon interests. “You ain’t got shit, and |

ain’t got shit,” wrote Albert Manuel, Sr., urgingwte and black prisoners to acknowledge they

143 Rickie Westfall, “Legal Spectrumhe AngoliteVol. 28, No. 3 (May/June 2003): 32-35; Raymond Bamd
“Legal Spectrum, The Angolite/ol. 34, No. 2 (March/April 2009): 50-53.

144 Class and race critiques were not necessarily aliytexclusive. Observers of the state-level crimhjostice
world sometimes indicted black as well as whitelra as complicit in racially discriminatory praets. Timothy
Rudolph charged that by mobilizing African Amerisao vote for Orleans Parish District Attorney Ha@onnick,
“Black Ministers” tacitly supported Connick’s “greeonspiracy on the Black Males.” Alvin Reliford ate that,
“Louisiana [was] truly exploiting and abusing hdaé&k peoples” through the drug war. But “Black Roians” and
“other Black leaders” remained silent because tfiead] been bought.” Dudley Wilson revealed thatwees
sentenced by a “black judge” doing the biddingisf‘boss.” Timothy Rudolph, “Political GamesThe Angolite,
Vol. 4, No. 2 (March/April 1979): 85; Alvin Relifak, “The Big Lie,” The Angolite)/ol. 12, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1987):
78-79; Dudley Wilson, “The Way It Is;The AngoliteVol. 13, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1988): 76.

145 Clifford “Count” Hampton, “Saying It This Way,The AngoliteVol. 8, No. 4 (July/August 1983): 80. See also
Richard A. Pass, “Wake Up, Whoever You Arélfe AngoliteVol. 9, No. 6 (November/December 1984): 74;
Kirksey Nix, Jr., “To Judge ReggieThe Angolite)ol. 18, No. 6 (November/December 1993): 60; L&ry
Perkins, “Capitol Hill,"The AngoliteVol. 15, No. 2 (March/April 1990): 74; James H. DwfiQuestion of
Insanity,” The AngoliteVol. 9, No. 3 (May/June 1984): 92; Truman McDondlthoughts,”The AngoliteVol. 12,
No. 4 (July/August 1987): 89; John Fulford, “New®la Policy,”The AngoliteVol. 14, No. 6
(November/December 1989): 83; Larry Christy, “RésulThe Angolite)/ol. 16, No. 5 (September/October 1991):
73; Albert J. Manuel, Sr., “Raw & Hardcoréhe Angoliteol. 17, No. 2 (March/April 1992): 61. See also
Timothy Loving, “Changing Times,The AngoliteVol. 7, No. 6 (November/December 1982): 84; LioBelniard,
“Now or Never,”The AngoliteVol. 15, No. 3 (May/June 1990): 75; Perry Curry.,, SBlack & White Power,"The
Angolite,Vol. 17, No. 1 (January/February 1992): 89; Bradylit¥ns, “United,” The AngoliteVol. 17, No. 1
(January/February 1992): 87; Nathan Arnold, “Thisér Race, The Angolite)ol. 13, No. 4 (July/August 1988):
71-72.
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were all victims of capitalisri*® Perry Curry, too, emphasized the commonalitieséen

Angola’s whites and blacks, concluding, “we arecafhvicts.**’

But race-based analyses of the criminal justicéesyshave always been more common
in the pages ofhe Angolite David Poydras wrote that society automaticallgnigled black men
as criminals, regardless of their actidffsStephen Johnson argued that white judges, lawmakers
and voters followed the “malicious” example of themcestors by casting all African Americans
as “born criminal[s].**® Hymel Varnado suspected that representativeseafriminal justice
system were not interested in reforming African Aicen men, doling out unrelenting life

sentences instedd’ Discussing the cases of Angola Death Row prisoRetzert Wayne

146 Albert J. Manuel, Sr., “Raw & HardcoreThe AngoliteVol. 17, No. 2 (March/April 1992): 61.

147 perry Curry, Sr., “Black & White PowerThe AngoliteVol. 17, No. 1 (January/February 1992): 89. AfteirC
arrived, contributors continued to characterizeineration as a war on the poor of all raBex Daughtery,
“Prisoners or the PoorThe AngoliteYol. 27, No. 2 (March/April 2002): 65; David Lighgg, “IDB,” The Angolite,
Vol. 31, No. 4 (July/August 2006): 66; Robert Myléis's Everyone’s Right,"The Angolite\ol. 23, No. 1
(January/February 1998): 66; Drew Pizzo, St. Galrik, “Equal Protection of the Law,The Angolite\ol. 34,
No. 6 (November/December 2009): 82; “ChallengeGhange,” Vol. 22, No. 3 (May/June 1997): 83; Donlade
Leger, Jr., “Who | Am...Is You!'The AngoliteVol. 32, No. 3 (May/June 2007): 60; William Fitzpek, “False
Promises, The AngoliteVol. 23, No. 4 (July/August 1998): 64, 65; Paul GradNature of the Beast,The Angolite,
Vol. 23, No. 5 (September/October 1998): 66-67;¢utcasts,The Angolite)Vol. 36, No. 1 (January/February
2011): 68; David Essex, “House of Blue$lie AngoliteVol. 27, No. 3 (May/June 2002): 69; Donald Lutcher,
“Prison Life 4,” The Angolite)ol. 31, No. 4 (July/August 2006): 62; Anthony Viéiins, “Brothers and Sisters,”
The Angolite)/ol. 31, No. 5 (September/October 2006): 53; “Myrioin Hell,” The Angolite\ol. 22, No. 6
(November/December 1997): 73; Gary Farcy, “Socge@ell,” The AngoliteVol. 26, No. 3 (June/July/August
2001): 79; Paul Ware, Jr., “Man, I'm Just HolletinThe Angolite)/ol. 35, No. 6 (November/December 2010): 61.
Writers sometimes called for prisoners to overctimed racial differences to achieve their commonlgi
freedom. Arthur Carter, “Abstract Concepifie AngoliteVol. 28, No. 2 (March/April 2003): 52; Jonathan
Hilburn, “Compassion in the MidstThe AngoliteVol. 26, No. 5 (September/October 2001): 71; Chuoker,
“Irvin Sterling,” The AngoliteVol. 31, No. 6 (November/December 2006): 62; Da&Rape, “The ‘Gain,” The
Angolite,Vol. 25, No. 3 (May/June 2000): 65.

148 David Poydras, “Black Man’s LogoThe AngoliteVol. 17, No. 4 (July/Aug 1992): 78.
149 Stephen Johnsoifthe AngoliteVol. 14, No. 2 (March/April 1989): 71-72.

5%Hymel Varnado, CCR, “Rehabilitation? You Tell M&he AngoliteVol. 25, No. 2 (March/April 2000): 70.
Writers disagreed about the solution to the radisdrimination inherent in the criminal justice &m. Jeffrey
Hillburn posited that more minority clerks wouldsedt in more equity with regard to Supreme Coulihgs. But
Glen Ayo suggested that even a black presidentrf@paould not assure the repeal of discriminatawsl like the
Anti-Terrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act (AEB). Jeffrey Hillburn, “Supreme Court Clerk§he Angolite,
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Williams and Dalton Prejean, Larry DX Williams aBtton Burnett, respectively, suggested that
both men were executed simply because they wenegmbblack>* Dwight “Skeet” Smith
offered his own case as an example of racial bigisa legal system, focusing specifically on the
systematic exclusion of African Americans from @&i “Twelve white supremacists gave me a
raw deal,” he wrote. “In America it's called JUSSI3**? Don Brown asserted that young black
men were so caught up in the excitement and psbtiealing drugs that it was only in prison
they came to realize the structural forces tharstethem into this lifestyle. Once they were
sentenced, the legal conspiracy became all too.c¢Ma eyes open to the system,” Brown
wrote, “Seeing how it was designed/To introduceythn-prisons**® John Boissiere charged
that because most were “poor and black,” most ‘doiding” citizens did not care that the
“Amerikan Judicial System” impeded prisoners’ legatitions.” On the other hand, a Louisiana
jury decided that a “good white citizen” had onbnamitted a “minor infraction” when he shot
and killed a man accused of molesting his S6hike The Angolite’sditors and reporters,
contributors to “Sounding Off” and “Angola Expresss” highlighted both anti-black

discrimination and white privilege within the crinail justice system.

Vol. 27, No. 2 (March/April 2002): 63; Glen Ayo, f&ident-Elect Versus Procedural Baltie AngoliteVol. 34,
No. 2 (March/April 2009): 75.

151 Larry D.X. Williams, “Legal Murder, The AngoliteVol. 9, No. 2 (March/April 1984): 94-95; Elton Bueti,
“The Journey, The AngoliteVol. 15, No. 3 (May/June 1990): 81.

152 Dwight “Skeet” Smith;The AngoliteVol. 17, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1992): 81. In 2000, Migellly made similar use
of the term “just us” in reference to his fellowftian trees.” See Miguel Kelly, “Stand Up & Shih&he
Angolite,Vol. 25, No. 3 (May/June 2000): 69.

133 Don Brown, “Thugs-N-Prisons;The AngoliteVol. 31, No. 5 (September/October 2006): 58-59. &ise
“Message to the PeopleThe Angolite)ol. 22, No. 6 (November/December 1997): 66; “Thm& Has Come,The
Angolite,Vol. 25, No. 3 (May/June 2000): 72.

154 John BoissiereThe AngoliteVol. 11, No. 3 (May/June 1986): 54-55.
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A “regional madness”: condemnations of southern whe Christianity and culture

In this light, The Angolitesuggested that it was not people in prison, buegptself that
needed to changkn contrast to the flmmakers and journalists dssmd in chapter one, who
featured a white conservative evangelical as avmdeet reformerRideau blamed white
conservative Christianity in particular for a vefdediscriminatory justice system. From the
time that he became editor, Rideau argued thag@sed religious fervor fostered more punitive
criminal justice policies. Observing the renewedrpinence of evangelical Christianity in the
1970s, Rideau argued that the criminal justiceesydtore the fruits of this revival. “If nothing
else,” he wrote, “the ‘eye for an eye’ concepthd Old Testament is having one hell of an
influence on our American society”® He asserted that given the tendency of Christimmahes
to support tough on crime initiatives, Louisianp&or and incarcerated populations should
“place [their] bets with the Devil**®* When Republican governor Buddy Roemer, a self-
professed evangelical, took office in 1988, Ridkalked at both the religious and racial
moorings of the conservative “revolution” Roemengrsed to create in Louisiana state politics.
Objecting to the “evangelical tones” in which th/grnor delivered his law and order rhetoric,
Rideau maintained that Roemer’s “revolution” waswaite’ revolution—in the still ‘Deep
South” and expressed concern about the repercssiipimcarcerated African Americaf.
Rideau assumed that evangelical Christianity itigdar merely incited a vengeful, white

public against poor African Americans in prison.

135 Wwilbert Rideau, “The Revival Spirit;The AngoliteVol. 1, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1976): 8.
1% wilbert Rideau, “Cast Your Bets with the Devillhe AngoliteVol. 2, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1977): 12.

157 Wilbert Rideau, “The Roemer Revolutiori;hie AngoliteVol. 13, No. 2 (March/April 1988): 13; “Getting It
Together,"The AngoliteVol. 12, No. 6 (November/December 1987): 2.
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Rideau’s criticisms of religious hypocrisy and &dlyi motivated vengeance were
especially apparent in his pieces on the deathlfyeirte identified capital punishment as a
distinctly “Southern phenomenom®® Addressing the racial discrimination inherenthie teath
penalty, Rideau described the South as “lawlesseaihd subject to a “regional madness” and
“infected by its own peculiar evil.” He maintain#dtht the disproportionate execution of black
men who killed whites fulfilled the same “regiomaded for violence” that lynching had in the
past. Later, he asserted that racial bias had @moly presence” in the administration of the
death penalty, especially in the Solithin Rideau’s mind, this southern “evil” and “madses
was tied to religion. Victims of crime in the Souwtlere apt to “turn to the Bible for the ultimate
punishment.**® The South was distinctive by nature of its “deeptsd racial, religious, and
cultural prejudices** It was “the same Bible-thumping zealots who takehe streets in

opposition to abortion” who most adamantly suppbdapital punishmertt?

Contributors to “Sounding Off” and “Angola Expresss” also condemned a vengeful,
unforgiving society, but suggested these impulsesradicted the highest ideals of Christianity.
Louis Williams reminded advocates of life imprisogmh that God offered forgiveness only to
those who forgave others. Citing Ezekiel 33:14+6¢concluded that prisoners should go free

expressed remorse and a willingness to ch&fgelen Anderson declared that the unforgiving

18 Wilbert Rideau, “Louisiana Death Watch: Rush tafbe’ The AngoliteVol. 6, No. 4 (July/August 1981): 24.
159 «Death Watch, The AngoliteVol. 11, No. 1 (January/February 1986): 14.

%0wilbert Rideau, “The Victims of ViolenceThe AngoliteVol. 6, No. 4 (July/August 1981): 61.

81 wilbert Rideau, “The Nature of the BeasEfie AngoliteVol. 12, No. 3 (May/June 1987): 13.

82 wilbert Rideau, “Editorial: A Bad Moon RisingThe Angolite)ol. 8, No. 3 (May/June 1983): 34.

183 ouis Williams, “Who Is Who?"The AngoliteVol. 8, No. 2 (March/April 1983): 85-86. Williamsuqted the

passage from Ezekiel this way: “Again, when | satouthe wicked thou shalt surely die, if he turmnfrhis sin, and
do that which is lawful and right; if the wickedstere the pledge and give again that he had rolizg#,in the
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attitude of Louisiana’s officials and citizens shemlithat the state itself needed to be reformed
and rehabilitated. “Jesus Christ forgave peoplerfarder, rape, theft, and other crimes,”
Anderson insisted. In his mind, because of its e@mgapproach to criminal justice, “Louisiana

should be ashamed to mention the name Jesus Cfifist.

Rideau and his staff also implicitly denounceddkeath penalty as anti-Christian. After
the 1981 issue covering the revival of the deatiafig in LouisianaThe Angolitentroduced a
section called “Death Watch” to present coveragengiending executions. Beginning in the
mid-1980s, this section frequently featured arsthation of a man hanging on a crd$sThe
man’s head droops on his chest, such that hisiawet visible, but his skin is white and his hair
is stringy. GivenThe Angolites emphasis on the racially discriminatory natureagfital
punishment, it is notable that the image depistdhiie man rather than a black man. It seems
clear that the images were supposed to evoke prakktween Death Row prisoners and Christ
himself. But it is not clear whether Rideau beli@eewhite Jesus (rather than a black one) would
render those parallels more resonant or simply@edeprevailing images of Jesus. He did
sympathetically portray both white and African Amcan Death Row prisoners based on their
religious commitments. In 1981, the editor noteat tholin Clark and David Dene Matrtin, two
white men facing execution, were both “deeply iielig” Christians-®® Before his 1987

execution,The Angoliteevealed, an African American man named Alvin Moloael completed

statues of life, without committing iniquity; heahsurely live, he shall not die. None of his sihat he hath
committed shall be mentioned unto him: he hath dbaewhich is lawful and right; he shall surelydi”

184 Allen Anderson, “Reform LouisianaFhe AngoliteVol. 18, No. 3 (May/June 1993): 82.

185 «Death Watch,"The AngoliteVol. 11, No. 3 (May/June 1986); Cover imageThe AngoliteVol. 12, No. 3
(May/June 1987); Wilbert Rideau, “The Nature of Beast,"The Angolite)/ol. 12, No. 3 (May/June 1987): 9; Ron
Wikberg, “Death Watch: The Horror Showlhe AngoliteVol. 15, No. 5 (September/October 1990): 44; “Death
Watch,” The Angolite)/ol. 16, No. 2 (March/April 1991): 22.

1% Wwilbert Rideau, “Is There an AlternativeZhe AngoliteVol. 6, No. 4 (July/August 1981): 48.
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a theological degre¥’ And prior to his 1989 execution, Dalton Prejedsg african American,
had been baptized and completed a Prison Fellowdimstry seminarThe Angolitamplied
that the state was wrong to execute men who hadl tbeesformed according to the region’s

religious tenet$®®

Similarly, contributors to “Sounding Off” and “AntEXxpressions” sometimes
compared their suffering to that of Jesus. Impli@voking Jesus’ prayer on the cross, Louis
Witherspoon asked God to forgive “the free peogléhay misuse and abuse Your precious
prisoners.**® Ezzard E. Bowman described his prison sententiee@sing the burdens of this
merciless cross™° Reflecting on his own trial and sentencing, Jabersyendorfer, compared
the American public to the crowds who demandedslesucifixion!’* Similarly, James Taylor
suggested that like Louisiana’s lifers, Jesus wihgest to an arbitrary and unpredictable pardon
process (i.e. Pontius Pilate allowed an angry cramdecide Jesus’ faté}* “Big Willie”

Williams named Jesus in a list of black men (Mattinher King, Nelson Mandela, and Malcolm

187 Matthew J. Jacobs, “The Young Warrior$fie AngoliteVol. 12, No. 4 (July/August 1987). Moore’s executio
was especially controversial because Ossie Brdvendistrict attorney who prosecuted Moore, haeéaib obtain
the death penalty for three white defendants whibrhardered Moore’s cousin. See “Death Watch: Takieg
Lead,” The Angolite)/ol. 12, No. 4 (July/August 1987).

18 See also Walter Burnette, “The Insanity of it Althe AngoliteVol. 12, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1987): 77. This kind of
criticism of capital punishment continued duringrCatenure, but in the “Sounding Off” and “Angola
Expressions” sections rather than the “Death Wateatures. Addressing “middle-class Christian”gsrivho
imposed the death penalty, Jeffrey Hillburn refutelthious arguments against capital punishmentelvery
scripture supporters could cite in favor of thetgeenalty, Hillburn could cite two against it. ldeuld not
understand why Christians were “so eager to puesom to death.” Similarly, Keith Thompson argueat th
“Christians who advocates for the death penaltgvpd that humans were “fully capable of rational.ev

189 ouis Witherspoon, “Lord Help the PrisoneFhe AngoliteVol. 6, No. 1 (January/February 1981): 83.
10 Ezzard E. Bowman, “Misery LandThe AngoliteVol. 6, No. 2 (March/April 1981): 105.

71 James Langendorfer, “Reflections with a Reluchessiah, The Angolite\Vol. 7, No. 1 (January/February
1982): 77.

172 3ames Taylor, “Bullshit Or Reality?The AngoliteVol. 14, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1989): 79.
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X) who had been incarcerated or assassinatedngrtkie fate of these individuals to that of all
African Americans.® Jesus served as a potent analogue for prisonersuinjust suffering and

oppression.

But contributors went beyond appealing to societgsscience through Christian
imagery. Throughouthe Angolite’secent history, they also warned that politiciand eitizens
would one day face divine judgment for the injustit incarcerationSome did so subtly.
Insisting that capital punishment was murder, JosgpMonnie wondered if those who carried
out executions could ever be forgiv€fiJames R. Thomas wrote that unjust district atyne
police officers, judges and politicians would béjsat to “perfect justice” under “the Kingdom
of God.™"® Ezzard E. Bowman reminded himself that the judbe sentenced him would face
divine judgment one day® The people who presided over the growth of Amésipaisons,
wrote Allen Coco, had “deliberately forgotten” th@bd saw and would judge their actidhs.
Otha D. Evans stated that his “message...to each a&emis Psalm 35:5-9,” in which the

psalmist prays that God would punish his persesdffr

Others warned of judgment for society more gengriMalter Nickless knew people in

society believed that as a prisoner, he was “dantméell.” But he believed it was they who,

173 «Bjg Willie” Williams, “Truth,” The AngoliteVol. 18, No. 1 (January/February 1993): 87 .

174 Joseph G. Monnie, “Brothers on Death RoWhie AngoliteVol. 13, No. 2 (March/April 1988): 67.

" James R. Thomas, “An OpinioriThe AngoliteVol. 8, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1983): 112.

178 Ezzard E. Boman, “Misery LandThe AngoliteVol. 6, No. 2 (March/April 1981): 105.

Y7 Allen Coco, “America’s Crying Spirit,The Angolite)Vol. 26, No. 3 (June/July/August 2001): 80-81.

8 1n the King James Version, the passage reads:thesh be as chaff before the wind: and let the lawihe

Lord chase them. Let their way be dark and slippang let the angel of the Lord persecute themwkthrout cause
have they hid for me their net in a pit, which witih cause they have digged for my soul. Let deSgmcome upon

him unawares; and let his net he hath hid catclséliminto that very destruction let him fall. Amay soul shall be
joyful in the Lord: it shall rejoice in his salvati.”
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like the Church in Laodicea in the Book of Revealatiwould be “spit out” like “lukewarm
water” for their treachery/® John Moreau warned readers that “on the day affeht,” God
would take them to task for failing to show “forgivess, the law of brotherly love” to
prisoners-° Paul Gray believed that the day of judgment Jpsedicted in the New Testament
had come, in part, because the “affluent” couldrépase justice” while the poor were

imprisoned to create profit for the wealtlfy.

Some contributors have predicted specific divirdggment against those who purvey
white supremacy through the criminal justice systeamry DX condemned the “legal murder”
of Robert Wayne Williams, attributing his executitorthe fact that he was poor and black. But
Williams predicted that those who presided overdeiath would “someday be judged
themselves*®? Thomas J. Collins maintained that authoritatigeifes claimed to be morally
superior would face “the judgment seft"Charles F. Nelson was sure that those “high
officials” who impeded prisoners’ release “will le@ato answer to the greatest judge of all, when
they face the judgment throne of God.” Littell Harmddressed “Mr. Downpressor Man,” who
“brutalized” black people, insisting that they wdydrevail over him one day. Combining
biblical passages from the book of Galatians aedythspel of Matthew, Harris warned Mr.
Downpressor Man, “You must reap what you sow,” @rtte last will be first/The first will be

last.”*8* Willie Sparks wrote to the purveyors of “white semacy” that he knew “the secret

19 Walter Nickless, “Wishsong;The AngoliteVol. 22, No. 1 (January/February 1997): 72.
180 John Moreau, “Does It Matter?The AngoliteVol. 24, No.3 (May/June 1999): 69.
181 paul Gray, “Nature of the Beasfhe AngoliteVol. 23, No. 5 (September/October 1998): 66-67.
183 arry D.X. Williams, “Legal Murder,"The AngoliteVol. 9, No. 2 (March/April 1984): 95.
183 Thomas J. Collins, “System of the Beadtiie AngoliteVol. 11, No. 4 (July/Aug 1986): 69.
184 ittell Harris, “Downpressor Man!"The AngoliteVol. 18, No. 4 (July/Aug 1993): 86.
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numbers” that signaled the ultimate destructiowiolent, “devious” white society®> Solomon
Birdsong vividly described the prison system agasb created and fed by “this state’s movers
and shakers,” resulting in the near “extinctionire black race.” But these legislators would
ultimately face “doom for the misery they have dé&omparing himself to the prophet Jonah,
Birdsong declared, “my prophecy is God's truth, #mid will emerge.*®*® For some of Angola’s
incarcerated African Americans, religious symbolisas served not only as a plea, but a

warning.
Rehabilitation: a misguided effort?

Despite these frequent condemnations of sociegrgigance and racial hatrddhe
Angolitestill promoted rehabilitation in a variety of forma 1982 ,Rideau published a lengthy
feature entitled, “Rehabilitation: A Misguided Effé He devoted the bulk of his piece to the
history of rehabilitation in America, portraying §ola as consistently behind the times.
Addressing the national scene, Rideau praisedmefiar as “humanitarians” motivated by
“Christian sentiment” to emphasize the environmlecdases of crime, eschewing “moral
judgment” in favor of “treatment” through educatiand vocational and religious training.
However, their efforts were compromised by state&ucracy, uncooperative wardens and
officers, and their own mistaken belief that rehitdgsion could be successful in an environment
of confinement. In Louisiana, state officials canedre about profit than reform. Introduced only

in the late 1940s and early 1950s, the first rditaton programs quickly fell victim to “apathy”

185 willie Sparks, “Gotcha,” Vol. 11, No. 4 (July/Augu1986): 67.

18 Solomon Birdsong, “Creation of Lawmaker3fie AngoliteVol. 26, No. 3 (June/July/August 2001): 80-81.
Joseph Fountain had a somewhat different take uggested that present-day crime was divine punishfoe
America’s criminal foundations. “This country walstained through armed robbery and murder” of Afiica
Americans, he wrote. “When you do evil, evil corbagk to do you,” he concluded. “So America, reagtyou
sow.” Joseph Fountain, “Reap What You SoWwhe Angolite)ol. 23, No. 4 (July/August 1998): 67.
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and “disinterest.” Despite the efforts of reformAated wardens in the 1960s, Rideau wrote that,

at Angola, “the concept of rehabilitation was deby'the 19708%"

Yet despite this pessimistic tone, Rideau insithed though society “only paid lip-
service to it,” rehabilitation did, in fact, occmside prisons. Angola was a perfect example.
Despite scant resources and lackluster suppodugtas from Angola’s vocational school were
overwhelmingly successful upon their release (8@qe never returnedf® Rideau argued that
these men served as irrefutable proof that, “rditation does take place at Angola.” Indeed
vocational training and education were centrahedditor’s definition of rehabilitation. He
asserted that rehabilitative programs for peoptesimbed of property and violent crimes should
consist of education, vocational training, and stdal labor. (People convicted of sex offenses,

he suggested, should receive psychological tredjmen

Though it was not as prominent in his understandingform, Rideau did address
religious activity as a possible method of rehédtilon. He quoted Angola’s head chaplain, who
insisted that being “born again” was “one of theestiways of rehabilitating an individuaf® In
the same piece, Lawrence Jasper, a white prisatige an Angola’s religious community, also
attributed his rehabilitation and exemplary disicigty record to his “religious conversion” and
ongoing relationship with Goli° In fact, Rideau had previously argued that thisneztion
between religion and rehabilitation made the absefoutside religious leaders at Angola

reprehensible. In a 1981 feature on religion insideprison, Rideau asserted that religious

187 wilbert Rideau, “Rehabilitation: A Misguided Effgr The AngoliteVol. 7, No. 4 (Nov/Dec 1982): 40.
1% Rideau, “Rehabilitation,” 44.
189 wilbert Rideau, “Religion in PrisonThe AngoliteVol. 9, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1981), 44

10 Rideau, “Religion in Prison,” 45.
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ideals maintained only a “token presence” in prssonthe form of chaplains. Yet even that
minimal foothold suggested “religion can be a fdimerehabilitation.*** He concluded his
article with a description of a prisoner in his mopraying for forgiveness: “That lonely, stifled
picture the world outside will never see lends erex to the belief that not all of the men in
Angola are beyond the pale of salvatidi?'Religious practice, then, was at least one kind of

evidence of rehabilitatioft>

Rideau, then, understood rehabilitation in thetinedty traditional sense of the education,
treatment, and even salvation of individuals juptiyished for committing crimes. In the pages
of “Sounding Off” and “Angola Expressions,” Angaotahcarcerated writers largely agreed with
Rideau. A few did explicitly reject the conceptrehabilitation altogetheDonnie Lee Bronze
urged his fellow prisoners to reject rehabilitatama distraction from their freedom. Rather than
self-improvement, they should focus on the broadenomic and political context of their
incarceration®* But more often, contributors desired, and evenatetad, rehabilitative
opportunitiesThey decried the lack of rehabilitation inside Alegd®® Even more expressed

frustration that only a select few prisoners caddess rehabilitation prograris.

¥ wilbert Rideau, “Religion in Prison,” 34.
192 Rideau, “Religion in Prison,” 56.

19 ThoughThe Angolitgfocused primarily on Christian worship, the newsarge did highlight Muslims as
exemplars of rehabilitation as well. In a reporvathCamp F, a newly re-opened dormitory far from Mhain
Prison, the newsmagazine highlighted the diffiegitiacing Muslims transferred there. Christophdasa
Shabazz, a trusty, tolthe Angolitehat once he moved to Camp F, he was not allowedtéod monthly religious
meetings in the Main Prison. “The main thing I'mncerned about is my religion,” Shabazz said. “lehbeen
striving for eight years, trying to build characterme to make me a better man, and they just tbakaway from
me.” “Inside Angola,"The Angolite\ol. 7, No. 1 (January/February 1982).

% Donnie Lee Bronze, “Let’s TalkThe Angolite)ol. 14, No. 1 (January/February 1989): 82. See Bisnnie
Hunt, Magnolia, “Time.”

1% willie Jackson, “Rehabilitation,The AngoliteVol. 3, No. 3 (May/June 1978): 56; Larry E. Book&ociety
and Reform,"The AngoliteVol. 14, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1989): 81; Timothy Lovirtg\ ‘Dear Warden’ Letter,"The
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By far the most popular definition of rehabilitaticentered on educatiokany
described education as the means by which they#maals could transform themselves and
abandon their lives of crime. Describing his forreelf as violent and intransigent, Carlton
Willis wrote that he began his “positive trip” baraing his GED?’ For Dale Gaudet, extensive
reading, had “opened his eyd$*Another contributor explained that “proper edumaticould
lead individuals to repent of their crim&s.Desmond Lewis argued that education had caused
him to “throw the life of crime out the window® Surge Sherman wrote that literacy programs
and GED courses made students “less likely...to caramew crime once released’Only
education could “erase th[e] great evil” of crifRgbert Myles insiste’? Jason Lormand
expressed similar sentiments. Only “extensive riitatiion through education and drug

treatment programs” could reduce crifffé.

Angolite,Vol. 8, No. 3 (May/June 1983): 68; Peter O. Caff€hanks for Nothing!,"The AngoliteYol. 10, no. 6
(Nov/Dec 1985): 93; Larry Washington, “Crime—I Jixin't Get It,” The AngoliteVol. 11, No. 4 (July/Aug
1986): 58; Allen Anderson, “Reform Louisiandhe Angolite)ol. 18, No. 3 (May/June 1993): 82.

1% Freddi Gibson I, “I SupposeThe AngoliteVol. 16, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1991): 88; Mark A. Simigif,| Were
Warden,"The Angolite)ol. 15, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1990): 91; Joseph E. Mortf@nercrowding,”The Angolite\ol.

11, No. 3 (May/June 1986): 52; Clay Huff, “Can YRaad This?"The AngoliteVol. 13, No. 4 (July/August 1988):
72; James Taylor, “An Unheard VoiceThe AngoliteVol. 8, No. 2 (March/April 1983): 84; Roy RuckeSérious
Thoughts,” Vol. 5, No. 3 (May/June 1980): 110; Eng&ousso, “RehabilitationThe Angolite)/ol. 4, No. 2
(March/April 1979): 84; Charles Unger, “Looking fBnswers,"The AngoliteVol. 8, No. 3 (May/June 1983): 69;
Louis Williams, “Who is Who?, The Angolite)/ol. 8, No. 2 (March/April 1983): 85; Eugene Rous$» Man with

a Question, The AngoliteVol. 3, No. 3 (May/June 1978): 54; Lionel Hagq Mc@er, Jr., “No One CaresThe
Angolite,Vol. 3, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1978): 52; Roland Pittmah, Visitor's Question,"The AngoliteVol. 15, No. 1
(Jan/Feb 1990): 89.

197 Carlton Willis, “Get on a Positive Trip,The AngoliteVol. 20, No. 4 (July/August 1995).

1% Dale Gaudet, “ChangeThe AngoliteVol. 20, No. 1 (January/February 1995): 70.
199«penology,”The AngoliteVol. 22, No. 6 (November/December 1997): 67.

20 pesmond Lewis, “Behind BarsThe AngoliteVol. 26, No. 6 (November/December 2001): 69.
1 5yrge Sherman, “On the FarrTle AngoliteVol. 31, No. 4 (July/August 2006): 65.

22 Robert Myles, “It's Everyone’s RightThe AngoliteVol. 23, No. 1 (January/February 1998): 66.
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Others attributed their transformations to religi@xperienceRichard Carmack turned
to God because he had once been “pretty Bddvike McDaniel had become “a better man” by
seeking out God> Louis Witherspoon thanked Jesus “for the transiogmvork He has done in
my life.”?°® Jesus had diverted George Brooks, Jr. from hiad‘to hell.“°" In prison, Peter
Laxey “died and came back resurrected in Chright&then, he had become committed to
“spitting scriptures,” “building biblically,” “blesing the Lord,” and “denying self?*® Patrick
Dixon posited that he and other men in Angola Haettéred ourselves through Christianity” and
mental health and educational progr&ifid.ouis Williams also wrote that he “rehabilitated
[him]self” by becoming a “born-again Christian” aretommended other prisoners follow his
example?’’Rodney Wayne Macon based his rehabilitation onltlygeal study because only

God could help him “overcome the utmost struggfé Muslims also proclaimed themselves

203 Jason Lormand, “RehabilitateThe AngoliteVol. 25, No. 2 (March/April 2000): 71.

204 Richard Carmack, “Day by DayThe AngoliteVol. 16, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1991): 74.

205 Mike McDaniel, “Look Out,"The AngoliteVol. 12, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1987): 73.

28| ouis Witherspoon, “Tribute to the WiseThe AngoliteVol. 6, No. 3 (May/June 1981): 89.
27 George Brooks, Jr., “A StoryThe AngoliteVol. 15, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1990): 95.

D8peter Laxey, “Denying Self;The AngoliteVol. 33, No. 6 (November/December 2008): 75. Fonilsir stories,
see Frederick Jones, Camp D, “A Convict’'s Testimibiiie Angolite)Yol. 20, No. 1 (January/February 1995);
Anthony Lordi, “William Light,” The AngoliteYol. 24, No. 3 (May/June 1999): 57; Fred Ricks, &dfe’'s Song,”
The Angolite)/ol. 27, No. 2 (March/April 2002): 69; Donald ClarltComforts & Burdens,The AngoliteVol. 31,
No. 3 (May/June 2006): 70; Jimmy Harrison, “Cleankhouse, The AngoliteVol. 31, No. 4 (July/August 2006):
67; Darryl Cook, “Sinner to SaintThe AngoliteVol. 32, No. 3 (May/June 2007): 65; Rockola PlaggriGod is
the Powerful One,The Angolite\ol. 36, No. 4 (July/August 2011): 83; Walter Niekk, “RepentanceThe
Angolite,Vol. 34, No. 6 (November/December 2009): 74.

