Not Worker,
But Chattel

- “van Kilgore
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power that can be unleashed in the demino effect of the revolting
slave. This is how Black political consciousness is formed—from the
everyday to the extraordinary, in the anti-dialectic between master
and slave, we continue to build the grounds upon which the former’s
disintegration becomes imperative. The chattel convict is thus from
the moment of arrest positionied in such a way as to develop Black
politics, as imprisoned people are all subjected to the gratuitous ter-
ror of the state. We are not workers for the most part. We are en-
slaved. Captive. Captured. Property of the U.S. nation state. The raw
materials disappeared to give shape to white democracy’s freedom,
Free world abolitionists will you join in the dance with social death??
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Whereas the positionality of the worker (whether a factory worker demand-
ing a monetary wage, an immigrant, or a white woman demanding a social
wage) gestures toward the reconfiguration of civil society, the positionality of
the Black subject (whether a prison-slave or a prison-slave-in-waiting) ges-
tures toward the disconfiguration of civil society. From the coherence of civil
society, the Black subject beckons with the incoherence of civil war, a war
that reciaims Blackness net as a positive value, but as a politically enabling
site, to quote Fanon, of “absolute dereliction.” It isa “scandal” that rends civil
society asunder. Civil war, then, becomes the unthought, but never forgotten,
understudy of hegemony. It is @ Black specter waiting in the wings, an end-
less antagonism that cannot be satisfied (via reform or reparation), but must
nonetheless be pursued to the death.

—Frank B. Wilderson III

One of the most overlocked contradictions that imprisoned aboli-
tionists face today is not merely the issue of our resistance meeting
a master’s repression, nor is it a matter of fending off the Democratic
Party’s attempt to co-opt—to steal and covertly misdirect—our ef-
forts into the legal machine of Civil Rights reform. What we prison
slaves and millions of other “prison-slaves-in-waiting™ have yet to
comprehend is the extent to which an internal ideological struggle
must be waged among ourselves, within a segregated prison popula-
tion, as well asin our neighborhoods and communities, if we are ever
to realize our potential as revolutionary class.

‘What [ convey in the following essay is a particular lesson re-
garding what Hortense ]. Spillers calls “the intramural,” derived
from my experience arganizing side-by-side with fellow U.S. prison
slaves. It is a story about the white supremacist state’s use of depri-
vation, terror, seduction, and organized treachery as tactics to



maintain compliance and ‘order’ among the imprisened masses. It is
a story of the past and an analysis of the present, to clarify the tra-
jectory for our struggle moving forward—without promise, without
confirmation of an eventual justice, drawing enly upon our collec-
tive abolitionist faith. In what follows, T argue that a Black abelition-
ist politic—a set of beliefs and practices formed in opposition to the
white supremacist state; struggles for life and death initiated by and
for those inhabiting the social position of chattel property—must

both be definitively against “work” and against defining ourselves as

“workers.” As a number of Black Studies scholars write, there are
fundamental differences between the political category of the
“worker” and that of the “slave.”

' Rendered civilly dead by U.S. law, | am to the State as the slave
was 10 the plantation Master. The same relation of coercive racist
violence applies: my Black bedy is always vulnerable, open to an en-
veloping State terror. As property-of the State, I exist in direct con-
frontation. with the punitive core of capitalist relations of force.
Every movement I make carries with it the possibility of autherity’s
lash. I am the bodily raw material that gives the prison industrial
complex purpose and secial meaning. Beyond recognizing the struc-
ture of vielence that I inhabit, it should also be noted how the very
act of maming myself—a slave held captive by the State—as “worker”
enables various tactics of seduction which operate to digplace the
gravity of the situation. Because job assipnments are seen as a rela-
tive privilege behind these walls, we are lured into conformity and
compliance to work, often merely out of a need to survive. While [
discuss this latter dilernma for the majority of this essay, I would first
like to begin by unpacking the former, clarifying the structural posi-
tion of the (prison) slave.

L
There are two-essential dilemmas that priseners face when organiz-
ing as the worker-on-strike instead of the slave-in-revelt. One is that
a prison strike must be organized differently, its operations con-
ducted differently, and requires a level of active solidarity (from

compiicated, and therefore open to more hopeful action. People can and
do make power through, for example, developing capacities in organi-
zations. But thal’s not enough, because all an individual organization
can do on its own is tweak Armageddon. When the capacities resulting
from purposeful action are combined toward ends greater than mission

| statements or othet provisional limits, powerful alignments begin to
shake the ground. In other words, movement happens.t

As emblematic as the hunger strikes were in demonstrating how
counter-state forms of power are fortified, which Gilmore argues
succinctly in the above passage, we still have our wotk cut out for us.
The entire structure of prison slavery/geniocide must be challenged
as awhole. [ believe it is important that we acknowledge the policing
and imprisonment regime as the central target we rally areund and
develop the capacities of “power” that reside—dormant, always—
within our communities. Just as it took slaves refusing trays, street
protestors, progressive lawyers, university workers, and many others
to build the 2011/13 resistance and provide documented evidence
that long term solitary confinement is psychologically damaging and
“cruel and unusual punishment,” so too will the same effort be re-
quired to demonstrate that prison slavery in fact is programmatic,
lowintensity Black genocide more generally.

