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INTRODUCTION  

  

This support paper will examine the obstacles, frictions, and possibilities for solidarity in artistic 

co-creations between people inside and outside prison, examined within the context of a broader 

movement to abolish prisons. These dynamics will be explored through my first-hand experience working 

closely on two video projects with Amber Kim, a prisoner in Washington State.  

Amber and I are the same age, born about a week apart in 1988. Amber has been in prison since 

she was eighteen, the same age that I would enter university in Montreal. A few years later, when I was 

twenty-one, I joined the organizing collective of Prisoner Correspondence Project (PCP), a pen pal 

program and resource library that connected LGBTQ prisoners with the broader queer and trans 

community on the outside. Amber and I got to know each other about a decade into my time with PCP, 

when she started sending contributions to our newsletter, The Word is Out. She soon became a valuable 

member of PCPôs inside collective, a group of prisoners that reads and offers feedback on the outside 

collectiveôs monthly meeting minutes. She later became the resident The Word is Out advice columnist, 

providing thoughtful counsel to other PCP inside members on the emotional challenges they were facing. 

This is how Amber describes herself:  

Amber Kim is an activist, witch, nerd, trans woman and author who believes in comforting the 

disturbed and disturbing the comfortable. When sheôs not madly pounding away at her typewriter, 

she can be found curled up with a good book, chill music, and crunchy snacks. She is currently 

serving life without parole in Washington State. To learn more about Amber check out 

AmberFayefoxKim.wordpress.com (Amber Kim, electronic message to author, electronic 

message to author, December 15, 2020) 

My first in-depth collaboration with Amber is Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema (2022-

2024). For this project, Amber and I engaged in a six-month reading group by phone and on a for-profit 

online communication system for prisoners formerly known as Jpay, now called Securus. Based on our 

http://amberfayefoxkim.wordpress.com/
http://amberfayefoxkim.wordpress.com/
http://amberfayefoxkim.wordpress.com/
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readings and discussions, we collaboratively conceptualized a script that I used to produce a two-channel 

short silent video installation. During an artist residency at the Paper Machine printshop in New Orleans, I 

received support from the staff to turn the film into a series of flipbooks to mail into prison. The short 

films, flipbooks, and a publication of excerpts from written and phone correspondences between Amber 

and me formed a multimedia installation at Dazibao Contemporary Art Centre in fall 2024. The exhibition 

was accompanied by a presentation from me that documents the process behind this project as well as a 

previous edition of Abolition Film Society, where I shared a program of short experimental films with 

incarcerated people within the limitations of the prison system.   

The second collaboration between Amber and me, You May Start the Conversation Now (2025), 

emerged from an artist residency organized by ArtEngine in Ottawa, which selected eight artists to co-

create an imaginary futurist world within a workshop moderated by science fiction writer Suyi Davies 

Okungbowa. After the workshop, each artist created independent work based on the collectively designed 

world. For the residency, I produced a video around a series of dialogues written by Amber and me 

through a game of exquisite corpse: Amber initiated writing a fictionalized conversation taking place in 

the collectively built world, then sent me the last couple phrases from her written dialogue (the ñtailò); I 

continued writing new dialogue based on the tail then sent the last phrases of my writing to Amber, who 

continued writing the script using incomplete information, and so on. The film submitted in my thesis 

portfolio, which is a re-edited version of the video installation shown at the residency, documents a day of 

rehearsals with two actors performing these serially co-written science fiction dialogues. In the film, 

fragmented rehearsal footage is punctuated with recordings of phone conversations between Amber and 

me during the writing process.  

The research process for both films, as in much of my other work, drew heavily from texts and 

debates on political change, a topic that I spend a lot of time thinking about. While I watched films for 

personal enjoyment during this time, I did not methodically consult other films in the development 

process. The aesthetic direction for these projects emerged intuitively and materialized based on the 
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resources that I had available. Accordingly, the main influences included in my paper are not cinematic 

references but rather works in political theory and analysis. 

 

Abolitionist Solidarities 

 My involvement with prisoner solidarity began when I became a collective member of Prisoner 

Correspondence Project in 2009. Founded in 2007 by a group of queers in Montréal then in their early 

20s, PCP continues to operate to this day. The project supports over 4000 LGBTQ prisoners across 

Canada and the United States through a pen pal program, a library of over 200 free resources on topics 

like safer sex and mental health, and The Word is Out, a newsletter with themed submissions from 

prisoners. Though PCP is located in Canada, its membership from the start has included people confined 

inside U.S. prisons ï the program was inaugurated after the founding member received and started 

responding to a handful of letters from an overworked queer and trans prisoner pen pal program in North 

Carolina. Today, disparity in the size of the long-term prisoner population in the U.S. and Canada means 

that over 99% of PCPôs inside membership is located in the U.S. Accordingly, my ensuing discussion of 

the prison system will focus on the U.S. 

 PCP is organized by an outside collective of six to ten volunteers and an inside collective of 

around fifteen prisoners who read and respond to monthly meeting minutes, offer guidance on the 

direction of the outside collective, choose a theme for each newsletterôs call for submissions, and 

participate in special projects like one-off publications occasionally produced by PCP. In my time as a 

PCP collective member, Iôve helped coordinate the collectiveôs day-to-day operations in moments of high 

involvement and, in moments of lower capacity, focused on managing the newsletter. 

 From the beginning, PCP held a commitment to principles of prison abolition. In popular 

imagination, harm and violence within a society are attributed to the actions of a few pathological 

individuals. In this view, social problems could be resolved by separating those bad people from everyone 

else and keeping them locked away. Abolitionist organizers dispute this individualist understanding, 
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emphasizing ongoing conditions of poverty, abuse, addiction, and untreated mental illnesses that many 

prisoners experience prior to their conviction. These conditions are unevenly experienced by poor and 

racialized people. For abolitionists, locking up people in states of deprivation, without addressing larger 

racialized and class structures of violence that condition harmful individual behavior, is ineffectual at 

eliminating societal harm.  

The failure of prisons to address social harm is underscored by geographer and abolitionist 

organizer Ruth Wilson Gilmoreôs Golden Gulag, a seminal study on the explosive growth of the 

California prison system at the end of the twentieth century. Gilmore notes that during the 1980s and 

1990s, a period when many states constructed a large number of new prisons, adopted harsher sentencing, 

and drastically increased their incarcerated population, crime rates did in fact decline across the U.S. 

However, this apparent correlation between an extended carceral system and lower crime rates is 

challenged by comparative analysis. Gilmore finds that, compared to less punitive states, jurisdictions that 

undertook a prison boom actually experienced lower decreases in crime. Similarly, California counties 

that aggressively pursued tougher sentencing laws experienced less crime reduction than counties that 

used those laws sparingly. On a neighbourhood level, Gilmore notes that ñidentical locations ð in terms 

of the social, cultural, and economic characteristics of inhabitants ð diverge over time into different 

qualities of place when one of them experiences high rates of imprisonment of residents,ò where high 

incarceration rate is connected to ñgreater instability.ò (Gilmore 2007, 16, her emphasis)  

Thus, although policymakers often evoke public safety and reducing crimes as reasons to build 

more prisons, the arrival of additional prisons in many U.S. states at the end of the twentieth century did 

not generate more safety or less crime. The places that most enthusiastically embraced prisons as the 

catch-all solution for social problems were less successful at addressing those very problems than 

jurisdictions where fewer new prisons were built. This insight is important to the abolitionist idea that 

isolating individuals from society and locking them in prisons is not an effective means of creating 

collective safety. Beyond failing to reduce social problems, prisons are seen by abolitionists as active 
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sources of harm. The most obvious form of harm caused by prisons is the daily conditions of these 

institutions, which are often called horrific, cruel, and dehumanizing. Countless reports from human 

rights organizations, news media, government audits, and first-person accounts attest to the high level of 

violence and deprivation inside prisons in both the U.S. and Canada. These reports document shocking 

incidents of physical and sexual abuse that prisoners experience from guards and other inmates, routine 

administrative neglect, food insecurity, overcrowding, inadequate access to mental and physical 

healthcare, lack of work or educational opportunities, extensive use of lockdowns where prisoners are 

kept in their cells for days at a time, and long-term solitary confinement, where individuals are locked 

alone in a cell for months and sometimes decades. 