209 patrick Dixon, “A Matter of Record,The AngoliteVol. 16, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1991): 87.

20| ouis Williams, “Who Is Who?"The AngoliteVol. 8, No. 2 (March/April 1983): 85-86. Williamsuqgted the
passage from Ezekiel this way: “Again, when | satouthe wicked thou shalt surely die, if he turonfrhis sin, and
do that which is lawful and right; if the wickedstere the pledge and give again that he had rohiegdl,in the
statues of life, without committing iniquity; heahsurely live, he shall not die. None of his sihat he hath
committed shall be mentioned unto him: he hath dbaewhich is lawful and right; he shall surelydi”

21 Rodney Wayne Macoffhe AngoliteVol. 11, No. 3 (May/June 1986): 53.
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transformed. Touting his “self-discipline” and cityto others, Felton “Cheyenne” Williams
concluded, “All my credit comes from Alla¥** Even men from Angola’s cellblocks and
lockdown units, whom Warden Cain identifies as ‘tharst of the worst,” described how God
had changed their lives and promised to remaihftdieven in their trying circumstances.
Writing from Camp J, Michael Edwards insisted tGain was “the best warden that has come
through Angola in a long time.” He admitted that‘h@as not always a good inmate,” but

revealed that he had “found the Lord, our Godhis place.”

In general, contributors tbhe Angoliteassumed that rehabilitation entailed guilty people
transforming themselves, through one means or andiliten, the problem was not that
rehabilitation required accepting personal resgmlitsi for crime, but that the process of
evaluating reform was so arbitrary and unscientifiche pages of “Sounding Off” and “Angola
Expressions,” incarcerated writers lamented thetfat the state pardon and parole boards
simply ignored all evidence of individuals’ refofit¥.Similarly, in his 1982 feature on
rehabilitation, Rideau asserted that parole boarte more concerned that prisoners display a
deferential attitude than that they offer objectwédence of their reform. “The decision-making

in the rehabilitation process really has nothingaowith merit, achievement, or fairness,” the

%2 Felton “Cheyenne” Williams, “My Life, The AngoliteVol. 20, No. 5 (September/October 1995): 72. See al
Ricky Davis, “The Garden,The Angolite\ol. 36, No. 3 (May/June 2011): 69; Keith Thompst®ride and Lust,”
The Angolite)ol. 34, No. 5 (September/October 2009): 62. Forame sardonic version of the Muslim
transformation narrative, see Elgin Dennis, “A Gbethild,” The Angolite)Vol. 27, No. 3 (May/June 2002): 66.
See also Elgin Dennis, “Tears Flow,he AngoliteVol. 26, No. 6 (November/December 2001): 70. Dennis
admitted he had lived a fast life, but thought %bealats in that cell” should count for somethiivgau should let
me in heaven,” he told God, “cause | already bteemell.”

23 Mark Smith, “False Hope,The AngoliteVol. 6, No. 2 (March/April 1981): 102; Early LavenJr., “Begging
Your Pardon,” Vol. 7, No. 4 (July/August 1982): 8dlen Anderson, “Reform LouisianaThe Angolite)/ol. 18,
No. 3 (May/June 1993): 82; James Taylor, “BullshitReality?,"The Angolite)ol. 14, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1989): 79;
Ben Daughtery, “Love and Carel’he Angolite)/ol. 15, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1990): 72; Donnie Hunt, & The
Angolite,Vol. 8, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1983): 81; Thomas HurstBiRuRadio,” The AngoliteVol. 15, No. 4 (July/Aug
1990): 65; Claude Woods, “Why No to ClemencyPe AngoliteVol. 14, No. 4 (July/Aug 1989): 8@8he Angolite,
Vol. 7, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1982): 90; Dennis S. Lenntdme AngoliteVol. 15, No. 2 (March/April 1990): 77.
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editor charged. “Rehabilitation is more often meadby the inmate’s ability to kiss ass than
anything else®*n short,Rideau wanted rehabilitation to play a more ratisake in the parole
and pardon process. To this end, he argued thadmdfficials should help decide which
individuals to release. He admitted that “prisofictdls have not historically served the interests
of rehabilitation.” Yet he insisted that the “presgonal opinions” of wardens and corrections
officers would be preferable to the uninformed amns of parole and pardon board members

who knew little about the individuals they evaluhte

Kenneth “Biggy” Johnston not only affirmed Rideaatnclusion, but argued that this
more rational, objective evaluation of rehabilbatiwas already Louisiana prisoners’ legal right.
Johnston was sent to Angola in 1971 on an armeuergizharge’™® In 1977, he volunteered to
be The Angolités legal writer, to keep readers apprised of padt@irrent court decisions that
might help them work on their own cases. His fitggal Spectrum” column appeared in the
July/August 1977 issue—though he was confinedéncedllblocks when it was publishé.
Deemed a “legal genius” by State Attorney Generdlidth Guste, Johnston became a well-
respected authority on the law among prisonersngofa®'’ His columns not only presented
relevant recent cases, but also offered advice hew prisoners might use legal decisions to

their advantage.

Johnston’s November/December 1982 “Legal Spectmwas no different. Entitling this

column, “The Right to Rehabilitate,” Johnston amtieat while the Supreme Court had ruled

4 Rideau, “Rehabilitation,” 39.

Z5Wwilbert Rideau, “The Forgotten MeriThe AngoliteVol. 5, No. 3 (May/June 1980): 31.

28 wilbert Rideau, “Getting It TogetherThe AngoliteVol. 2, No. 4 (July/August 1977): 2.

27 wilbert Rideau, “The Forgotten MeriThe AngoliteVol. 5, No. 3 (May/June 1980): 31.
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that prisoners had no constitutional right to relitabion (McGray v. Sullivan1975), Louisiana
Revised Statute 15:828 made rehabilitation, inclgdiducation, counselling, and religious
services, a legally protected right for prisondramgola. Moreover, R.S. 15: 828, also required
that the Department of Corrections help rehabédandividuals feturn to the community as
promptly as practicablé Thus, implied Johnston, there was no need tatera new law by

which corrections officials could speak on behd&lpasoners at pardon and parole hearings. The
Department of Corrections was already under “aiig obligation” to release rehabilitated
individuals in a timely fashion. In light of thisgal obligation, Johnston asserted that those who
could “make a reasonable showing of rehabilitatiomild take legal action against the
Louisiana Department of Corrections. RS 15:828 nthdéecretary of Corrections “liable for
damages under either the state’s tort law or tertd civil rights statute” if he failed to identif

and release rehabilitated prisonéf&.

In this way,The Angolitecast rehabilitation not as a process that benevofénials
could choose to recognize if the individual in dieswas sufficiently deferential, but as an
objectively measured outcome rewarded by rightrandgnized through an adversarial legal
process. In general, Rideasgolitehad always shown great respect for prisoners who
successfully navigated the legal systdine newsmagazine credited a series of 1970s lasvsuit
brought by four incarcerated African Americans withiating the prison’s transition from one
of the most violent to one of the safest. The nmogbrtant wadWilliams v. McKeithemamed

after the lead plaintiff, Hayes Williams. As a riésf this lawsuit, Angola was placed under a

218 Kenneth “Biggy” Johnston, “Legal Spectrum: The IRitp Rehabilitate, The AngoliteVol. 7, No. 6
(November/December 1982): 57-58. Apparently, pessrnad already been taking similar legal actiorihé
September/October 1982 issueTtie Angolite,JJohnston reported that during that year, fourditead filed lawsuits
against the Board of Pardons in which they raigettitutional objections to the board’s decisiorking criteria
and recommendations. Johnston briefly cited R.82bas the partial basis of their claims. See dnfBiggy”
Johnston, “Legal Special: The King's PrerogativEye AngoliteVol. 7, No. 5 (September/October 1982): 68.
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federal consent decree by which a federal judgmkPolozola, imposed reforms that improved
conditions and drastically reduced violence insigeprison. Williams and his compatriot$e
Angolitereported, had been branded “black radicals” andirmed in Angola’s lockdown unit for
their actions’® Yet they placed their faith in the legal systeifhis land is ruled by Law,”
Williams told The Angolitejand the Law did not condone the way this prisos wa. | focused
my energy on changing the system by using the sysfaat is the American way?® Change
had been wrought not by benevolent prison officiaig by an incarcerated black man whose

“militant” litigation laid the groundwork for lagtig reform inside the prison.

The Angolitealso regularly reported on the activities of thegdia Special Civics Project
(ASCP). Founded by incarcerated activists Norriadéeson and Checo Yancy in 1987, the
ASCP organized prisoners and their families to mtanpolitical candidates and legislation
favorable toward incarcerated people. Most notdidged on research concluding that people in
their forties become increasingly less likely tancoit crimes, the ASCP proposed in 1990 that
lifers become parole eligible after serving tweypyars and reaching the age of forty-five, again
promoting evidence-based evaluations of rehabdite* The Angolitgportrayed these efforts in
a favorable light. Rideau praised the Project leafler seeking to enact reform through “the
political process” rather than “the less desirab&sans traditionally employed by prisoners” (i.e.
rebellion). Noting that the ASCP emerged “during #0d" anniversary of the Constitution,”

Rideau implied that the organization demonstrate&zbpers’ commitment to American ideals.

219 Notably, Willliams spoke at length in the artigleout Lazarus Joseph, a Muslim prisoner who heipéding
the lawsuit and “suffered for his faith.”

220 35ee Michael Glover, “Prisonomics: A Man and a#js The AngoliteVol. 16, No. 4 (July/August 1991): 29-
44;

221 | ydia Pelot-Hobbs, “Organizing for Freedom: Thegata Special Civics Project, 1987-1992,” Mastessis,
University of New Orleans, 2011: 61-62, 65.
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Their legal and political work simultaneously fulected as a means of securing legal
recognition and reward for their rehabilitation gdviding evidence of their conformity to the

democratic values upon which the United Statesfaasded®>?

Similarly, many contributors to “Sounding Off” afngola Expressions” presented
legal training as the highest form of rehabilitatibhere were a few who were hesitant to place
their confidence in the law, viewing legal victarias “part of a fantasy world*® Richard
Mikkelson deemed working on his case just as muygac#ier as sports. “Man, the laws aren’t
going to change,” he wrote. “You can argue, figd, write, kick, scream, bité® But in
general, contributors téhe Angoliteplaced great faith in the law and denounced altatitions
from it.>*® Willie Fox advocated diverting all funds from spoto education. “We all should be
smart enough to work on our case,” he argfid@@.alvin Deal also called for a shift from sports

to legal pursuits. “If we have hopes of obtaining tteedom,” he wrote, then the emphasis

222\ilbert Rideau, “Politics: Special Civics Projécthe AngoliteVol. 12, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1987): 22.

22 Edward Gleim, “In Defense of Sport§he AngoliteVol. 16, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1991): 68; Mark King, “Livg
Dead,”The Angolite\ol. 17, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1992): 78; Willie Spark¥uhnel Vision,”The Angolite)ol. 13, No.
6 (Nov/Dec 1988): 83; Barry Diggs, “Jim Crowlhe Angolite\/ol. 17, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1992): 88.

224 Richard Mikkelson, “They Keep ComingThe AngoliteVol. 23, No. 6 (November/December 1998): 74;
Raynell Bright, “Gray Tears,The Angolite)ol. 27, No. 3 (May/June 2002): 70; Charlie Smitdangin’ On,” The
Angolite,Vol. 27, No. 3 (May/June 2002): 64.

22> Anonymous, “What Have You Done?he AngoliteAugust 1975: 15; Harold Daigre, “Get Involvedte
Angolite,Vol. 6, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1981): 61; Joseph Casbomayéiell Brothers, The AngoliteVol. 16, No. 3
(May/June 1991): 66; Larry S. Perkins, “CapitollfilThe AngoliteVol. 15, No. 2 (March/April 1990): 75; Eddie
“LA” Evans, “LA’s Law,” The AngoliteVol. 16, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1991): 89; Tracy Anderstivho's Guilty?,”
The Angolite)ol. 12, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1987): 75.

28 \illie Fox, The AngoliteVol. 15, No. 2 (March/April 1990): 67; Brady Wilkas, “Recapture the MindThe
Angolite,Vol. 17, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1992): 87; Albert Wrightyaking Up,” Vol. 18, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1993): 63; Alvi
Howard, “The Promise,The Angolite)/ol. 10, No. 2 (March/April 1985): 94; Alvin HowaydThe Promise, The
Angolite,Vol. 10, No. 2 (March/April 1985): 94; Calvin Dedlet's Talk,” The AngoliteVol. 16, No. 3 (May/June
1991): 70; Herbert Williams, “Sounding Off to Hai®pnnick,” The AngoliteVol. 3, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1978): 58;
Joseph E. Morgan, “Overcrowdinglhe AngoliteVol. 11, No. 3 (May/June 1986): 52; Norris Hender,saka
Abdus Saboor Muwwakkil, Assistant Law Librarian & Loss of Access,The AngoliteVol. 13, No. 1 (Jan/Feb
1988): 70.
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shouldn’t be placed on the NBA, NFL, or NCAA, buaged on the USSC (United States
Supreme Court), ACLU (American Civil Liberty UnigrASCP (Angola’s Special Civics

Project), and pursuing our release from L8B Tommy Cullier asserted that those who truly
understood their circumstances would spend thee tn the law library rather than the
basketball court or football fieldf® Paul Meschal denounced his fellows for knowinguten

details about television soap operas, but knowiting about how to file legal paperwd®.
Terrence Nichols suggested that if prisoners didengage in sports and same-sex relationships,
they could not help but think of and work on tHeiyal case&*° At the same time that he
denounced sports, TV, and “homosexuality,” Donree Bronze called on all prisoners to “pick
up the law book, pick up the pen and pagét Donnie Hunt vowed to give up all other forms of

comfort and entertainment in prison for “a law b36¥

Some described the legal education as a meandricaA Americans in particular to
resist racial oppression. It is true that some edghat legal work was futile for Black people,
given the white supremacy inherent in the crimjoatice system. Eddie Marshall, for example,
had no use for “a law book,” because “the whitemaain't giving no nigga no play**® But

others placed their faith in the law. Robert Gralveas dismayed that “our young black

227 Calvin Deal, “Let’s Talk,"The AngoliteVol. 16, No. 3 (May/June 1991): 69.

22 Tommy Cullier, “Recapture the MindThe AngoliteVol. 17, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1992): 86.

22 paul Meschal, “Angola Cry-BabiesThe AngoliteVol. 12, No. 2 (March/April 1987): 70.

20 Terrence Nichols, “Facting;The AngoliteVol. 12, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1987): 75.

%1 Donnie Lee Bronze, “Let’s Talk;The AngoliteVol. 14, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1989): 83.

%32 Donnie Hunt, “And the Clock Ticks By;The AngoliteVol. 16, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1991): 93.

23 Eddie Marshall, “I'm Down with my Crown,The AngoliteVol. 20, No. 5 (September/October 1995): 69.
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youth...hardly know anything about criminal law” tretuld set them fre€’ Derrick Howard
argued that prisons were “strategically designedidstroy African American families by
removing black male role models and making blackhms welfare dependent. But black men
could change these realities through educationeayal action. Howard described a hypothetical
“brother-man” motivated by reading Elijah Muhamnslllessage to the Blackman in America
and Carter G. WoodsonThe Mis-Education of the Negrteventually he hit the law library and
became his own legal counsel,” wrote Howard. “Suther-man lost his chains, most

importantly the ones that shackled his braif.”

Though they did not make this connection expllytemphasizing the
importance of legal education in particular, cdnitors toThe Angolitamplied that
rehabilitation could include efforts to challengeit convictions rather than simply accepting
personal responsibility for the crimes for whicleytwere convicted. Similarly, Angola’s
incarcerated writers suggested that education dereeonly as a means of self-improvement
and crime reduction, but also of recognizing anallehging the white power structure.
Obtaining an education, wrote Feltus Taylor, watoav to the “people out there who don’t want
you to learn,” who actively opposed black peoplectiming anything in life?*® Describing
how he had initially rebelled against his incartierg one contributor wrote that his perspective
changed once he began reading black history. Hiedddhat his own “ignorance and stupidity”

merely reinforced the white supremacist systemhicivhe was ensnared. He called on his

234 Robert Graham, “Cells Make Me ThinkThe Angolite)ol. 28, No. 3 (May/June 2003): 53.
235 Derrick Howard, “It Can Happen—To YouThe AngoliteVol. 27, No. 4 (July/August 2002): 60.
2% Feltus Taylor, “Education,The AngoliteVol. 24, No. 1 (January/February 1999): 64.
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fellows to “educate your mind instead of layingrthand doing your time*®’ Melvin Toomer

also highlighted learning black history as a piVetgerience. Recounting his knowledge of
Africa and the history of slavery, Toomer concludleat the powers that be (“the Board of
Education”) had an interest in keeping such knogéefiom him?3 Jimmy Williams wrote that
pursuing education would improve an individual’sibes of obtaining a favorable ruling from
the parole or pardon board. But he also insinuatkatation served a greater purpose. Quoting
W.E.B. Du Bois, Williams insisted that “an educatesjro is a dangerous negro,” able to
challenge the conditions of his confinem&fit. Though he was white, Ellis characterized himself
and other prisoners as battling against a whitegp®ivucture by obtaining an education. “l am a
white man,” he concluded, “but | understand redlff§) Angola’s incarcerated writers did
characterize rehabilitation as a form of individtrahsformation. However, they also framed
rehabilitation as active efforts to demand thairtrexlemption be recognized, to prove that their
convictions were not valid rather than that thegt bhanged, and to educate themselves in order

to resist white supremacy.
“I don't like it, Massa”: The impact of Burl Cain’s tenure

Many major themes appearingThe Angolitaemained constant before and after Cain’s
tenure.Understandings of rehabilitation as repentancesahdtion, self-improvement, and
litigation had always shared the same pages ofri@iog Off” and “Angola Expressions.”

Accounts of religious transformation had alwaysesypd alongside calls for divine judgment

#37«Mind Control,” The AngoliteVol. 20, No. 3 (May/June 1995): 81.
238 Melvin Toomer, “Learning Our History,The AngoliteVol. 20, No. 4 (July/August 1995):73.
239 Jimmy Williams, “The Game Should Be Told;he AngoliteVol. 22, No. 1 (January February 1997): 67.
249 Ronnie Ellis, “Growing Up and RealityThe AngoliteVol. 23, No. 2 (March/April 1998): 63.
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against an anti-black criminal justice systétill, there is a degree of truth in Rideau’s asser
thatThe Angolitedbecame “mostly about religion” during Cain’s tendregeneral, religious
poems and essays became increasingly prominditarAngolite especially after the mid-
2000s. After the “Christian warden” arrived, thewher of entries describing religious

transformations doubled

However, the nature of these religious pieces waie motable than their volume. Many
were noticeably more evangelistic and sermon-fieghaps reflecting the increasing number of
graduates from Angola’s Bible Colle§®&.Some simply expressed praise and devotion to*od.
Many emphasized repentance and salv&ftdBome stressed the suffering Jesus endured on the
cross to inspire devotict® Others warned of the dangers of judgment andftrell

unbeliever$*® Some called on those who professed to be Christ@maxamine the basis of their

241 Douglas Benson, “My Wish for AngolaThe AngoliteVol. 35, No. 5 (September/October 2010): 59; Ron
Walker, “On the Farm,The AngoliteVol. 28, No. 3 (May/June 2003): 55.
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Friend,” The AngoliteVol. 17, No. 2 (March/April 1992): 69; Steven Roanl, “The Great Hoax,The Angolite,
Vol. 5, No. 4 (July/Aug 1980): 73; David G. Regédgternal Life or Eternal Hell, The Angolite\ol. 4, No. 5
(Sep/Oct 1979): 83. For writers who responded Glaggon Gonzales, “True FriendThe Angolite\/ol. 17, No. 1
(Jan/Feb 1992): 91; Michael L. Walden, “The Friégm¢&You,” The Angolite)ol. 6, No. 2 (March/April 1981): 104;
Christopher Dufrene, “Prison ThiefThe AngoliteYol. 11, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1986): 57.
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“Glory to Our Teacher,The AngoliteVol. 31, No. 1 (January/February 2006): 62; Johes3bn, Ward 2, “Along
the Way,"The AngoliteVol. 28, No. 2 (March/April 2003): 60; Willie Robson, “Jesus, My FriendThe Angolite,
Vol. 23, No. 5 (September/October 1998): 69; Eddiee, “I've Got to See, The Angolite\Vol. 35, No. 5
(September/October 2010): 64.

244 Rickey McBroom, “Thoughts,The AngoliteVol. 25, No. 4 (July/August 2000): 67; Eugene Haasp Jr., “A
Sinner’s Prayer,The AngoliteVol. 32, No.2 (March/April 2007): 67; Henry LoweTHe Ultimate Sacrifice,The
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faith more carefully. Asserting that Christianitasvactually a “minority religion,” Willie Martin
lamented the “biblical illiteracy” common even angdichurchgoers,” and urged readers to
“genuinely study the Bible?*” Eddie Viree agreed. “[The Bible] should be ourdgrint for

life,” he wrote, “and not just something we’ve haat*®

Such sermons would not distinguish these writelin@acerated preachers. However,
other religious messages spoke directly to padrctircumstances of incarcerated people in new
ways. For instance, narratives of religious tramsftion became increasingly racialized during
Cain’s tenureSeveral men who explicitly identified themselvesdéiscan Americans described
how God helped them renounce “street life” wherone else could. Antonio Synigal wrote that
he had changed his “thug living” by “asking God forgiveness.” His “Afro-American soldiers”
had told him to “pray with it” and “find/Righteousss [he] always had deep inside.” In the end,
he still described himself as an “Uptown thug” msdisted that now he had “God on [his]
shoulder.?*° In a later poem, Synigal revealed that he hadrgghother’s pleas that he attend
church, choosing instead “to do [his] thug thanyfien he was sent to Angola, he resisted the
devil and found joy in Goé&° LaKeith Debrow told a similar story. Though higacher,
teacher, and mother had all tried to reach him r®&laid not “give up the streets.” But now, in

prison, he “read a few scriptures” and prayed td @o forgivenes$>* Reginald Reddick wrote

Angolite,Vol. 32, No. 1 (January/February 2007): 59; Nealig, “Hell Bent,” The AngoliteVol. 26, No. 2
(March/April/May 2001): 67.

247 willie Martin, “Revolutionize Your Life,”The AngoliteVol. 31, No. 2 (March/April 2006): 64.

28 Eddie Viree, “The Bread of Life,;The AngoliteVol. 35, No. 2 (March/April 2010): 59.

249 Antonio Synigal, “How a Thug ChangeThe AngoliteVol. 27, No. 2 (March/April 2002): 70.

20 Antonio Synigal, “Days Like This,The AngoliteVol. 28, No. 1 (January/February 2003): 68.

%1 aKeith Debrow, “Stop, Look, Listen, and Leariifie AngoliteVol. 31, No. 5 (September/October 2006): 61.
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that “as a black man” he had sinned and “livediifieeof a gangster.” But he had also repented

and given God control of his lifé?

These pieces were significant in relation to a Bevaubset of poems explicitly
pinpointing the origins of crime and incarceratwithin black communities, perhaps reflecting
the notion of a “generational curse” and “culturediuses of crime associated with Angola’s
Returning Hearts and Malachi Dads programs (septehane). Ronald Walker argued that the
disproportionate incarceration of African Americaves evidence of “self-destruction” and
“self-extinction” through violent crime, drug adtlam, and abuse of black women. “It's proven
that we're our own worst enemy,” he conclud&teith Barrow described incarceration as a
“self-inflicted condition” driven by a continuingstave mentality.*** Noble Robinson attributed
“black on black crime” to self-imposed disunity amgoAfrican American$>® Albert Wright,
too, suggested that a lack of unity among Africanedicans accounted for violence in their
communities. “Where is the love and sense of Blaitte?” he asketf® David Brewington
believed violence in black communities would entyavhen African Americans discarded “old

traditions.”®” Toliver Johnson, too, asserted intraracial vioeewould disappear when African

%2 Reginald Reddick, “The Black ManThe AngoliteVol. 27, No. 4 (July/August 2002): 72. A few prayedGod
even as they refused to give up “street life.” Diog himself as “young, irritated, and black,” gl Varnado
described crying out to God “at the gates of H&lt God “didn’t answer because he know | wasninliright.”
Varnado made an effort to “make [himself] a bettem,” but ultimately could not resist his life dhtiggin™ and
“hustling.” Mario Westbrook prayed to be “forgivésr my thug career,” but saw himself as “a liviragsfice,” his
deeds as a necessary evil. Hymel Varnado, “Yountgted, & Black,”The Angolite\ol. 27, No. 4 (July/August
2002): 62; Mario Westbrook, “For My DogzThe AngoliteVol. 31, No. 5 (September/October 2006): 62.

#3Ronald Walker, “An Endangered Specie$e AngoliteVol. 32, No. 1 (January/February 2007): 58.
%4 Keith Barrow, “The Blues, The AngoliteVol. 35, No. 6 (November/December 2010): 70.

%5 Noble Robinson, “Stop the WarThe AngoliteVol. 36, No. 2 (March/April 2011): 64. See also Rkh
Alexander, “Disrupted by. LeadThe Angolite)ol. 37, No. 6 (November/December 2012): 80.

#CAlbert Wright, “Hear My Cry,”The AngoliteVol. 23, No. 5 (September/October 1998): 74.
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Americans collectively decided to “stop glorifyitige gun, the dope and the destruction they
bring to us.?*® A few made reference to Nation of Islam teachitngsold fellow African
Americans personally responsible for repudiatingicral activity. Emanuel Randall urged black
men to “discard the label of ‘urban terrorist’ aswme to the true identity of his character—the
original man.”**® And in a modified version of NOI creation stori@xbert Cleveland explained
black men engaged in familial neglect, drug abtisst, and murder because they had “lost their
nature.”® Synigal, Debrow, and Reddick’s individual storigseligious transformation, then,
bolstered a broader racialized narrative abouttcal” origins of and solutions to violent crime

in the pages of “Sounding Off” and “Angola Expressi.®*

As indicated above, incarcerated writers implctibuntered the idea that crime was
endemic to African American communities by hightigly the anti-black bias inherent in the
criminal justice system. However, contributorsitee Angoliteesponded more explicitly to
another trend in the newsmagazine’s religious canga increasing assertion that religious
transformation did not necessarily entail releasenfprison. “Only your physical being can be

incarcerated,” wrote Elvis Johnson, “not your gpal being.” Through Jesus and the Bible, he

%7 David Brewington, “Shake Your KarmaThe AngoliteVol. 31, No. 5 (September/October 2006): 52-53.
%8 Tolliver Johnson, St. Gabriel, LA, “A One-Two PimtThe AngoliteVol. 31, No. 3 (May/June 2006): 70.
29 Emanuel Randall, “The Tears of Mefhe Angolite)ol. 25, No. 4 (July/August 2000): 62.

20 Robert Cleveland, “They Are Not From Ughe AngoliteVol. 27, No. 6 (November/December 2002): 54. One
also spoke against “homosexuality” and “the whigmnia religion,” upholding men who participated ingola’s
“Young Man’s Program” as exemplars for other blawén. “They are filled with light!” he exclaimed. liaink God
(Allah) we cannot quit.” “African American King,The AngoliteVol. 20, No. 3 (May/June 1995): 77. Women at
LCIW rarely revealed their race and rarely made+aased critiques of the criminal justice systeme @oman

did, however, lament the devaluation of women irig&n American communities. Charging that they Hast all
morals,” Betty Jean Broaden charged that black vadured cars more than they did black women. SeyyBetin
Broaden, “It's Sad to Say;The Angolite)/ol. 23, No. 6 (November/December 1998): 67.

#1\women at LCIW rarely revealed their race and yanehde race-based critiques of the criminal justicstem.
One woman did, however, lament the devaluationahen in African American communities. Charging ttiety
had “lost all morals,” Betty Jean Broaden charded black men valued cars more than they did bhaaken. See
Betty Jean Broaden, “It's Sad to Sayfie AngoliteVol. 23, No. 6 (November/December 1998): 67.
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and others could “still live a full life” behind b&*°* Though she was sentenced to life, Brandy
Holmes insisted that she was free in her “heartsand *®® Expressions of hope for the afterlife
were equally common. Andrew Joseph wondered wh&bedrwas just for allowing men to
serve decades and ultimately die in Angola. Butdrecluded that “a trivial thirty years/Of pain,
loneliness and tears/Only opens eternity’s doBtsGerard Bourne admitted that the life of a
prisoner could be bleak. But he insisted thattti@end, we will be with him for eternity®®
Janettra Brown reminded her friends that “there life after life,” encouraging them to look

forward to reconsideration from “the ultimate judge®

Some writers explicitly discouraged their fellowsrh connecting faith and freedom.
Eddie Viree denounced Angola’s population for betig God was good “only if He allows
someone to leave prison free” and went to churdp ‘vo be seen.” Viree urged these men to

focus on what was really important: “[God] sentulet save your soul” and “your freedom is

%2 Elvis Johnson, “Living a Full Life, The AngoliteVol. 28, No. 2 (March/April 2003): 53. See also doh
McGinnis, “Freedom in Angola,The Angolite)ol. 31, No. 4 (July/August 2006): 63; David PoysiraVhat |
Have Learned, The AngoliteVol. 35, No. 5 (September/October 2010): 61. Sorpeassed hope for a satisfying
life in prison without reference to God. Thankfat his health and safety in prison, David Lightseyed to face
prison life with a positive attitude, as a “tsunashinegative energy” would “not change the situatid hand.” Kirt
Hall found inspiration within himself. “Despite tloelds,” he wrote, he had “carved out meaning” dytirs time in
prison. He did so, he insisted, “because | know than/Greater than the tragedy/Which has befather’ David
Lightsey, “Positive PerceptionThe AngoliteVol. 32, No. 1 (January/February 2007): 64; KirtlH&Along My
Journey,"The AngoliteVol. 37, No. 6 (November/December 2012): 81.

23 Brandy A. Holmes, “My Two FathersThe AngoliteVol. 32, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 2007): 66.
24 Andrew Joseph, “In Memory of Wilbert FrezeThe AngoliteVol. 23, No. 2 (March/April 1998): 69.

2% Gerard Bourne, “In Spite of the WorldThe AngoliteVol. 38, No. 1 (January/February 2013): 62. See &l&n
Peacock, “Day after Day,The AngoliteVol. 31, No. 3 (May/June 2006): 71; Derrick Garré&tthere’s a Light,”
The Angolite)ol. 36, No. 4 (July/August 2011): 89; Ray Samp&ym Going Home,” The AngoliteVol. 35, No. 3
(May/June 2010): 69; Mike Burge, “A Soldier (doilifg...),” The Angolite\/ol. 26, No. 2 (March/April/May
2001): 67.

266 Janettra Brown, “Hold On;The AngoliteVol. 28, No. 2 (March/April 2003): 5; For similaestiments, see Gail
Jones, “Higher Authority, The AngoliteVol. 24, No. 2 (March/April 1999): 64; Sandra Staff, “A Daughter’s
Cry,” The AngoliteVol. 25, No. 3 (May/June 2000): 63; Melissa CaEyérything Happens for a Reasoffifie
Angolite,Vol. 33, No. 4 (July/August 2009): 64; Valerie Calan, “Who Will You Think Of First, The Angolite,
Vol. 32, No. 2 (March/April 2007): 57.
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already here?®’ Relating the story of a fellow prisoner who fajsptedicted that God would
release him from prison, David Settlemeyer deciied'name it and claim it” gospel of the
“Me-Now Generation.” He charged that many of Angel@hristians relied on “cheap grace,”
emphasizing God’s power to “release you from prigather than “save you from your sins.”
Most of these so-called Christians “remain[ed]hait sins,” giving all Christians in the prison a
bad name. Settlemeyer believed that God coulddsel@ man from prison,” but he also believed
the “focus of our churches and our hearts [shoti]rn to God and the Gospéf* People were
supposed to have faith in God regardless of whetheot their hopes for a life outside prison

walls were realized.

Other contributors expressed dismay that so mamg waentent that the only reward for
their rehabilitation would be eternal salvatidnfew drew explicit comparisons between Cain’s
moral rehabilitation and slave owners’ religionf&gdng to Cain as “Massa,” Jeromy Seal
denounced those prisoners he deemed to be complibié warden’s plan. These “houseboys”
informed Cain about the prisoners who “ain’t beesirwashed yet.” The warden, Seal
imagined, would simply prescribe bible readingsrate a compliant prisoner. But Seal refused
to get with the program. “I won't be told that mgdemption lies in rolling over and letting the
system kick me in the ass,” he declared. “I dak# it, Massa, and | don’t like what it's doing to

the other slaves in the prison systefff.Others identified religion as a more generalized

%7 Eddie Viree, “Patience to Freedorifie AngoliteVol. 31, No. 2 (March/April 2006): 69. See also ElWiree,
“It's Amazing...And It's Sad,"The Angolite)/ol. 35, No. 1 (January/February 2010): 72.

28 David Settlemeyer, “The ‘Me-Now’ Generatioffhe AngoliteVol. 32, Nos. 5&6, Vol. 33, Nos. 1, 2 &3
(September 2007/June 2008): 84-85.