Notably, the recent 2016 and 2018 nationwide prison strikes
show promise. But we need more. We need to build a mass move-
ment that wages an offensive for genocide abolition. What is needed
is not merely slavery abolition, but the abalition of the prison as a
lethal mechanism of social death. We must resist the seductions of
work in an environment of forced isolation and (the always-present-
potential for) extermination. In tuin, we must not misconstrue our
status as mere exploited workers, or model our operations on the
lessoms of striking wage workers. The position of the (prisen) slave
is a structural juncture of improvised unity with which we can all
rally behind, whether locked in the gulag already, or as peoples
struggling together on the outside to avoid/defend-apainst/abolish
the possibility of capture. There is a power that we can utilize, a



To my dismay, I had to explain to them that the hunger strikes were
a gradualist reform movement, not a militarit abolitionist move-
ment; that they had nothing to do with abolishing prison slavery or
genocide more generally; that the majority of prisoners in California
would view a general strike as counter-productive to their own self-
ish reasons for working in a prison setting, and like prisoners any-
where many simply lacked the necessary vision, discipline,
knowledge, and willingness to sacrifice those crumbs for the bigger
picture.

Having said that, I've noticed a slight change of disposition
amongst many prisoners in California. Before and during the hunger
strikes, many were doubtful, if not pessimistic, as to our ability to
bring about change and abolish many of the oppressive and inhu-
mane aspects of prison. However, after the hunger strikes lead to the
2015 settlement in “Ashker v. Brown,” which supposedly abolished
indefinite SHU terms, the conversation on the yard has been some-
what optimistic. That said, the most significant result of the hunger
strikes was not forcing CDCR to reform its bogus gang validation
process and indeterminate SHU scheme, rather it was the cultivation
of faith that we as prisoners—as a collective and enslaved political
body—have the power to dismantle the oppressive and inhumane
circumstances we find curselves in.

In essence, the hunger strikes exemplified what abolitionist
Ruthie Gilmore describes as the mobilization of the forms of dual
power already latent in colonized and oppressed communities; the
disruptive potential of organizing ourselves as rebel slaves. She ex-
plains:

Power is not a thing but rather a capacity composed of active gnd
changing relationships enabling a person, group, or institution to com-
pel others to do things they would not do on their own (such as be
happy, or pay taxes, or go to war). Ordinarily, activists focus on taking
power, as though the entire political setup were really a matter of it
{structure) versus ‘us’ (agency). But if the'structure-agency opposition
isn’t actually how things really work, then perhaps politics is more

others not in our position, non-imprisoned people) far greater than
any other united workplace action. Many on the outside need to take
up more of the risk. For example, there are numerous ways that free-
world people can participate in a prison strike that does not mistake
symbolic action for direct, disruptive tactics. We need mass civil dis-
obedience, not more civic performance. If our goal is to clog the ar-
teries of the prison regime from within, it might be more effective to
choose methods that interrupt the prison’s reproduction from with-
out. While we are staging sit-ins, boycotts, stoppages, and refusing
trays inside, free-world activists could occupy the offices of a Depart-
ment of Corrections, stage protests at a prison warden's private
house, or stage sit-ins in the buildings of government institutions
and corporations that benefit from the smooth functioning of the
prisoncrat’s political-industrial machine. As an outside comrade
once pointed out, “phone zaps” are effective in certain historical sit-
uations, but disrupting this fascist regime requires a whole lot more.

As Frank B, Wilderson argues, the worker is exploited at best,
yet only shot, brutalized, or imprisoned because they engage in sab-
otage or forceful strike. The slave however is rendered the object of
gratuitous violence as a perpetual structural constant. By missing
this point and defining ourselves as imprisoned “workers,” we open
ourselves up to the public’s misrecognition of the levels of risk in-
volved with organizing on the inside. The universalist category of
the worker also fails to grasp the centrality of our captivity to the
making of U.S. society’s sense of (racial) freedom and (white} civili-
zational ascendency over the wretched of the earth. This, in fact,
brings me to my second point, a thing much more complex to ex-
plain, That is, the fact that our enslavement by the State holds a cul-
turally specific purpose for the society that appears driven to physi-
cally disappear us.

In the antebellum South, plantation slavery was not only an
institution for the production of materiaf goods at a cheap cost for
the ruling class. Slavery established the very structure through which
white freedom was, and is, made legible. The machinery of slavery
was foundational to the non-slave’s experience of freedom at a