The damaging effects of incarceration often last beyond peopleôs sentences. The traumatic 

conditions on the inside can induce or exacerbate mental illnesses that follow people long after they are 

released. Formerly incarcerated people also face significant barriers in the labour market. In 2018, 

formerly incarcerated people in the U.S. were unemployed at a rate of 27%, nearly five times the 

unemployment rate of the general population. Studies show that a criminal record led to a 50% reduction 

of job application callbacks. (Couloute and Kopf 2018) Further, without access to steady employment, 

many former prisoners face challenges in securing stable housing.  

Beyond these immediate repercussions on people who have spent time inside prisons, the prison 

system also takes significant toll on the larger communities surrounding incarcerated people. In the U.S., 

a great distance exists between where most incarcerated people are from and where they are held. The 

majority of prisoners are drawn from impoverished and racialized urban neighbourhoods while most 

prisons, especially those built during the 1980s and 1990s incarceration boom, are situated in rural areas. 

This geographic configuration impedes the ability for families to maintain connection, which is further 

strained by the expense of phone calls and other forms of contact. As Gilmore writes, ñhouseholds stretch 

from neighborhood to visiting room to courtroom, with a consequent thinning of financial and emotional 

resources.ò (Gilmore 2007, 16) 
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 Guided by thinkers like Gilmore, PCP supports the abolition of prisons, defined by Critical 

Resistance to be ña political vision with the goal of eliminating imprisonment, policing, and surveillance 

and creating lasting alternatives to punishment and imprisonment.ò (Critical Resistance 2025, their 

emphasis) This abolitionist orientation sets PCP apart from many other service providers for prisoners, 

which are often driven by humanitarian concerns to ease the harshest impacts of incarceration while 

accepting the inevitability of locking up some people as a necessary cost of public safety. PCP, on the 

other hand, situates our work of creating connections between inside and outside within a broader goal of 

undermining the core function of prisons to isolate the people they confine from the rest of society. 

Operating with the position that isolation is not an effective response to harm, PCP extends inside 

membership to prisoners regardless of their conviction, including people charged with violent offenses, 

and guides outside pen pals to reframe their understanding of harm through structural, rather than 

individual, lenses. This practice aims to weaken the imaginative link between incarceration and collective 

safety. 

 

From Abolitionist Solidarities to Abolitionist Politics  

In the sixteen years since I first joined PCP, I have seen a drastic shift in popular perception of the 

American prison system. While the proposal to abolish, rather than merely reform, prisons has circulated 

in activist settings for decades, especially after the 2003 publication of Angela Davisôs Are Prisons 

Obsolete?, I witnessed the generalized proliferation of critiques of the prison system in the 2010s, when 

advocates as unlikely as Kim Kardashian began to denounce prisons as sites of injustice. (Jacobs 2024) In 

the midst of mass uprisings against racist police violence in the summer of 2020, in the aftermath of 

George Floydôs murder by a white officer from the Minneapolis Police Department, the concept of 

ñprison abolitionò received mainstream attention, with The New York Times publishing a profile of Ruth 

Wilson Gilmore written by Rachel Kushner under the title ñIs Prison Necessary?ò  
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In this time, I have also witnessed the abolitionist movement grow and sharpen its focus. When I 

first joined PCP, many organizations like PCP primarily expressed our abolitionist commitment as 

principled denouncements against the injustices of the prison system while supporting individual 

prisoners through pen pal and books-to-prisoners programs. Many of us lacked a detailed understanding 

of the power structures that maintain the prison system in different locales and a theory of change for the 

large-scale political transformation necessary to create a socio-economic structure that would no longer 

rely on incarceration to address social problems. Then, at some point in the last decade, a pragmatic 

abolitionist program developed and flourished across organizing contexts. Abolitionist politics converged 

into the campaign to divest public funds from punitive institutions like prisons and the police towards life 

affirming systems of support like housing, education, healthcare, and good jobs for all ð what one 

Canadian abolitionist coalition, founded in 2020, calls ñreal safety.ò (Choosing Real Safety 2025) 

Ruth Wilson Gilmoreôs work is foundational to this shift in organizing focus. My own approach 

towards abolitionist politics is deeply influenced by her, as repeated references to her work in this paper 

attest. A co-founder of California Prison Moratorium Project, which successfully campaigned to halt the 

construction of new state prisons in California, Gilmoreôs analysis contains a level of clarity and 

usefulness towards organizing that is lacking in many progressive discussions about the harms of 

incarceration. Gilmore is careful to avoid characterizations that appeal to emotional satisfaction over 

precise understanding of the prison systemôs concrete dynamics, and she is attentive to the implications 

for organizing brought on by distorted understandings. She is critical, for instance, of a popular 

explanation of twentieth century carceral expansion that focuses on the racially biased war on drugs, 

advanced by books like Michelle Alexanderôs The New Jim Crow and Ava DuVernayôs Netflix-

distributed film 13th. This link between mass incarceration and drug policy overlooks the reality that the 

vast majority of people inside the U.S. prison system are convicted of crimes categorized as violent 

offenses ð meaning that devoting organizing energy towards changing drug policy and legislative 
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practices affecting ñrelatively innocentò prisoners, like those with wrongful convictions, would 

accomplish little to reduce the scope of the U.S. prison system. (Sawyer and Wagner 2025) 

Another common rhetoric that Gilmore cautions against is the misconception that U.S. prisons are 

majority Black. Kushnerôs The New York Times profile of Gilmore expands on this: 

Not only is it a false and harmful stereotype to overassociate black people with prison, she argues, 

but by not acknowledging racial demographics and how they shift from one state to another, and 

over time, the scope and crisis of mass incarceration canôt be fully comprehended. In terms of 

racial demographics, black people are the population most affected by mass incarceration ð 

roughly 33 percent of those in prison are black, while only 12 percent of the United States 

population is ð but Latinos still make up 23 percent of the prison population and white people 30 

percent, according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics. (Gilmore has heard people argue that drug 

laws will change because the opioid epidemic hurts rural whites, a myth that drives her crazy. 

ñPeople say, óGod knows theyôre not going to lock up white people,ôò she told me, ñand itôs like, 

Yes, they do lock up white people.ò) (Kushner 2019) 

In contrast to the reductively racialized explanation for who is targeted by the prison system (in some 

abolitionist circles it has become routine to answer this with ñBlack and brown peopleò), Gilmoreôs offers 

an alternative carceral demography: ñWhen I describe who is in prison, the phrase that I always use is 

ómodestly educated women and men in the prime of their lives.ôò (Gilmore 2022, 459) This phrase guides 

Gilmore to a series of investigations about conditions that shift across different points in time and space: 

How do women and men become modestly educated? How is it that people in the prime of their 

lives who otherwise would be making, moving, growing, and caring for things instead are in 

cages? What has happened to the making, moving, growing, and caring for things that has 

changed through the participation of modestly educated women and men in those economic 

sectors? What did the activities and organizing of such folks become in capitalist terms? (And 

thatôs not always the same everywhere.) What is it about the regions that these folks come from 
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that has changed, since once upon a time, without question, there was always absorption into a 

certain labor market niche ð often, but not always, a low-wage labor force ð that is now 

unquestionably impossible? (Gilmore 2022, 459, her emphasis)  

Gilmore phrasing leads to an understanding of the prison system as intertwined with, but not reducible to, 

racialized oppression: 

Now imagine that weôre looking at a Los Angeles County graph of race and gender in relation to 

jobs and employment over time. You will see that as the best-waged jobs for Black men 

disappeared, the number of Black men going to prison shot up. Then we move across in time a 

little bit, and we see that as the well-waged jobs for Chicanos start to disappear, the number of 

Chicanos going to prison shoots up. And every time we see a certain labor market niche shrink, 

thereôs a sudden, secular rise ð itôs not just a spike; it goes up, and it keeps going up ð in the 

number of people from the demographic category going to prison. (Gilmore 2022, 462) 

This analysis presents the prison system, and the people entrapped by it, as an evolving set of relations 

involving state responses to a communityôs declining access to paid labour that could sustain their lives. 