29 Jeromy Seal, “Enough Is Enougfiie AngoliteVol. 27, No. 4 (July/August 2002): 61. See alsogells
Alexander, “Ding Dong, The Angolite)ol. 25, No. 6-Vol. 26, No. 1 (November/Decembef@@&
January/February 2001): 71; Michael Edwards, “Theistian’s Walls,"The AngoliteVol. 27, No. 1
(January/February 2002): 58.
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“pacifier.” Mike Shoemaker expressed particulai@athy toward prison ministry volunteers,
scorning their “antidepressant happineés§ Religion was first on David Essex’s list of ways
that prisoners “escape” (the others being “drugskb, clubs, [and] sports®f! Charlie

Hamilton identified “a Bible with handles” as therainistration’s latest pacifiet

Before Cain’s tenure, contributors Tde Angolitedecried sports, radio and television,
and same-sex relationships as the primary “pasifierAngola?’® Some incarcerated writers
did criticize chaplains and religious volunteersdéacouraging prisoners to accept their
incarceration rather than work for their releagéhey told me to hold on to God’s amazing
grace,” wrote Rodney Macon, “As | spend the resnyflife in this place ”* However, for the
most part, religion did not feature as promineasya distraction from legal work and political

organizing. In fact, religious individuals had bew®table in pieces about legal and political

20 Mike Shoemaker, “The Real FeeThe AngoliteVol. 34, No. 2 (March/April 2009): 78.
21 David Essex, “House of BluesThe AngoliteVol. 27, No. 3 (May/June 2002): 69.
272 Charlie Hamilton, “Lifer,"The AngoliteVol. 25, No. 5 (September/October 2000): 76.

213 For sports, see Terrence Nicholas, “Factifidhe AngoliteVol. 12, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1987): 75; Perry Curry,
“Angola’s Ability,” The AngoliteVol. 13, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1988): 88; Calvin Deal, tlseTalk,” The Angolite\ol.
16, No. 3 (May/June 1991): 69. For radio and T\¢ Baul Meschal, “Angola Cry-Babieg;he AngoliteVol. 12,
No. 2 (March/April 1987): 71; Donnie Lee Bronze gtis Talk,” The AngoliteVol. 14, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1989): 82;
Donnie Hunt, “Forgotten SoldiersThe Angolite)ol. 14, No. 4 (July/August 1989): 87; Donald WastdA Point
of View,” The AngoliteVol. 9, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1984): 72. For contributidigt address homosexuality, see
Donnie Hunt, “Time Has Told Time;The AngoliteVol. 11, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1986): 52; Dannie P. Deaenre The
Angolite,Vol. 13, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1988): 86; Perry Curry, “gaia’s Ability,” The Angolite)ol. 13, No. 5
(Sep/Oct 1988): 88; Dwight “Skeet” Smith, “Nametbé Game, The AngoliteVol. 17, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1992): 81;
Joel Prickett, “Angola Super Raprhe AngoliteVol. 18, No. 4 (July/August 1993): 87; Peter Davi3old Place,”
The Angolite)/ol. 18, No. 4 (July/August 1993): 86. In contreRigeau wrote in 1991 that homosexuality often
provoked violent behavior among prisoners rathan thacifying them. He claimed: “One, if not the jondactor in
prison violence at Angola from a contemporary histd view, is the behavior stemming directly odiiectly from
homosexuality. Whenever the sexual proclivitiesiod translates into the health, welfare, or sadégnother,
either directly or indirectly, the editors shalialys point it out. We prefer to call it fact, naas.” See Wilbert
Rideau, “The Mailbox,The Angolite\/ol. 16, No. 2 (March/April 1991): 5-6. However sjLa few years later,
Rideau was more cautious. When a reader expressggpdintment at what she perceived as the newszimsjs
“anti-gay bias,” Rideau asked her for a specifiaraple. “While we don’t worry about being ‘polititplcorrect,”
he wrote, “we do try to avoid bias of any kind."eS&/ilbert Rideau, “The Mailbox,The AngoliteVol. 20, No. 1
(January/February 1995): 2.

2" Rodney W. Macon, “My StruggleThe AngoliteVol. 9, No. 5 (September/October 1984): 72.
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organizing. When Ron Wikberg set out to investidaigisiana’s life sentence statutes in 1981,
The Angolitenoted that “many of the religious groups” providessistancé’” The Angolite
portrayed the Angola Special Civics Project asatiffe organizing across religious lines,
highlighting the fact that Norris Henderson, onéafjola’s most prominent Muslims, co-
founded ASCP with Checo Yancy, an active partidiparseveral of the prison’s Christian
groups. In 1993The Angolitecovered a panel Angola’s religious organizatiorgaaized to
discuss sentencing and other criminal justice sS{i&Recognizing him as the leader of St.
John’s Institutional Baptist Brotherhood, the newagiazinealso identified Andrew Joseph as the
president of the Lifers’ Association. Joseph waspoken about the injustice of Louisiana’s life
sentence statutes, especially the racial dispsuritieerent therein. In a 19&hgolitearticle

about sentencing, he asserted that while “poorduceted, black” defendants were charged with
murder, white defendants were allowed to plea@g$sdr crimes, like manslaughter. “Louisiana’s
criminal justice system,” he insisted, “is infect@dh a sophisticated kind of racism...today
many of the racists wear black robes instead ofendries.?”” And even when the club was not
headed by one of Angola’s religious leaders, tHerki Association often sought religious
sanction for their meeting$he Angolitaeported that Church of God in Christ pastor Wdfre
Cain frequently offered the opening prayer for tsfegatherings’® The Angolitanade it clear

that religious activity could facilitate politicakganizing.

2’5 Tommy Mason, “Forgotten Men Committedhe AngoliteVol. 6, No. 3 (May/June 1981): 75.
278 gtjll a Human Being, The AngoliteVol. 18, No. 1 (January/February 1993): 20.
277« jfe: No Rhyme, No ReasonThe AngoliteVol. 7, No. 5 (September/October 1982): 39, 41.
2’8The Lifers’ Fete,"The Angolite\Vol. 8, No. 6 (November/December 1987): 48.
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In general,The Angolitgpresented religion as a symbol of black autonontiiwi
Angola. In a 1992 feature on Angola’s religiousdacape, then-editor Michael Glover revealed
that almost all of the prison’s incarcerated relug leaders were African Americans. The
majority of worshipers, too, were black. Yet allArigola’s full-time chaplains were white.
Religious leaders were divided as to whether awhite chaplaincy serving a majority-black
prison was a problem. But Glover suggested thaa# Sidney Deloch of St. John’s Institutional
Baptist Brotherhood who “encapsulated the feelivfgs large segment of the populatici®”
Characterizing the absence of black chaplains‘aadainjustice,” Deloch insisted that white
chaplains simply could not relate to black prisenarho felt more “comfortable” with chaplains
of their own racé®® Some cited overt racial prejudice on the partonfis chaplaing®™ But
prisoners’ discomfort with chaplains also had tondih preaching style. “Inmate preachers,”
Glover wrote, “bring excitement, emotion, and lotenergy to the pulpit, often working their
congregations to a fever pitch.” Chaplains, ondtier hand, “delivered dry dissertations—
informative speeche$® Sidney Deloch suggested that it was “a culturéiéténce...a racial
barrier” that separated chaplains from the prisetieey were supposed to serVae Angolite

included side-by-side photos of Wilson and Deloaaphing to augment this point. Wilson

29 Michael Glover, “The ReligionistsThe AngoliteVol. 17, No. 4 (July/August 1992): 34.

20 Glover described Deloch as “the most controversitigious leader in Angola,” and “certainly onetbé most
outspoken.” Deloch publicly criticized Baton Royggestor TJ Jemison for flying to Indiana to defenidkéVTyson,
but ignoring “poverty stricken convicts here in ligiana.” He said “Jesus Christ” was “the only trababilitation,”
but denounced “the vast majority of Christiansanisty” for believing prisoners were “second claasts.”
Glover, “The Religionists,” 37.

1 Joseph Stevenson of Methodist Men folee Angolitethat Chaplain Fontenot had once told him “that Istils
learning how to like black people.” “So how can yaeal with people as a chaplain in a community tigc80%
black?” Stevenson asked. “You're saying you dak#é BO% of the people that you are hired to mimigi& (32).

%2 Glover, “The Religionists,” 40. Glover wrote thiiseph Stevenson was “considered more of a tetizirea
preacher, and prepares himself for his Bible stldgses with extreme attention to detail.” GloVéhe
Religionists,” 43.
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stands still with his hands folded in front of hiaplaintive expression on his face. Deloch
shouts into a microphone, sweat beading on his BfdReligious activity encouraged

repentance and self-transformation, but also repted black resistance to state authority.

Yet shortly after Warden Cain’s arrival at Angoldie Angolitgpresented the prison’s
religious leaders and their sponsors singing tmeimidtration’s praises. In 199The Angolite
covered a Church of God in Christ event in whiclvétend Barnard Harrell, COGIC’s outside
sponsor, honored Cain. Harrell lauded Cain for lacagng Angola’s “spiritual development”
and urged all “community leaders” to emulate Cagxample?®* In 2000, Wilbert Rideau
himself covered a ceremony in which Angola’s raligs leaders, many of whom were among the
Bible College’s first graduates, honored WardemCArthur Rhodes of Methodist Men thanked
God for Cain’s “vision” and “support [for] the Cltian community.” Willie Williams, president
of Men of Integrity, appreciated the “free libertiyie warden granted him and other ministers to
preach. Charles Gray, president of Full Gospel B2gsmen Fellowship, was grateful that Cain
recognized the need for evangelism in the prisatve®ion, he maintained, was “the only way
men change.” Wilfred Cain of the Church of God imri€t thanked Warden Cain for the Bible
College, insisting it made him and others “bettealdied today to spread the Gospel of Jesus
Christ.” Joseph Stevenson, president of the UrMethodist Men’s Fellowship, lauded Cain as

“a Christian who God has called to be a ward&nMany of the same men who had represented

23 Glover, “The Religionists,” 40-4The Angolitehad previously written favorably of volunteer cheips,
however. “For the most part,” wrote Charles Laweerithey are average, middle-class citizens conawhitb their
way of life...Because of their sincerity, they canigstore the human beings held captive in jails jprsbns around
the state...Although the response from volunteerssias at the beginning, the momentum has been anhand
their ranks continue to increase. Presently, Anbaka4 full-time chaplains, and about 25 volunt¢enmseet the
spiritual needs of the inmate population.” Chatlagrrence, “Volunteer ChaplainsThe AngoliteVol. 13, No. 6
(November/December 1988): 71.

24 Ashanti Witherspoon, “COGIC;The AngoliteVol. 22, No. 4 (July/August 1997): 55.
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black autonomy within a white administered prisagrevnow visible and vocal supporters of

Cain’s agenda.

Angola’s savior was no longer a black militant wathaw book, but a white evangelist
with “the good book.” In 2009, thangolite's Lane Nelsoraptured the impact of this shift in
Angola’s religious community on political organigimvithin the prison’s population. In general,
the newsmagazine encouraged prisoners to pursakréslyess during Cain’s tenure, presenting
legal instruction and updating readers on relecantt case&®® The Angolitecontinued to
advocate for criminal justice reform at the ledistka level during Cain’s tenure, publishing
regular legislative digests of state-level crimipuatice bills and updates on the activities of the
Angola Special Civics Project. Still, Angola’s imcarated journalists suggested that Angola’s
“religious revolution” had distracted prisonersrfréegal work and political organizing.
Recounting the history of Angola prisoners’ crimipustice reform efforts, Lane Nelson
suggested that moral rehabilitation had stuntesetledforts. Nelson credited Cain’s program
with “stem[ming] the prevailing hopelessness” réaglfrom Louisiana’s harsh sentencing laws.
However, he argued, the “stability” he introducésbacurtailed “any sizeable united effort for
penal reform.” Nelson explained that those who tvack led organizing efforts were now

wrapped up in “the Bible College,” “inmate religotellowships,” and other programs Cain

25 Wilbert Rideau, “In the Middle of the Race: Cainrtdred by Inmate GroupsThe Angolite(March/April
2000): 53-54.

288 Kerry Myers, “Follow the Rules,The AngoliteVol. 25, No. 4 (July/August 2000): 38; “Innocenc®ject,” The
Angolite,Vol. 26, No. 3 (June/July/August 2001): 58; Raym@&wmhder, “No Freebies,” “Pay to Playlhe
Angolite,Vol. 29, No. 1 (January/February/March 2004): 38, Raymond Bender, “Missing Transcript3fie
Angolite,Vol. 32, Nos. 5&6, Vol. 33, Nos. 1, 2 &3 (SeptemR&07/June 2008):43-44; Larry Sharp, “Defending
Yourself,” The AngoliteVol. 37, No. 4 (July/August 2012): 46-47.
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instituted. The warden may have reduced violebathe also “created a diversion from the

fight for sentencing reforn?®’

In this context, contributors to “Sounding Off” afingola Expressions” increasingly
framed religion as an impediment to litigation gaditical organizingln general, incarcerated
writers urged their fellows to avoid activities tlustracted from the legal work that would set
them free?®® Many singled out religion as an especially pemisidistraction. Only a few
months after Cain arrived, Denny Brown declared,that Holy-roller-Holier-than-thou-Bible-
thumping-praise the Lord Hallelujah bull is not ngang the laws that are keeping us in here.” In
fact, he charged that the very people who cameotship with prisoners were part of the tough
on crime “moral majority” who opposed criminal jicgt reform. These people would only think

of prisoners as “slime that needs saving rather tekeasing 2

However, while these criticisms pitted religion axga litigation and political organizing,
others used religious frameworks to challenge tbeahrehabilitation regimeésome contributors
asserted that the results of moral rehabilitatienesactually promoting anti-Christian behavior

among prisonersdVillie Campbell denounced those who claimed “sniighwas their Christian

7| ane Nelson, “A history of penal reform in Angol#&art 2: The immovable object: With victories in gho
supply limitless determination is the only optioflie Angolite)ol. 34, No. 6 (November/December 2009): 29.
Indeed, while religious organizations continue@dwocate for sentencing reform after Cain’s arrivhe Angolite
reported on their involvement less frequently. $adl Gospel,” The AngoliteVol. 23, No. 5 (September/October
1998): 61; Steven Quatrevingt, “St. JohnElfe AngoliteVol. 24, No. 2 (March/April 1999): 54.

28 See Kevin Christy, “Wake Up Brotherghe AngoliteVol. 20, No. 4 (July/August 1995); Carey Robinstiay
Attention,” The AngoliteYol. 23, No. 1 (January/February 1998): 67; Lek®wis, “Wake Up,"The Angolite\Vol.
31, No. 6 (November/December 2006): 61; Warren 8etri‘Time to Wake Up,The AngoliteVol. 27, No. 4
(July/August 2002): 63; Jeffrey Dale Hillburn, “@me Farm, The AngoliteVol. 27, No. 5 (September/October
2002): 64; Chris Gage, “Why | RideThe Angolite\Vol. 31, No. 3 (May/June 2006): 69; Lakyia Skinrf&uiet
Storm,” The Angolite)/ol. 27, No. 4 (July/August 2002): 67; Willie Rogef'U-Brother,”The AngoliteVol. 31,
No. 6 (November/December 2006): 72; John H. Jotreslity First Hand, The AngoliteYol. 34, No. 2
(March/April 2009): 77.

29 Denny Brown, “Losing FocusThe AngoliteVol. 20, No. 5 (September/October 1995): 73.
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duty. Accusing these men of “hid[ing] behind Sanpgt,” Campbell cited 1 Corinthians 6:1-8 and
2 Thessalonians 3:11 to prove their behavior wéshlinal 2° Lester Lewis asserted that Cain’s
“new penal culture” encouraged men to spread rumbosit one another rather than addressing
grievances with one another directly. He questiomkdther men who participated in this culture
were truly Christians, or merely participating @ligious activities for appearances’ sake.
Therefore, some writers charged that by encouratiegn to “snitch” on one another, Warden

Cain was actually guilty of promoting immoral, utm@tian behavior.

Similarly, some critics explicitly identified themlses as participants in Angola’s
religious revival even as they pushed for politilahnge. Lester Lewis had “nothing at all
against religion” and regularly attended religi@vents. “But...where are the lawyers and
judges?” he asked. “The politicians for change?é phison had become “well-tamed because of
the Bible College,” but that transformation did mesult in anyone’s release. Attending “a spirit-
filled religious callout or class” did nothing topen prison doors’®* Michael Murray warned
Christian visitors they should not deliver theirssage and then “expect [him] to convert and
die.” As a lifelong Christian himself, Murray beked visitors were supposed to do more than
preach and pray. “Don’t tell me...that you forgive foemy supposed sins and leave me to rot
until death in this cesspool of society,” he admsbed. “Express your opinions to your local
lawmakers...use your influence to wield a sword ofttrthat makes a difference to the
world.”?®2 Aaron Jones held prisoners themselves responiiteatever happened to working

diligently on your case to get freedom?” he askiuoh here to tell you that you will not box or

20 willie Campbell, “Brother's What?'The AngoliteVol. 32, No. 3 (May/June 2007): 56.

291 | ester Lewis, “You Gotta Be KiddingThe AngoliteVol. 35, No. 1 (January/February 2010): 66.

292 Michael Murray, “Embracing SuicideThe AngoliteVol. 33, No. 6 (November/December 2008): 70.
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preach your way out of priso?® Paul Ware contrasted those who utilized the lavaty with
those who went to church. “These men are doing #unge” he insisted. But “the church-goers”
acted as though they could “fast and pray us dlbbbondage,” buying into the fallacy of “faith

without works. 2%

Indeed, some contributors Thve Angoliteactually linked their faith in God and their
guest for release from Angola through the counsaiuel Randall looked forward to his “bigger
reward” in heaven. But in the immediate futureals® planned to expose systemic injustices
perpetrated against African AmericafidJohn Jones urged his fellow prisoners to “followdGo
and his teachings.” But he also called on themutahpeir faith to practical use by working on
their cases. “Faith without works is dead!” he deetl. “So put in some work, and you will
receive some greater gifts, as in regaining ydat’l*® Hope in God, then, did not necessarily
entail accepting one’s life senterfééIndeed, several writers asserted that religionlegal
work should be compatible, not contradictory. San@ngwford praised “Bible College

graduates” and “inmate counsels” in the same bysatjgesting that one could pursue a

293 Aaron Jones, “To Whom It May Concerhe AngoliteVol. 35, No. 2 (March/April 2010): 54.
29 paul Ware, “Rabbit with a GunThe AngoliteVol. 35, No. 3 (May/June 2010): 65.
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29 john Jones, “50/50 or 20/20;he AngoliteVol. 33, No. 6 (November/December 2008): 72.

297 See also James Bradley, “Lif&he AngoliteVol. 26, No. 3 (June/July/August 2001): 82; Doudbenson,
“Wilderness Experience,The Angolite\Vol. 28, No. 2 (March/April 2003): 51; Torrell Braw “How Long Time
Takes,"The AngoliteVol. 36, No. 4 (July/August 2011): 86. Apart frohetr release from Angola, some used
religious references to support broader communalsgoeyond prison walls. Citing Marcus Garvey, it X,
Nat Turner, and Harriet Tubman as exemplars, JoBeplvn, Jr. advocated for “self-love, self-respectd self-
reliance.” He called for black people to obtainritol of our housin’, schoolin’, jobs situation” agll as “land [to]
produc[e] what our people need to eat, live, ansbttceed.” They should “support black businessAdridentric
education” as well as “learn trade skills.” Browited the Qur’an to support his injunctions: “Azzsdys in S-16-A-
125, invite all to the way of the Lord with wisdaand beautiful preaching; and argue with them insitiat are
best and most gracious; for they Lord knoweth fadsi have strayed from his path and who receiveanad.”
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seminary degree while simultaneously working on'®tegjal casé’® Norman Dozier expressed
similar sentiments. He was appalled that “the ayetaxother in here don’t know the number on
their writ.” Like Jones, he prayed that men in Alag@ould “use faith and works, and give your
life to God/And start working on your appeal’Similarly, Frederick Jones framed religion as a
means for prisoners to avoid “drugs, lust, violerategos, and self-pity” while they were “legally
struggling for freedom*® Though she described herself as “equipped to ¢taerpoulder” of

her life sentences, Sherral Kahey wrote that sepunted both the church and the law library,
worshiping and working on her ca¥e And while he denounced his fellows for measuring
God’s goodness by whether or not they were reledsgdie Viree articulated similar
compatibility between Christianity and legal wotkothing is wrong with filing your appeal or
post-conviction in an effort to get free,” he wrot&nd nothing is more right for a Christian than
being that change he desires to s8&Sometimes the very people who emphasized eternal

salvation framed legal work as pious action.
Conclusion

Contributors torhe Angolitethen, engaged in lively debates about rehabilmatshaped
by complex understandings of race and religionhhgiting the ways the criminal justice

system targeted African Americans, some framedaecation as the result of systemic racism

2% sammy Crawford, “The WalkThe AngoliteVol. 35, No. 3 (May/June 2010): 70.
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to the implied exclusion of individual guilDthers accepted their own responsibility to
rehabilitate, framing religious experience as tleans through which they recognized and
repented of their wrongdoing and changed theislixet incarcerated writers often charged that
society itself was in need of reform. “Law-abidiciizens” would be judged for perpetuating
white supremacy and failing to live up to their o@hristian principles. Their unwillingness to
forgive distanced them from the example of Jestevthe plight of incarcerated people
highlighted their close connections with Chrst.the same time, contributors argued that
rehabilitation should be objectively measured awiarded by legal right, not by the unreliable
mercy of prison officials, lawmakers, and membédrthe public. In fact, many framed legal
training as the highest form of rehabilitation, idwerizing reform as an adversarial challenge to
white supremacy rather than deferential confortatihe norms of white societigspecially

during Cain’s tenure, critics charged that religesrtouraged individuals to find contentment in
God to the extent that they did not pursue theiediom through the courSthers suggested that
religious devotion and litigation were commensur&teamining your case for legal
discrepancies and loopholes that might supporugiimmm appeal and seeking forgiveness in
church were compatible rehabilitative activitiasthis way, Angola’s incarcerated writers
suggested that rehabilitation could entail botlerggnce and transformation as well as seeking
out the fault lines in the legal system that miglaid to freedom regardless of one’s penitence. In
contrast to the often simplistic models of rehadilon presented in documentary features about
Angola, The Angolitaepresented reform as a complex, highly contesteckgs in which

personal responsibility, legal opposition, and i critique often coexisted.
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CHAPTER FOUR:

“THE ACTORS HAVE ALL THE POWER”: RELIGION, RACE, AD

REHABILITATION IN THE LIFE OF JESUS CHRIST

On a sunny summer afternoon, a middle-aged blackkneaels alone in the dirt of
Angola’'s multi-purpose arena with his hands litiegard the sky. Beating his chest, the man
tearfully recounts his role in his friend's arrastl execution. With sweat beading on his
forehead, he cries out for forgiveneas he makes his plea, hundreds of people sit anialum
bleachers, watching. Many set aside their cokeshahdogs and lean forward, giving the man
their full attention.This is one of the most dramatic moment3ine Life of Jesus Chris, full-
length passion play following Jesus’ life from bisth through his ministry and culminating in
his death and resurrection. The man in the arebavislle Tolliver, who plays Judas Iscariot. He
is serving a life sentence at Angola. Tolliver¥ole cast members are also incarcerated, either
at Angola or at the Louisiana Correctional Inséttar Women (LCIW), also known as St.
Gabriel. The cast is multiracial, batmajority of the actors are black, and most ofrtfagor
characters are played by African Americagaght hundred people incarcerated at Angola and
LCIW are in the audience. They are joined by aldd&i@ outside visitors: family members and
friends of the incarcerated; people attracted tod&ta Burl Cain’s message of moral
rehabilitation (prison ministry volunteers, senidizen church groups, children from area
Christian elementary schools); and individuals $yngoirious to see a passion play performed by

incarcerated people inside a maximum-security pesétution.
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The arena in whicithe Life of Jesus Chrig performed is more frequently host to
Angola'’s controversial rode@arden Cain claims that the rodeo is an esserdralgh moral
rehabilitation, providing funding for religious gmamming and chapel construction, serving as
an incentive for good behavior, and providing peaplprison an opportunity to demonstrate the
reform they have undergof® However, others charge that the rodeo presentisipants as
objects of ridicule, building on and reinforcingia prejudice against Angola’s black majority.
Critics have dismissed Christian performancesTike Life of Jesus Christ similar terms,
asserting that such events reinforce white audiema®bers’ sense of their own cultural
superiority.Describing "The Power of Freedom," a 2005 gospdiowevival at Angola,
anthropologist Daniel Atkinson frames the eventwaitquote from Louisiana-born saxophonist
Jules Broussard: "Nothin makes Southern White folyspier than to see N-----s singin' about
Jesus. [Be]cause that means they got us undeiotdtmitkinson affirms and extends
Broussard's interpretation, drawing parallels betwangola’s gospel revival and Fisk Jubilee
Singers concerts, which were meant to assure \&hideences that African Americans could "fit
into the White world" after emancipation. For Atkan, the event at Angola seeks to humanize
people in prison, but does so by “affirming thewstaguo,” by showing that incarcerated African
Americans can adhere to white religious and somans®** The gospel revival casts men at
Angola not as animals deserving of humiliation #meéats of violence, but as docile creatures
who are human only by virtue of the fact that theiere to the structures and limitations of
white supremacy.

Can the same be saidOfie Life of Jesus Chridis Angola's passion play a

393 Burl Cain, “After Midnight,”Louisiana Lockdown, SeasonProd. Jess Beck, Lisa Bloch. Animal Planet. Bell
Media Television. Ontario. July 20, 2012.

304 Daniel Evan Atkinson, “Angola is America” (PhD sisUniversity of Washington, 2011), 150.
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representation of racial control, presented andived as evidence that incarcerated African
Americans have submitted to the standards of vaabgety? Yes and no. Cain emphasizes docile
behavior during the performance as evidence of hmerabilitation, and some audience
members situate the play within the warden's efftrtcontrol and morally instruct people in
prison.Cain and incarcerated actors also descTibe Life of Jesus Chrisss a rehabilitative act
and tangible evidence that reform has already takesre. Evoking the conventions of theater
programming in prisonspncarcerated actors partially merge with their eleters, transforming
themselves through the process of performing pdaticoles When he delivers his monologue,
Tolliver/Judas is performing the first step of maehabilitation right before the audience’s
eyes: he is confessing and repenting of his crBpectators are then placed in the position of
evaluating this transformation, judging the extentvhich incarcerated people have conformed
to society’s norms and values.

Yet The Life of Jesus Christso challenges this formulActors emphasize their own
rehabilitation, but also frame themselves as @ged interpreters and purveyors of the story of
Jesus. A good number of actors see the play agamgelistic tool, creating some tension within
the religiously diverse cast. But incarcerateddoeGary Tyler, who describes himself as
“spiritual but not religious,” insists that religie difference must be subsumed to reach a
common goal: conveying a broader social messags.niéssage concerns forgiveness, but also
racial injusticeThe Life of Jesus Chrislso reflects the roots of Angola’s Drama Clulthe
southern manifestation of the Black Arts Movemegnatdressing issues of crime and
incarceration from African American perspectivesbBy Wallace’s Jesus presents the audience
with a black Christ and highlights the symbolic neations between crucifixion and capital

punishment in African American communities. The onidy-black cast challenges the idea that
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rehabilitation can only occur under the punitivedidions of imprisonment. Black
actors/characters in particular (especially Sasdear as Mary Magdalene and Levelle Tolliver
as Judas) suggest that people can repent and refithout being socially ostracized or
physically punished. And even minor characters $ikepherds and crowds in a marketplace
serve as a reminder of sources of unrest amongimadimgd black men and women. While
actors in the play emphasize individual reform tawitly assent to religious norms audiences
find appealing, they also reinterpret the biblis@ry and reframe rehabilitation as part of a
broader social critique of the racial prejudice agstemic inequalities endemic in the criminal
justice system.
Background and context

Written by Scottish playwright Peter Hutlélhe Life of Jesus Chrigtas introduced to
Angola by Cathy Fontentot, then an assistant waatlémgola. Fontenot had seen the
performance at the estate of Sir Jack Stewart-Glaring a visit to Scotland. The grounds of
Stewart-Clark’s castle reminded her of Angola’segréields, and in light of Warden Cain’s
emphasis on religious programming and unique pwsents, she believed the prison would be a
perfect venue in which to mount a similar productibhe warden called on Gary Tyler, the
longtime president of Angola’s Drama Club, to dirdke play, with the help of Suzanne Lofthus,
the head of the Scottish production company tleagest the performance at Stewart-Clark’s
estate. Officials at Angola forged an agreement wie warden at LCIW to allow incarcerated
women to play female characters in the productmts and costumes were all created on-site at
either Angola or LCIW. Men constructed helmets ahigélds out of repurposed football gear and
garbage cans in Angola’s hobby shop; women sewstioes in LCIW'’s garment factory.

Actors prepared for their roles by researchingitablhistory and watching Jesus films,
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includingJesus of Nazaretind The Passion of the Christ

Initially, The Life of Jesus Chrigtas to be a promenade play, in which audiencesdvoul
follow actors throughout the prison grounds as f{heyormed scenes in different locations
around Angola. But ultimately the administratiorcided that such a setup would be too
exhausting for spectators. Instead, audiences storgiof fellow incarcerated people and
members of the public would view the play in Angslaulti-purpose arena. Ticket sales were
administered through the Louisiana Prison ChapahBation; funds collected from the play are
supposed to go to the Inmate Welfare Fund to pagrimgramming. The play has been
performed three times: May 2012, March 2013, anddddber 2013. In addition to the several
thousand visitors who have seen it in-person, tag Ipas received broader national attention
through coverage by media outlets likee New York Timemnd National Public Radio, as well
as a feature documentary entitl€dst the First Ston&?

The Life of Jesus Chrig reminiscent of both a baseball game and a chagolice.
There are moments of intense action interspersash@hong lulls. The smell of hot dogs and
nachos wafts over the arena as audience membgrdfak and forth between the concession
stand and the bleachers. People snap action sktbttheir smart phones and cheer and shout in
response to what is occurring in the arena. Yetemoegs also react as though they are listening
to good Sunday preaching. Women wave their hantdsei@ir in praise. Men shout “Amen!”
when Jesus recites a familiar verse. At timesenss that the only reminder they are not in
church is the constant beeping and buzzing of giiardlkie talkies. In shorfThe Life of Jesus

Christis both reverent and raucous.

3% Larry Sharp, “A Passion for the Playihe AngoliteVol. 37, No. 3, 64.
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Weekend EditionNPR,June 23, 201http://www.npr.org/2012/06/23/155535620/0on-thisggtgesus-is-a-robber-
the-devils-a-rapist

129



The Life of Jesus Christas a showcase for moral rehabilitation

But not too raucoudhe Life of Jesus Chrigt supposed to be, at least in part, an
opportunity for the public to see that incarceragiedple are no longer unruly and unpredictable.
“Free people” are encouraged to attend the platytheumajority of the audience is comprised of
people in prisonOutside visitors sit in the middle section of thedzhers, facing center stage.
They are flanked by two sections of incarceratempfe Those facing stage left are trustys, those
who have earned special privileges by avoidingipis@ary write-ups. Those facing stage right
have not yet achieved trusty status. There isaksmall contingent of women from LCIW in the
audience; they usually sat in a clearly demarcagetion among the non-incarcerated audience.
In addition to the men and women acting in the pllag incarcerated people in the stands are
being watched and evaluated by other spectaf@is. means for their conduct to reflect well
upon his program of moral rehabilitation. “Thige of Christthing,” he said, “is really a
test...It’s...a test for the inmates to show their tsége.”®°” Cain revealed one sense of what he
meant by “best side” during the intermission of geeformance in November 2013. He gestured
toward the two sections of incarcerated peoplepanddly declared, “This is moral
rehabilitation. Sitting here respectful, quiet, elahg The Life of Christ He indicated that both
their behavior and the content of the play weraificant. Cain presented moral rehabilitation as
successful and appealing because it produced thdils who were “quiet,” or under control. His
phrasing suggests that watching a specifically <tilan play is in itself moral rehabilitation, or
that “respectful” demeanor during such a perforneasevidence of moral rehabilitation—

possibly both. Either way, Cain connects the Ciamssubject material and subdued behavior.

307 Burl Cain,Cast the First Stonalirected by Jonathan Stack. New York: Highest @mm Denominator Media
Group, LLC, 2012.
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Some conversations | had with audience membersestigfiat Christianity and control
were foremost in their minds as well.couple | met during intermission of the first foemance
in March 2013 is a good example. Traveling fromdBaRouge to see the play, Bill and Linda
were sitting with about twenty other senior citigérom their Baptist church. They proudly
informed me about the New Orleans Baptist Theoklddsieminary’s satellite campus inside
Angola (“Isn’t that something?” asked Linda) anddited Warden Cain with the transformation
of the prison from a violent institution to a pefat®ne. As proof, they offered a recent story of
a man incarcerated at another Louisiana prisonstle an ambulance so that he could return to
Angola’s peace and security. “You'll always haview who mess things up, though,” lamented
Bill. When | asked them why they had come to seeplhy, Linda laughed and said, “Well,
because I'm a Christian.” But then they furthebelated that they believed Cain had done a
good job in both “giving prisoners spiritual uplging” and keeping them “under control.” They
viewed their attendance at the play both as a @dmisluty and as evidence of their support for
sound penal policy. They explicitly linked “spirglupbringing” and “control,” suggesting that
the performance displayed and reinforced the cdrorecbetween the two.

It is true that Cain does not always explicitly drapize control with regard fthe Life of
Jesus ChristMore often he emphasizes the play’s representafiamcarcerated individuals’
ability to change, to internalize morality and bebathat “the public” will recognize as
desirableHe insists that the performance “has reflectednbeality of the inmates” and “the
change in the prison” with regard to rehabilitati8hin his remarks to the cast before the first
performance, Cain indicated how the play constit@enechanism of such changée public,
he admits, often see people in prison as “animalst’the play proves otherwise. “Here you are,

depicting Christ, and the life of Christ,” he say8o how can you be what you were, when

3% Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 65.
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you're really proving that you aren’t?®® In short, a play about Christ is an especiallgetife
medium to shift public perceptions because acfmegformances directly show how they have
been changed by the gospel. By definition, peaplarison cannot be the “animals” they were if
they are playing characters in a biblical storyeykannot depict Christ and be un-Christ-like.
Moreover, Cain suggested that their performancesldave a, “profound effect” on actors’
lives off-stage, making them “better people” who t@tter influence others inside and outside
the prison. In the end, he suggests, demonstratorgl rehabilitation is the key to changing
public opinion about people in prison.