This dynamic understanding of an ever-shifting prison system diverges from theories that treat mass 

incarceration as the latest manifestation of a fixed presence of racial oppression throughout American 

history, with significant implications for organizing. Ruth Wilson Gilmoreôs husband and longtime co-

organizer, Craig Gilmore, offers insightful commentary on this in an interview: 

There are any number of fairly simplistic understandings of why the Prison Industrial Complex 

exists. None of them are entirely wrong, but in their simplicity, theyôre misleading. If your 

explanation for why the Prison Industrial Complex exists is that this is a racist country, itôs like, 

yeah it is a racist country. But it was a racist country in 1950, it was a racist country in 1900; we 

didnôt lock as many people up. I think understanding why the Prison Industrial Complex exists 

could be more complex and nuanced. I think understanding how it works, again, could be a lot 

more detailed such that more of us thought more strategically about where itôs vulnerable. If I 
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gave you a wrench, a big fucking wrench, and say, disable that car, you could beat on it for a 

couple months, and probably disable it. Or if you knew how a car worked, you could disable it in 

thirty seconds. Now Iôm not saying we could disable the PIC in thirty seconds with any wrench, 

but I feel sometimes like weôre beating on it with a wrench, rather than thinking about where itôs 

vulnerable and how we could break it more easily than we do. (Gilmore 2017) 

Over the last few years, I have been obsessed with the question of how people working towards 

liberation could organize more effectively ð to move beyond voicing righteous critiques and towards 

winning transformative material gains through targeted actions and building sufficient political leverage. 

In this work, I take a lot of guidance from the Gilmores. Though it may not be obvious, this 

preoccupation with strategy also drives the films in my thesis portfolio. The collaborations that I have 

undertaken with Amber are not organizing campaigns. As such, they lack the detailed systems analysis 

that Craig Gilmore considers necessary for capably dismantling a car as well as the prison system. What 

these collaborative projects have allowed me to do is explore the ñwrenchò: the relational dynamics 

between people that enables them towards more effective collective action, and the frictions that threaten 

to undo those links.  

 Like most people who have spent significant time in political organizing, I have experienced the 

erosion of multiple projects of collective resistance from the strain of interpersonal tensions. Among 

organizers, differences or mistakes that could appear minor to outsiders become loaded with the weight of 

centuries-long structural oppressions, as personified by the individual behaviour of another member 

engaged in the same struggle. Unresolved, these conflicts can grow into what Jo Friedman describes, in a 

1976 article, as the phenomenon of ñtrashingò common within the second-wave feminist movement: a 

form of politicized ostracism that ñmak[es] you feel that your very existence is inimical to the Movement 

and that nothing can change this short of ceasing to exist.ò (Freedman 1976) 

In Burnout: The Emotional Experience of Political Defeat, Hannah Proctor connects these 

familiar organizational fallouts to the slow pace of political transformation. Proctor cites psychiatrist 
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Robert Colesôs 1964 research on the psychological effects of sustained political organizing on veteran 

civil rights movement activists: 

Coles describes people who entered the movement expecting change to come quickly but who, 

having engaged in similar actions again and again, had come to feel they had got no closer to 

victory: óI thought weôd demonstrate and then theyôd fold up before us. But itôs been tougher than 

I ever dreamed.ô The enemy began to seem impervious to attack. Resistance appeared 

increasingly futile and personal risk, particularly the risk of arrest and imprisonment, less 

worthwhile. Exhausted, an activist might also repudiate or begin to doubt their political 

commitments and principles, turning their anger away from the oppressive social conditions they 

had been fighting and onto the movement itself. Interpersonal tensions are another symptom of 

exhaustion. (Hannah Proctor 2024, chap. 5) 

These tensions are even more difficult to navigate when working across large power differences. Some 

organizers respond to this challenge by restricting the scope of their camaraderie, to organize only with 

people who occupy similar social positions. However, the intersectional character of oppressions ð the 

way that different social locations overlap and intersect to create unique experiences of oppression ð 

renders the total absence of power differences difficult to achieve within any collective form, and frictions 

from unaccounted hierarchies threaten to fracture even closely guarded collectives. Further, as Keeanga-

Yamahatta Taylor notes in her assessment of the Black Lives Matter movement, narrow organizational 

forms face limitations on the scale of change they are able to enact: 

One of the things the best parts of the movement did was demonstrate how the working-class 

character of Black life was what made Black people vulnerable to policing, and to the 

overrepresentation of Black people in the criminal legal system. The problem, though, is that a 

movement focused purely or exclusively on the lives of Black people actually doesn't have the 

social capacity to transform those conditions that make Black people vulnerable to policing in the 

first place. If we say that social inequality, economic inequality is at the centre of that 
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vulnerability, then it actually takes a mass movement to transform that. And a movement that 

defines itself as Black Lives Matter is not the vehicle that can build the mass, multi-racial 

movement that is necessary because something has to capture the radicalization of white people 

and transform that into politics as well. (Taylor 2024) 

 The collaborations that I have submitted in my thesis are a modest effort to address the 

immensely difficult, but necessary, task of solidarity across power differences. These projects create a 

container that allow Amber and me, on two sides of the prison wall, to practice thinking and making 

together without the pressures of a political campaign. They give me an opportunity to work through 

disagreements and correct moments of misjudgment without the risk of compromising important political 

decisions. The process of undergoing these creative and fun exercises is a rehearsal for developing habits 

that can hopefully strengthen my capacities for solidarity in contexts of higher-stake struggle. 

 

Artistic Collaboration Across Prison Walls 

In Marking Time: Art in the Age of Mass Incarceration, Nicole Fleetwood writes about the 

fraught nature of prison art collaborations, especially nonprofit arts programming that operate with the 

approval of prison administrations. She develops the concept of ñfraught imaginariesò as a framework for 

examining ñthe complex dynamics and power structures that shape artistic collaborations between 

nonincarcerated professional artists, nonprofit arts organizations, and incarcerated artists, students, and 

participants.ò (Fleetwood 2020, 158) Fleetwood writes about the virtual disappearance of institutionally 

run educational and cultural programs within U.S. prisons from the 1980s onward ñas politicians, 

lawmakers and prison administrated created more retributive prison environments.ò (Fleetwood 2020, 

168) During this time, outside organizations, often connected to nonprofits or universities, have stepped 

in to provide arts programming inside. These projects are typically funded by sources outside the 

Department of Corrections, often by philanthropic or government grants. Though they are not 

institutionally run, they are institutionally embedded. In some instances, the Departments of Corrections 
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invite community or arts organizations inside to provide services like art classes, workshops, or special 

projects. Other times, organizations or artists receive funding to implement a preconceived curriculum 

and seek out a prison that is willing to host the project. In both cases, artistic activities involving prisoners 

happen with the approval and management of the administration. 

The institutionally embedded context for most prison arts initiatives has several consequences. 

Often, the very access to these programs is determined by the prison. ñIn many instances,ò writes 

Fleetwood, ñprison staff choose the participants, and the selection process can reproduce racial and ethnic 

hierarchies that exist inside facilities,ò leading to cases like one institution where a prison with majority 

Black inmates had no Black participants selected for art classes. (Fleetwood 2020, 155) Further, the 

access that nonprofit arts projects have into prisons is dependent on maintaining healthy relationships 

with the prison administration. Generally, artists and teachers are not permitted to have contact with 

prisoners outside the sanctioned project; their entire connection to prisoners is within a framework 

controlled by the administration. Consequently, these projects are structurally more connected and 

accountable to prison staff than to the prisoners involved in the projects. 

My experience with art collaborations with incarcerated people, including the two projects 

discussed in this paper, unfold under different circumstances. Neither Prisoner Correspondence Project 

nor my personal projects have ever gone through official channels of the prison system. PCP was founded 

by responding to a handful of letters from a different grassroots letter-writing initiative, and most 

prisoners discover the project through informal means, by word of mouth or coming across a newsletter 

that someone else leaves behind in common spaces. The membership is self-selected rather than 

determined by the prison administration. This unsanctioned mode of operation means that resources 

distributed by PCP are subject to ongoing censorship. Requested material from the resource library are 

regularly returned for violating various regulations according to the discretion of mail room staff. 

Materials sent from the project have been banned wholesale by specific institutions and, for a period of 

time, even an entire state. Despite this, PCP is committed to sending requested content that is likely to get 
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rejected, such as gay smut. Oftentimes, this pays off. Understaffing in most prisons means that bans are 

inconsistently enforced, and subversive items end up getting through to people who wanted them.  

Further, unlike nonprofit organizations, PCP is maintained by unpaid volunteers. The project 

receives free office space and around $4000 per year from two student groups on university campuses and 

fundraises the rest of the $10,000 - $20,000 annual costs through donations and benefit events. Unlike 

grant-funded initiatives, PCP does not need to answer to powerful outside funders. 

The relationships in my inside-outside artistic collaborations thus far have all been drawn from 

the most active people among the PCP membership. This circumvention of official channels allows me to 

operate in ways that are unconventional in nonprofit arts programming contexts. When I have visited 

inside collaborators, it was through the same procedure as any other visitor rather than as an identifiable 

artist. I have paid all my inside collaborators ð as much as $11,600 CAD in one instance when I received 

an arts council grant, at the same hourly rate as what I paid myself. In jurisdictions like Florida, where 

incarcerated people are forbidden from receiving payment, I have purchased books and commissary items 

or sent money to family members instead. Contrary to the institutionally mandated disconnection between 

prisoners and teaching artists outside of sanctioned projects, my collaborations involve ongoing 

communication with not only the incarcerated collaborators themselves but also, in many cases, their 

broader networks of supporters who have been instrumental in helping to transmit messages and 

materials. One collaboratorôs friend who had Power of Attorney opened an outside bank account for her 

so that she could receive payment from me, a way to bypass the 45% confiscated by the Department of 

Corrections on any amount over $25 sent to a prisoner. These extended networks are less present in the 

two projects discussed in this paper, since they both feature a single collaborator with whom I have a 

long-standing relationship. The complex nexus of people and resources that I employ to circumvent 

prison delays, censorship, and other administrative obstacles is documented by an earlier volume of 

Abolition Film Society, a process-oriented piece where I curated a program of experimental films for a 

group of five inside participants, some of whom I knew on a more personal level and some with whom I 
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was only connected in my capacity as a Prisoner Correspondence Project member. Since prisoners did not 

have access to video sharing websites like Youtube or Vimeo or the ability to receive DVDs by mail, I 

had to distribute the films from the curated program within the limitation of the prison system: as stills 

and transcripts by mail, audio played over the phone, and low-resolution 30-second video excerpts for 

those who had access to a platform called Jpay Videograms. 

 The differences between my approach and the nonprofit arts programming identified by 

Fleetwood leads to different ð in fact, opposing ð set of tensions. Fleetwoodôs account of inside-outside 

collaborations often presents a dynamic where the radical demands of prisoners are muted by 

collaborators on the outside who are navigating the constraints of their institutionally embedded position. 

Fleetwood writes that many of the collaborations she has seen ñfocus on personal exploration and 

individualized notions of rehabilitation while avoiding or obfuscating political and systemic critiques of 

incarceration.ò (Fleetwood 2020, 155) Citing the Attica prison rebellion manifesto, which refuted the 

purported rehabilitative function of the prison system, Fleetwood celebrates the work of the Black 

Emergency Cultural Coalition (BECC), a contemporaneous groups of Black artists allies, for ñfollow[ing] 

the lead of Attica protestors, listening to their needs in refuting state-mandated ideas of rehabilitation.ò 

(Fleetwood 2020, 165) 

 In my experience in prisoner solidarity as well as labour organizing, I have more frequently 

encountered the opposite dynamic. Contrary to the nonprofit workers identified by Fleetwood as 

imposing a reformist agenda of individual rehabilitation, the outside organizers I am familiar with tend to 

be the ones coming in with ñpolitical and systemic critiques.ò In Prisoner Correspondence Project and, as 

the next chapter will detail, my artistic collaborations, the people with direct experience with 

incarceration tend to be far more invested in the project of individual rehabilitation, particularly when it 

comes their own personal development. In abolitionist as well as labour organizing, many prisoners and 

workers with direct experience are much more supportive than outside organizers towards reforms that 
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would incrementally improve daily circumstances, even if they do little to undermine generalized 

conditions of captivity or exploitation.  

 This set of tensions, which I have experienced again and again across organizing and creative 

collaborations, is more challenging to navigate than the mismatch between radical prisoners and reformist 

outsiders in Fleetwoodôs focus. In this case, following the lead of people with direct experience, like 

Fleetwood commends BECC for doing, would mean abandoning commitment to more radical goals ð 

for example, PCP would cease to be an abolitionist organization if it were to ever determine its own 

political framework based on a vote by the inside membership, the vast majority of whom do not believe 

that prisons should be abolished. Yet ignoring the reformist or even reactionary input from people with 

direct experience, dismissing it as ñfalse consciousnessò in pursuit of the most radical agenda, would 

reinforce the power dynamics that Fleetwood identifies with many prison arts collaborations, ñin which 

the nonincarcerated are deemed as artists while the incarcerated participants are the subject matter or 

objects of art.ò (Fleetwood 2020, 155) 

 Organizing alongside people who have direct experience with particular systems of oppression, as 

someone who does not share that experience, is a more complex practice than either deference or 

inculcation, requiring ongoing, active discernment from the outside organizer. This relationship is fraught 

with potential for conflicts that threaten to rupture the tenuous ties of solidarity necessary for coalitional 

politics. The next chapters detail the ways that this has manifested for me in the context of working with 

Amber in Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema and You May Start the Conversation Now. 
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ABOLITION FILM SOCIETY: FLIPBOOK CINEMA 

 

Reading Group and Discussions  

Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema began with a six-month reading group. Since Amber 

does not have access to search engines for conducting independent research, I was the one to choose the 

texts, which I selected in response to a core question from Amber that emerged in a conversation before 

the start of our reading group:  

The one big question I have is "Why are so many activists so opposed to putting together a 'ten 

year plan' of fighting various smaller battles that then amount to a larger change once everything 

is in place?" Which is really what I'm thinking. I'm not talking about just going for low hanging 

fruit (which only results in non-reforms), I'm talking about moving towards the ultimate goal in a 

tactical structured fashion. I don't get why we don't do that. (Amber Kim, electronic message to 

author, April 1, 2022)  

Our reading group featured books and articles on abolitionist politics, organizing strategies, and artistic 

engagements with incarceration (a list of the texts we read and discussed is on page 5 of the publication 

included in Appendix A). I bought and sent books to Amberôs facility and shared articles by copying, 

pasting, and maxing out character limits across multiple Jpay messages. Partway through our reading 

group, Kay Gabriel, the author of one of the articles we read, began hosting a weekly online reading 

group on Ruth Wilson Gilmoreôs Abolition Geography that Amber and I participated in. I sent Amber the 

reading schedule, shared her comments on relevant chapters at each meeting, then sent discussion notes 

back to her.  

Throughout this project, Amber and I engaged in extensive discussions: the entirety our written 

messages and phone transcripts amount to 67,000 words. Near the end of the project, I mailed the totality 

of our conversations to Amber (size nine font, three packages of fifteen sheets printed double-sided to fit 

the prison mail roomôs page limit regulation). After receiving these packages, Amber called me to 
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identify excerpts that stood out to her. I compiled the conversation snippets that each of us selected, 

edited the text for style and length, then designed a booklet of this text to accompany the flipbooks.  