Acting out rehabilitation

Cain’s remarks touch on a theme that actors themselaborate much more fully: the
idea that actors experience rehabilitation by coting with the roles they play ifihe Life of
Jesus ChristPractitioners and scholars of theater progranpsigon often emphasize the
therapeutic value of drama, characterizing pawitgm in theatrical productions as a form of
individual rehabilitation and preparation for regniThe cultivation and expression of self
through theater is a very prevalent theme in préd@ma. In the process of acting, asserts theater
scholar Jonathan Shailor, incarcerated people dpvaldual consciousness” in which “one is
both oneself, and not oneself; a character, anthabttharacter.” This dual consciousness in
turn allows “performers to become more self-away@xpand their sense of what it means to be
human, to develop empathy, and to exercise theiahimaginations.**° Dramatic performance

is a means of self-knowledge and a method of sghirovement.

399 Burl Cain,Cast the First Stonalirected by Jonathan Stack. New York: Highest @mm Denominator Media
Group, LLC, 2012.
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Media coverage of he Life of Jesus Chrisighlighted this understanding of prison
theater by focusing on actors’ descriptions ofdigmificant parallels between their own lives
and their roles on stage. Just the titles are stiyge Campbell Robertson of the New York
Times titled his piece, “In Prison, Play With Tratl Its Heart Resonates.” One of the sections in
John Burnett’'s NPR report was titled: “Acting thgbuPast Pain.” Larry Sharp, a reporter for
The Angolitewas perhaps the most pointed. The lede for onésdadrticles about the
performance read: “Angola passion play ignites-egmination as actors take on the roles of
biblical characters®* Men acting in the play described such self-exationan relation to their
characters. Layla Roberts, who played the Inquidtttarisee, asserted that like his character, he
was once “misguided and mislett?Levelle Tolliver said he decided to play the rofeJudas
because he, too, was “a conniver,” “a thief,” “deki” and “a liar.”®*

Women describe an even more intimate connectidm théir characterssail Willars, a
reporter for LCIW'’s prison newsmagazine, ivalk Talk,wrote that actors’ lines could just as
well have been “words from a script of their oweb.”®* Sandra Starr, an African American
woman who is serving a life sentence for murde&xGltV, plays a woman caught in adultery and
brought before Jesus for judgment. This womanastified as Mary Magdalene in the play's

program. Starr draws parallels between Mary'sdifd her own. For her, learning about Mary in

preparation for the play was, “like looking in arrmor, seeing my own self.” Starr describes how

311 | arry Sharp: “The Greatest Story Ever Told": Theanspired: Angola passion play ignites self-eieation as
actors take on the roles of biblical characteffie AngoliteVol. 38, No. 6 (Nov/Dec), 16-23.
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a long history of abuse ultimately led her to sherad kill her boyfriend, resulting in her
incarceration. Having once felt starved of lovesedit she imagines Mary to have been in a
similar condition, prompting her (Mary) to seekeaftion in a manner for which she is
condemned by society. But Mary, Starr assertsllyifiaund real love from Jesus. By playing
Mary, she sought the same experience. "l was hapiogigh this with her,” Starr concludes, “I
could find that connection and make that changlein but for me. And | think | did®**

Starr’s descriptions imply that, at least in thatext of the play, she both is, and is not,
Mary. For Starr, playing Mary means being “with hand even “in her,” but also “for me,” for
her own selfDuring the play, she is Mary, but also herselhatsame time. As such, Starr is
embodying Mary’s life, but also reliving her ownpexiences, in hopes that she may change the
course of her own life to mirror that of Mary. Imetliminal space of the theater, the boundaries
between Starr and Mary become blurred, but both evoare always present. Yet what is
ultimately important to Starr is the implicatioratiplaying Mary will have for her own life off
stage. She anticipates that acting out Mary’s e&pees will help her find the same love and
self-worth Mary found in Jesus. In turn, she hajpes$ her change will be communicated to
audiences, showing them “that broken people camame whole by faith and trust in Gott®

Several women describe their roles as an oppoyttmitepent of and experience
forgiveness for what they regard as sexual trassgyas. Consuela Thomas believes that she
was “predestined and ordained by God” to play thm&itan woman at the well because she

had also had extramarital relationships. “I felifdsvere walking in her shoes,” Thomas said of

315 sandra StariGast the First Stonalirected by Jonathan Stack. New York: Highest 8mm Denominator Media
Group, LLC, 2012.
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the Samaritan woman, referring both to her sinstaagoy she found in Jesti.Cherie Perez
also describes her role as the “she-devil” as @opnity to overcome her past. Perez’s
performance is very sexually suggestive. Duringsttene in which Jesus is tempted for forty
days and nights in the desert, Satan is portrayesberal actors, including Perez. She
represents sexual temptation, attempting to edeses by speaking in a throaty voice, swaying
her hips, taking Jesus’ hand, stroking his chest,messing herself against him while promising
to show him “all the fun and splendor of the wdtliesus vehemently rebukes her, violently
throwing up his arms and sending her and all theradevils scattering in an unmistakable
rejection of their offers. Recalling conversati@h® had during rehearsals, Perez recounts how
fellow actors concluded that her convincing perfante suggested she had “a lot of practice” in
the art of seduction. “Man, | do,” she reflectednt! that's disgusting.>*® She regrets her past
sexual exploits, attributing her behavior to “sosoet of demonic force holding onto m&®For
Perez, then, playing the “she-devil” involves reating her past actions in order to renounce
them. “This play has changed my life,” she conctudEm not who | was when | first got
here.?%°

For other women, their characters reminded theguif associated with their children.
For Patricia Williams, a white woman with grayingit playing Mary, the mother of Jesus,
evoked the guilt she feels for disappointing heldcean. Williams no longer has contact with her

children because they are “ashamed” of her crim#@zzlement). But the actors in the play

317 Consuela Thomas, quoted in Willars, “Breaking Newund,” 61.
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“treat [her] like a mother” and give her “the oppaonity to be a mom agairt®* Similarly, for

Serey Kong, a Cambodian woman who served a fifyean sentence at LCIW, playing the

Virgin Mary meant confronting the memory of an aimr she underwent when she was fourteen
years old. When the shepherds come to visit My sing the popular Christmas song, “Mary,
Did You Know?” The line, “Did you know that your bawalked where angels walk?” always
makes Kong break down in tears. “It was like Gaghtithere saying, ‘I forgive you and your
baby is safe,” she says. “No matter what you felit go, let it go."??

These women suggest thidte Life of Jesus Chrifinctions as a means of personal
transformation, specifically according to traditigender norms. Thomas, Perez, Williams, and
Kong renounce promiscuity in favor of sexual prepyri They embrace motherhood and reject
abortion. They not only change, but change in waysmensurate with conservative values.
They describe their rehabilitation according tauesl and standards audiences at Angola will
recognize as desirable. Moreover, the very fadtwltanen from LCIW were invited to perform
with men from Angola suggests the ways the playuftemeously promotes gender conformity
and sexual abstinence as evidence of rehabilitaiiefore the 1960s, theater at Angola primarily
consisted of minstrel shows, in which incarcerateoh dressed like women and behaved in a
seductive manner. After one of the performers, &it@én American man named James Bruce,
killed a guard’s wife, officials banned minstrebss, assuming that Bruce’s cross-dressing in

this context was evidence of the psychotic mind lé him to murder the woméaf®
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Requesting that women from LCIW participateTime Life of Jesus Christiggested a similar
reluctance on the part of Cain’s administratiohdawe men play women'’s roles.

At the same time, officials feared that bringingdther incarcerated men and women in
the play might lead to sexual impropriety. Withoutaningful prospects for release, men might
take advantage of the opportunity to engage inaeelationships with women, regardless of
the consequences. Longtime Angola Drama Club meBdbleby Wallace, who played the role
of Jesus, recalls explaining to his fellow malet caates that such a course of action was
dangerous. “I really understand the differences/ben St. Gabriel and Angola,” he says. “Their
security is rough.” While men might endure tempgaunishment, women would “be locked up
forever.” Bobby was always on the lookout for memownight be putting women at risk. “He’s
going to make this thing fall,” Bobby would tellrdctor Gary Tyler of such individuals. “Get rid
of him. 3*** Pursuing sexual relationships would not only resuharsh punishment for women,
but jeopardize the future of the playhe Life of Jesus Chrigtas supposed to serve as evidence
of rehabilitation by demonstrating that men and vwaroould perform together without
succumbing to sexual temptation. As explained eptér one, many of Angola’s rehabilitation
programs, such as the Returning Hearts Celebratidrthe Malachi Dads organization,
explicitly promote nuclear families based on mayeidetween one man and one woman.
Performing with women gave Angola’s men the oppatyuto pursue such heterosexual
relationships, but because marriage was not anmpexual abstinence became evidence of
self-control and reform.

This reinforcement of traditional gender norms péana common concern about theater
productions in prison: in their emphasis on selfitformation, these performances reinforce

rather than challenge the principles of the peystiesn and society at largdichael Balfour

324 Bobby Wallace, interview with the author, June 2616.
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suggests that prison officials only allow theaterquctions to take place inside their institutions
to the extent that these performances are “us&uliem. Plays in prison thus run the risk of
reinforcing the validity of prison discipline asreeans to transform individual& Similarly,
Laurence Tocci argues that public audiences vaigason theater only when incarcerated
people perform plays that enjoy broad cultural ptarece. “When they decide to show some
receptiveness to our cultural and social valudafes Tocci, “then our attention tends to perk up.
It suggests a desire to conform to the mainstrestuowing sufficient contrition, and a
willingness to repent and reform?® Both in terms of the subject material and actors’
descriptions of their transformatiori®e Life of Jesus Chrisbnfirms rather than challenges
public audiences’ expectations, values, and assangabout the criminal justice system and
the world. Spectators can recognize rehabilitatoort,only on their own terms, not those of
people in prison.

Yet even when actors from Angola and LCIW preskairtstories of individual reform
and conformity to societal norms, audience memobftes) understand incarcerated people’s
identities as monolithic and static. For examflgnthia and Dennis, a white couple from
Rayuville, Louisiana whom | met at the refreshmeahd during intermission, had never been to
Angola before, but both were familiar with the statcriminal justice system. Cynthia works for
a judge, and Dan oversees individuals on work sel@a his capacity as a school bus driver.

“These aren’t the hardened criminals,” he assured“dust drug offenders. But they're just like

325 Michael Balfour, “Introduction,” ifTheatre in Prison: Theory and Practioegited by Michael Balfour (Bristol,
UK: Intellect Books, 2004)16. See also Caoimhe McAvinch&jheatre & PrisonNew York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2011),77: “The pioneering, radical spirit which charatzed early theatre in prison has, in some case&s) be
compromised by the impact of private managementjpies embraced by government which inform thealisse
and practice of both the arts and the criminaigessystem.”

326 | aurence TocciThe Proscenium Cage: Critical Case Studies in Bron Theatre Program@ oungstown,
New York: Cambria Press, 2007), 5-6.
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us; they’re human.” With regard to men imprisonedigola, Dennis insisted, “They’'ve got
some real talent; they just have to put that taieigiood use.” Still, he and Cynthia distinguished
between people at Angola and those in other faslior minor offenses. They planned to bring
juveniles to Angola to see men working in the feeldth hoes and rakes, to see how much worse
their situations could be. They recognized peopkengola have “talent,” but also emphasized
their potential use as object lessons for othdhserahan highlighting their individual potential
for rehabilitation.
The Life of Jesus Christas an evangdlistic tool

Apart from its implications for individual refornThe Life of Jesus Chrig a biblical
drama, shaped by the conventions that emphasizmgaet of dramatization on audiences as
much as actors. In the late Middle Ages, religimasiers believed plays to be an especially
effective means not only to convey the messageho&C but to evoke an emotional response
that would lead to repentance and salvation. Desyibiblical drama during this period, V.A.
Kolve explains the underlying assumption that, thy experience of pity, grief, and love for
Mary and Christ in their human roles—[audiencesjlddest come to an understanding of the
Godhead, to a true awareness of the price of fadmation, and to an adequate sorrow for their
own sin.”®?" Having human beings embody biblical figures antumthem with palpable
emotions was supposed to inspire in spectatorsedeigvotion toward Jesus, Mary, and others
in ways that simply reading or hearing about theuld not.

Popular in late nineteenth and early twentiethugnAmerica, passion plays have
experienced a recent resurgence in the UnitedsStatelay, there are a number of popular

passion plays that take place annually in the drfgates, primarily in the South and the

327 Quoted in Martha Greene Eads, “Biblical Drama iitdn and North America,” iWestern Drama through the

Ages: A Student Reference Guida, 2, edited by Kimball King (Westport, CT: Greeood Press, 2007), 315.
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Midwest3?® Now as then, actors are supposed to remind atekethat biblical figures were also
human, making these figures more real, relatalleé sgmpathetidA visitor to the now-defunct
Black Hills Passion Playn Spearfish, South Dakota wrote of her experiefitlee Bible was no
longer words; it became flesh for m&>Recalling the opening verses of the Gospel of Jtten
visitor suggests passion plays evoke the incamaself, making the gospel stories more
immediately present and thus more meaningful fos¢étwho see them. For those producing and
experiencing such plays, being able to see acapidbiblical characters makes the story of
Jesus more personal (“it became flemhme) than reading the Bible or even listening to a
sermon.

Both actors and audience member$ta Life of Jesus Chrigescribed similar
experiences. Jeanne Ray, who is serving a fiftean sentence for forgery and plays the
innkeeper in Bethlehem, told Larry Sharpltie Angolitehat the play not only impacted her as
an actor, but as a spectator as well: “Before tag, phe scriptures, the stories, were only that,
stories,” she says. “The truly horrifying abuset thesus suffered never came alive for me, until
now.”* Deserine Jordan of Belle Chasse, Louisiana mahalectors’ ability to make the story
of Jesus into present reality. “The actors werezanmgamaking it come to life,” she said. Erin

Foster of St. Francisville, Louisiana emphasized hotors’ efforts evoked an emotional

328 These includ@he Great Passion Pldp Eureka Springs, Arkansa®esus of Nazaretin Puyallup, Washington;
The Life of Christ Passion Play Pigeon Forge, Tenneséghe Living Wordn Cambridge, OhioThe Louisiana
Passion Playn Ruston, Louisiana\orthy is the Lamin Swansboro, North Carolina; afgvo Thieves and a
Saviorin Fort Mill, South Carolina; andesus of Nazareth: The Passion Rlayunster, IndianaAttractions like
The Holy Land Experience theme park in Orlando halse become popular destinations for many Christia the
U.S. Sedloan R. Branham, “The Temple That Won't Quit: Camging Sacred Space in Orlando’s The Holy Land
Experience Theme ParkCrossCurrent$9 (3): 358-382.

329 «passion for the Passiorgatholicdigest: faith and family livingiccessed October 16, 2014,
http://www.catholicdigest.com/articles/travel/nobsministry/2009/03-31/passion-for-the-passion

%30 Quoted in Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 62.
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response in her. “Everyone was so passionate inrtiles,” she said. “It brought me to tears a
few times during certain actd>

As with all biblical drama, actors’ ability to en@oand evoke emotional responses is
crucial to the process of connecting with and ti@msing audiences at Angola®he Life of
Jesus Christ“This unique thing about us,” director Gary Tysays to his actors, “is that we are
gifted withemotionsand we got to be able to utilize that to our aiage.** Based on their
shared ability to feel and express emotions, irerated actors ifihe Life of Jesus Chrisan
reach audiences. Coaching Bobby Wallace, in hesaslJesus, Tyler reminds his actor, “It's all
about making the audienéeelas though they're a part of thi§>Feelings and emotions are the
means by which actors can impact their audiencegelle Tolliver makes a similar point. “The
play is just the stories in the Bible,” he saygerating, “The play is just the stories in the Bible
But the actors have all the powéF*Without actors embodying the biblical characters,
expressing their feelings through their spoken waunad actions, the “stories in the Bible” would
not have the same emotional impact on audiences.

But what is the goal of making this emotional castisen?Many of the actors in the play
are Christians themselves and see the performanae apportunity to evangelizeontrell
Wise, who plays the archangel Gabriel, prayed Godlavuse him to spread the gospel to “all

people throughout life, including his family anéefrds®*® Cindy Anderson, serving a life

%31 Quoted in Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 64.
%32 Quoted in Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 64.

333 Gary Tyler,Cast the First Stonalirected by Jonathan Stack. New York: Highest &mm Denominator Media
Group, LLC, 2012.

334 Quoted in Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 64. BEagis mine.
3% Quoted in “Audio Slideshow.”
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sentence at LCIW, had both grand and humble exjp@tsafor the play as an opportunity for
evangelistic outreach. “I feel that the whole waddjoing to hear about what happened at
Angola,” she said. “My daddy is not saved andd tay mom, ‘If daddy gets saved, then the
play did its job.*** Bobby Wallace, a graduate of Angola’s Bible Cgdlesaid he took on the
role of Jesus in part “because | was a born-aghiistan.”*” He insists that the play confronts
onlookers with a choice to acknowledge or dismisa<T's sacrifice. "Everybody is not saved,"
he toldCast the First Stonfimmakers.®®

Indeed, some of those involved with the play sugtiesgospel message is especially
meaningful when portrayed by incarcerated peopitalyking the play for LCIW'dValk Talk
Gail Willars wrote about the scene in which thesdfgoJames asks Jesus why he chose his
disciples and not others. “Why does Jesus consigteaveal himself to those of us deemed lost
or unredeemable?” Willars reflected. “As it wasrthihe marginalized, the outcasts and the
criminals became messengers of God.” Willars maiatthat Jesus has always chosen people
like those in prison to convey the message of salvalt is those who are rejected by society
who understand his story the best, to the poirttdéaus does not reveal himself “to the rest of
the world.”3%

This interpretation is dramatized in the feedinghef five thousandshortly before
intermission, Jesus feeds a large cromvataculously multiplying five loaves and two fish t
feed the people gathered to hear his teachingss €ffect is made possible by a small hole in

the ground through which dozens of loaves of begadpassed onstage. Actors crowd around

33 Quoted in Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 64.
%37 Quoted in Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 59.
% bid.

39 Willars, “Breaking New Ground,” 61.
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Jesus with baskets, blocking the audience's viehgathering the bread that comes up from
below). With their baskets full of bread, Jesustigliles and followers run into the metal
bleachers where the audience is sitting, distmiguthunks of bread to both incarcerated people
and visitors. “The bread of life,” the actors mumag they hand out the pieces of bread.
Audiences respond enthusiastically to this scepacé saw a guard from Angola, a
middle-aged African American woman, hold her bremathe air and exclaim, "Thank you,
Jesus!" Similarly, Frances Morrison, a self-idaatdfBaptist who brought her grandchildren to
see the play told me this was her favorite pathefperformance. "My grandkids were recipients
of the bread,” she said, “and it made it so speoighem. It brought the miracle to lifé* Many
in the audience react as if the actors facilitaecctual miracle. “Free people” are no longer
morally superior to people in prison. Rather, iceaated people are purveyors of Christ’s
miraculous power; the audience depends on theective a divine blessing from God.
However, despite this evangelistic bent, the plagst includes not only Christians, but
people from a variety of other religious traditioBerey Kong, who plays the Virgin Mary, is a
Buddhist. Kong thinks “Jesus’ message is the bostlarmas not judging people.” But she is
disillusioned by the fact that Christians do neelup to Jesus’ teaching$.Levelle Tolliver,
who plays Judas, is a devout Muslim, as is Eltoortas, who plays the Disciple Thomas. Gary
Tyler indicates that he had to contend with difigrinterpretations of the performance material
based on these varying religious points of viewaldgured actors that the performance was not

"an infringement of anyone's religion, philosopbypolitical views," but instead an opportunity

340 Frances Morrison, e-mail message to the authoe 14, 2012.

341 Serey KongCast the First Stonalirected by Jonathan Stack. New York: Highest 8mm Denominator Media
Group, LLC, 2012.
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to demonstrate to a public audience that incarednaéople of different religious backgrounds
could indeed work togethéf?

Tyler’s core cast of actors revealed they subsdrtbenis vision by emphasizing what
different religious traditions shared in commonlliVer stated that as a Muslim he wanted to
participate in the production to show that "thengiconflict in religion."” He elaborated, “I feel
like we're all seeking forgiveness and mercy frdra same God.” Similarly, Elton Thomas
insisted that Jesus' message of peace reflectsiiséon of every prophet in history. Thomas
also maintained that Muslims, “hold Jesus in a l@gteem, as well as Mother Mary, as is stated
in the Qu'ran.®*® And Wallace praised Tyler's ability to foster cecgtion between adherents of
different religions. "You have shown us,” he sdttat it doesn’t matter the diversity that’s in
here, we got this object to do. This one goal, mtten what you believe®** Though their
religious differences are not eliminated by paptting in the performance, actors express a
willingness to submit to the common “goal” or “objeTyler presents.

Rehabilitation as a social message

What precisely is this common goal? In some way#erTs approach to the play sounds
similar to that of Warden CaiAccording to Tyler, many members of the Drama Ghdre
initially skeptical about becoming involved withetproduction because it was introduced by
prison officials. But he convinced his actors ttiegt play would promote unity within the prison

population and reach the public as WéllLike Cain, Tyler emphasizes the idea that the jday

342 Quoted in Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 63.
343 Quoted in “Audio Slideshow.”

344 Bobby Wallace(ast the First Stonalirected by Jonathan Stack. New York: Highest @mm Denominator
Media Group, LLC, 2012.

%4> Quoted in Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 55.
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an opportunity for incarcerated individuals to derstoate to a public audience how they have
changed and become “better individuals” who liveteitive life.” Similarly, he describes it as
his responsibility to help each of his actors “leaeaa better personThough he does not
consider himself a Christian, he believes thatd@&gsas a model of “greatness” and “what God
wanted of his people” that people can follow to mékemselves “better mef?®

Tyler also believes that the play’s message is @tforgiveness and redemption.” But
his emphasis here is not on what incarcerated patipto merit forgiveness. “When you find it
in your heart to forgive someone,” he says, “yon @member sometime in your life when you
did something that you wanted to be forgiven f§f.Here forgiveness and redemption are
contingent upon audience members’ recognition @f tbwn failures, not those of people in
prison. Incarcerated people are not proving they tire worthy of forgiveness because they are
striving to be like people in the audience. Ratpenple in the audience are compelled to offer
forgiveness because they and their loved onedr@ady like people who are in prison: in need
of forgiveness. Ultimately, Tyler maintains tha¢ tmain purpose of the Drama Club “is to
enlarge life in general by putting it on stag&'In The Life of Jesus Chrigte is “enlarging”
audiences’ sense of what rehabilitation means ratlae simply affirming their standards.
Rehabilitation and the Black Arts Movement at Angola

In many ways, Tyler is a strange choice to dirgolay about Jesus. “I am not a religious

person,” Tyler states bluntl{*?“l was used to doing [plays] that are secuf&f.In fact, when

34 Gary Tyler,Cast the First Stonalirected by Jonathan Stack. New York: Highest &mm Denominator Media
Group, LLC, 2012.

%7 Quoted in Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 65.
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%49 Quoted in Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 63.
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the administration first introducékhe Life of Jesus Chrigh him, he was initially concerned that
the prison population might object to him directthg play because he is “not a ChristiaH.”
Though he was raised in the church, he made a iomsschoice to refrain from involvement in
organized religion. Still, he considers himselb®spiritual, promoting “the sanctity of
mankind.>?

Tyler’s relationship with the concept of rehabiiiten is also complicated given the nature
of his case. He has served almost forty years gbkafor a murder he has always maintained he
did not commit. In 1974, a young white boy was sirdd killed as a white mob attacked Tyler
and other African American students seeking togiretee a white high school just outside of New
Orleans. Because they had long considered him solddack radical, local law enforcement
almost immediately identified Tyler as the shodféiSentenced to death for first degree murder

by an all-white jury, the seventeen year old Tylecame the youngest person on death row in

America at that timé&>* From the beginning, civil rights activists framieid fate as a miscarriage

%0 Quoted in Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 55.

%1 Gary Tyler,Cast the First Stonadirected by Jonathan Stack. New York: Highest &mm Denominator Media
Group, LLC, 2012.

%2 Gary Tyler,Cast the First Stonalirected by Jonathan Stack. New York: Highest @mm Denominator Media
Group, LLC, 2012.

33 Joe Allen, “Free Gary Tyler: Thirty Years of Injice,” CounterpunchAugust 26, 2006.
http://www.counterpunch.org/2006/08/26/free-garettly Accessed October 2, 2015.

%4 His trial was riddled with racial bias and too mangonsistencies to list briefly. Though they werble to find
a gun at the scene, police produced a .45 thasteéen from a firing range frequented by St. CreRarish
deputies. With African Americans systematicallylexed during the selection process, Tyler was aiadiby an
all-white jury. His attorney was an expert in cisakther than criminal trials. Most witnesses haneesrecanted,
claiming that they were coerced by police to imgiecTyler.See Bob Herbert's series on Gary TyleThre New
York TimesBob Herbert, “A Death in Destreharfhe New York TimeBgbruary 1, 2007, A23; “Gary Tyler’s Lost
Decades, The New York TimeBgbruary 5, 2007, A21; ‘They Beat Gary So Bddhe New York TimeBgbruary

8, 2007, A21.
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of justice, and Tyler himself characterized hisecas a “symbol for many blacks” of systemic
racial discrimination inherent in the criminal jiest systen?>>

After he was resentenced to life in prison in thd-a970s, the issue of rehabilitation
became a repeated source of contention for Tyleveéor Buddy Roemer denied him
clemency in 1990, insisting that Tyler had not shawfficient “evidence of a change of
character,” during his fifteen years of incarcemaf®® Tyler objected that rehabilitation was
irrelevant for an innocent man like himself, butdigo cited his involvement in Angola Drama
Club as evidence of his positive activitte§When he appeared before the pardon board again in
1995, Tyler continued to maintain his innocence,diso presented evidence of his participation
in vocational programming. His mother, Juanitad tihle board, “Gary has really helped himself.
He has changed a whole I16£* Former Angola warden John Whitley also spoke olefTs/
behalf, arguing that, Tyler had become “a respdasfbcused and productive adult,” as
evidenced by his efforts to address juvenile delergy and drug use through drafisAnd
Tyler himself describes his participation in Angelhospice program in rehabilitative terms.
"This program has reassured me of my humanityfotiea reporter in 200%?°

Nevertheless, there are indications that prisoiciaf§ are still wary of Tyler’s potential

to subvert the premises of rehabilitation. Wherralist Bob Herbert began a three part series

% “Release Urged for Murder ConvicfThe Press of Atlantic Citfpecember 15, 1989, A-3; Amnesty
International, “The Case of Gary Tyler, Louisiana995; Allen, “Free Gary Tyler.”

%% Ed Anderson, “Roemer: Tyler Not Ready for Freedohe Times-Picayundanuary 26, 1990, B-6.
%7“The Long Road Back,Angolite,Jan/Feb 1990, 21-26.
38 Katrice Franklin, “Board favors reducing man'slierm,”The AdvocateMarch 24, 1995, 1-A.

%9 Kim Cobb, “Celebrated prisoner again seeks fredBights group backs Louisiana inmateiduston Chronicle,
April 12, 1995, 14.

30 Rick Jervis, “Inmates help in prison hospices—Harssentencing laws contribute to the increaseibs
populations that are ill, dyinglJSA TodayNovember 30, 2009, 3A.
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on Tyler for theNew York Timem 2007, Cain’s administration refused to allow hirterview
Tyler personally, stating, “we’re not interestechewving our inmates speak to reporters to
politicize their plight.*®* Indeed, Tyler’s political outlook made him a naifit for Angola’s
Drama ClubThe organization was established during the heagtite Black Arts Movement
(BAM), driven by an internally diverse group of Afan American artists seeking to promote
cultural nationalism and Black Power politics amdtack audiences through their poetry, plays,
and other art forms. Figures like Amiri Baraka (loeRones) highlighted the power of dramatic
performance to enlighten and inspire ordinary Afn@mericans to revolutionary action. In the
1960s, organizations like the Free Southern Théatr) and BLKARTSOUTH promoted
professional theater and community drama workshopsuthern cities like New Orleans, often
with a heavy emphasis on black nationalism andAfaicanism.** Baraka viewed incarcerated
African Americans as quintessential representai¥éle black underclass whose cultural
material that could be transformed into “high”arthin the Black Arts Movement. Black
playwrights on both sides of prison walls engagét wne another, and Baraka himself had
personal experiences with incarceratioh.

Since the Club’s inception in 1975, the influené¢he Black Arts movement has been
apparent. Given that African Americans incarceratefdngola often came from cities like New

Orleans, it is possible that some had been exposi FST and BLKARTSOUTH. Muslims

%1 Amy Goodman and Juan Gonzalez, interview with Biebbert,Democracy Now!March 1, 2007.
http://www.democracynow.org/2007/3/1/the_case_afy agler_despite

%2 3ee SmethursThe Black Arts Movemerindy Rosenthal, “The Free Southern Theater: Oeeryi Annemarie
Bean, “The Free Southern Theater: Mythology and iMgpbetween Movements,” and Jan Cohen-Cruz,
“Comforting the Afflicted and Afflicting the Comfeable: The Legacy of the Free Southern TheateiRdstaging
the Sixties: Radical Theaters and Their Legaae#ed by James M. Harding and Cindy Rosenthal (Arbor:
The University of Michigan Press, 2006), 263-306.

363 _ee BernsteinAmerica is the Prison: Arts and Politics in Prisimthe 1970§Chapel Hill: The University of
North Carolina Press, 2010), 99-128.
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have been prominent members of the organizafibhrama Club events have often featured
performers of African art forms, such as Kumbukeckgsion, Inc., an African dance and drum
troupe whose name means “remember” in Swabhili.groep once dedicated a concert
specifically to Gary Tyler, who in the 1980s adaptiee name Nyeusi Kuumba, or “Black
Creativity” in Swahili®®® Topics have included: the impact of the Vietnanmr\Wablack
veterans; Nelson Mandela; and the meeting betwesndiin X and Martin Luther King® In
1991, the organization produced, “Who's Killing #hieican American?” a play by Clifford
Doleman about how drugs and violence are destrdyliagk communitie&®’

But plays have also focused on traditional thenfiespentance and redemption. In 1989,
Drama Club members Michael Walden and Early Laveeréormed Walden'’s play, “Ultimate
Mercy,” which portrayed frustrations with the pandooard, namely its failure to recognize and
reward individuals’ efforts toward rehabilitatid?f In 1993, Percy Tate starred in a one-act play
entitled, “Concerned Parent and Child Abuser,” mak “a man jailed for severely beating his
daughter on her birthday...relives the anger thateltom to the crime, and agonizes over what
he may have done to the child he loves.” The sasae, yhe Drama Club put on a play called,

"Between Friends -- A Day in Prison,” in which agp of men in prison reflect on the

%4|n addition to being selected as the first DJ&agola’s prisoner radio station (KLSP), AbdullahuR&min was
heavily involved in the Drama Club. “This is KLSRéRo,” The AngoliteVol. 11, No. 5 (Sep/Oct 1986), 23.

3% Lisa Frazier, “Rhythm and Sunshine—Behind BaTsfiies-PicayuneMarch 10, 1989, E1; Lisa Frazier, “Inmate
Still Denies '74 Killing,” Times-Picayuneylarch 12, 1989, B10.

3% Floyd Webb, “Drama Club Features ‘Kumbuka’ Dang¢efhe AngoliteVol. 13, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 1988), 63;
“Drama Club Banquet,The AngoliteVol. 15, No. 1 (Jan/Feb 1990), 79.

37 Laurie Smith Anderson, “Budding playwrights at Astayget tips from the prosThe AdvocateNovember 10,
1991,1-L.
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challenges mothers face when the fathers of tihéilren are incarcerated® Kim Cobb of the
Houston Chroniclelescribed the organization’s repertoire best: SEhare clear morality tales
with heavy lessons in personal responsibility dreldestructiveness of angé&f®Similarly,

Tyler and others described the drama club in rditabie terms. "A lot of good can come out of
the place if people let it happen,” Walden saichdVen't expressed myself like this in a long
time." Tyler insisted that theater helped men fineir hidden talents and better themseR/és.
Mujahidin Abdul-Karim said he wanted to give bacidahange perceptions of Angdfa.
Angola’s Drama Club, then, suggests that radichlip®and rehabilitation are not mutually
exclusive.

Beginning in the early 1990s, when Gary Tyler beegmesident of the organization, the
Drama Club also began performing in cooperatiom wetigious groups inside and outside
Angola. Once, actors dramatized the martyrdom epls¢n and Paul’s encounter with Christ on
the road to Damascus. In 1990, the Drama Club puat play to accompany a sermon entitled
“The Black Prodigal Father,” delivered by PastoteRa Church Point Ministries, an African
American church in Baton Rouge. “Not only is tharda emphasized,” Tyler said of the
religious-themed play, “but the social messagd jsaoamount importancé® Under Tyler's
leadership, the Drama Club has continued to ses\a@wv@nue for political issues. For example, in

2002, the Drama Club invited the Angola Speciali€iwroject to discuss state criminal justice

39 Kim Cobb, “Louisiana inmates get their act togetisemake a point,The Houston Chroniclélarch 14, 1993,
20.
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150



policy, and in 2010, the organization performe@trisal sermon urging family members to
address Louisiana’s lengthy sentences with lawnsakéThus the Drama Club has a history of
combining religious content and social messagds patticular relevance to African Americans.

In this context, it is notable that some of thdiest biblical theater in the United States
was closely tied to concerns at the time about ralegions between blacks and whites. Theater
historian Martha Greene Eads examines Ridgely Tog’sSimon the Cyrenia(i1917) and
Marc Connelly'sThe Green Pasturg4930), both “gospel dramatizations with all-blaasts,”
created by white playwrights who, “challenged andes to consider “whether Christianity
really is a faith that transcends rac¢&’In Simon the Cyreniadesus is crucified offstage as the
eponymous protagonist, an African, is beaten andexdh ultimately suggesting that injustices
perpetrated against African Americans are equivtdtethe persecution of Christ. The Green
PasturesGod, who is played by a black man, learns compasaid forgiveness through his son
Jesus’ crucifixion (which also occurs offstage).