  

           

Image 1. Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema publications. 

 

The published version of our conversations is included in Appendix A. Below, I will include a 

few key discussions that are most relevant to understanding the video piece that emerged out of the 

reading group. 

One topic that Amber and I talked about extensively was a company called Correctional 

Industries, a private corporation that receives contracts from the Department of Justice in order to manage 

prisoners to manufacture goods such as license plates, boxes, glasses, rolling desk chairs, and uniforms. 

According to Amber, Correctional Industries is one of the strongest blocs of power within the 
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Washington Department of Corrections. They have a strong lobbying arm and a lot of influence over how 

the prison is run. For example, during the COVID lockdowns, Correctional Industries lobbied for all their 

workers to get housed in the same unit, and the prisons followed the request.  

Correctional Industries hires a large number of prisoners, but the way this company operates does 

not fit into popular understanding of prison labour. After the release of Ava DuVernayôs 13th, which 

presents prisons as exploiting the ñloopholeò of the 13th Amendment that outlawed involuntary servitude 

except as a punishment, many people have come to think of prison labour as an extension of slave labour 

ð as extracting profit from a worker whose labour is highly exploited. The idea is that prisons give 

prisoners a nominal payment of couple cents an hour and sell their goods at a high margin, making profit 

on the gap between wages and profit. Yet this is not how Correctional Industries, or prison labour in 

general, operate.   

Ruth Wilson Gilmore provides a rigorous rebuttal to the focus on private profits within the prison 

system, seen in accounts like the film 13th. Rachel Kushnerôs precis of this analysis, in her profile of 

Gilmore in The New York Times, is worth quoting in full:  

Government agencies donôt make profits; instead, they need revenue. State agencies must 

compete for this revenue, Gilmore explained. Under austerity, the social-welfare function shrinks; 

the agencies that receive the money are the police, firefighters and corrections. So other agencies 

start to copy what the police do: The education department, for instance, learns that it can receive 

money for metal detectors much more easily than it can for other kinds of facility upgrades. And 

prisons can access funds that traditionally went elsewhere ð for example, money goes to county 

jails and state prisons for ñmental health servicesò rather than into public health generally. ñIf you 

follow the money, you donôt have to find the company thatôs profiting,ò Gilmore explained to me 

later. ñYou can find all the people who are dependent on wages paid out by the Department of 

Corrections. The most powerful lobby group in California are the guards. Itôs a single trade, with 
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one employer, and it couldnôt be easier for them to organize. They can elect everyone from D.A.s 

up to the governor. They gave Gray Davis a couple million dollars, and he gave them a prison.ò  

  

The explicit function of prison is to separate people from society, and this costs money. Fifteen 

and a half billion dollars of the proposed budget for the coming year will go to corrections, and 

40 percent of that goes to staff salaries alone, not including benefits and generous pensions. This 

is state-subsidized employment, not a profit venture. (Kushner 2019) 

Though the comparison between prison labour and slave labour solicits a powerful emotional 

condemnation against prisons, Gilmore enables us to see that this analysis misses the systemôs actual 

designs, and risks misleading organizing efforts towards the wrong target. In practice, this focus on the 

profit motive has led many reformists to concentrate their energy on shutting down private for-profit 

prisons, which hold only 8% of all incarcerated people in the U.S. and have no presence the Canadian 

system after the only experiment with a privately run jail returned to public control in the 2000s. (Sawyer 

and Wagner 2025; CBC News 2006) It also leads to a misunderstanding of the material relationship 

between companies like Correctional Industries, the Washington State Department of Corrections, and 

prisoners like Amber whose work is managed by Correctional Industries. 

Like most companies that use prisoners as workers, the production process managed by 

Correctional Industries is not geared towards making profit. Correctional Industries does not sell goods on 

the open market. Like many prison employment programs, the government pays Correctional Industries 

money to hire prisoners to make goods that the government then purchases in return. Correctional 

Industries costs the government money and functions as providing a kind of state-sponsored education 

and jobs training program to incarcerated people. Money gets funneled through prisoners working for this 

company, and the company makes money by hiring prisoners, but it does not make money by exploiting 

the prisonersô labour then selling the products of their labour for a profit. When I asked Amber what 

incarcerated workers are to Correctional Industries if not a labour force to be exploited for profits, she 
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explained: ñIn this situation, the prisoners are a renewable resource. You know, the same way you 

manage your timber land, you manage your inmates.ò (Appendix A: Conversations, ñWashington State 

Prison Systemò)  

An analysis that sees prison labour as an extension of exploited slave labour would find a solution 

in eradicating prison labour programs ð which would remove one of the few activities, however 

unstimulating, that currently interrupts the long stretches of boredom that prisoners otherwise experience 

(and as Amber notes in a conversation included in You May Start The Conversation Now, the workplace 

is typically one of the few places in a racially segregated prison where different races mix together, 

lending itself to opportunities for cross-racial organizing). On the other hand, recognizing companies like 

Correctional Industries as providing a subcontracted, diminished version of public service opens up a 

different set up political demands: for a better use of state resources that bypasses punitive state agencies 

and parasitic subcontractors and goes directly towards meaningful public education and jobs training for 

the ñmodestly educated women and men in the prime of their livesò who are kept in long-term 

incapacitation within the prison system. 

In our conversations, Amber and I agreed on many things, but we also had disagreements. One 

disagreement that would come up again and again is one of scale. As someone who has never been 

incarcerated and who engages with prisons from the perspective of an organizer, my analysis of the 

carceral system took place at an institutional and societal scale. Though Amber has read extensive 

analyses about the prison system, her intimate experience from the inside led her to a greater emphasis on 

individual experiences. Throughout our conversations, Amber spoke about the importance of taking 

individual responsibility for past harms and the necessity of rehabilitation. Hearing this, I would often try 

bringing the conversation towards systems of power and the ways that racial and economic structures 

shape us in manners beyond our control as individual agents. In moments that Amber expressed 

disapproval of other prisoners who werenôt doing more to better themselves inside, the way she has, I 
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would push back about the unfairness in placing that expectation onto people who faced compounded 

systemic barriers.  

While difficult at times, these disagreements were also generative, leading me to questions about 

political strategy that I had never considered before our reading group. Our reading group took place 

during a time that abolitionist politics were coalescing around a divest/reinvest focus, with organizers 

frequently citing a statement attributed to Ruth Wilson Gilmore: ñAbolition is about presence, not 

absence. Itôs about building life-affirming institutions.ò1 Prison abolition became not only about closing 

down prisons ð though that was part of the work ð the main focus became about changing the kind of 

society where state violence is seen as the only way to address harm. In this view, abolitionist politics 

became an effort to redistribute collective state-managed resources: away from punitive institutions and 

into life affirming infrastructure. As someone who spent many years in radical political settings where 

abolition was limited to grandiose statements about setting fires to prisons without concrete political 

agendas to shrink the prison system, I welcomed this redistributive turn in abolitionist politics.  

In our reading group, Amber and I had ongoing debates about whether building new education, 

arts, and therapeutic facilities inside prisons should fall into abolitionist demands. Like many 

abolitionists, I have been inclined to reject reformist efforts to build nicer or more rehabilitative facilities 

as thinly veiled efforts to pour more money into prison expansion. For as long as prisons have existed, 

reformers have sought to address the humanitarian crises inside them by building new jails that promised 

to be better, more modern, and more rehabilitative. Yet these innovative facilities would soon run into as 

many problems as the jails they sought to replace.2 Instead of calling to reform the prison system, 

 
1 This quote has become ubiquitous in mission statements, infographics, and think pieces related to prison abolition 

over the last few years. However, I cannot locate the provenance of the original quote after following several 

citations to Gilmoreôs speeches or interviews where the quote does not, in fact, appear. The viral quote is likely a 

paraphrase of Gilmoreôs writings elsewhere, for example ñAbolition is not absence, it is presenceéAbolition is 

building the future from the present, in all of the ways we can.ò (Gilmore 2018, her emphasis) 
2 As Foucault famously writes, ñPrison óreformô is virtually contemporary with the prison itself: it constitutes, as it 

were, its programme.ò (Foucault 1995, 234) 
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abolitionists focus on decarceration efforts ð reducing the number of people in prisons and jails, shutting 

down facilities without replacing them, and rejecting government spending for renovations. (Critical 

Resistance 2021)  

While Amber supported the broader abolitionist struggle to work towards a world without 

prisons, she disagreed with the divestment strategy to reject government spending on facilities that 

promised to improve living conditions and support rehabilitative developments. Many abolitionists are 

weary of the rhetoric of rehabilitating prisoners at all, seeing it as a symptom of treating the structural 

crises of racial capitalism as a matter of individual pathology. Amber has a different view on 

rehabilitation, and I have thought often about this comment from her:  

I'm in prison, I've been in here for fifteen years. So when it comes to how do we change society, I 

feel like I'm not qualified to answer that question. At the same time, because I've been in prison 

so long and have been doing the work to reform myself, I feel I am qualified to speak on how to 

get people who are in prison to grow while in here and not cause further harm in the future upon 

release. (Appendix A: Conversations, ñPrisoners in Abolitionist Movementsò) 

This comment from Amber left a strong impression on me, helping me recognize a potential 

pitfall in the redistributive turn in abolitionist organizing. If prison abolition has become a politics of 

resource redistribution across the entire society ð as much about prisons as it is about housing, 

education, and healthcare ð where does that leave currently incarcerated people in this fight? I came to 

see that approaching abolitionist organizing through high level policy changes has the potential to 

undermine the agency of prisoners in this process, where prisoners would end up merely as symbols while 

outside organizers did the real political work.  

The topic of prisonersô agency in relation to outside organizers was at the heart of a conversation 

where I found myself caught in a moment of thoughtless oversight. In a conversation about the limits of 

allyship, Amber expressed skepticism about the utility of political allies. Drawing on repeated negative 
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experiences with an outside group that would routinely impose their own agenda in campaigns that 

included both incarcerated and nonincarcerated people, Amber wrote: 

The reality is I donôt actually put much stock in political allies because it is usually a goal driven 

relationship that does not last very long. I much prefer to be a political co-conspirator working for 

each otherôs liberation. This is a long-term relationship that involves getting to know each other 

in a much more meaningful way. (Appendix A: Conversations, ñAllies & Powerò) 

I pushed back against this, questioning the inclination to devalue short-term alliances when it 

came to accomplishing specific goals that would require mass power. I saw the limitation in relying on 

only people who we know in long-term, meaningful ways ð a number too small to successfully 

challenge elites with access to money, favourable laws, and influences on media. Responding to Amberôs 

negative experiences with the outside group, I questioned whether these experiences necessitated never 

working with this group again, or if there could be ways to leverage the groupôs resources that would not 

be dependent on them coming in with good faith. I wrote: 

If the power dynamic was so entrenched to be unchangeable, then I think youôd make the right 

call to avoid working with certain outside groups. But I also wonder if there could be creative 

strategies to keep those groups accountable, and maybe you have access to resources that you 

wouldnôt have considered if you just made the call to never work with them again. (Appendix A: 

Conversations, ñAllies & Powerò) 

After some reflection, I realized that my comment was inconsiderate of just how little power prisoners 

have in comparison to an outside group and regretted not acknowledging this openly in my earlier 

message. Amber agreed with my assessment in calling out myself on this, and we continued the 

discussion. Neither of us moved to the otherôs position but I, at least, found this to be a generative 

moment of tension. 

In addition to these political investigations, Amber and I also had conversations about the 

mundane details of her daily life, such as the food she was making as a kitchen worker feeding over 500 
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people, making forty-two cents an hour. We talked about her relationships to other people inside, 

including friends in a different pod. One of those discussions, about Amberôs conversations with friends 

in a different pod, became the genesis of our concept for the two-channel short film and flipbooks, which 

I will describe in the next section. 

 

 Production  

From the start, I knew I wanted to make a film that could be turned into flipbooks. While I could 

share video clips with Amber, and other prisoners on my contact list who are eligible to receive thirty-

second ñvideogramsò on their tablets, there is no way to mass distribute an independent art film like the 

ones that I create. Creating flipbooks that could eventually be distributed inside prison libraries is a way 

to circumvent this limitation and create a film that could eventually be shared with a prison audience.  

The format of the flipbook carries a set of formal constraints. First, video designed for print needs 

to be silent. While subtitles could capture the essence of dialogue, a crucial element in the sonic 

experience of watching a sound film would be lost when printed onto silent pages. Creating a film 

without sound in the first place enables the flipbook viewer to have a less diminished experience of the 

project. Videos designated for flipbook output also need to be short. A video typically runs at twenty-four 

or thirty frames per second. Even when reduced to, say, three frames per second for a flipbook, a minute 

of footage would still run 180 pages. As a book gets thicker, it also become more difficult to flip by hand, 

so the length of the video needs to take into consideration the physicality of the printed and bounded 

form. Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema, at six minutes and twenty-five seconds, is far too long for 

a single flipbook. Accordingly, the film is divided into five shorter segments that are each bound into a 

separate book. 

The five segments feature the following phrases:  

ǒ I AM JOB SECURITY FOR CO ROBERTS  
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ǒ I AM LYING IN GRASS AND MY HEART FEELS LIGHT  

ǒ I AM TO CORRECTIONAL INDUSTRIES AS LUMBER IS TO REAL ESTATE  

ǒ I AM COOKING SLOP FOR 537 PEOPLE SO I CAN EAT RAMEN FOR THE 1000TH 

DAY IN A ROW  

ǒ I ENJOYED 58 BOOKS LAST YEAR  

These phrases capture the array of topics that emerged during the reading group between Amber 

and me, acting as a kind of documentary of our conversations. This text emerged out of an attention to 

scale inspired by the geographical method that Ruth Wilson Gilmore employs to examine racism in 

Abolition Geography:  

éthe realities of racism are not the same everywhere and represent different practices at different 

geographical scales ð which are connected (or ñarticulatedò) in many ways. Within and across 

scales ð respectively configuring nation-states, production regions, labor markets, communities, 

households, and bodies ð anti-racist activism encounters supple enactments and renewals of 

racialization through law, policy, and legal and illegal practices performed by state and non-state 

actors. (Gilmore 2022, 114)  

Similarly, the filmôs five phrases trace various conflicting yet continuous configurations of a prisoner 

across multiple levels, from the quotidian to the systemic.  

The film represents the five phrases in two ways. On the left channel we see Amber on video 

visit, spelling out the script using Stacking, an ASL-adapted sign language employed by prisoners to 

communicate across plexiglass or long distances. The focus is on her hands, and we do not see her face. 

Behind her we see signs of other people, including someone pushing a mop bucket and someone moving 

through the background using a walker. Right channel shows visual interpretation of the text that Amber 

spells out by hand, sometimes dramatized by anonymous hands (performed by former and current outside 

collective members of Prisoner Correspondence Project).  
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The discussions between Amber and me that led up to the style and content of the film are 

captured by the chapters ñStackingò and ñMaking a Filmò in the publication included in Appendix A, 

which provide excerpted transcriptions from two of our phone calls that took place two days apart. Those 

calls unfolded during the period following our intensive reading group, when we were struggling to 

translate political analysis and debates about organizational strategy into a creative project. Then, like 

magic, the entire film emerged in nearly its final form in the second phone call. 