When they were first performed, bddiimon the CyreniaandThe Green Pasturaesere
characterized as successful efforts to challengalrprejudice through Bible-inspired stories.
Since thenThe Green Pasturas particular has been subject to increasing asiticfor its
romanticized, stereotypical depictions of Africam@rican religion. Curtis Evans, for example,
argues that the play depicted black religiousdgecomical, naive and characterized by a
“carefree spirit about the hardships of this lifStich a portrayal allowed white audiences to

indulge in their own conception of an “innocentaather than confronting the realities of

374 «Taking Responsibility, The AngoliteVol. 26, No. 6 (Nov/Dec 2002), 48.

37> Martha Greene Eads, “Biblical Drama in Britain aworth America,” inWestern Drama through the Ages: A
Student Reference Guidal. 2, edited by Kimball King (Westport, CT: Greeood Press, 2007), 321.

151



racial discrimination and violence pervasive attihee 3"

At the same time, there have been more well-reddalical plays with black casts.
Langston HughedBlack Nativity(1961) is often evaluated in a more favorable lightarge part
because it is a depiction of black religious lifeated by an African American. Chronicling the
birth of JesusBlack Nativityalso featured an all-black cast and marked tlsé dpppearance of
gospel music on stage. The performance focusearticplar on the shepherds and wise men
seeking the Christ childlack Nativityrepresents an effort to foster a common understgnafi
black religious life through a biblical story tHaath black and white audiences could
appreciaté’’ In short, biblical drama has afforded opportesitior black actors to challenge
racial discrimination and injustice, but also péga¢ed infantilizing racial stereotypes.

How does Angola’§ he Life of Jesus Chrifit into this context? What does this biblical
drama with a majority-black cast reveal about iace&merica? In what ways does the play
challenge audiences to confront endemic racism@dest that Jesus, Mary Magdalene, Judas,
and the shepherds challenge spectators to recomgidesshment as a means of redemption, and
to confront racism pervasive not only in the crialijustice system, but in American society as a
whole.

Jesus: Black Christ and Condemned Man

Productions likesimon the Cyreniaoast black actors as characters associated with

Christ. But in Angola’s passion play, Jesus himse# black man. As mentioned earlier, the role

of Jesus is played by Bobby Wallace, an African Aoa man in his middle forties who served

378 Curtis EvansThe Burden of Black ReligiotiNew York: Oxford University Press, 200@)19. For a discussion
of the play’s film version, see Judith Weisenféfllywood be Thy Name: African American ReligioAmerican
Film, 1929-19490akland, CA: University of California Press, 2007)

377 Leslie SandersThe Development of Black Theater in America: Frdrad®ws to Selvg®aton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1988)2-114.
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a 66 year sentence for armed robbery. (Wallaceraaently paroled after almost twenty years at
Angola). It is still unusual to cast a black manJasus. African American theologians and artists
have promoted the idea of a black Christ sincarilienineteenth century, and nonwhite images
of Jesus have become increasingly commonplace 8iecE960s. Yet Warner Sallman’s blond-
haired, blue-eyetiead of Christemains the pervasive prototype for representatbdgsus in
American culturé’® Indeed, this image prevails at Angola itself. hwesated artists depicted a
fair-skinned Jesus, albeit with dark hair, inside penitentiary’s Our Lady of Guadalupe chapel.
Incarcerated artists commissioned to paint scaoes the life of Christ to display in Angola’s
Museum and Gift Shop also depicted him as whité Wihg hair. Even in the play itself, images
of a white Christ compete with Bobby Wallace’s emlinoent of Jesus. In the final scene of the
play, the ascension of Jesus is signified when &galtlimbs onto a stage near the arena
entrance and raises his hands toward theAkye finishes delivering the Great Commission, a
banner emblazoned with an image of Jesus and thgswBreedom in Christ!" is unfurled above
his head. On this banner, Jesus is white, withifigvinair. Which is the real Jesus? The man
with dark skin and Afro who has portrayed JesusHerlast three hours, or the representation on
the banner?

Both onstage and off, many actors and audience mentieat Wallace like he is the real
Jesus. Wallace’s sister attended performances lyraugdiring a T-shirt that proclaimed in
bright, airbrushed letters, “My brother is Jesu3liring one rehearsal, Cherie Perez became a
little anxious when she was practicing the “sheH&attempts to seduce Wallace’s character.

“When | looked at him,” she said, “I'm like, ‘Oh nmyod, I'm touching Jesus, I'm going to hell.’

378 David MorganyVisual Piety: A History and Theory of Popular Radigs Image§Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1998); Edward Blamd Paul HarveyThe Color of Christ: The Son of God and the
Saga of Race in Ameri¢€hapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Pse2012).
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| thought | was going to hell#® When he is teaching the crowds in the play, awdienembers
often cry out, “Thank you, Jesus!” or “Yes, Lordh’'response to his words. When he performs
miracles, “amens” and “hallelujahs” resound. Durihg resurrection scene, Wallace’s Jesus
walks through the stands where the audience isgith his way to the stage, and there are
always a few who reach out to touch him in a revéaémanner.

Wallace remembers that even outside the confinésegberformance, he had to act like
Jesus. He can tell a half-dozen stories in whidpfeein the prison interpolated him as Jesus in a
variety of contexts. In 2011, shortly before thayplvas supposed to open, the Mississippi River,
which surrounds Angola on three sides, began twfl@dll incarcerated people were required to
build walls of sand bags to prevent the prison flmmg inundated. Because he had grown out
his hair and beard for his role, Bobby was cleeglyognizable as the man who was going to play
Jesus. Several men mocked him, jeering, “Look, tteegot Jesus in the field; they don’t care
nothing about Jesus.” Wallace grew frustrated aasl t#mpted to quit working. But he
continued because, playing the role of Christ,gliehfe had to hold himself to a higher standard.
“| did not want to cause people to stumble,” heeathers’® He even chose to stay in the fields
when one of the guards gave him an opportuniteaoé. “I'm with my people,” he replied, and
turned away. The other men in the fields rushedatdvhim, incredulous that he would choose to
continue working in the sweltering heat. “Y'all ang people,” Bobby reiterated. “You letting
that Jesus role get to you,” they told him. Hestesd that though he wanted to leave, he felt

compelled to suffer with them instead, as Jesuddvoave doné®* Wallace does not state that

379 Cherie PerezCast the First Stonalirected by Jonathan Stack. New York: Highest @mm Denominator Media
Group, LLC, 2012.

30 Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 59.

31 Bobby Wallace, interview with the author, June 2616.
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he is Jesus. But he does suggest that people dedrfem so closely with the role that his
actions, good or bad, had the potential to impaotgptions of the play and Christ himself. And
his preparation for the role caused him to actaysthat he would not otherwise have ddyo
all intents and purposes, Jesus is this black raawicted of armed robbery and serving time at
Angola. Angola’sLife of Jesus Christhen, implicitly participates in a long historfyahallenges
to white supremacist images of Jesus.

Indeed, Bobby’s experience playing the role revéaht Jesus’ race is still relevant. “It
does matter to people,” he muses. “It mattersltt af people.” He recalls that people reacted to
him in a variety of ways when he handed them flyershe play at the rodeo. Some sneered
when they realized he would be playing Jesus. ¢bantered that a lot,” he says. “It used to hurt
my feelings.” He started “stereotyping” people, iawuag those he thought would react negatively
to him. Even when he was performing, Bobby couldggeaudience members’ reactions to him.
“I know what’'s onyour mind,” he would think. “Racism, it exists.” On tbéher hand, he
remembers intentionally approaching an older Afriganerican woman to enjoy her reaction
when she discovered he would portray Jesus. “@& gt to come!,” she exclaimed. “We've got
a black Jesus; | got to come!” Bobby considers kiffsnixed,” both Mexican and African
American, but this woman claimed him as a blackis€hiHe acknowledges that he would have
attended the play for similar reasons. Though besig that the color of Christ should not matter,
he had only ever seen images of Jesus as a whiteamd he would be eager to see how a black
man would impact the performance. “I want to sest pow far they’re going take it,” he
explains. “l want to see just how much they’re gpia let you do.”

Bobby’s words indicate that a black actor playieguk is subversive in itself, but also

has the potential to express a message that a adtde playing the role might ndvallace’s
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portrayal of Jesus also fits within the lineag&&fcan American theologians and artists who
have depicted Black Christs and Christ figuresdonadince racial injustice and violence.
Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century and culmigain the black liberation theology of the
1960s, black theologians have argued that Jesua Wiaek revolutionary who identified with

the suffering of African Americans by virtue of l@a/n suffering on the cross. Black poets and
authors have also drawn symbolic connections betwhez crucifixion of Jesus and the lynching
of African Americans. In W.E.B. Du Bois 1911 shstory “Jesus Christ in Georgia,” Jesus is an
olive-skinned man with “close curls” who appearddenly in the convict lease South. The story
ends when a white mob lynches a black man, whebeeaped from a chain gang; behind the
man’s writhing body, the white woman on whose aotde man was lynched sees Christ
hanging on a flaming cross. Countee Cullen claidesiis as the first in a long line of lynching
victims, “extending down to me and mine,” his crtisst the first leaf in a line/Of trees on

which a Man should swing.” And Langston Hughes fastyp proclaimed “Christ is a N-----,"
hanging, “On the cross of the Souffi*”

More recently, black religious leaders and artistge highlighted parallels between
crucifixion, lynching, and capital punishment, espéy in light of the fact that the
disproportionate majority of people on Death Roe lalack men. For example, Ernest Gaines’
1992 novel A Lesson before Dyingasts Jefferson, a young black man wrongfully ccted
and executed for murder, as a Christ figure puketath by white supremacists in the guise of
impatrtial state officials. Around the same timey&end Jesse Jackson began referring to state-

mandated executions as “legal lynching,” a phraaehas entered the popular vernactifar.

382 See James Cornehe Cross and the Lynching Tr@daryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2011), 93-119.

33 See Jesse Jackshegal Lynching: Racism, Injustice, and the Deathdty (New York: Perseus Books Group,
1997).
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Melynda Price’s recent book on African Americanstarstandings of the death penalty is
entitledAt the Crossand features an artistic rendering of a black nmerging on a cross with a
crown of thorns®* And in The Cross and the Lynching Trdames Cone argues that the
disproportionate execution of people of color ciiatds “legal lynching.” “One can lynch a
person without a rope or tree,” he s&¥s.

Bobby Wallace’s portrayal of Christ suggests howicdn Americans now highlight
resonances between crucifixion and the death peaslitheir predecessors did with lynching.
Wallace himself draws these connections. “First fanemost,” Wallace maintains, "Jesus was a
prisoner.%%® His close friend snitches on him. He is arrestethé middle of the night. He
endures a swift sham trial. He is beaten and hatati by authorities. He is sentenced to death
amidst the cheers of a vengeful public. His fatallisoo familiar to black men in the South,
including Gary Tyler. IrCast the First Stondilmmakers make these parallels clear by
interspersing images of Jesus carrying the crogsimiages of Angola’s lethal injection gurney,
its body and arm restraints resembling the shapeeotross. Wallace’s portrayal of Jesus
highlights significant parallels between Christ&ath on the cross at the hands of Roman
authorities and the state-sanctioned executiorcafriAmerican men.

Wallace’s performance prompts consideration ofrétugal disparities inherent in capital
punishment. But his death on the cross also r&sgsstanding questions about African
Americans and the concept of vicarious sufferingrtvh Luther King, Jr., along with many

other figures in the Civil Rights movement, chaeaizied the suffering black people endured as

34 Melynda PriceAt the Cross: Race, Religion, and Citizenship & Rolitics of the Death Penalfilew York:
Oxford University Press, 2015).

385 Cone,The Cross and the Lynching Trdé3.

386 Bobby WallaceCast the First Stonalirected by Jonathan Stack. New York: Highest @mm Denominator
Media Group, LLC, 2012.
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redemptive, not only for themselves, but for “tlo@lsof America.”Critics worried that this
formulation legitimized violence against African &ncans. Womanist theologians like Delores
Williams and Kelly Brown Douglas have charged twatmphasis on Christ’'s sacrifice justifies
the suffering of black people, and black womenartipular®®’ In American popular culture, the
vicarious suffering of African Americans is embatlia the “magical Negro” character. From
Uncle Tom in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s famous nowdllichael Clarke Duncan’s John Coffey
in the film adaptation of Stephen Kingitie Green Milemagical Negroes” possess special
spiritual insight and even magical powers that theg in service of white protagonists.
However, they cannot use their gifts to benefitribelves personally. In fact, these figures
usually perish by the story’s end. In this way,iédn Americans are Christ-like beings, but only
as vehicles for white salvatitii.

What kind of Christ does Wallace portray? Like mgas$sion plays, Angolalsfe of
Jesus Christloes heavily emphasize Jesus’ suffering. In thel&@aof Gethsemane, the anguish
Wallace’s Jesus experiences is palpable. At timesgper body is bent toward the ground,
indicating the crushing weight of his impendingafixion. He repeatedly stretches his arms
toward the sky, brow furrowed and eyes squeezetistanguish. He begins his prayer in soft
tones, then crescendos to a shout when he crigdse @dd in anguish to “let this cup pass me
by,” jolting audience members awake. But finallg taoice falls to almost a whisper as he
concedes, “let your will be done.” His emotionahaystion by the end of his entreaty is

apparent. Though he is calm, almost aloof, durisdral, his agony is evident when he is

%7 Dolores Williams Sisters in the Wilderness; The Challenge of Worn&@usl-Talk(Maryknoll, New York: Orbis
Books, 2013); Kelly Brown Dougla¥yhat's Faith Got to Do with I1t?: Black Bodies/CHi@n Soulg(Maryknoll,
New York: Orbis Books, 2005).

38 Cerise L. Glenn and Landra J. Cunningham, “Thed?af Black Magic: The Magical Negro and White
Salvation in Film,”Journal of Black Studie¥,ol. 40, No. 2 (November 2009): 135-152.
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beaten. Soldiers drag Jesus off stage, but thedseffects used to indicate that he is being
flogged are particularly gruesome. Audiences heamthip whistle through the air and land with
a crack, and Wallace’s Jesus lets out an excragiaty with each blow. When Jesus comes
back on stage, his back is crossed with bloodpestiDuring one performance, an older white
man next to me was so affected that he gasped almidrossed himself.

As Jesus carries his cross from stage right teedtfty the actors in the crowd throw real
dirt and stones, many of which actually strike \&edl. He stumbles and drops the cross several
times. During many performances, Wallace falls thi fence separating the rodeo arena from
the spectators, clutching the bars to impact tlikesmece as much possible. As with the flogging,
sound effects make the process of Jesus beingiraitlhe cross particularly visceral. The
soldier swings a mallet forcefully to nail Jesushe cross, and with each blow, the flinty noise
of metal mingles with Jesus’ cries of agony. Herlyescreams, “My God, my God, why have
you forsaken me?” There is almost a collective siytelief from the audience, when Jesus
finally utters, “It is finished.”

Wallace’s Jesus, then, is inescapably a black leodyring extreme suffering for a
redemptive purpose. But what is notable here isttharedemption is for a predominantly black
cast. It is true that incarcerated people of aésaact in the play. Most notably, Jesus’ mother is
played by a Cambodian woman (Serey Kong) and eewitman (Patricia Williams),
suggesting that his racial identity is ambiguousl, $nost of the characters closely associated
with Jesus are played by African American actotsofthose who prophesy about Jesus are
African Americans, including the angel Gabriel (Retl Wise, Kadarious Lee, Demetricy
Moore) Anna (Mary Bell, Marilyn Lively) and SimedMichael Porche), and John the Baptist

(Earl Davis).All of Jesus’ disciples are African American merittwthe exception of Judas in
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one performance). He most frequently interacts Witk women (Sandra Starr’'s Mary
Magdalene, Consuela Thomas’ Samaritan woman).’SMary is the first person to whom he
appears after the resurrection. With the excepmifdhe man from whom he casts out demons, all
of the people on whom he performs healing miraatesblack: the centurion, the woman
afflicted with leprosy (Michelle Allen) a young ppled girl (Demetricy Moore). The man on the
cross (Donald Cousan) whom Jesus promises to gegadise is African American, as is the
other man hanging beside hiirhere are white extras in the crowd, but most efdhistained
interactions Jesus has with other people in the g@la with African Americans. Again, this fact
is made all the more noticeable by the fact thatelare white actors in the play. In the context
of the performance, Jesus is God in the image o€&i Americans, a representative of the
suffering and redemption of black people in pattcu

Moreover, most of the play focuses on Jesus’ lifé ministry rather than his crucifixion.
According to Kelly Brown Douglas, a black Chrisosifd not be characterized primarily by a
particular “metaphysical nature” or physical app@ae, but rather by specific actions on behalf
of black people. A womanist conception of the bl&tkist, she maintains, “starts in history with
Jesus’ ministry as that is recorded in the Gosyaatsl’ offers an example to be imitated rather
than merely admiretf® The Life of Jesus Christeets these parameters. Wallace’s Jesus
preaches a message that elevates those most niaegiriay society, especially people in prison
(e.g. “I've come to call sinners”). He heals andwpdes materially for the people who follow
him. He humbles himself by washing his disciplegtfAnd his ministry ultimately offers an

opportunity to reconfigure relationships betweamer punishment, and rehabilitation.

389 Kelly Brown DouglasThe Black Chris{Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1994),10, 113.
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Reimagining rehabilitation: Mary Magdalene

Bobby Wallace asserts that Jesus is significaimdarcerated people because Christ
himself was a prisoner. But Jesus represents aispmdset of those behind bars: the innocent.
Characters ifThe Life of Jesus Chrigraw a distinction between Jesus and other incaiieer
people. Most notably, one of the men crucified gkde Jesus rebukes his compatriot for
mocking Jesus. He insists that Jesus’ actions twawant the suffering theirs do. “Leave him
alone,” says the man. “Don’t you fear God? He hasedhothing wrongWe deserve what's been
done to usnot him.”Warden Cain reiterates Jesus’ significance fomtrengfully convicted.
“Jesus Christ was innocent,” he says. “There aredant people in this prison. Believe nig"”
This framing implies that perhaps those who doatentn to be innocent might “deserve what'’s
been done” to them.

But Wallace’s Jesus not only grants preferenceft@w#n Americans; his ministry also
reimagines the relationship between sin, punishpamt reform. Perhaps the most popular
scene depicting Jesus’ ministry is his initial natgion with Mary Magdalene (Sandra Starr).
When audiences first encounter Mary Magdalene slissa the center of the rodeo arena,
teaching a crowd of people. Most everyone onstagears to be concentrating on him and his
message. But the attention of the audience inldechers is directed toward an African
American woman in a long, flowing, bright pink dsesith bold jewelry that makes her stand out
from the others in their muted-color, unornamentetcs and robes. She flirts brazenly with a
soldier on the outskirts of the crowd, suggestivatpking his chest, whispering in his ear, and
batting her eyes at him. Suddenly, a group of neeresher and roughly bind her hands together

while she struggles against them. They throw hamdoefore Jesus, where she weeps and lays

3% Robertson, “In Prison.”
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her head on the groun@lhe men accuse the woman of adultery and demanddkas give a
ruling as to what should be done with her. The cr@ivmen and women around him shout and
jeer, picking up rocks to stone her. Jesus sitsndamd begins writing in the sand. Finally he
replies: “If any one of you is without sin then teem be the first to throw a stone at her.”
Though one man picks up a stone, the others haoildolack. One by one, all her accusers slowly
file away. Jesus turns to the woman, inquiring \waetinyone has remained to mete out
punishment against her. When she reveals no ondésiss replies, "Then neither do | condemn
you. Go and sin no more."

Though brief, this scene has proven to be oneeftbst influential in the play. It
inspired the title of the documentary about they fiaast the First StoneDuring every
performance, it has been a crowd favorite; audigbcest into applause and cheer as Jesus
embraces the woman and tells her to “go and simox@.” Georgia, an elderly black woman |
interviewed during intermission at a March 2013@mnance, singled this out as her favorite
scene. “They had to think about how they had sintoedind couldn’t go through with the plan,”
she said. Many members of the audience echoed/imgrashy for Mary Magdalene. During the
second performance in 2012, a female guard siltteignd me loudly voiced her disapproval
when one of the Pharisees suggested that Marydiheuwtoned to death. Similarly, there was
wild applause and cries of “Hallelujah!” when Jeshamed the crowd and dismissed Mary
without condemning her. For the audience, the pa#énis scene lies in the fact that Jesus not
only forgives Mary, but reminds the crowds of thaivn sins, implicitly rebuking them for their
hypocrisy.

Gail Willars, the reporter from LCIW, suggests theene should lessen the public’s

appetite for vengeance. “Can we, as a society,a@oacthe true meaning of mercy?” she asks in
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response to Jesus’ interaction with Mary Magdaléfee we, as a people, merciful? Or are we
more like the crowd who shouts, ‘Stone heff*Willars’ rhetorical question implicitly shames
those who call for harsh punishment. Similarly, &uze Lofthus, who flew in from Scotland to
help direct the play, says that after discussioitis ivcarcerated people involved in the
production, she hopes that audience members maflact on how this scene applies to their
own relationship with people in prisdtf It is tempting, she acknowledges, to view thosmgc
in the play as “murderers” and “the lowest of tbe [’ and therefore deserving of imprisonment.
But Jesus’ reaction to Mary Magdalene and the csogadjer to stone her remind everyone that
“Jesus’ teaching says I'm exactly the same aspeon down there’® Lofthus directly
challenges people watching the play to not onlyakete their attitude toward people in prison,
but also recognize their own guilt. Maintainingttbd are sinners in the eyes of God, she implies
that audience members should consider whetheratgesiny less deserving of incarceration.
Jesus’ interaction with Mary Magdalene raises tinestjon of whether imprisonment is a
necessary precursor to redemption. He grants fengiss immediately, without requiring Mary
to endure an extended period of contrition, or eegoroduce evidence of her repentance.
Instead, as Willars notes in her article aboutpidormance, Sandra Starr portrays Mary as a
rapid convert who consistently follows Jesus asdrelucts his ministry throughout the rest of
the play*** Most importantly, Mary is the first to see Jesfisrahis resurrection, and the first to
proclaim that he has been raised from the deaduBtiergoes her transformation without

external punishment or self-flagellatidiary Magdalene, then, suggests that imprisonment is

31 willars, “Breaking New Ground,” 61.
392 Sharp, “A Passion for the Play,” 64-65.
393 Quote in Robertson, “In Prison,” A18.

34 Willars, “Breaking New Ground,” 61.
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not the only medium of transformation.

Starr's performance is all the more powerful beeai® represents individuals doubly
disadvantaged in the American penal system: Afrisarerican women. Historically,
incarcerated women have been treated with even comtempt than their male counterparts.
Because nineteenth century conceptions of femynpainted women as more morally inclined
than men, women were often characterized as edlyaui@anstrous when they did commit
crimes. This mindset means that women have oftegived longer sentences for lesser offenses
than mer?>® African American women have been beset by bothlis@dvantages of their race
and their gender. Today, black women constitutevaam larger proportion of the female prison
population than black men do of the male prisonutetpon. Perceived as both masculine and
hypersexual, black women have been subject to Bammishments than their white
counterpart$®® At Angola, which housed women until 1961, blackmem often worked in the
fields with men, while white women performed lesgisuous labor.

Starr's depiction of Mary Magdalene brings thigdngto the forefront. Her alleged
crime in the play, adultery, reflects the hypersdity historically attributed to African American
women and the drastic punishments they have fawreaffienses that go unpunished when
committed by men. (As a formerly incarcerated mantdrviewed pointed out to me, the
Pharisees do not bring the man with whom she ipasgal to have committed adultery before
Jesus). Starr's own biography adds another layesohance. Like many women in prison, she

has been convicted of killing a man who abusedhelence against women often passes

3% Nicole Hahn RafterPartial Justice: Women in State Prisons, 1800-1@ston: Northeastern University Press,
1985).

39 See Angela Davis, “Masked Racism: ReflectionshenRrison Industrial ComplexColor Linesl, no. 2 (1998):
11-13.
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unnoticed and unpunished until women themselvemagays that bring them under the
purview of the criminal justice systefl. Starr’s intersectional identity makes it all thenm
notable that her character raises questions abeutecessity of incarceration.
Reimagining rehabilitation: Judas

Popular representations lidesus Christ Superstar, The Last Temptation ofsGlamdThe
DaVinci Codehave made Mary Magdalene the subject of controveysyepicting her as Jesus’
sexual partner. But Starr's performance adhere® mlosely to medieval understandings of
Mary as “a chaste, reformed sex offender whosettuthe sacred life made her one of the most
holy and powerful of Christ’s followers after hisath.%® Mary Magdalene’s history makes it
more likely that audiences will be willing to remder punishment as a necessary precursor of
reform. ButThe Life of Jesus Chriafso attempts to reimagine rehabilitation through t
character of Judas, one of the most reviled figuréle biblical accounts. In the New
Testament, Judas is an unambiguous villain conddrforedbetraying Jesus. Only in the gospel
of Matthew does Judas return the money he recdreetthe priests and repent of his actions.
Subsequent artistic renderings expand on manyeofibtifs in the biblical stories. Judas is often
visibly distinct from Jesus and his other discipteserms of costume or physical appearance.
Most filmmakers emphasize the bribe Judas recdrees the priests. Few depict his repentance,
but most portray his suicide. Ultimately, suggestgyion scholar Richard Walsh, “isolation,

alienation, and an ignoble death are the film Jesligast deserts’™

397 For media coverage, see Gloria Hillard, “Domestitise Victims Get Chance At Freedom,” NP, Things
ConsideredQctober 5, 2012http://www.npr.org/2012/10/05/162169484/jailed-detne-abuse-victims-get-chance-
at-freedom

3% Bart EhrmanPeter, Paul, and Mary Magdalene: The Followers @i in History and Legeritlew York:
Oxford University Press, 2006), 184. Ehrman reggrscifically to Pope Gregory the Great’s descriptidé Mary in
591 CE, as well as to Italian author Jacobus deldoe’sThe Golden Legend.260).
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Yet directors have also framed Judas in a varietpmplex ways. In fact, “Judas usually
proves a more complicated and intriguing charattan Jesus!® He has been the traditional
antagonist, motivated by excessive greed and s&fast Jesus of Montreal He has been
Jesus’ sexual rival for the affections of Mary Malgohe (Cecil B. DeMille’King of Kings.
Inspired by the DeQuincey theory, directors liketNilas Ray have depicted Judas as a
nationalist revolutionary who hands Jesus ovenéaauthorities to goad him into violent
resistance. IThe Last Temptation of Chrishidas is Jesus’ tough-minded right-hand man who
ensures that he will follow through with the crixibn rather than succumbing to the weakness
of the flesh. Judas has also been a naive folladugred into believing the religious leaders will
accept Jesus as the messiah if he is brought o fhiee Greatest Story Ever ToldAnd he has
been a disillusioned and anxious disciple, giviegu$ up to the priests for fear that Jesus is
carelessly putting himself and his followers in ganby allowing revolutionary appeal to go
uncheckedJesus Christ Superstgf” Walsh offers three categories into which thesades
fall: 1) the traditional, inhuman villain, 2) thetbdern, subjective individual” whose motivations
and emotions are foregrounded; and 3) “the Chigstré Judas” whose prominence effectively
supplants Jesus as the central sacrificial, redeenpharacter. But in all three cases, Judas is
most often “a divine victim,” his actions ultimagedetermined by God'’s will rather than his

own 402

399 Richard Walsh, “The Gospel According to Judas:iMgnd Parable,” ifhe Bible in Film—The Bible and Film,
edited by J. Cheryl Exum (Leiden, The Netherlafaminklijke Brill NV, 2006), 41.

90 Jeremy CoherGhrist Killers: The Jews and the Passion from tliteleBto the Big ScreefNew York: Oxford
University Press, 2007), 255.

01 Kim Paffenroth, “Film Depictions of Judas]burnal of Religion and Filmyol. 5, No. 2 (October 2001): 29.

492 \Walsh, “The Gospel According to Judas,” 47-48.
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In Angola’sThe Life of Jesus Christudas is set apart from Jesus and his other déscide
is dressed in a dark blue, almost black garmeantidal to the ones the devils wear when they
are tempting Jesus. In contrast, most of the atiseiples are dressed in white or pastel colors.
Indeed, Judas behaves suspiciously throughouti#lye e often stands at the edges of the
crowd assembled to hear Jesus speak. His facie¢gsipns indicate concern with Jesus’ words
rather than joyful agreement. Here Judas is naiti@malist revolutionary or a naive dupe. Greed
frames his betrayal of Jesus, but his clearestvaindns are doubt, disillusionment, and pride.
Throughout the play, Judas is skeptical about Jespernatural power. Before Jesus feeds the
five thousand, Judas is the disciple who expressesdulity at the idea that Jesus can provide
for everyone present with just five loaves and fisb. When Jesus teaches his disciples the
Lord’s Prayer, Judas voices doubts about makingestg of God. “I pray and ask God for
things,” he says, “but nothing ever happens.” Aghmgospel of John, the woman anointing
Jesus’ feet with perfume is the event that preaieg Judas’ betrayal. He rebukes the woman,
insisting that the perfume could have been soldthagroceeds distributed among the poor.
(Notably, the play gives no indication that Juddgemnded to steal the money, as John does).
Immediately after Jesus chastises him for hisimeat of the woman, Judas is approached by the
priests. Their encounter reveals another of Judasivations: pride. When the priests ask him if
Jesus is his master, Judas defiantly replies, ‘dNoi® my master but myself!” His actions are
personal more than they are political. When thegtsi warn that Judas and Jesus’ other disciples
will have to answer to the Roman soldiers shoustiggain too much power, Judas expresses
only resignation. “What chance would we have adalmsm?” the priests ask. “What chance
does any of us have?” Judas replies dejectedlyk&hls counterpart idesus Christ Superstar,

this Judas is not motivated primarily by fear ofnffim backlash, but rather by his own doubt.
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Yet throughout the play, Judas appears conflictelc@ncerned rather than conniving.
He never sneers at Jesus. And when the Pharispesaap him he is also reluctant to betray
Jesus. At first, he responds scornfully, standipayiafrom them and recoiling from the touch of
one Pharisee who attempts to place his hand orsJstlaulder. The moment Judas hesitates
before the bag of silver the Pharisees offer hialwsays the most memorable part of this scene.
He draws out this moment, reaching for the bag) thrawing his hand away before finally
snhatching the silver and agreeing to betray J&gary incarcerated audience members cry
“No!” or “Don’t do it!” in the seconds just befordudas grabs the money. These cries always
have a somewhat mocking undertone, but Gail Wikaiggests that Judas’ situation is “all too
familiar” for people in prison. His actions, shgaes, “pierced the souls of every offender in the
audience” as they “grieved for their own choic&8.”

Unlike many Jesus filmg§,he Life of Jesus Chrismphasizes Judas’ repentance. During
Jesus’ trial, Judas shouts out frantically to Jgssmve yourself!” When Jesus is taken away to
be crucified, Judas runs up to the group of meldihg his head, weeping, and throws the bag of
money at their feet, crying, “Take it! | don’t waitit Take it back!” They refuse, saying Judas
knew what he was doing. Judas insists, “I didnwnl didn't...” He then sees Peter, runs to
him, and clings desperately to him, crying thatried to give back the money and did not really
understand what he was doing. However, Peter \iglshakes him off, indicating that he
rejects Judas’ explanation.

Judas is most definitely a divine victim in thiseaOne of the most gripping scenes of
the play is when Judas cries out to Jesus in eingyenonologue, which is not in the original
script. He comes to center stage, facing the crowitth, his head in his hands, shaking as he

audibly weeps. Suddenly he bursts out, “Why me,id®” stretching his hands toward the sky

‘% Willars, “Breaking New Ground,” 61.
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and crying out at the top of his lungs. His tonestridosely parallels the musical number “Judas’
Death” inJesus Christ Superstazpmbining grief, guilt, and defiance. When he shptitam

Judas Iscariot, and | am of this world!” he strikedefiant posture, staring directly into the
heavens with a furrowed brow, stiffly stretching bis arms perpendicular to his body, and
pumping his arms in a staccato fashion to artieudaich word. He laughs hysterically and
stumbles about the stage when recalling how thedgalled for Barabbas instead of Jesus to be
released. But when he delivers the line, “| un@erdtthat | too was chosen, but this burden is
too much for me to bear,” he slumps his shouldedshelds his head, shaking as he weeps to
convey his grief and guilt.

Yet this Judas is as much a victim of his own nkissaas God'’s divine plan. After Judas
accepts the bribe from the priests, Luke (the naryaotes that Judas had “set something in
motion that was now beyond his control.” Luke’s d®suggest that Judas’ acted of his own
volition, but his actions resulted in consequerteesever intended. Gary Tyler and Levelle
Tolliver frame Judas in a similar fashion. Tyleca#ts that at first, no one wanted to play the role
of Judas. No one wanted to depict a man who ismdreeed as a traitor and the man responsible
for the death of Jesus. During one rehearsal, tdirézgary Tyler asked all the actors what they
thought of Judas. One responded that Judas wasdl“aus” and that his behavior was
“unacceptable.” When actors voiced objections liks, Tyler explained that Judas was
“destined” to do what he did, but also that manyheim were just like Judas: they had each
committed a terrible act that they later deeplye#gd. “And you don’t wanna be judged by that
very act, correct?” Tyler offered. It may have béeis explanation that led Tolliver to play
Judas. After accepting the role, Tolliver explaimeslunderstanding of Judas to other actors.

“Personally,” he said, “I think Judas did what hé © Jesus out of ignorance, but, once [Judas]
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really realized who [Jesus] was, he went to trgite the thirty silver back®® To Tolliver, Judas
is not a willful traitor, but a conflicted man likemself who made a mistake in a moment of
anger and confusion.

In addition to reframing him as a confused and lkectefl man,The Life of Jesus Christ
also uses the character of Judas to explore coat@ticquestions about associations between
racial identity and sin. Unlike Jesus, who has gbMaeen played by Bobby Wallagdeidas has
been played by two different actors: Levelle Tahya black actor, and David Sonnier, a white
actor. It is notable that audiences respond toslidsimilar ways, regardless of who plays him.
During one of Tolliver's performances as Judadaakbwoman sitting on the bleachers in front
of me during the final show seemed rather unsyngti@tho Judas. As he pleaded for mercy and
openly wept, the woman scoffed, “He’s been doirad the whole time.” Despite the
sympathetic portrayal, she could not shake theondtiat Judas is the villain, and his repentance
and grief are either disingenuous or insuffici&gactions were similar when Sonnier played
Judas. At the final performance in March 2013,ackiman in one of the incarcerated sections
shouted, "You're a sell outtluring a pause in Sonnier's monologue. Audiencesehnctant to
see Judas as anyone other than the man who betlasesl But even when they see him as the
most sinister of villains, the fact that he hasrbembodied by both an African American actor
and a white actor subverts associations betweehias and sin. This kind of alternating
casting of villains takes place throughout the plEye priests who push for Jesus to be crucified
have been portrayed by both white and black metanSa always portrayed by multiple actors,

including men and women of multiple races. (Mogtbby, before he played Judas, David

404 Cast the First Stonadirected by Jonathan Stack (New York: Highest @mm Denominator Media Group, LLC,
2012).
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Sonnier gave a particularly convincing performaasé¢he devil). Evil can be embodied by
people of any race and gender, these casting chioigey.

Yet Sonnier and Tolliver's performances each havgque resonance. In fact, Sonnier’s
betrayal of Jesus appears more vivid by virtudeffact that he is Jesus’ only white disciple. It
is a white man who turns out to be the ultimateédrawho sends an innocent black man to his
death. As delivered by Sonnier, Judas’ monologueines an expression not simply of personal
anguish, but of white guilt. A similar dynamic ptagut in the casting of Barabbas, the man
whom the crowds demand Pilate release insteadsokJ@ black man named Kevin Sandiago
played Barabbas in May 2012; a white man, Timotkd@, played him in March 2013.
Sandiago's Barabbas was exuberant, smiling andrdgfiborandishing the ropes that once bound
him before tossing them to the ground triumphaatigl running away from the crowd that is
calling for Jesus' execution. But Guidry's Barabbas reluctant to be released. The guards had
to shove him into the crowd before he would comphplying that Jesus is innocent and he is
guilty, he throws down the ropes in protest andushbis disapproval as the people call for
Jesus' crucifixion. In reality and representatemhite man insists upon the justness of his own
punishment while arguing that a black man is innbce

Tolliver's Judas embodies a different mess&fjstorically, Judas was always an
implicitly racialized character. Historian Jeremgh@n argues that “Judas Iscariot epitomizes the
Jewish Christ killer,” and “has come to embody samgnof those hateful characteristics with
which Jews have been stereotyped over time” (eegd)’® Indeed, irking of Kings,Cecil B.
DeMille chose a Jewish actor, Joseph Schildkrayplay Judas, viewing Schildkraut as the

quintessential religious and ethnic “bad g But Norman Jewison'desus Christ Supersti

405 CohenChrist Killers, 257.
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unique in that an African American man (Carl Anaersplays the role of Judas. Anderson’s
Judas appears to reinforce racial stereotypes adlack villain betraying a white hero. But this
Judas is also one of the few “Christ-figure” masi&ions of the character. When Jesus is led
away to be crucified, Judas sings, “God I'll nekeow/Why you chose me for your crime/For
your foul bloody crime/You have murdered me!” Thasit crescendos and becomes chaotic,
and Judas hastily hangs himself from a tree braraime Clark-Soles aptly asserts that this
scene “sickeningly recalls the lynchings so strgragisociated with the fight for civil rights in
the US.*%" Yet Judas reappears in the film’s final scene ringaa sparkling white pantsuit and
singing with a “heavenly chorus” to indicate higsurrection.” Anderson’s Judas, then, appears
as another manifestation of the interconnectiomséden the cross and the lynching tree.

In this light, it is important to remember LeveTelliver’s interpretation of his character.
“I really do believe,” he insists, “Judas was foeg of his sins. | just don’t believe Judas knew
that he was forgiven.” During the last performantéhe play (November 2013), Tolliver
enacted this belief on stage. In the first two rahthe play (May 2012 and March 2013), Judas’
monologue ended with his implied suicide. He tewédy picked up a rope that had been
dropped by another character during a previousesd¢ban grasped it firmly with a look of grim
resolve and ran off stage. The audience was sugpgosessume that he had gone to hang
himself, as one biblical account describes Judsdse’ But in the November 2013 performance,
there were two significant changes. First, abolftinag through the monologue, Roman soldiers
dragged Jesus out on stage and began to beatdhitmaxt to Judas. This seems to be something

like a dream sequence, but Judas does pause arno tigsus, indicating that he is thinking of

“% Anton Karl Kozlovic, “The Deep Focus Typecastirfgloseph Schildkraut as Judas Figure in Four DeMill
Films,” The Journal of Religion and Popular Cultukégl. 6 (Spring 2004).

07 Jaime Clark-SolesJesus Christ Superstain Bible and Cinema: Fifty Key Filmsdited by Adele Reinhartz
(New York: Routledge, 2013), 142.
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the torture Jesus is suffering. He then says, “died for me, gave your life for me, that | may
see the kingdom of heaven when | die,” a line tad not included in any previous
performances. Shortly after this, he runs off stége in contrast to all earlier performances, he
does not pick up a rope or any other weaftis small shift subtly enacts Judas’ redemption
rather than his condemnation. Judas not only repent he also receives forgiveness. He
undergoes considerable emotional turmoil, but cm¢endure physical punishment for his role
in Jesus’ death. Like Anderson’s version of therabi@r, Tolliver's Judas ultimately experiences
redemption. But he does not have to undergo thertof the lynching tree to do so, suggesting
the ways Tolliver’'s rendition reimagines both Judad rehabilitation.
The shepherds and the crowds: political context and communal redemption

Both Mary Magdalene and Judas represent individuhats grapple with sin and reform.
But The Life of Jesus Chrisiso presents scenes that suggest the importdnedemption as a
communal experience. One of the most memorablessagfithe play occurs near the beginning,
just after Jesus is born. Here an angel annouhedsith of Jesus to a group of shepherds. Prior
to the angel's appearance, the shepherds warm ¢éheessaround a small fire near the front of
the rodeo arena, close to the audience. Suddemyslvepherd begins a bitter monologue about
shepherds’ wretched circumstances, describing likes as, “just one long, cold darkness.”
Another interjects his hope for the messiah, bst ahtalogues the oppressors to which he and
his people have been subject: Assyrians, Greekisfiaally, Romans. “We need a strong leader
to be an independent nation again,” he concludesoEating on this sentiment, the first
shepherd declares, “We want a leader, like Dawd,who will unite us as in the days of
Solomon, and make us one nation again,lalhdll these Romansand make us free with a life

to look forward to!” The actor crescendos throulgis tine, and each phrase is punctuated by the
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other shepherds shouting “Yes!” in unison and pungpheir staffs in the air. But immediately
after this line is delivered, the angel appeansrtzlaim the birth of Jesus, and all the shepherds
fall on their faces in reverence.

This scene recalls the Wakefield Second Shephplais a medieval “mystery play,” in
which guilds performed plays from biblical passatied resonated with their particular trade. In
the Second Shepherd’s play, the angel’s appeatarthe shepherds is preceded by a longer,
more farcical story line in which one of the shaplsesteals a sheep and pretends it is his
newborn child in an unsuccessful attempt to hidettmeft from his fellow shepherds. Here, too,
the shepherds grumble bitterly about the miseraedhelitions in which they live, but are
distracted from their anger by the angel's appeaga8imilarly, the incarcerated actors playing
shepherds in Angola’She Life of Jesus Chrighact their own contemporary social conditions as
well as those of the characters in the story. Reflg the racial demographics of most prisons,
the group of shepherds usually consists entirelylatk men, and in more recent performances,
black women as well. The actors’ description ofrtepressors in their roles as Judean
shepherds resonates with the discrimination anguiaigies they have faced as both African
Americans and incarcerated people. But what is toi&ing is the way that actors embody the
shepherds in this scene. They fall down to thegdewith their heads bowed in deference and
submission when the angel appears. Yet for a sogmif portion of the scene, their bodily
postures convey open defiance and intense angea moment, these actors are able to
physically express the frustration and rage ofalagiscrimination and incarceration. In many
ways, this scene recalls a chant Gary Tyler leadhi actors during practices and before
performances: “We are the willing, doing the impbkes for the ungrateful! We have done so

much, with so little, for so long that we are nowatified to do anything with nothing!” The
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enthusiasm with which actors recite these wordsarsrthe emphatic delivery of the shepherds’
lines.

Moreover, in more recent performances, the sheghedirectly implicated the audience
in their suffering. Whenever a shepherd referretfite Romans,” he would deliberately point
toward those of us sitting in the “free people”ts@t When the shepherd called for a leader to
“kill all these Romans,” he and his compatriotstgesd with their arms and bodies toward us as
well. Though the shepherds’ anger is quelled byafhygearance of the angel, this simple shift in
body language conflated audience members with Repidentifying both groups as oppressors
who were worthy of potentially violent retaliatiéiom the people they marginalizethis
gesture is ambiguous, as the outside audiencestsmiwhite church groups, but also family
members and friends of the incarcerated. The salereey/s provokes momentary anxiety
amongst guards; a flurry of walkie talkie chattievays attends this scene. This moment in the

play too closely resembles the prelude to theirstvoightmare: a prison uprising.

A similar scene occurs while Jesus is teachingnmagketplace in Jerusalem, but this
time, the group is multiracial and consists of bo#n and women. Luke the narrator sets the
scene by revealing that during the time of Jesusigtny, people in the city were full of hatred
of the Romans and hope for the new messiah. Thelgpeaothe marketplace begin discussing
petty squabbles, but their complaints quickly esteainto more militant rhetoric. Referring to
the messiah, one man says, “if he doesn’t come, snaybe we will do something about it
ourselves.” The crowds around him shout and clgehis point the Roman soldiers arrive on
the scene to pacify the crowd. They demand thelpabgperse, asserting that they have no right
to assemble. A man in the crowd responds, “Yowseed of the truth.” The soldiers forcefully

push the people back with their shields. Againicefs’ walkie talkie activity spikes at this
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moment. But soon the Pharisees arrive to medidtedlea the soldiers and the people, urging the
latter to go and purify themselves and go in pedesus is notably absent during this scene,
having slipped off stage before the altercatlda.neither condones nor condemns the people on
the verge of an uprising. But given that the Plemss the villains of the story, defuse the

situation, the play seems to legitimate the pesp@ger.

In both of these instances, the focus shifts frodividual redemption to communal
liberation. In neither case is the people’s anger sense of injustice condemned. And
correctional officers’ reactions suggest that theaflels with reality are a little too close for
comfort. Itis hard to tell how audience members feel aboweiseenes. There are few visible or
audible reactions at these points in the performaaed no one | have interviewed has even
alluded to these scenes. Some do indicate thatakeyto heart the implied accusation of the
shepherds. Anne Bucey, who attends an Episcopalk@im Baton Rouge, reflected upon the
fact that people incarcerated at Angola are “mdsithgk and poor” and are likely in prison
“because they lack the cultural and financial edpfiat other people in our country hav&”
Similarly, Cindy Dunlop, who flew from England tttend the performance, maintained that
after seeing the play, she was more and more coeditthat if the attention given to locking
these men up had been given to directing theislatean early stage, they could have been
productive members of societ{’® Some audience members, at least, read the playghra
lens of institutional racism and systemic sociatdlect.But it is difficult to determine the
extent to which parallels between the politicaltesh of the characters in the play and

Louisiana’s incarcerated population resonate witthences.

“% Anne Bucey, e-mail message to the author, Jun@Qe.

“%9 Cindy Dunlop, e-mail message to the author, Jun€Qa12.
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Conclusion

“Now you may go to your homes. But remember what lyave seen and what you have
heard. And may God be with you.” These are thd finas of The Life of Jesus Chrisgpoken
by Luke, the gospel writer and narrator of the playke releases the audience, but enjoins those
who have seen the performancegmemberto keep in mind the play’'s message and impact.
Neither Cain nor actors in the play can control igeople will remember. There is no feedback,
no question and answer session between actorsudiehae members. But people in the
audience do have conversations with one anotherwadked out of the final performance in
November 2013, an older African American man witkygng hair walked in front of me with a
group of younger children (whom | assumed mighhisegrandkids). He wore a suit jacket and a
faded blue baseball cap whose adjustable strap ‘le® Jesus.” To our right, armed guards led
men in denim uniforms back to their camps aftemggthe performance. The man waved to
them, but then pointed at the men and said tolilidren, “See, that's what freedom really
means. They're all lined up, about to get lockeckb#p. Don't ever do anything that would
bring you here.” A teenage boy walking with himdsaAnd most of them are in here for life.”
“Yeah,” the older man replied, “they won't nevemoe back.” “Life,” said the boy, “that’s a
serious word.” “| know that’s right,” the man affied, shaking his head meditatively as he
exited the stadium to the parking lot.

The Life of Jesus Chrig a performance of moral rehabilitation, an attempthe part of
both Cain’s administration and incarcerated adimgesent people in prison conforming to
prevailing religious values and social norms. Bug also a reinterpretation of the biblical story
that privileges incarcerated people’s perspeciivethe life of Jesus, interrogates deeply

ingrained racial prejudices, and confronts audiswagh racial injustice inherent in the criminal
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justice system. Rooted in the southern manifestaifdhe Black Arts Movement, the history of
Angola’s Drama Club and director Gary Tyler conggta framework for interpreting the prison
passion play’s religious and political dimensioBsbby Wallace’s Jesus is a Black Christ who
challenges white supremacist images of Jesus assvedcial disparities that define capital
punishment in the U.S he production uses a black woman (Sandra Staraty/Magdalene) to
highlight society’s hypocrisy in condemning prise)eand reimagines rehabilitation outside the
confines of punishmen#s portrayed by Levelle Tolliver and David Sonnidudas alternately
subverts associations between blackness and giresses white guilt, and questions the
relationship between black suffering and redemptord minor characters like the shepherds
and the crowds in the marketplace deliberately dnavwd parallels between the oppression faced
by first century Jews and twenty first century A& AmericansAudiences participate in this
framework in various ways, expressing reverencé\fallace’s Jesus, sympathy for Starr’'s
Mary, and skepticism with regard to Tolliver anch8®r’s Judasindividuals interpret

prisoners’ performances as proof of Cain’s admiatiste control, effective object lessons for
juveniles, but also as evidence of structural irditjas inherent in American prisons and society
more broadlyBut what happens when people leave the liminalespthe theater? How do

they define rehabilitation, and to what erld?he final chapted, will take up these questions in

the context Warden Cain implies moral rehabilitatshould culminate: the legislative arena.
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CHAPTER FIVE:

‘DON'T BE PILATE”: REPRESENTING REHBILIATTION IN THE LEGISLTIVE
ARENA

In the spring of 2016, state senator Danny Matrimisoduced Senate Bill 424, which
would extend parole eligibility to Louisiana’s lite It had been over 25 years since the state
legislature had considered such a possibility. 38 was premised on the notion that lifers
should have the opportunity to present evidendaaif rehabilitation to Louisiana’s parole
board, which would then determine whether or neytivere worthy of release. When the
senate’s Judiciary B Committee met to debate tlhefdmmerly incarcerated people and the
loved ones of people in prison assembled to vdieg support. Some highlighted the fact that
people sentenced to life without parole had lomgesrehabilitated themselves and were worthy
of a second chanc@ne testimony, however, stood out for both its ltyeand unique content. A
white man in his fifties, David England identifie@nself as a volunteer with Kairos Prison
Ministry, one of the most popular prison ministregsAngola. “Unlike many people who are
here today,” he told the committee, “I do not haveved one in prison. But Jesus does. And my
guestion is, if Jesus were here, what would heGkrtlemen, Jesus is here. Thank you.”

England did not know how right he was. Jesus wasethin the form of Bobby Wallace,
who had been released on parole in 2014 afterraie title role in Angola’$he Life of Jesus
Christplay three times. Wallace appreciated Englandtnesy. Calling the ministry’s retreat
“a beautiful experience,” he surmised that Englandvolvement withKairos motivated him to

appear before the legislature. He had proven hirtséle a true Christian, a true friend to those
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behind bars. And his words made a difference.itikinis testimony is just as powerful as
somebody who has somebody in prison,” Wallace g&dan “innocent” and “neutral” party,
whose interests would seem to align with thosewhhakers, England showed that the love of
Christ led him to side with people in prison andittiamilies instead.

In one sense, England’s testimony represents tii@fr of Warden Cain’s promise: if
members of the public withessed the effects of inefaabilitation in venues likEhe Life of
Jesus Chrisplay, they might urge lawmakers to reconsider Lianig's draconian sentencing
laws. Having fellowshipped with incarcerated pedpléhe context of one of Angola’s prison
ministries, England felt compelled to testify ivéa of legislation that could result in their
releaseHowever, it is notable that England only obliquedferenced the process of
rehabilitation.He never directly stated that people in prison teaghdergo any kind of
transformation to become Jesus’ “loved ones.” Ndh& suggest Jesus loved only those who
participated in prison ministries. Perhaps he higitéd his participation in Kairos to advocate
specifically for the morally rehabilitated. Howey&ngland more clearly implied that Jesus was
present in the Judiciary B conference room, waitlmgee whether the senators would follow his
example. England’s question, “What would Jesus &5 clearly rhetorical. Because Jesus
loved people in prison, he would vote to grant faedigibility to lifers. England’s brief
statement focused more on legislators’ Christialy than on what incarcerated people did to
merit release.

Angola-centered documentarid$ie AngoliteandThe Life of Jesus Chrigresent active
negotiations of what rehabilitation means. ContobsitoThe Angoliteand audiences for the
films and the play bring diverse understandingsetdrm to the table. However, these liminal

spaces often allow freer interpretations than dloedegislative arena, in which political
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considerations more directly constrain how actefine rehabilitationMost notably, hearings at
the state legislature often bring together peoptk significantly different understandings of the
criminal justice system in ways that other inteilet and physical spaces do not. Sentencing
reform advocates directly encounter the powerfyagition of crime victims and district
attorneys, as well as legislators who fear appgdsaft on crime. These “stakeholders” often
view rehabilitation as suspicious at best, or @vaht at worst. The state legislature, then, is a
particularly contentious environment in which reifitdiion is defined and debated. Advocates
continually calculateWWho are the people best suited to represent retaioih as a justification
for sentencing reform, and how should they do s&® Will legislators be most likely to listen
to, and what are the frameworks that will be mikstly to convince them?

This chapter focuses on two main legislative eveésator Martiny’s parole eligibility
bill, SB 424, and the meetings of the LouisianaidaReinvestment Task Force. Ultimately, the
Louisiana senate voted against SB 424. Howevemgltinat same session, state legislators
voted to create a task force of lawmakers, judggsesentatives for district attorneys and public
defenders, as well as a leader of the “faith-b@sedmunity” to investigate the “drivers” of
Louisiana’s high incarceration rates. With data pded by the Pew Charitable Trusts, this task
force was to determine not only how to reduce thtes prison population, but to reinvest any
resulting savings in programs to reduce recidivisnboth contexts, advocates have had the
opportunity to directly address legislators, defgrehabilitation in a variety of ways in an effort
create support for sentencing reform.

Not all advocates agree with David England’s apgino&ome formerly incarcerated
advocates do highlight their own rehabilitatiorteafdefined as adherence to conservative

Christian standards such as “traditional familyuesl.” Some frame rehabilitation as a process
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recognized and rewarded through Christian mdpcigon ministry volunteers relate their own
stories of transformation, explaining how witnegsine rehabilitation taking place at Angola led
them to reconsider their negative assumptions gieaple in prison. However, in the policy
arena, even those who explicitly reference redesnpiften do so in the context of arguments
based on statistical data and fiscal constrainemyvare convinced that only social scientific
evidence of rehabilitation (defined in terms of #tatistical unlikelihood that an individual will
recidivate) combined with the state’s budget wodkssway legislators in favor of sentencing
reform.Victims’ rights groups often express offense whamerly incarcerated people describe
how their lives have changed, insisting that vistiof crime (murder, in particular) do not have
the same opportunity. Facts and figures, refornoeales hope, will move the debate to a
different plane, overcoming the deadlock of competilaims about the possibility of
redemption and the value of human life.

In the same vein, they hope that securing the stppavhite conservatives, both
lawmakers and prison ministry volunteers, will hegmslate rehabilitation into “neutral” terms
Louisiana’s conservative legislature can acceépey hope that people not typically associated
with criminal justice reform will serve as “objeet” intermediaries, lending their arguments the
air of disinterested legitimacy necessary to overethe emotional testimony of aggrieved crime
victims. In this light, advocates frame rehabilitation as@ans to save money, providing the
political “cover” legislators need to release cerlders and reduce prison populations and
expenditures. Lawmakers can cloak their suppatieanguage of fiscal responsibility if not
compassionate conservatism.

At the same time, reform advocates seek to rettheak/ictim/offender dichotomy that

the rehabilitative model often assumes. Althougtstmeedia portrayals depict the prototypical
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crime victim as white and middle class, most actuiahe victims are African Americans. In
fact, many of those who have been convicted of esiare also victims of crimes themselves.
While retributive victims’ rights organizations ger the most media attention, significant
numbers of crime victims advocate for reform. Ttiadial understandings of rehabilitation
assume a stark divide between victims and offendetis the onus on the latter to demonstrate
to the former that they have chang&tough independent parties evaluate incarcerated
individuals’ levels of rehabilitation, the pardondaparole process also puts victims in the
position of overruling these assessmeHtwvever, some victims frame crime as evidence of
society’s failings, questioning the individualisbasis of rehabilitation and calling for a more
restorative criminal justice systedind even as they reference rehabilitation, someéoly
incarcerated advocates allude to Christian scesttwboth shift traditional understandings of
victimhood and warn legislators of the consequenédiseir failure to show mercy.

The way that Louisiana’s sentencing reform advacateigate religious, scientific, and
economic approaches to defining rehabilitationathimg new. Historian Jennifer Graber
reminds us that nineteenth century Protestantmefs themselves embraced social scientific
theories about the causes of crime and methodsfain, abandoning specific theological
language to secure the place of generalized rekgmorality in the disciplinary regime of
penitentiarie$™ Similarly, sentencing reform advocates often conivelividual redemption
stories into statistically verifiable risks legiles can plug into calculations about how to save

taxpayer money. In other words, these advocatdsfislm one religious framework to another,

19 jennifer GrabeiThe Furnace of Affliction: Prisons and ReligionAntebellum AmericéChapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 146,.184
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from narratives of sin and salvation to consenea@hristian support for low taxes and limited
government!

At the same time, such a transition from the lagguat biblical forgiveness and mercy
to the rhetoric of risk assessments and budgeti€pirticularly fraught for African Americans.
In her account of African American race historiesyrie Maffly-Kipp notes that African
Americans expressed ambivalence about the shift biblical understandings to pseudo-
scientific explanations of racial difference. Whstgoremacists had used the story of the biblical
patriarch Noah'’s and his sons to assert that besskwas a curse, but “God could lift a curse or
possibly reveal a just motivation for His prioriacs.” Fixed biological categories of race, on
the other hand, excluded the possibility of “Chaistnotions of redemption, forgiveness, or
spiritual equality,” or “a miraculous overturninfjsocial hierarchies™? In the same way, some
charge that “scientific” measures of rehabilitatgystematically disadvantage African

Americans by using “objective” criteria more likely characterize white than black incarcerated
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people.”” Framing incarcerated African Americans as expetsde state rather than redeemed
human beings leaves open the possibility that $gislators could choose to cut rehabilitative

programming to reduce government spending on psiS8ind relying on white advocates to

*1 For explanation of evangelical support for lowesvand limited government, see Darren DocFuém Bible
Belt to Sunbelt: Plain-Folk Religion, Grassrootslifcs, and the Rise of Evangelical Conservat{®ew York:
W.W. Norton & Company, 2011); Robert Wuthnd®ed State Religion: Faith and Politics in AmericBfsartland
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012).

“12 |_aurie Maffly-Kipp, Setting Down the Sacred Past: African-American Réis¢éories(Cambridge: The Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 2010), 50.

“13Bernard Harcourt, “Risk as a proxy for race: Thagers of risk assessmerfidderal Sentencing Reporté&7,
237-43; Eric Silver and Lisa Miller, “A cautionanpte on the use of actuarial risk assessment tootocial
control,” Crime & Delinquency48, 138-61; Sonja Starr, “Evidence-based senteraniiigthe scientific
rationalization of discrimination,Stanford Law Review$6, 803-72. For a rebuttal, see Jennifer Skeain an
Christopher Lowenkamp, "Risk, Race, and RecidiviBmedictive Bias and Disparate Impad€fiminology,54, 4
(November 2016): 680-712.
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perform as “neutral” interpreters of rehabilitati@inforces racialized perceptions of crime that
fueled “law and order” policies in the first plade.this light, it becomes necessary to subvert
racialized dichotomies inherent in portrayals @& thiminal justice system, reimagining the
foundations of rehabilitation in transformative way
Rehabilitation asreverence for family values

One of the first to speak in favor of SB 424 atdbdiciary B hearing, Sibil “Fox Rich”
Richardson implied rehabilitation should be a ma&goetus for sentencing reform. Her husband,
Robert, is serving a 60 year sentence for armelderytat Angola. Fox herself is formerly
incarcerated, having served half of a seven ya#eree at the Louisiana Correctional Institute
for Women for the same conviction. In addition @sing six sons and running a successful auto
dealership, she is a motivational speaker who fatju highlights the disproportionate impact
of mass incarceration on African American familike her own.SB 424 actually originated
with a speech she gave at Angola’s annual LifersgBat in late November 2015. Driving home
to New Orleans after the banquet, Fox reachedakimg point.She was tired, she recalled, of
“waiting on the cavalry to come and save us.” Shadkd to set up a conference call with other
women whose loved ones were incarcerated at Angalescuss the possibility of introducing a
bill at the upcoming legislative session to extpacble eligibility to all lifers'™

Initially, Fox’s testimony challenged the basicmises of rehabilitatiorShe argued that
a vindictive district attorney had “excessively wgted” her husband. Robert had been

sentenced to 60 years despite the fact that heéwat before been convicted of a felony offense

and had not physically harmed anyone. Misleadigglladvice only compounded his plight.

*14 See Michelle Alexandef;he New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Ag€olorblindnesgNew York: The
New Press, 2012) and Marie Gottsch&lkught: The Prison State and the Lockdown of Araarfolitics
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015).

415 Fox Rich, interview with the author, June 18, 2016
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Describing how his parents’ incarceration detrimméptimpacted his life, Fox’s son Lawrence
reiterated her assertions. He attributed theiripagdent to the fact that, like many other poor
families, they did not have the money to mount fé&céve defenseln these ways, Fox and her
family framed themselves not as wrongdoers in réedform, but as victims of the criminal
justice system.

Nevertheless, Fox took great pains to show howaskeher husband conformed to the
rehabilitative ideal. She acknowledged that thay ¢@mmitted a crimeret she insisted that
“even in the midst of our errors, even in the mafsbur wrongdoing, we have been intent upon
becoming productive members of our communiBobert, she revealed, had completed degrees
in culinary arts and graphic arts and was curretctiypleting his final year at Angola’s Bible
College. And from prison, he helped raise the ceg@ix boys, three of whom were present at
the hearing. Fox listed her sons’ impressive edoicat accomplishments as evidence of her and
her husband’s collective efforts to contributedcisty. Lawrence, Justus, and Freedom also
attested to their father’s rehabilitation by ddsicg his positive impact on their lives. Freedom
remembered that even in prison, his father hadyswaen an influential presence, teaching him
to tie his shoes and play chess on visiting dags, FFox concluded, despitall of those
rehabilitative efforts,” the state’s sentencingdawade it impossible for Robert to obtain parole
consideration. And her story was not unique: stteRwbert’s trials resembled those of
Louisiana’s other 40,000 incarcerated famili&8e are working to redeem ourselves,” she
insisted. “To simply be heard is all we're askitagbe heard that we have redeemed ourselves
and are worthy to be returned to our state anditdhomes and to our families.” In short, she

argued, rehabilitation should be the primary mdiorafor sentencing reform.
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In her testimony, Fox measured her rehabilitatipma lstandard that should have been
particularly appealing to Louisiana’s conservatasmakers: she was striving to maintain a
nuclear family and adhere to traditional familywed. Her motivational speeches often highlight
the importance of the family unit. At a 2011 spegkéngagement at Medgar Evers College in
Brooklyn, Fox charged that African Americans nogenvalue family. Most black households,
she lamented, are single-parent families headeddmyen. The problem, she argued, is that
young black men and women pursue relationships evithanother based on lust rather than
desire for a long-term, stable partnership. Butiste®ncerned with more than conformity to
traditional gender roles and sexual relationstasnily, she insists again and again, is a source
of power, providing intellectual, emotional, anddncial strength. She says it is the

responsibility of black people to assign valuelaxk life and black familie&'®

However, Fox also highlights the external obstatddslack family cohesion.
Historically, she insists, black families “didn’dent.” Marriages between slaves were not legally
recognized and families could be torn asunder bystave trade in an instant. “All of what
happened in the past,” she insists, “it just sitglifferent verbiage today. The actions are di#i t
same.**” Today, she argues, the prison system has the sf@oe on black families that slavery
did. In a 2015 speech in Baton Rouge, Fox framedlétant prison phone rates as an
impediment to family cohesion. In light of visitati limits, she said, phone calls were the only
way her children could know their father. She eated that she had spent $50,000 in phone bills
throughout the course of her husband’s incarcaratibis not about me and him,” Fox told us.

“It's about our family. We are trying to keep thsiitution of the family together.” At the

“18 Sibil Richardson, “The Institution of the FamilyybuTube video, posted by MedgarEversCollege, Jarish,
2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E7RvKyaSyjg&t=1s

417 Fox Rich, interview with the author, June 18, 2016
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Judiciary B hearing for SB 424, Fox set this fanvidyues tone by noting that she and Robert had
just celebrated their nineteenth wedding annivgrdamphasizing the longevity of their union
despite the challenges of incarceration, she pteddrer sons as living proof of their shared
commitment to family. Fox frames her family valassclear evidence of her rehabilitation and

compelling justification for criminal justice refor.

The language of family values has functioned dsetorical weapon for and against
black women. Drawing on the work of liberal socgiki Daniel Patrick Moynihan, conservative
politicians have long demonized black women as &my sexually promiscuous “welfare
queens” who disrupt the “natural” nuclear familgusture*'® As referred to in chapter one, this
perceived dysfunction in black families, this doamee of black mothers and absence of fathers,
often appears as one of the major root causesméan representations of moral rehabilitation
at Angola. However, especially in the 1990s, coretére evangelicals increasingly viewed
African American Christians as allies in the battiefamily values, focusing in particular on
shared beliefs that abortion and same-sex maraagthreats to the “traditional famil§™®
Black women have been prominent among those inggon “rebuilding and strengthening the
family.”*?° Yet when African Americans assented to family ealuthey have still often lacked

the financial stability required to live up to tlieal of a single-earner household in which

“18 julia S. Jordan Zacherlack Women, Cultural Images, and Social Po{ldgw York: Routledge, 2009); Martin
Gilens,Why Americans Hate Welfare: Race, Media, and tHai€xoof Antipoverty PolicyChicago: The University
of Chicago Press, 1999).

“19 Annie Dillard, Guess Who's Coming to Dinner Now?: Multiculturalr@ervatism in AmericéNew York: New
York University PressAngela K. Lewis,Conservatism in the Black Community: To the Rigia Klisunderstood
(New York: Routledge, 2013); Leah Wright RigueTine Loneliness of the Black Republican: Pragmatdilities
and the Pursuit of PowdPrinceton: Princeton University Press, 20Hge also Kelly Brown DouglaSgexuality
and the Black Church: A Womanist Perspec{Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1999); ari8lack Bodies and the
Black Church: A Blues SlafiNew York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012) on family.gtture and sexuality in black
churches.

20 Dillard, Guess Who's Coming to Dinner Now22,.
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fathers could serve as breadwinners and mothetd sty home with their childrel?’ Black
women often express a deep commitment to the nuielealy, but face structural obstacles in

realizing that ideal.

Fox’s testimony reflected this conundru§he framed prison as an environment in which
both she and her husband had undergone considératdéormation, as evidenced by their
lasting marriage and their sons’ educational susgdHowever, she suggested that Robert’s
continued incarceration was now an impediment éir tomplete rehabilitation, their ability to
function as a stable nuclear famiBeforms like SB 424, then, would allow her and ingsband
to fully conform to the rehabilitative ideal.

Justifying sentencing reform as a reward for relitabon based on family values has had
mixed results for Fox. When she and her sons Freetw Justus testified at a March 2015
meeting of the Public Service Commission, Fox tesighat high prison phone rates threatened
“the institution of the family” by making it diffiglt for her sons to keep in contact with their
father. She criticized the commissioners, who asponsible for regulating the state’s utility
rates, for their unwillingness to protect famillé® hers Then-chairman Clyde Holloway, a
Republican, sneered, asking why her husband wasson. When she responded with his
conviction, the commissioner shrugged his shoujamnscluding that Robert had relinquished
“certain rights” when he went to prison. Becausevias serving a sentence for armed robbery,
he supposedly deserved to pay higher phone rategever, Commissioner Foster Campbell, a
Democrat, commended Fox for raising such “good f@sserting that Holloway should be

ashamed of his comments. Similarly, when Fox amabes testified in favor of SB 424,

42 Seth DowlandfFamily Values and the Rise of the Christian Rigttiladelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2015), 18.
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Judiciary B chairman Senator Gary Smith, a Democratgratulated her for making her family
so successful. He even urged her to highlightriqgact of incarceration on families more
clearly.