 The direction for the film quickly came together after those conversations. Amber and I finalized 

the phrases we would use, and I filmed the images that made up the right channel, which visually 

interpreted the text. Editing the video on the right channel allowed me to determine the timing of the text 

that Amber would spell out using Stacking on the left channel. I had wanted the stacking video to be a 

single take, with no cuts, so timing it properly in relation to the right channel was important. Then, Amber 

and I filmed the stacking video in a video visit. I placed a video sequence of the timing-aligned text on an 

iPad placed on top of my camera and filmed Amber as she stacked the text that came up.  
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Image 2. Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema production still. 

 

At the Paper Machine printshop in New Orleans, I turned stills from the videos into flipbooks, 

which are held inside a box alongside the publication of our excerpted and edited conversations. 
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Image 3. Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema inside flipbook. 

 

   

Image 4. Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema box view. 

 

 



 

30 

I received ten boxes of books from Paper Machine. I am still exploring different options for 

getting boxes into prison, which is somewhat complicated by mail room regulation, which typically 

accepts only books sent from corporate bookstores like Amazon and Barnes & Noble or directly from 

publishers. I am in the process of researching possibilities for working with a books to prisoners program 

or an independent publisher to get some copies inside.  

The flipbooks, publication of our conversations, and two-channel video, shown on a loop 

allowing the viewer to enter at any point in the projection, were exhibited at Dazibao Contemporary Art 

Centre in fall 2024. 

 

Reflections 

After the completion of the film, Amber and I had an extended conversation, in writing and by 

phone, reflecting on the process. This conversation, excerpted in the ñReflectionsò chapter in the 

publication included in Appendix A, openly discusses tensions in our relationship ð particularly my own 

desire for creative control, as well as moments when I pressured Amber to see prisons, something she 

knows intimately, from my perspective, which is based on experience from organizing from the outside. 

At the end, Amber leaves this reflection on inside-outside collaborations: 

The biggest thing that I think is important to throw out there is that having truly collaborative 

processes between people on the inside and people on the outside is desperately needed, because 

we have all of these people talking about prisoners with prisoners not involved. But with that, 

there also has to be a recognition of the level of commitment on the part of people on both sides 

of the wall, but especially on the outside. Going through the shit with the person on the 

inside...because you went through some shit with me on getting this figured out. Freaking my cell 

moves, all these different things that Iôm only having to deal with because Iôm in prison and I 

donôt have an option of not dealing with it because Iôm in prison. 
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Recognizing that and recognizing thereôs economic disparity, thereôs power disparity, thereôs in 

many cases...like that one conversation we had where you had this kernel of hope that youôre 

going to change my worldview with all the readings and itôs like, Iôve been doing this critique 

and doing this work for over a decade. I have the position I have and itôs gonna take a pretty big 

burden of proof to shift that at this point, because I literally live it. Recognize that when youôre 

collaborating with people on the inside, we have our viewpoints because of the things weôve been 

through. That doesnôt make our viewpoints right, it just makes it radically different than someone 

whoôs been on the outside. (Appendix A: Conversations, ñReflectionsò) 

 These conversations between Amber and me were central to my conception and experience of 

Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema, which I designed as a space to explore a relationship of 

creation across power differences, including constructive mistakes. Yet these conversations were 

peripheral to the exhibition format of the project, only accessible by reading the accompanying booklet or 

attending my presentation discussing the project, which included recordings from phone calls. Our next 

project includes more of the conversations so critical to the collaborative process between Amber and me. 
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YOU MAY START THE CONVERSATION NOW  

 

You May Start the Conversation Now was created three years after the start of the reading group 

that launched Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema. In the period between the two projects, Amber 

and I spoke casually about a future collaboration where I could adapt by video a story that she writes, 

giving each of us control about different facets of the project. Amber was particularly interested in writing 

about the outlaw of romantic relationships inside prison, a prohibition of intimacy experienced especially 

acutely by prisoners with extended sentences like Amber, who has been serving life without parole since 

she was a teenager. Due to mismatch in our capacities at different times, we did not seriously pursue this 

collaboration. 

The collaboration behind You May Start the Conversation Now happened incidentally, a swerve 

in direction for a residency that I had applied to as an independent artist. The project arose out of Amberôs 

generous offer to help me get through a moment of creative block. Working with her enabled me to free 

the filmôs narrative from the pressures of political applicability and experiment with a new collaborative 

container. 

 

Worldbuilding Residency 

You May Start the Conversation Now originated from a residency called New Suns: A 

Worldbuilding Lab for Radical Futures organized by Artengine, an artist-run centre in Ottawa. Against 

the popularity of dystopian fiction, the residency was created with the aim of using science fiction 

techniques towards ñradically optimisticò ends, in order to generate ñactionable visions for transformative 

change.ò (Artengine 2024) I was drawn to the idea of an exercise to develop political imagination with 

other artists and responded to the open call, despite being a casual fan of speculative fiction with deep 

connection to only a few works in the genre. 
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I was selected with seven other interdisciplinary artists to participate in a collaborative 

worldbuilding exercise over the course of a weekend in Ottawa, guided by science fiction writer Suyi 

Davies Okungbowa. After a series of workshops about science fiction and an exercise where participants 

took turns adding details to a futuristic world, Okungbowa synthesized contributions from all the artists 

into an initial worldbuilding document titled ñHuman+: A world of hybridized humanity.ò This document 

depicts a world following a period of heightened extraction, consolidated power, and intensified 

ecological crises, where we have turned to a shapeshifting transmogrification technology called Human+ 

that allows us to transform into other entities at a cellular level. The ability to hybridize with our 

surroundings leads to fundamental shifts, including fluid identities beyond contemporary racial and 

gender categories, deconstructed experiences of ñhome,ò the ability to withstand extreme environmental 

conditions, and a sense of kinship with all existing and ancestral beings. 

Following the worldbuilding weekend in Ottawa, each artist was given six months to develop an 

individual work based on the Human+ worldbuilding document. I would spend most of those six months 

struggling to connect with the utopian vision that emerged from the lab. I had a hard time locating the 

residencyôs stated aim of ñactionable visions for transformative changeò ð the element that I had found 

most compelling ð in this document. Rather than grappling with existing problems within a fictionalized 

setting, our collective exercise skipped directly from a state of widespread crisis to an idealized outcome. 

The transition between states of dystopian near-future to utopian far-future occurs as the result of 

technological developments resembling magic. This mirrors many contemporary debates about 

technology, especially about artificial intelligence, which treat technological progress as a disembodied 

force outside of human agency that would autonmously determine the direction of the future for better or 

for worse. Notably absent in the worldbuilding document, as in debates about whether automation would 

improve or undermine the future of humanity, is politics: struggles between organized masses of people 

over the distribution of power and resources that I see as key to deciding the future. As Peter Frase writes 

in his speculative exercise Four Futures: Life After Capitalism, ñwho benefits from automation, and who 
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loses, is ultimately a consequence not of the robots themselves, but who owns them.ò (Frase 2016, chap. 

1) 

My objections to the worldbuilding outcome paralyzed, rather than catalyzed, my creative 

process. As other artists finalized the direction of their project and made progress on production, I was 

frantically reading political theory, hoping to find a text would point me to an idea that resonated. One 

day, while updating Amber on my life over a Securus message, I shared my struggles with the residency 

and compared the research overload I was experiencing to the moment in the making of Abolition Film 

Society: Flipbook Cinema, after our reading group, when we had spent several weeks without a clear path 

leading us from research to creation. In response, Amber wrote: 

éresearch is generally a solitary activity whereas creation is generally a communal activity. 

What is there in shifting from one state to the other that changes what you know? From my 

perspective thatôs what broke the logjam when we were working together. Theory becomes praxis 

through small everyday actions. Since I have nothing but time, feel free to talk through your 

theory overload with me. (Amber Kim, electronic message to author, April 26, 2025) 

I was eager to take up Amberôs offer, knowing that she had a far deeper relationship to science 

fiction than I did. I sent her the worldbuilding document and we talked on the phone about my challenges 

working with the premises. Despite sharing many of my criticisms of the worldbuilding, Amber did not 

hesitate to generate a stream of story ideas. Listening to her presented me with a vision of spending the 

remaining weeks of the residency creating playful narratives together ð a far more appealing prospect 

than aimlessly wading through my grievances about a fictional documentôs theory of change. I invited 

Amber to work on the project with me, and she accepted. 