Fox’s family values testimonial finds sympathetaztseamong Louisiana’s liberals. If
former Commissioner Holloway is any indication, #iate’s conservatives are less convinced by
family-focused justifications for reform. Howevegme of Louisiana’s Republicans, like
Representative Rick Edmonds, have also begun tthedanguage of family values in the
context of criminal justice reform. A white Repudain representing District 66 in East Baton
Rouge parish, Edmonds is also a graduate of Neea@s| Baptist Theological Seminary and the
vice president of the Louisiana Family Forum. Spegikn favor of a bill to “ban the box”
requiring job applicants to indicate whether thaydnever been convicted of a felony, the
representative implicitly defined rehabilitationtas process of instilling family values. In his
mind, he and his fellow legislators had to “restiamily values” before they could “restore
safety” and “restore productivity.” In other wordscarcerated individuals would become law-
abiding economic contributors if they learned howrovide for their families” and “love their
wives and children” while they were in prison. Ineast some cases, then, Louisiana lawmakers
from both sides of the political aisle not onlyes®d to Fox’s definition of rehabilitation as
reverence for family values, but considered thisfof rehabilitation to be a compelling
foundation for criminal justice reform.

Reverend Gene Mills, a white minister with the Istana Family Forum, also framed
family values as the foundation of rehabilitatiamidg the first meeting of the Louisiana
Reinvestment Task Force. He simultaneously affirfexis definition of reform while

reinforcing negative stereotypes about African Aicgrs.Representing the faith-based
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community on the Task Force, Mills cited data iadiieg family structure was a major influence
on crime and recidivisrif? In particular, he cited Larry Elder, a black cansgive talk show
host, who argues that the absence of black faffeess a bigger threat to black communities
than racism and that welfare programs discourag& amd family cohesion among African
Americans'®® In Reverend Mills’ mind, Elder highlights the impance of the faith community
in the work of the Task Force. Churches and otékgious organizations, he implied, were best
equipped to inculcate family values, promoting mifg structure that would prevent both crime
and government dependency. Significant differeseggarate Fox from Reverend MilBoth
suggest that African Americans often lack familyues.Yet while Mills identifies unstable
family structure as a primary driver of crime, Fasserts that the criminal justice system itself
weakens black families, disproportionately and ulyféargeting African Americans for
incarceration and imposing structural obstacldaaily unity. The very system that is supposed
to rehabilitate individuals by inculcating familyales prevents those same individuals from
putting those values into practice. Fox and Reweidills both present family values as
evidence of rehabilitation, but also express distimderstandings of how such reform takes
place. For now, however, their similarities conwefgr the strategic purpose of sentencing
reform.
Recognizing rehabilitation as an act of mercy

Defining rehabilitation as adherence to family wspyFox and other advocates also
framed rehabilitation as a process recognized giramoluntary acts of mercy. Beginning with

the women involved in her initial conference cBklbx created an organization called Coalition

22 He cited a report produced by his own organizatibe Louisiana Family Forum. See John R. Hill, tiisiana
Cultural Indicators Report[’ouisiana Family Forum2015.http://www.lafamilyforum.org/Icir/

2 Larry Elder, “Black Fathers MatterPrager U, https://www.prageru.com/courses/race-relationskfathers-
matter
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for Mercy to create institutional support for therple eligibility legislation they all hoped to
pass. Fox explains that she thought of the nanee af€atholic friend told her they were in the
midst of the Extraordinary Jubilee of Mercy thapBd-rancis declared months befd@&e also
cited the story of “the thief who asked for mereytbe cross,” St. Dismas, whom Jesus forgave
and promised to meet in heav&hThat was the mercy she and the other membergof th
Coalition were seeking, Fox said. Despite theirtakiss, their loved ones wanted “gentle”
correction that recognized their value to theirifgrand society. “You're no less than human
because you erred in your ways,” she concluded aioehoped that the term mercy would
encourage sympathetic allies to act. Citing thergxas of John Brown and Quakers who aided
runaway slaves, Fox maintained that “there wersdhbat were not of color” who risked their
lives for the cause of abolition. “So how do yoickrthe spirit of those?” she asked herself.
“What was it that ignited [them]?” In her mind, mgwas the answet?®> Rehabilitation would
only facilitate release if she and other advocatesgd appeal to legislators’ conscience.

In his testimony before the Judiciary B committderris Henderson also framed
rehabilitation as a process recognized and rewaatifee mercy of those in powdihough he
grew up in a Christian household, Norris becameualivh several years after he arrived at
Angola to serve a life sentende.some ways, Norris believes he was destined @ Meslim,
as he already lived the disciplined lifestyle twatuld be required of him. In the early 1980s,
Norris’ Muslim friends at Angola invited him to oftwe Ramadan with them, and from that

point forward, he became a practicing Muslim. titck,” he says. “In my quest for truth, this

24 |n the Gospels of Matthew and Mark, Jesus is @intthlongside two men charged with theft, one hom
mocks Jesus, asking how someone claiming to b8dheof God could be executed. In the Gospel of Lthe
other man rebukes the first and asks Jesus to rberdmm when he received his kingdom. Jesus prantise that
he will see him in paradise that very day. In Chthimadition, this “good thief” is referred to &aint Dismas, the
patron saint of incarcerated people, among otl&¥s.Rosemary Guiley, “Dismag,he Encyclopedia of Saints
(New York: Facts on File, Inc.), 91.

425 Eox Rich, interview with the author, June 18, 2016
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religion became compatible with that truth | waslseg.” Despite his dedication, former Angola
Imam Fahmee Sabree suggests that people who daowtNorris would probably never know
that he is a Muslim because he is far more likelgliscuss criminal justice reform than quote the
Qu’ran. Yet Sabree maintains that Norris is a lpétheslim because he translates his principles
into action in his everyday lif€° Norris, too, emphasizes the importance of living ane’s
religious convictions. “It's not like, my way oralhighway,” he says. “You follow yours better
than | follow mine, it makes you better than med aite versa*?’

This principle seemed to guide Norris’ testimong ttged lawmakers to live up to their
own religious principles rather than his. He téstifthat during his 27 years of incarceration at
Angola, he had personally seen countless indiveltradeem themselves.” He asked senators to
“extend some mercy” by rewarding this redemptiéte reminded senators that Pope Francis
had declared it the year of mercy. On the day eflildiciary B hearing, Norris had driven
Ronnie Moore, a veteran of the Civil Rights movetneno works with the Vincentian Reentry
Organizing Project, to the legislature. On the whg,two discussed “how to better utilize the
church.” Moore suggested that criminal justice nef@dvocates should redouble their efforts to
take advantage of the moral authority the year @foypwould lend them. “That stuck in my
brain about the year of mercy,” Norris recalledh&t's where that actually came frofi*Norris
told the senators that the Catholic Church andro#iggious groups were focusing on prisons
with renewed fervor because, “there are peopledatretedeemable inside these environments.”
He had witnessed this reality firsthand duringthmse at Angola. Whether or not that

rehabilitation was rewarded with release dependeith® senators’ level of mercy.

%6 Fahmee Sabree, interview with the author, Jung2a85.
2" Norris Henderson, interview with the author, J2y 2014.

428 Norris Henderson, interview with the author, Jaée2016.
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Racialized rebuttal to rehabilitation: crime victims and district attorneys have their say

Senators’ favorable reactions to testimonies lita bf Fox Rich and her sons created an
atmosphere of hope that senators would demonsh@temercy by passing SB 424. But the
mood in the room shifted when Senator Smith invapdonents of the bill to voice their
concerns. Flanked by Natchitoches district attoviag Kyzar, Nathan Albritton, a stocky,
middle-aged white man, tearfully recalled how tegh year old boy, Jason Pilcher, had killed
his wife and young son while Albritton was workiag his farm. Albritton did not omit any
gruesome details, insisting people like Pilcherenfeold-blooded killers” and “animals” who
did not deserve a second chance. If such individware released, they might kill again. “This
time it was my family,” he warned the senators. éTtext time it might be your family or
someone else's family.” Moreover, Albritton dirgatébutted the narrative of rehabilitation and
family values that Fox and her sons had presentalling specific reference to Freedom’s
testimony about how his father exerted positivlugrice, teaching him to tie his shoes and play
chess on visiting days. “I heard the young manfietstat he learned how to play chess in
prison,” Albritton remarked. “That's good. But migeen year old boy will never learn to play
chess. My wife will never see her grandkids.” Fon hthe evidence of Robert’s rehabilitation
only reminded him that his wife and son would nevave the same opportunity to enjoy the

institution of the family.

This kind of victim opposition is hot uncommduch opposition is often based not on
skepticism of evidence of reform, but rather artgat such evidence exists at all. The very idea
that the person who harmed them or killed theietbene has the opportunity to grow and

change is offensive to many of the most vocal cvmisgms. Even those who strictly adhere to
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standard rehabilitative models of confession, regese, and self-transformation cannot
overcome such opposition. Because the crime itsa@limutable, the question of whether the

person who committed has changed is largely irsglev

It is often district attorneys like Van Kyzar whuovite crime victims like Nathan to offer
emotional testimony in opposition to measures $B2424. Indeed, advocates regard prosecutors
as the most vociferous opponents of reform. The &dd_ouisiana’s district attorneys is E.
“Pete” Adams. The executive director of the Louisidistrict Attorneys’ Association (LDAA)
since 1976, Adams often lobbies the state legisatn behalf of prosecutors. Bob Downing, a
retired judge who has been heavily involved in qmikon ministry and lifers’ organizations at
Angola for over thirty years, thinks that Adamshe key to successful reform. “You need
somebody conservative to sit down with Pete Adaims,insists. “If Pete Adams is not behind it,
it ain't gonna happert® Downing believes God is answering his prayeréAdams has shifted
his stance on some issues in recent years.

Downing also notes Adams is a Christian, expeatiagy would find this fact surprising.
Adams grew up Catholic, but became a self-desciioed again Christian over thirty years ago.
“I have a personal relationship with Christ,” hgssaeschewing any particular denominational
affiliation. In his estimation, his faith drivesrhito encourage the state’s district attorneys to be
fair to defendants and seek justice above allichushtails “retribution” that will satisfy victims
such that they will “not take justice into their owwands.’And in Adams’ experience, victims

demand that people convicted of crimes serve thieegnof their sentence regardless of their

29 Bob Downing, interview with the author, June 3120
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level of rehabilitation. He understands that syar sentences may seem excessive to some.
“Well, from a victim's point of view,” he countersometimes sixty years is too litt|&*

At the same time, Adams also believes in the poggibf rehabilitation, asserting that
“the corrections industry ought to be correctinge favors “better utilization” of the pardon and
parole process to reconsider individual cases. #nduggests that even crime victims might be
amenable, if such release mechanisms accuratayngdeed whether or not people constitute “a
significantly reduced risk to public safety.” Inhetr words, Adams allows that people convicted
of crimes can be rehabilitated to the extent thay ino longer pose a threat to other peofte.
guestion is not whether rehabilitation is possiblé, whether the process of pardon and parole
can accurately assess'it:

Still, for Adams, rehabilitation is first and forest a means to ensure that those already
statutorily eligible for possible release are noger a threat public safety, not the basis for
reconsidering whether those currently barred froengarole process should have access to it. In
fact, he suggested that the state should allotsatienited resources for rehabilitation to “those
who are going to come back out.” Moral rehabil@gatof lifers at Angola may be “laudable” in
the sense that “every human being deserves respetttedemption stories emerging from the
prison did not convince him that the state’s secitenlaws should chang&?

Adams’ understanding of rehabilitation was eviderttis testimony at the Judiciary B
hearing on SB 424, he expressed sympathy for tvbsse loved ones were in prison. However,

in his mind, the stories of victims far outnumbetiedse of family members of the incarcerated.

430 pete Adams, interview with the author, February2Z8.6.
31 pete Adams, interview with the author, February2Z8.6.

432 pete Adams, interview with the author, February2Z8.6.
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District attorneys had promised victims that theyuld never have to attend a parole hearing.
“But if you do this,” he maintained, victims woufd@ve to “relive their horrible worst day
again,” possibly multiple times. It would causerthemotional pain and undermine public
confidence in the justice system. Here there wa®am for reconsideration based on
rehabilitation.In Adams’ testimony, victims’ demand for truth iendencing outweighed appeals
for mercy based on incarcerated individuals’ redgomp

The fact that many of those pleading for mercigdagnition of their rehabilitation were
black and the district attorney-supported victirmsndnding retribution were white reflects the
typical framework of the victims’ rights movemeBefore the1980s, victims were a relatively
marginal presence in criminal justice polf¢§ The “law and order” era brought victims
newfound prominence, bolstered by court decisiorslaws that increased victim input in the
legal process, as well as the introduction of sk trials that framed court proceedings as
melodramas and victims as the characters with whiemers could most readily sympathiZé.
Now, writes David Garland, victims are “routinelwbked” to justify “tough on crime”
policies®*® All victims, however, are not created equal. WHifécan Americans are statistically
more likely to be victims of crime, the victimsghts movement has long been dominated by

whites in terms of both leadership and media regagion.*** “The paradigmatic victim of the

33 David GarlandThe Culture of Control: Crime and Social Order iof@emporary SocietfChicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2001), 11.

“34 Elayne Rapping, “Television, Melodrama, and thgeRif the Victims’ Rights MovementNew York Law
School Review3, No. 3-4 (1999): 665-689.

%3 Garland;The Culture of Control]1.
#3¢ According to a 2007 Bureau of Justice StatistiepdRt, African Americans comprise thirteen peragrthe
population, but nearly half of all murder victing&ee Erika Harrell, “Black Victims of Violent CrinfeBureau of

Justice Statistics Special Repdkyygust 7, 2007.
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victims’ rights movement is white,” writes law pesfsor Markus Dirk Dubber. “The
paradigmatioffenderof the victims’ rights movement is black®

These dynamics were at play during the SB 424 hgafilmost immediately after Fox
began testifying, Pete Adams, who had been sittirtige audience, left the room and came back
with Nathan Albritton, who was already at the calpid weigh in on legislators’ efforts to
address recent U.S. Supreme Court decisions aleertije lifers. Adams knew Albritton’s
emotional testimony could effectively counter Forearative of rehabilitation and family
values. However, Jacqueline Germany, who also dapposition to SB 424, is actually the
more typical victim of violent crime. A heavysetr&fan American woman dressed in a floral
print dress, Germany had no district attorney agumging her as she spoke. And her testimony
in opposition to the bill was conflicted. She caiméhe legislature that day in support of SB 424,
favoring “a second chance” for incarcerated peblkéeher own nephew. But when she read the
bill, she changed her mind. Nearly twenty years &go 28 year-old son had been murdered.
When she learned from her niece that parole elitilmnight be extended to the man who had
killed her son, Germany was horrified. She did espr‘empathy” and even “heartfelt warmth”
for those who wanted to see their family membeisaseed from prison. “And | want to see my
nephew get out,” she insisted. But at least thasglies could still speak with and visit their
incarcerated loved ones. She could no longer sirgresuch moments with her son. Although
“he was not perfect,” she did not miss him any.lédee Albritton, she countered Fox’s
narrative of family-based rehabilitation by higliitong the fact that she could no longer share

such a bond with her son.

43" Markus Dirk DubberYictims in the War on Crime: The Use and Abuseictirk's’ Rights(New York: New
York University Press, 2002), 177.
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However, unlike Albritton, Germany did not enjoethisible support of her district
attorney. Crime victims are supposed to remindrsth®at they, too, could endure similar losses
(i.e., Nathan Albritton had warned senators theirtfamilies could be next). However, victims
only evoke such sympathy if they resemble the nitgjof people in power. “Their suffering
speaks to us because they are like us,” Dubbeeswit prototypical crime victim&® Albritton’s
testimony carried weight because he representeaviirage voter, not the average crime victim,
as Germany didAlbritton and Germany’s respective testimoniesnttieghlight the highly
racialized nature of the conflict between rehadtildn and retribution in the realm of criminal

justice policymaking.

Converting rehabilitation into data, dollars and cents

Victim opposition of the kind Nathan Albritton regzented leads Cammie Maturin to
frame rehabilitation in the context of fiscal consism, the subject of a contractual agreement
between taxpayers and the stétevhite woman in her forties, Cammie was one ofthwho
participated in Fox’s conference call about pasdigibility legislation after the 2015 Angola
Lifers’ Banquet. Cammie’s husband, Sirvoris Suttoes been in Angola for over twenty five
years, seeking to prove that he did not commitieder of which he was convicted. Cammie
met Sirvoris when he came to speak at the schoetevshe was teaching in 2009. Sirvoris was
initially hesitant to accept Cammie’s offer to héipm prove his innocence. Because theirs would
be an interracial relationship (Sirvoris is bladk®, was concerned that they might encounter “a
challenge” from the guards at Angola. “Remembaeat'sha slave plantation,” Cammie says.
“And they're still rednecks.” But Sirvoris eventbatelented, and he and Cammie have been

together ever since.

438 Dubber,Victims in the War on Crim&76.
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Though she is motivated by the plight of her ineaated husband, Cammie refrains from
speaking about his case in the legislative aranhet mind, advocates do themselves a
disservice when they tell personal redemption egpiprimarily because such stories offer
victims an easy inroad to voice their oppositiovioti can't ask for a second chance,” she
maintains. “Because that's when you give the victilag to stand on... The first thing they can
say is, ‘My family don't have a second chanc8itvvoris himself tells her that she represents him
best when she addresses “cost, savings, and mabity.”**° Cammie took this approach when
she testified at the SB 424 hearing. Reading agpeelstatement from her laptop, she presented
SB 424 as a means to alleviate Louisiana’s findrcisis without sacrificing public safety. It
cost the state $120 million, she informed the smsato keep the state’s 5000 lifers, more than
half of whom were first offenders, in prison. Bluthe parole board voted to release 1200 of
the1800 individuals who would become eligible felease under SB 424 the state would save
over $22 million. Moreover, those released would pat only parole fees, but taxes, generating
almost $400,000 in revenue for the state. “Withkihdget crisis this state faces,” Cammie
warned, “we must find a way to cut costs every waycan, and this bill will be a way to cut
costs and save the state money.” This money, sised, could be better spent on education and
public health, which made communities safer thasopis. Moreover, many of those who would
become eligible for parole would not be a thregiublic safety, as studies indicated that the
recidivism rate for people convicted of second degnurder was virtually “nonexistent.” In
fact, they could serve as mentors to the statedsiltied youth.” The people of Louisiana, she
argued, deserved to know whether the rehabilitgirograms funded by their tax dollars were

actually effective.

439 Cammie Maturin, interview with the author, June 2816.
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In her testimony, Cammie introduced the concepebébilitation only after thoroughly
describing the state’s budget crisis and emphagizaw much money Louisiana could save if
the senators passed SB 424. Cammie assertedhiailiated lifers not only pose no threat to
society, but could actually improve public safdtyough mentorship if they were released back
into their own communities. Other supporters preaethe hearing also suggested that
legislators should not only honor this form of reitigation as a matter of principle, but as a
guarantor of public safetyVhen Fox’s son Freedom testified, Bobby Wallace adis
Henderson, both of whom served time with his fathware seated at the table. They remembered
seeing the young man as a boy in the visiting sNediis marveled at how well Fox had raised
Freedom, but wondered if he could have accompliglived more if his father had been home.
Bobby, who also watched Freedom grow up, emphasieetnportance of strong male role
models as well. Rehabilitated men from Angola, tgaied, could redirect “misguided” youth.
He admired mothers like Fox, but suggested théwence was not enough. “A mom can raise a
young man to be a good person,” Bobby concludeat, 6bly a man can raise a boy to be a
man.” In short, Norris and Bobby suggested that rehal@d men should be released, not only
because they deserved to return to their famitiespecause their rehabilitation could perform
an ameliorative function in societin this way, legislators could frame their supdortSB 424
as a boon to public safety rather than a “softrime”’ concession to “criminals.”

Cammie’s decision to cite statistical evidence alas a common tactién this way, her
testimony reflected the adviéebra Sheehan offered during a 2016 legislativekglarp for the
criminal justice reform organization CURE (Citizddsited for the Rehabilitation of Errants). A
white woman in her early fifties with blonde hairdabright blue eyes, Debra is the vice

president of CURE and has been active in the orgéion for almost twenty years. Her husband,
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John, has been at Angola for almost thirty yeahg flvo had been high school sweethearts and
reconnected several years into his incarcerati@br&characterizes John as a poster-child for
moral rehabilitation, citing his Bible College degrand service as a mentor in the automotive
program. At the same time, she situates her hu&bataty in the context of broader statistical
data, often implicitly referring to a Louisiana &td&Jniversity study on recidivism rates among
people released after serving long (over twenty)ysantences.

According to the study, among those released thrduwogisiana’s pardon process, no
individuals convicted of second degree murder newermitted another crinfé® Researchers
offered several explanations for these findingsifutheir decades of incarceration, lifers
undergo physiological changes that make them iksly ko commit crime$** Environmental
factors could also play a role: enduring yearsridgm discipline “pulls convicted offenders
toward conformity.**? The study sample consisted of individuals “who lvehia prison and
who accept the programming that is available inpttigon system®*In other words, the
recidivism data reflected the efficacy of the rahtbive process. However, while
acknowledging the importance of “individual chagagtics,” the authors of the study concluded
that “macro factors” like age and sentence lengtukl also play a role in evaluating whether it
was safe to release peofiféRehabilitation, then, was not simply a subjectv@laluated

process of personal redemption, but a state ombedaafter a certain age and number of years in

“0Edward S. Shihadeh, Keith Nordyke, and AnthonydR&Recidivism in the State of Louisiana: An anadysf 3-
and 5-year Recidivism Rates among Long-Serving tasyaWorking Paper Series: Crime and Policy Evidua
Research Group, 9.

41 Shihadeh, et al, “Recidivism in the State of Lang,” 11.

*21bid, 12.

*3pid, 11.

***1bid, 10.
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prison. These were the facts Debra insisted adgsd®d to communicate to legislators. “The
people you speak to don’t speak Angola,” she wathesge assembled at CURE’s 2016
legislative workshop'You have to convince them by statistics and infation.” Personal
redemption stories would not have an impact urdes®cates presented them in the context of
objective data about risk and recidivism. They ttattanslate rehabilitation into a language
lawmakers could use to justify criminal justiceamh.

Similar assumptions undergirded Norris Henderstasimony on behalf of SB 424. In
their recidivism study, LSU researchers revealed tthey drew their sample population from
those who had benefited from Act 790, a law proddsethe Angola Special Civics Project
(ASCP) and passed by the Louisiana legislatur®@#01*® Based on research concluding that
people in their forties become increasingly lekslyi to commit crimes, the ASCP proposed that
lifers become parole eligible after serving tweyyars and reaching the age of forty-five
(advocates commonly refer to this formula usinggherthand “20/45”). In Act 790, state
legislatorsagreed to these terms, but only for “practicar$ifeserving “numbered sentences”
(e.g. 200 yearsPeople serving “natural life” would remain ineligglfor parole unless their
sentences had been converted to a fixed numberan§}/°® Speaking before the Judiciary B
Committee, Norris, the co-founder of the ASCP, lledahis history to voice his support for SB
424. Referring to Act 790 as the “genesis” for SB 4he revealed that he and others members of
the ASCP had based their bill on Tulane law prafedsnathan Turley’s “criminal menopause,”
the idea that men in their mid-forties who haveredrtwenty or more years in prison are

unlikely to engage in further criminal activiti¢éam the proof in the pudding,” Norris told the

443 bid, 3.

448 |_ydia Pelot-Hobbs, “Organizing for Freedom: Thegata Special Civics Project, 1987-1992,” Mastessis,
University of New Orleans, 2011: 61-62, 65.
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senators. Released in 2003 after serving 27 yeamson, he had served as a community leader
for the past thirteen years, working on behalinebircerated and formerly incarcerated people at
both the local and national levels. He was sometibadfled by the accolades he had received
for his advocacy. “I hear people talking about ntes"told the senators, “[and] | have to look
over my shoulder to figure out if they're realliktag about me.” However, his life after
incarceration was only one many examples. “| ld&éitaf men behind who are smarter than me,
better prepared to do things in life than | am,’itgsted. All of these individuals could further
validate Turley’s thesis if they were releasedhia end, senatorial mercy was the gateway to the
parole process, but rehabilitation itself was aerapon to be objectively evaluated by a
professional board based on individuals’ accompiishts as well as factors like their age and
number of years served.

In light of this statistical data, Norris urged Iaakers to be guided by biblical wisdom as
well as mercy. The committee, he maintained, h&glay the role of Solomon” by mediating
between those who supported SB 424 and those wased it. “How do we split this baby?,”
he asked. “How do we give both opposing sideshhggtthat they need? | think this is the just
position for this legislature to be at.” Later, Nsrfurther explained the biblical story to which
he was referring. Two women lay claim to a sindiédc Solomon rules that the baby should be
cut in half. Horrified, one woman relinquishes bkxim to the infant, preferring the child live
with the other woman rather than die. The other aonmowever, agrees to Solomon’s terms,
showing her willingness to sacrifice the child®lin the name of so-called fairness or justice.
The women'’s respective reactions reveal the childs mother (the woman who relinquished
her claim to spare the child), leading Solomonite dper the baby. Solomon never intended to

cut the child in half. He offered such a solutiorréveal the child’s true mother. In the same
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way, Norris’ allusion to the Solomon story suggektg one side is more just than the other. His
intent was not that lawmakers “split the baby ie sense of give them some and give us some.”
Instead, he wanted, “somebody to apply some wisidatmis situation and be like Solomoft.”
Presenting Turley’s conclusions about the relahgnbetween age, sentence length, and
recidivism, Norris suggested legislators would hestiike Solomon if they voted to extend
parole eligibility to lifersPeople who had served decades in prison wouldmigtrefrain from
crime, but contribute to society upon their rele&sstrict attorneys and the victims they
supported, then, were like the mother who ass&tddmon should divide the baby, advocating
for policies that deprived communities of produetleaders like him out of a misplaced sense of
justice.Legislators had to recognize that sentencing refmiwocates were the real mothers,
those who had the best interests of society asodevat heart.

Other advocates asserted that prosecutors and/tbin representatives were not only
depriving society of human capital, but of actuahcial resources. They suggested that the
state’s budget crisis was the means by which latgisd could justify their support for such a
politically risky measure. When Bobby Jindal waatgurated in 2008, Louisiana had a $1
billion budget surplus. When he left office in 201iée state had a $1.6 billion deficit. Having
signed on to Grover Norquist’'s “Taxpayer Protectitdadge,” Jindal enacted the most
substantial tax cuts in Louisiana history. He stasbocial services and engaged in risky
financial maneuvers to offset the resulting plumgtax revenues, creating a budget crisis that is
still ongoing. Current Governor John Bel Edwardd #dre state senate have proposed budgets

that preserve the current level of funding for Brepartment of Corrections (DOC). However,

447 Norris Henderson, interview with the author, 6:ZBL6.
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the Louisiana House of Representatives has padsedget that would result in cuts of over $4
million for DOC and over $1 million for Angola, sgiécally.**®

Though they would likely result in decreased fuigdior rehabilitative programming,
Louisiana’s criminal justice reform advocates dlspe such cuts will force legislators to
consider their data-driven evidence pertainingetwmbilitation and recidivism raté8 Back in
2015, Debra suggested that the budget crisis walattimake lawmakers more amenable to
these arguments. “We’re gonna be broke next ysag”said. “We have an avenue with that.

I've never been more encouragéd’’Similarly, Cammie insists that monetary argumemésthe
only way to nullify crime victims’ efforts to cordst incarcerated people’s transformations with
their own loved ones’ missed opportunities. “Yderally have to give it to them as, because the
budget is what it is, we have got to do somethisbg conclude¥ If they could understand
rehabilitation as a means to save the state mdeegakers would feel safer endorsing reforms
like SB 424.

However, Cammie’s SB 424 testimony framed rehathibh not only as “cover”
Louisiana’s lawmakers could use to justify a podtly risky decision, but as a public investment
on which taxpayers could demand lawmakers showuare'‘Our state pays millions of dollars
on rehabilitation programs in these facilitiesebabilitate these offenders,” she reminded the
senators on the Judiciary B committee. “If we coumi to lock them up and throw away the key,

how will we know if these programs will ever wouk, ever are productive?” The state owed

48 Julia O’Donoghue, “Louisiana Senate votes for aidg middle of what House, governor waritigla.com,
February 19, 201 http://www.nola.com/politics/index.ssf/2017/02/Isigina_senate_budget vote 1.html

49 The LSU recidivism study drew similar connectiosisggesting policymakers should compare the higkt“and
labor savings to house older inmates” with the tpatential danger to the public” such individualsse. Shihadeh,
et al, “Recidivism in the State of Louisiana,” 10.

50 Debra Sheehan, interview with the author, Apri2815.

451 Cammie Maturin, interview with the author, June 2816.
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taxpayers proof that the rehabilitation prograneyttunded were actuallffective. Taxpayers
had a right to know that their money was beingtptproductive” use. Only by providing those
scientifically proven to be rehabilitated accesselease mechanisms could lawmakers fulfill
their obligation to the citizens who footed thd fof reform.As a contract between citizens and
the state government, Cammie’s definition of rekitabion implicitly trumped the promises
individual district attorneys made to crime victinifie money of the millions outweighed the
personal grievances of the few.

Senator Danny Matrtiny, the sponsor of SB 424, hd@ves that invoking lawmakers’
duty to taxpayers can help overcome concerns abctirh opposition. Money, not mercy, will
impel the state legislature to offer the rehaliitethe possibility of release. A conservative
RepublicanMartiny has a long history of supporting criminasjice reform. He confessed that
he had contributed to the “lock them up and threwayathe key” mentality in the 1996% But
he was proud to say that he had spent the betteofhe last decade “trying to undo €2 He
has pursued reform in part, “because | thought vight.” Identifying himself as a “reasonable
Catholic,” Martiny keeps his religion at arm’s l¢hg‘I'm not a public pray-er,” he told me. “I

don't wear my religion on my sleeve.” Still, he mtains that being a Catholic makes him

52 He has also authored some “tough on crime” billsemecently. One allowed prosecutors to bring flegree
murder charges against defendants accused ofgkplitice officers, firefighters, or crime lab empé®s. Another
charged a fee for probationers for criminal anéfitaiolations to fund the controversial Crimespmys
organization. A 2003 bill raised the fee sheriffsaive for housing prisoners awaiting trial, insiag sheriffs’
incentive to keep prison populations high (he heentthe attorney for the Jefferson Parish Shefifépartment at
least since the mid-1990s). That same year he mdhsveral bills requiring district attorneys tiify victims of
their rights. Ed Anderson and Steve Ritea, “Hoygwaves aggravated robbery bill: Lower penaltiesspauster in
98-0 vote,"The Times-Picayundune 5, 2001; “Senate Oks bill on cabbie killingsal$o Oks abortion, self-
defense bills, The Times-Picayun®lay 1, 2012; Wayne Knabb, “FBI director salutesaloCrimestoppers:
Program receives laurels from fed$fie Times-Picayundune 16, 2002, 1. Crimestoppers thanked him fqihg!
pass the bill, HB 33, into law. The resulting feaised about $300,000 for the organization. “Amtiae group
thanks supporters: Crimestoppers holds awards émchThe Times-Picayun&ebruary 15, 2003, 8. See also Eva
Jacob Barkoff, “Anti-crime group presents award®yé Times-Picayunduly 13, 2006, 99; Steve Cannizaro,
“Council is against raising inmate fee3fie Times-Picayunépril 2, 2003, 1; Naomi Guidry, “Rights bills in
House: Bills deal with victims’ rights and juveniteime,” The American Pregéake Charles), April 13, 2003, 13.

53 Senator Danny Martiny, “Justice Reinvestment Tresice,” Louisiana State Legislaturédeo, June 17, 2016.
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reluctant to lock people up for good. And in 2048 filed Senate Bill 494, which would have
allowed parole eligibility for juvenile lifers aftehirty years, at the request of the Louisiana
Conference of Catholic Bishops (LCCB), who advoddte the bill based on Catholic social

teaching about the dignity of human life and resioe justice™*

Religious teachings about
mercy, then, do inform his efforts to offer rehéhtkd lifers access to release mechanisms

Unfortunately, he does not think that his fellowaakers are similarly influenced. “I
hate to say,” he lamented, “mercy doesn't have @laice in the legislaturd>® When he began
work to repeal mandatory minimums for certain nofesit crimes over fifteen years ago, he
emphasized money more than morals. “It's costinpasnuch to lock these people up and
throw away the key,” he told the Baton Rowderning Advocaten 2001%°®“It's killing us. It's
costing us a ton of money> His own religious convictions notwithstanding, St Martiny
suggests that it is only when something like moghhbilitation has been converted into dollars
and cents that legislators will feel compelledgoagnize and act upon it accordingly.
Whiteness as neutrality and objectivity

Who Martiny is matters just as much as what he gagentencing reform advocates.
During CURE’s 2015 legislative workshop, Linda Bgb, a longtime member, expressed
gratitude for the support of the Louisiana legistats Black Caucus. “But we also need some

old white conservative legislators to listen,” sh&isted. A white woman in her late fifties, Linda

coordinates prison ministry and transitional hogdor Catholic Charities with the Diocese of

454 Katy Reckdahl, “For young people in prison for aher, there’s little hope of one day earning freedBut the
winds of change may be blowing. Supreme Court regiew life sentences;The Times-Picayun®ecember 2,
2011, Al. Danny Martiny, “Senate Judiciary B hegyin_ouisiana State Legislaturgdeo, 55:00, May 12, 2010.
“%5 Danny Martiny, interview with the author, June 2816.

56 “prison policy needs changeSaturday State Times/Morning Advocalene 16, 2001, 10BS.

>’ Danny Martiny, interview with the author, June 2816.
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Baton Rouge. Her work has led her to believe tHat@&n Americans’ overrepresentation in
Louisiana’s prison system is the result of raciatdmination more than a reflection of actual
crime rates. “I'm not so naive to think that wigeople don't commit crimes,” she s&ys.

Though she clearly recognizes that black communiligar the brunt of the state’s punitive
policies, Linda asserts that lasting reform witjuere the support of white as well as African
American legislatorsit CURE’s monthly meeting in June 2016, Linda pedi€ammie for
convincing Senator Martiny to sponsor SB 424. “Ymed white male conservative legislators to
be smart on crime and not just punitive,” she naairgd.

Senator Martiny concurred with these assumptioesaBse the overwhelming majority
of people in prison were black, he suggested, wadislators perceived criminal justice reform
as a race issue when African American legislatoesgnted such legislation. It would take white
conservatives like himself to frame the issue irmgeof cost reduction and efficiency. Martiny
also fit the profile of the old, white conservats@me advocates saw as their ideal champion.
With the support of people like him, proponentgminal justice reform could shift
perceptions of their cause. Reform could no logedismissed as a moral crusade of bleeding
heart white liberals and or a politically expedigaice issue” for self-interested black
Democrats. Old white conservatives would rendeteseing reform objective, neutral, and free
of emotion, allowing lifers access to a processugh which their rehabilitation could be
recognized and rewarded. Incarcerated people hagpear not first as redeemed individuals,
but as costly dependents of the state, a finabaiaen to be reduced rather than rehabilitated

humans deserving of release.

8 Linda Fjeldsjo, interview with the author, Febry6, 2015.
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Cammie also believes appeals to rehabilitation statestically verifiable process that
enables lawmakers’ fiscal obligations to taxpayeespowerful in and of themselves. However,
she suggests that such are most effective wheeddiyg “neutral” parties: white people who do
not have personal experience with incarceratiotiedal, invoking the word “taxpayer” implicitly
evokes just such individuals. Just like the pratatgl crime victim, the prototypical taxpayer is
white and middle class. With programs that botluded and excluded African Americans, the
New Deal shaped discourses that juxtaposed poockdiaho benefited from government
assistance with the white taxpayers who footeditheWhites supposedly earned their money
through their own ingenuity and hard work; AfricAmericans presumably relied on state relief
because they lacked a strong work effii¢n the present, such discourses rely in part on the
patently erroneous assumption that African Amesaaomprise the majority of welfare
recipients’®® Now cloaked in colorblind rhetoric of “free-markemerit...and individualism,”
the term “taxpayer” continues to evoke images onftsuffering middle-class whites
surrendering their hard-earned pay for “undesefvifican Americans®®

Sentencing reform advocates seek to use these pssosto their advantagét
CURE’s 2016 legislative workshop, Cammie charazegtiherself and other members of the

Coalition for Mercy as “taxpaying citizens.” “I dibrcare what color you are,” she insists. “If you

pay taxes, and you vote, or you're registered te,\they'll listen to you.” However, Cammie

459 Erin Baribeau, “Taxpayers and Homeowners, Forgditen, and Citizen-Workers: Theorizing Conservative
Egalitarianism,” PhD Diss. University of Michiga2014, 34. In the early 1990s, Mary and Thomas Eétsahed
the racialized discourse of taxpayers as white lagabkagainst the gains African Americans made tjinahe Civil
Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s. Howevstr gjisl historians like Heather Thompson do with mass
incarceration, so scholars attribute the rise akpayer” rhetoric to New Deal and Great Societylsl@nd policies.
See Mary and Thomas Eds&lhain Reaction: The Impact of Race, Rights, andé3ax American PoliticdNew
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1992).

60 Martin Gilens, “Why Americans Hate Welfare: Rabtedia, and the Politics of Antipoverty Policy. Cago and
London: The University of Chicago Press, 1999).

%1 Baribeau, “Taxpayers and Homeowners,” 19.
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also suggests that because Louisiana’s prison atpualis majority-black, lawmakers assume
African Americans are speaking on behalf of indinats they know personally and dismiss their
arguments as self-interested and emotidiMé. on the other hand,” Cammie says, “l got a
teaching certificate, and | got a check stub totkay1'm a public school educator. | don't have a
marriage certificate that says anything about miegomarried to an inmate. Can't prove that*”
Though her partner is an incarcerated black mamrdia recognizes that her racial identity
affords her the benefit of appearing neutral atidmal. She reinforces the idea that a taxpayer is
white and devoid of personal interest in the prisgstem. “I'm not just a white woman,” she
concluded. “I am the face of reforn®® Cammie seeks to affirm that black people whosedov
ones are incarcerated are taxpayers like anyore¥s by touting the influence she can attain
by disassociating herself from this interrelatedlakidentity and family affiliation, she
simultaneously reinforces the idea that a taxpasyetite and middle class.

While she characterizes herself as a taxpayerdorerher testimony carries weight,
Cammie also recognizes that other representataregjgpear to have an even stronger claim to
objectivity and neutralityAt a recent meeting of her new organization, thePE@Helping
Other People Evolve) Foundation, Cammie explaihatia group of local businesspeople were
currently working behind the scenes to convincéslagprs to vote for criminal justice reform
during the 2017 legislative session. If this graopld have more luck, she was happy to step
aside and allow them to negotiate. Primary amoegdlbusiness leaders was G.G. Hargin, who

had testified before Louisiana’s Justice Reinvestii@sk Force last November.

462 Cammie Maturin, interview with the author, June 2816.

463 Cammie Maturin, interview with the author, June 2816.
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Like David England, with whose testimony this ctesibegins, Hargin represented one
of those who had been changed by his experiendbgowson ministry at Angola. Unlike
England, Hargin described his transformation iradi@t his testimony at the legislature. At the
urging of his brother-in-law, an Episcopal bishBlargin had visited the prison for the first time
several years ago. He was “stunned” by what heasgedAngola’s Malachi Dads
“personalized” and changed his “hardline law amdeoposition." These men helped Hargin gain
a “healthy understanding of rehabilitation, whasjtand how to recognize it.” In his view,
rehabilitation consists of moral, social, and ecoiocomponents. Economically, incarcerated
people have to learn skills that could help themariicially sustain themselves and their families
upon their release. Socially, they have to be pezpto face a society in which they will often be
“ostracized because of their past offenses.” Andathg they have to express “recognition [of
their wrongdoing], remorsefulness, and repentarBeth qualitative and quantitative measures,
Hargin insisted, would prove that men at Angolaikitéd all three components of rehabilitation.

Such reformed men, he argued, should have an apytyrto be released. Hargin
understood that law enforcement officials had & dot'maintain a moral order in our society”
by incarcerating those who violated that order. dosy, they also had a duty to complete
“effective restoration” of these individuals backdociety upon their successful rehabilitation.
Hargin also understood that victims’ forgiveness wHen a precursor to such restoration. Yet
he was frustrated that forgiveness was given suwagh; as victims’ views did not necessarily
“reflect what an inmate has become.”

Hargin thus espoused a conventional definitiorebabilitation as the process of
repentance and transformation through which arviddal can conform to existing social and

economic realities. Like other sentencing reformaaates, he asserted that rehabilitation could
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be objectively measured and evaluated. And like iGamnhe insisted the state wadigatedto
restore reformed individuals back to society. Hogrethis obligation was more a fiscal
imperative than a Christian duty. Moral rehabildatwas attractive because it could transform
“criminals into contributors,” or “a negative calbw into a positive one.” He assured the Task
Force: “We can have both reductions in expenseshandonstructive release of rehabilitated
inmates.” Like Cammie, Hargin framed himself agaxpaying citizen” who demanded better
government use of his money. Like Martiny, Hargimb@died the ideal “neutral” proponent of
criminal justice reformA white man in his seventies, Hargin immediateufited his
conservative bona fides. He introduced himselfaafélong Republican and a strong law and
order advocate.” And he closed out his testimongtophasizing his neutrality, insisting that he
had no “personal agenda” in appearing before tis& FarceReinforcing perceptions of his
objectivity, Hargin began and ended his testimoypadivocating for sentencing reform in fiscal
terms. Revealing that he had been confronted witiias choices as a bank executive, Hargin
insisted that legislators faced “hard decisiongjwthow to reduce the state’s $300 million
budget deficit. Representatives from Pew, he asgeniad provided the members of the Task
Force with hard data as to how they could save mbgeeducing the prison population. He
urged the task force to “use these facts as a pgthovsignificantly reduce the expense load in
the prison system.” To do otherwise would be finalhe “unsustainable.XWhile he implied that
rehabilitated individuals should have the oppottufor release regardless of whether or not
victims forgave them, Hargin also offered legistatthe fiscal framework they needed to

overcome victim opposition
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Fox Rich had hoped to “prick the spirit” of sympetils whites by appealing to meré§?
People like David England and G.G. Hargin represgstich whites, motivated by their
Christian principles to appear before the legisiatn behalf of lifers. England had used the
same principles to urge legislators to pass seimgmeform. Because Jesus loved people in
prison, and because Jesus was observing and jusigmagors’ actions, the members of the
Judiciary B committee should report SB 424 favoyabike England, Hargin himself had been
transformed by personal interactions with the mprahabilitated men of Angola. Yet he
appealed to the Task Force not by invoking the gtamf Christ’'s mercy, but by converting
these personal redemption stories into potentistl savings for the statAnd Hargin’s status as
not only a businessman, but “a lifelong Republiaad a strong law and order advocate,” lent his
testimony further credibilityHis own transformation could be a model for othéitev
conservatives. Like Senator Martiny, his identitgsyust as important as the words he spoke.
Redefining victimhood, reimagining rehabilitation

Sentencing reform advocates characterize indivglliled Hargin as objective arbiters
whose mere presence can interpret rehabilitatiovaiys that legislators will understand.
Representing the archetypal taxpayer, Hargin’snitedn of rehabilitation and his rationale for
recognizing reform as the basis for release resdn&te was neither a victim nor a
“perpetrator,” but a neutral citizen whose perspedegislators could trust as being free of self-
interest. However, formerly incarcerated advocatss insisted that they themselves
transcended these dichotomies. At the November 2@86ing of the Justice Reinvestment Task
Force, Checo Yancy identified himself as a form@ibarcerated person, a taxpayer to whom
legislators were answerable for their expenditdneublic money, and an analog for Task Force

members’ own children. Sitting next to Norris, Cheevealed that the two of them represented

484 Eox Rich, interview with the author, June 18, 2016
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47 years of firsthand experience with incarcerati@ut now we’re out,” he told the Task Force,
“and we’re doing well.” He and Norris were proofgitove that people were not “learning to be
better criminals” in prison, but rather pursuingri@w way of life.” He and Norris appeared as
both advocates and exemplars of rehabilitation.

Implicitly affirming Hargin’s social component ogéhabilitation, Checo also alluded to
the fact that he and other formerly incarcerateapfeelived exemplary lives despite the
obstacles they faced upon reledaanany ways, he is uniquely positioned to repreti@n
perspective. Checo is a poster child for moral lnéhation. He served almost twenty years of a
life sentence at Angola for kidnapping and attengptd force a teenage girl to perform oral sex.
In conversations about his time in prison, he regig confesses and repents of his crime. He
insists that he was reformed the instant that heeal at Angola. Remorseful and convinced that
he needed God, he immediately joined Angola’s Baptngregation and later became “heavily
involved” with Kairos Prison Ministry. His transfmation was so impressive that Warden Cain
spoke on Checo’s behalf at his parole hearing.|8ityj the guards who once treated him “like a
dog” now call him Mr. Yancy when he visits the pisas part of the Kairos. “See that's God
there!” he proclaimé®®

Despite this miraculous recognition of his rehaéiion, Checo is constantly aware of the
stigma associated with his convictidihm a registered offender for an attempted crimaiast
nature,” he says. “There’s so much mean mind-sethewe.” While God forgives completely, he
contends, human beings are unwilling to forget.udioJesus told the thief on the cross that he
would meet him in paradise, Checo often says, ileesnember that man as a thi€f In

addition to social stigma, Cheoaust contend with a myriad of related restrictionshis living

“%5 Checo Yancy, interview with the author, July 1@13.

“%® Checo Yancy, interview with the author, July 1213.
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arrangements, employment opportunities, and vetgigs. He is currently applying for a Soros
fellowship to help people who were convicted of séenses navigate the minefield of
requirements they will face upon their releaséhncase of some convictions, it seems,
rehabilitation can never be complete.

In fact, when he was first drafting SB 48Eknator Martiny believed legislators would
not even consider a bill that offered parole eligipfor people convicted of sex offenses.
Martiny recognizes that people labelled as sexoliées are a convenient target for lawmakers.
“l used to joke with people,” he recalls, “Is tleesinything else we can do to a sex offender?’ In
her most recent work on incarceration, Marie Gbtdic characterizes people convicted of sex
offenses as “the new untouchables.” Though theyweluded in the “law and order” statutes
of the 1980s, people accused of sex offenses wbject to exceptional scrutiny beginning in
the early 1990s. As public opinion has turned agjdime War on Drugs, a significant portion of
the population still supports stringent punishnfensex offenses. “Talk of embracing the plight
of sex offenders makes even some of the most sigeepenal reformers squeamish,”
Gottschalk notes. “It is hard to imagine a groupfénders that has fewer advocates than they
do.”®’ Despite declining incidences and statistically lewidivism rates within this category of
crime,arrests for sex offenses have increased by 40@pierc

Gottschalk argues that what she calls “the waresnoffenders” does not fit Michelle
Alexander’s “New Jim Crow” model of mass incarcemat While the most visible victims of
sex crimes are white, large numbers of white mese fi@en introduced into the criminal justice

system through sex offender statutes. However, S&nghi S. Leon finds that sex offenders of

%7 Marie GottschalkCaught: The Prison State and the Lockdown of AraarRolitics(Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2015), 214, 196.
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color face more stringent sentené&syhile sociologist Trevor Hoppe reveals that instées,
the sex offender registration rate is sometimestombree times higher for African Americans

than whites?®

%In Louisiana, just over half of those serving tifoesex offenses are African
Americans, and the rate of sex offender registrydioican Americans is nearly twice that for
whites?’® Martiny’s decision to exclude people convictedsex offenses from the parole process
categorically nullified possible claims to rehataition among a group disproportionately
comprised of African Americans like Checo.

Recognizing the ostracizing effects of his conwigfiCheco often prefers to operate
under the radar rather than in the public eye. Hewneat the Task Force meeting, he publicly
presented himself as “a productive citizen” in tihieteen years since his releakie Hargin, he
also contributed revenue to the stéten concerned abounytax dollars, OK?” he told the Task
Force. “I pay taxes now.” He also specified thedkaf financial calculations policymakers
would have to make, urging them to emphasize lengrinvestments in formerly incarcerated
people rather than immediate savings only. “A sis@hted approach,” he warned, “may save a
dollar today, yet cost two dollars tomorrowbreover, whereas Nathan Albritton had warned
senators that their families, too, might one dagolbee crime victims, Checo reminded members
of the Task Force that their children might one daynmit crimes. In that case, he warned that

Louisiana’s leaders should enact “whatever sengestite [they] would want for their own

children.”In this instance, Checo characterized himself #&ls &dormerly incarcerated person

%8 Chrysanthi S. LeorSex Fiends, Perverts, and Pedophiles: Understan8imgCrime Policy in AmeridiNew
York: New York University Press, 2011).

%9 |owa, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Oregon, and Wéstawere the states in which African Americanseve
registered at three times the rate of whites. Trélappe, “Punishing Sex: Sex Offenders and the gsBunitive
Turn in Sexuality Studies”’aw & Social Inquiry\Vol. 41, No. 3 (Summer 2016): 583-584.

" Hoppe, “Punishing Sex,” 587. The rate for whi&251 per 100,000 people. The rate for African Acaars is
470 per 100,000.
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anda taxpayer, implying that his firsthand experienatt incarceration did not diminish his
right to dictate how legislators use public fundsvhich he contributed. He also blurred
distinctions between himself and Task Force memlibensinding them that their families, too,
might one day be subject to the very standardsstige they promoted.

While Checo emphasized his status as a taxpayersitaimed the mantle of crime
victim. Jacqueline Germany had represented African Amenidims who had similar qualms
as those of white victims about the possibility@evance of rehabilitatiofNorris, however,
sought to put not only a different face on victiradpbut to redefine its contours. Most notably,
he hoped to prove that victims supported rehabditgust as often as they advocated
retribution. “The first thing | wanna say,” Nortigld the senators during his SB 424 testimony,
“[is] I understand the strong emotions of crimetvits, because | am one.” He revealed that over
fifteen years ago, his son and future daughteaimivere murdered by her ex-boyfriend. “But |
don't think we should pass laws based on the wale®leat the worst moments of our lives,”
Norris insisted. Unfortunately, he said, the stdteouisiana had done just that over the course
of the past forty years, pursuing vengeance rdbiaar justice. Norris later explained he began
his testimony this way to “level the playing fie¢ldust before he testified, he saw Van Kyzar
bring Nathan Albritton and his niece into the rodnticipating that they would appeal to
sympathy for victims, Norris decided to “temperéthtestimony with his own tale of
victimization. He could have sensationalized thtetastory even further; the ex-boyfriend who
killed his son and his son’s fiancée had escapmd firison. This detail, he thought, granted his

perspective even more legitimacy. People would exipen to seek vengeance against the man
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responsible for his son’s death. They would be ssgd when he instead insisted on the
possibility of redemption and rehabilitatidf.

In general, Norris insisted that not all victimedithe same mentalityEverybody isn't
as mean spirited and vengeful as the DA's Assoaidhiink people should be or are,” he argues.
“I'm not an anomaly.*”? During the November 2016 meeting of the Justicewstment Task
Force, a woman named Deborah Cotton confirmeddssisraon. Cotton testified as she sat next
to Catalene Theriot, the founder of VOICE, or Voade¢he Innocent Citizens Empowered, a
local victims’ rights organization. A middle-agedhite woman, Theriot represented the
prototypical crime victim, and she purported toresent others'We believe victims and their
families are being forgotten in all of this,” studd the Task Force. Policymakers, Theriot
insisted, would not be so quick to reform sentegd¢aws if they had to personally inform
victims of these changes, or if their own familymizers were affected. She spoke from her own
personal experience as a crime victim, revealiag) ttre man who killed her son was serving a
life sentence at Angola. “I can tell you | havediwen him a long time ago,” Theriot said, “but
that doesn't mean that he should be releasedK bi@ should remain there for life because he
made that choice. My son did not have a choiceltkdrNathan Albritton, Theriot had forgiven
the man who killed her son. Though she did notrezfee any transformation on his part, her
forgiveness indicated the possibility that he waksan altogether irredeemable human being.
However, because his decision to kill her son wasutable, so was his current condition,.
Rehabilitation, if it was possible, could neveraitelease.

However, immediately after Theriot's testimony, [Dedth Cotton, an African American

freelance reporter living in New Orleans, offeredadternate victim’s perspective.

471 Norris Henderson, interview with the author, J@ée2016.

472 Norris Henderson, interview with the author, Jaée2016.
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Characterizing herself as “a survivor of violentreg” and a “law-abiding citizen,” Cotton
revealed that she was the most seriously injuredrateen people shot at a 2013 Mother’'s Day
second line parade in New Orleans. She drove hbengravity of the crime, noting that she had
endured several dozen surgeries as a result gumshot wound. However, her first
recommendation to the Task Force was to addressxtivbitant fines and fees that trapped
formerly incarcerated people in a cycle of debtlyQ@nen did she express her perspective as a
crime victim. “Survivors/victims are very varied tiheir voices,” she told the Task Force. In
contrast to Theriot, Cotton had not only forgivae fyoung men who shot her, but was actively
mentoring one of them. Though he was serving sbf#ence, he had the “capacity to change
the course of his life...to transform himself...to deea new script for himself.” She encouraged
the Task Force to reinvest any savings realizem taminal justice reform into “marginalized
communities.” The young men who shot her had sirbplsn responding to the “conditions that
we have actually let proliferate.” Corrupt leaderisspent money intended for “the most
vulnerable of our communities,” but society onlypesssed outrage when “the folks who have
been pushed up against the wall lash out and tale¢'svours.” Individuals like the young men
who shot her were still responsible for their aasiobut should not be punished for the rest of
their lives. “So in terms of pursuing justice in mgme,” Cotton concluded, “I don't want to see
excessive and long incarceration with no pursurebgbilitation.” For her, justice entailed
“creating safe communities” by providing people thsources they needed to thrive. Cotton
situated rehabilitation within a larger framewoffijustice, which included personal
responsibility for individual acts of violence, also communal accountability for neglect and
tangible measures to redress the economic inempsdiitat led people to commit acts of violence

in the first place.
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Shortly after Cotton testified, Norris repeated shary of his son’s murder that he had
shared at the SB 424 hearing several months eatlevever, he did not reiterate the dual sense
of victimhood he had claimed at that time. In aiddito being the father of a murder victim,
Norris was also a victim of the criminal justicessgm. At the same time that he presented
himself as proof that people who spend decadessorprarely commit crime again, Norris
revealed that he had not committed the crime fackwhe spent 27 years in Angola. “In 2003,”
he told the senators, “I had my conviction overéariand | was released.” He elaborated later: “I
can tell two victim stories. One: | went to jairfsomething I didn't do*"® His brief statement
about the nature of his conviction and release échidorris as someone who never needed
rehabilitation in the first place.

While Norris implied he was a victim of a faultygl system because he had not
committed the murder for which he was convictgdbby Wallace framed all incarcerated
people as innocent victims of a vengeful publio/istue of their rehabilitationThis is personal
for me,” Bobby told the Judiciary B committee, “la@se it's the first time I've had an
opportunity to actually speak for myself from twergpectives.” First, like Norris, Bobby spoke
as a formerly incarcerated person. Having served twventy years in Angola, he had an
opportunity to observe many transformations. “letad things change,” he said. “I watched
people change. | changed.” Most notably, his peréorce in Angola’sife of Jesus Chrigtlay
had been a transformative experience. “I really bigch myself and | gave my heart over to
Jesus.” In this sense, Bobby presented his owrbilgation and those of others he knew as
justification for sentencing reform.

But his transformation through his performanceesd also imbued him with moral

authority to advocate for reform. “I'm feeling liken back in this role again,” he told the

473 Norris Henderson, interview with the author, Jaée2016.
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senators. “Because you're Pilate.” Like Pilatey thad to choose whether they would grant
mercy to men like Norris and himself. Pilate irligamade the right decision, “by letting Jesus
go, giving him another chance.” But he eventualigcgimbed to popular demands, washing his
hands of responsibility for Jesus’ fate and allayim to be crucified. “Don't wash your
hands,” Wallace warned the senators. “Give meroywBat's right in your hearts.” He reiterated
this point in his conclusion, echoing the phrasihgdiad used in his performance as Jesus.
“Consider what | say,” he implored the committe@oh't be Pilate. Be merciful. God bless
you.”
Through their rehabilitation, Bobby and other imesaated people had become not only
Jesus’ loved ones, as David England had suggdsiediand-ins for Christ himself. Conversely,
Jesus became their representative, perhaps aremnoan, but also a convicted criminal whom
Pilate could offer “another chance.” Converselyngeful crime victims insisting upon indefinite
punishment for lifers became the crowds callingJiesus’ crucifixion. Their grievances were no
longer simply unfortunate obstacles to sentenaafigrm: their opposition to parole eligibility for
lifers was sinful, equivalent to the ultimate atbetrayal in Christian history. Incarcerated
people remained at the legislators’ mercy, but ve¢se in a superior position relative to the
lawmakers on whom their fate depended, on par @ithist himself. In this context, Bobby’s
appeal for mercy was more than an admonition f@rmakers to live up to Jesus’ example.
Rather, it was a way of elevating parole eligilifior lifers to a level of biblical significancef. |
legislators gave in to retributive crime victimisey were not only deviating from their Christian
principles, but committing a grievous sin equivalEnPilate’s decision to execute the Christian
savior. Because Bobby and his friends were reltatatl, they had become like Christ, and were

therefore in a privileged position to demand change

222



Bobby intended for the biblical reference to plegmakers’ decision in “the spiritual
realm.”’*Elected officials, Bobby suggested, profess to basflans, but insist that their
choices are constrained by the law or by the stest of public opinion. They fear they will not
get reelected if they leave their “comfort zonasdal considerations would not be enough to
overcome this fear. “Think them people really caoeut the state using money?” Bobby asked,
laughing. “State been losing money...Things are &fiittioning.” Legislators would procure
funds by “bullying people” and exploiting naturakources, “like [they] always d8™
Something else, Bobby suggested, would have togeh&@entencing reform advocates could not
rely on “objective” measures of rehabilitation dneutral” financial calculation®nly stories
of transformation, framed in the context of a Cimais imperative that made mercy mandatory,
could shift the political tides in favor of lifers.
Conclusion

In the context of both the SB 424 hearing and theitiana Justice Reinvestment Task
Force meetings, sentencing reform advocates defefebilitation in ways that reflected the
racialized constraintsf the criminal justice policymaking process at st@te levelProminent
formerly incarcerated advocates presented theieatgible family values as evidence of their
rehabilitation in ways that both resonated with ahdllenged prevailing evangelical
understandings of this term. African Americans waeesonally obligated to build strong
families, but the criminal justice system was asoountable for imposing structural obstacles to
the realization of this rehabilitative ide&kgislators merely had to show mercy by rewarding

individuals with the possibility of release for thadherence to family values and related

*" Norris believed that those who “knew the storyohtius Pilate” would be affected by Bobby’s testim. “I
don't need y'all to act like Pilate and Herod, shé, summarizing Bobby's point. “We need you tdkena
decision.”

47> Bobby Wallace, interview with the author, June 2616.
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measures of refornistrict attorneys and their selected crime victimswever, rejected such
evidence of rehabilitation as insulting to the menshof their dead loved ones, who no longer
had the ability to enjoy life changes and familymwtimg. Individual stories of transformation
could never serve as the basis for reconsideringieusentencing laws. Confronted with such
opposition, some advocates shifted the framewotkimwivhich they presented rehabilitation
from redemption and mercy to biblical wisdom anscdrnment. They converted redeemed
individuals into statistically verifiable levels akk lawmakers can assess as they fulfill their
duty to taxpayers to curtail government spendintpenface of Louisiana’s budget crisis. They
countered the prototypical white, middle-class ermictim with idealized white Republicans
whose conservative credentials could affirm relit@btibn as a means to save the state money.
Yet some advocates suggested that a retreat todhé&al” and “objective” frameworks of risk
assessments and fiscal calculations was not diseiraeans through which lifers could obtain
the opportunity to prove their rehabilitation. kestl, these proponents of reform also subverted
the victim/perpetrator dichotomy upon which the tmmstent challenges to parole eligibility are
based and defined rehabilitation as part for adeoa communal responsibility to effect social
and economic justice. These complicated negotistodfer a reminder of the way African
Americans draw upon overlapping religious and Hatiscourses to make demands of a political

system that often refuses to recognize black hutyani
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CONCLUSION

Burl Cain stepped down as Angola’s warden in JanB@i.6.Suspicions about his
private business endeavors have plagued Cain B;eaerived at the prison over twenty years
ago?’®He resigned as both Louisiana’s legislative audital the state’s corrections department
launched separate investigations into his reatestntures with the stepfather of a man serving
time at Angold'’’ The Bible College and other religious programsGaitablished survived his
departure, but it remains to be seen how thesatimgs will fare in the future. Without the
presence of the charismatic warden, will they nexzéhe same kind of media attention they have
in the past? Will prominent evangelists enjoy tAme kind of access to Angola? Will they
display the same degree of interest in the pris@ireligious activity continue to have the
same prominence among Angola’s population? Howaamititributions tolrhe Angolitechange?
Will events likeThe Life of Jesus Chrisbntinue? Will more prison ministry volunteers like
David England and G.G. Hargin translate their eigmees with Angola’s morally rehabilitated

into public advocacy for sentencing reforld@w will they do so, and to what effect?

Regardless of its ultimate fate, moral rehabilitatat Angola highlights the nuanced
relationship between race and refoHiistorically, scholars have associated the
hyperincarceration of African Americans with dealigp public faith in the rehabilitative ideal.
While incarcerated whites generally evoked sympatigial prejudice fueled punitive
sentiments as “law and order” policies funneledeasing numbers of African Americans into

U.S. prisons. However, anti-black animosity did catise the rehabilitative ideal to simply

*"® For a review of the myriad controversies, see Gomdussell and Maya Lau, “Fall of Burl Cain: Howedast
side deal led to Angola warden’s undoingife Advocatd)ecember 15, 2015,
http://www.theadvocate.com/new_orleans/news/pgligidicle b3f58cfe-8d69-57¢c3-bd53-2ab81682ab19.html

4" Maya Lau and Gordon Russell, “Angola warden BuirCo resign amid twin probes into his side bussne
dealings, The Advocatd)ecember 9, 2015.
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disappear. Rather, moral rehabilitation indicakbed & variety of assumptions about African
Americans continually reconfigure reform. The defam of rehabilitation shifts depending on

those employing the concept and in what context.

Documentaries about Angola depict black men adgedra standard rehabilitative
model of repentance and self-transformation, beit ttace also limits the implications of reform.
Rehabilitation for Angola’s majority-black populati is often redefined as a method of coping
with perpetual imprisonment and a means of enrgghihites rather than preparing for life on
the outside. Those rare redeemed individuals wloeleased justify the continued incarceration
of black men who attribute their incarceration ystemic racism. Indeed, the process of
rehabilitation entails implicitly attributing thesphroportionate incarceration of African
Americans to a dysfunctional black “culturén’popular media, then, Angola’s majority-black
population renders rehabilitation compatible wihd-term incarceration and long-standing

racial stereotypes.

At the same time, incarcerated African Americamstegpret rehabilitation to include
both individual transformation and structural cyite. African Americans have often expressed
suspicion of rehabilitation, interpreting the copicas an effort to secure black conformity to
existing political, social, and economic norms timatrginalize their communitieBicarcerated
black radicals asserted that America itself needdxe reformed, not them. Indeed, scholarship
on faith-based reform initiatives often emphasibesway such programs are particularly prone
to focus on the individual to the exclusion of aek#ing broader structural issues like racial
disparities. However, in the contexthe AngoliteandThe Life of Jesus Chrigtay,
individuals’ commitment to change their lives do@s$ necessitate unmitigated admissions of

guilt or overshadow systemic factors that fosterdisproportionate incarceration of African
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Americans. Instead, people in prison cite scrius¢atutes, and episodes from America’s long
history of racial oppression to define rehabildatas means to demand release as a legal right
and call the public to self-examination and repec¢aln prisoner-produced media,

rehabilitation becomes a means to achieve rag#icpy not efface the structural racism inherent

in the criminal justice system.

The legislative arena proves more limiting thanlimenal spaces of creative writing and
theaterWarden Cain often suggests that moral rehabiltatidl culminate in action at the state
capitol. Witnesses to the transformations that liaken place at Angola will be motivated to
testify before state senators and representativgs)g them to reconsider Louisiana’s draconian
sentencing statutes. Prison ministry volunteeramjmeal to their firsthand interactions with
Angola’s morally rehabilitated inmates as justifioa for sentencing reform. Formerly
incarcerated people, too, cite evidence of thein ohabilitation, hoping to move policymakers
to show mercy to Louisiana’s lifers. However, réigied understandings of victimization
constrain formerly incarcerated African Americanatratives of redemption. Many reform
advocates thus define rehabilitation in terms gipsisedly race-neutral risk assessments and cost
saving measures to overcome the objections of patal white victims.Yet formerly
incarcerated black advocates also challenge framebat dichotomize taxpayers and people
in prison, victims and offenders. Uncertain thabj&ctive” factors like budget constraints will
overcome racialized victim opposition, they defiebabilitation as part of a broader communal
pursuit of social and economic justice and empégdigious frameworks that cast reform as a
biblical mandateAwareness of anti-black prejudice causes somatsiate rehabilitation into a
cost-benefit analysis, but motivates others toteepret reform as a collective responsibility.

short, the way racghaps different constituencies’ articulation of rehataition varies depending
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on the specific context, causing some to narrowrtiptications of reform and others to expand

its boundaries beyond notions of individual guipentance and transformation.

Though President Donald Trump’s revival of “law arder” rhetoric threatens to
reinvigorate “tough on crime” policies, public suppfor some of the punitive measures of the
1980s and 1990s has waned significantly. Increasimgbers of Americans across the political
spectrum support the legalization of marijuanafawdr treatment rather than imprisonment for
people who use cocaine or herdifiPeople once characterized as fiends whose aduiatiade
them a threat to society are now seen as victinmsisguided, overzealous policiédichelle
Alexander warns that if this “bi-partisan conserigiges not address the underlying anti-black
animus that fueled the War on Drugs in the firaicpl the “new Jim Crow” of mass incarceration
will merely manifest itself in another form. YetéMander's own emphasis on drug crimes can
unintentionally justify the continued incarceratioinapproximately half of the U.S. prison
population: people convicted of “violent crimestilic sympathy for “nonviolent drug
offenders” has not extended to “violent criminals’fact, some advocates present criminal

justice reform as palatable because it will onlutein the release of the former, not the latter.

As they did for individuals incarcerated for drugmes, Americans need a new narrative
about people convicted of murder, rape, and arrokldary to reconsider the laws that keep them
in prison.Moral rehabilitation seems to offer such a stotye Taith-based reform program
implies that though people in Angola have committedous crimes, they can be completely
transformed as a result of religious revival indigle prisonThey become sympathetic figures

by virtue of the changes they have made in theasli At the same time, portrayals of moral

*’8 pew Research Center, “America’s New Drug Policpdscape,” April 2, 2014ttp://www.people-
press.org/2014/04/02/americas-new-drug-policy-laags/
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rehabilitation suggest that for their reform torbeognized, incarcerated people must adhere to
models that reinforce current racial inequalitiést contributors tar'he Angoliteparticipants in
The Life of Jesus Chrisind formerly incarcerated advocates, do not sirapbept the given
parameters of rehabilitatiomstead, they reinterpret reform, playing an actole in

determining the standards by which their transfdiona should be judged and rewarded,
situating individual cases within the context a$tgymic racism and proposing expanded
understandings of victimhood and innocence. Thggsst that ending mass incarceration must
involve not only efforts to assert the humanityAdfican Americans, in prison and otherwise,
but recognition that the very process of “humargziis contentious and contested. Individuals
and organizations working to address mass incaroaraust carefully consider how they
employ concepts like reform and rehabilitation ogrmzing that such religious frameworks can
both challenge and reinforce the racialized undadihgs of crime and punishment that gave

rise to the disproportionate imprisonment of Aficdamericans in the first place.
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