 

Development and Production 

Amber and I began writing a series of dialogues between two characters based on fictionalized 

versions of the two of us as hosts of a news program, a decision that we came to together. Those roles 
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offer glimpses of an unfolding futuristic world into the charactersô broadcasted commentaries. Significant 

time jumps exist between scenes, revealing a rapidly shifting world surrounding the shapeshifting 

technology of Human+. We see contradictory uses and effects of Human+ as political powers shift within 

this timeline: sold by a corporation as an expensive hobby, given to tenants by landowners in exchange 

for compliance with being evicted into hostile environmental conditions, inciting religious fundamentalist 

anti-shapeshifting backlash, being appropriated by ecological warriors who turn their bodies in toxins-

absorbing plants, and more. 

I was the one to propose the container for our collaborative writing process, which took place 

within a structure based on exquisite corpse, the Surrealist collaborative art game where participants 

collaboratively add to a drawing or a text without seeing the entirety of the previous contribution. Most 

commonly, exquisite corpse is played when one person begins a drawing then folds the paper to cover 

everything except a few centimetres, passes the paper to the next participant to continue and then fold 

over before passing it on, and so on and so forth until the entire paper is covered. At the end, the piece of 

paper is unfolded to unveil the surprising work resulting from partially informed collaborations. Amber 

and I took turns writing a scene, sending a ñtailò of final sentences to the other, then continuing the scene 

based on the mysterious phrases we received.  

This process diverges from Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema, where we worked on and 

made decisions together at all stages of the conceptualization, only to diverge in the filmmaking itself, 

due to Amberôs physical inability to contribute to that stage of production. I was interested in the 

exquisite corpse format, on the one hand, as a way to ease the pressure of coherence in a moment where 

my imagination was feeling constrained by a sense of duty to politically applicable sense-making. On the 

other hand, the gaps built into the foundation of this new set of creative exchanges reflect my findings 

from the previous project. At the end of Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema, I noted that I was not 

sure that I wanted to work on a project in the same way again. Highlighting the disparity in power and 

resources between Amber and me, I acknowledged the tensions that would never truly disappear in 



 

36 

inside-outside projects like the one we were undertaking. I wrote, ñI donôt think that tension is inherently 

bad, though perhaps approaching a project like a collaboration doesnôt actually capture the inevitable 

unease of the process.ò (Appendix A: Conversations, ñReflectionsò) 

I find the most generative part of Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema to be moments of 

conversation that revealed Amberôs and my distinct perspectives and social positions, something invisible 

from the projectôs centrepiece, the two-channel video. I wanted to foreground this separation in You May 

Start the Conversation Now. Rather than attempting to create a seamless collaboration where Amber and I 

worked together as a single entity, the exquisite corpse exercise provided a structure for the two of us to 

co-create without fully grasping each otherôs intentions, which were obfuscated from one another by 

design. 

This sense of separation permeates the final film, which foregrounds the distinct worlds that 

Amber and I inhabited as we wrote and communicated with one another across a highly surveilled 

platform. In the film, the fictional dialogues are visualized through a day of filmed rehearsals, with people 

close to me making up cast, crew, prop designer, and a handful of audience members inside a 

neighbourhood park in Montréal. Footage of this queer and trans community gathering is interrupted by 

audio of phone calls between Amber and me recorded during our writing process, covering topics like 

censorship, developments in carceral technology, solidarity and collective action, and Amberôs daily 

experiences. Our conversations, which made up peripheral materials in Abolition Film Society: Flipbook 

Cinema, become central to You May Start the Conversation Now. 

The presence of Amberôs voice is a spectre of her physical absence from my collective life, which 

she cannot access as she serves a life sentence without parole. Even if Amber does successfully receive a 

resentencing for being released in her forties, a long struggle that she has been undertaking over the last 

several years, she is unlikely to ever cross the border into Canada due to her criminal record. The contrast 

between intimate phone calls and the public outdoor space of the sunny park, populated with my friends, 

is made particularly stark by Amberôs recent months held indefinitely in solitary confinement, as she 
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awaits a hearing on whether she could remain in a womenôs prison after an infraction, an experience she 

references at one point in our calls.  

Near the end of You May Start the Conversation Now, our two worlds momentarily converge 

through a real-time phone call where Amber speaks directly to the two performers embodying our 

dialogues. This meeting is fleeting. After the call ends, I introduce a scene written by Amber to friends 

who have come to view a performance of the rehearsal. Amberôs presence in this outside space is 

manifestly mediated by me ð a dynamic across all of our collaborations, as Amberôs connection beyond 

prison is necessarily facilitated by outside contacts like me.  

The version of the project that I created for the New Suns residency showcase, designed for 

installation, centered on the power of technology so as to be in dialogue with the rest of the residentsô 

works on view. This initial version featured multiple conversations, in both phone call recordings and 

performed fictionalized dialogues, that explicitly discussed the capacity of different social actors to use 

the same technology towards opposing ends. In my thesis portfolio piece, newly edited as a stand-alone 

film, this theme of technology takes form via the contradictory role that the Securus messaging platform 

plays in Amberôs and my relationship. In phone calls, we repeatedly discuss Securus messages withheld 

from delivery for no perceivable reason. Nonetheless, this digital technology enables as much as it 

impedes our communication, providing a conduit between us while Amber is held in isolation. 

 Compared to the previous project, You May Start the Conversation Now involved a much briefer, 

more playful process that engaged with narrative elements, not of our own choosing, from the New Suns 

worldbuilding document. While the project produced less explicit reflection about my relationship with 

Amber, it was an opportunity to experiment with a new, less intertwined approach to co-creation that 

responded to insights from the earlier collaboration. As the Conclusion details, I will further develop this 

structure of creative exchange in my next project. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 Writing about prison art collaborations, Nicole Fleetwood proposes reimagining to change ñthe 

outcomes and goals of participatory art practices from a scenario where some return to cages and others to 

their private homes.ò (Fleetwood 2020, 162) Reading this, I am struck by Fleetwoodôs problem framing. 

Why does she not end the phrase at ñsome return to cages?ò The scenario where some people must return 

to cages after a participatory art session clearly needs to change, and this is the aim of the abolitionist 

movement: to create a new social order where no one needs to go into cages. But what is the change 

required by the return of ñothers to their private homesò that Fleetwood frames as a problem? Would art 

practices involving prisoners be better off without the presence of outside collaborators who enjoy the 

privilege of having a home? Fleetwood does not herself make this claim, but I have encountered people in 

progressive milieux who do. In this view, the disparity in privilege between inside and outside means that 

outside engagement with prisoners is inherently compromised by the logic of extraction. Accordingly, 

rather than engaging with issues with which they have no direct experience, outside artists should focus 

on making work about their own lives and social positions. 

I see this view as contrary to project of abolition. To build the level of power necessary to defeat 

the coalition invested in the continuation of the prison system ð including state agencies fearful of losing 

funding, correctional workersô unions, subcontracted companies, and politicians eager to scapegoat the 

destabilizing effects of economic crises onto a small group of people ð an organized counter-coalition 

will require the participation of many, many people, including many people with homes. The fact that 

these people have homes is a good thing. Fighting for a society where everyone has homes is part of the 

abolitionist agenda because, in a society where everyone had homes, fewer people would be locked up in 

prison, one of the few remaining forms of state-funded social housing for people who have nowhere else 

to go. This potential for solidarity between housed, unhoused, and caged people is captured by the Los 



 

39 

Angeles Tenantsô Unionôs expanded usage of the term tenant to describe ñanyone who doesnôt control 

their housing, who inhabits but doesnôt own.ò (Rosenthal and Vilchis 2024, 12) 

Maintaining an effective coalition requires building trust across different experiences, and this 

means being attentive to the ways that power dynamics ð including the power dynamics between 

housed, unhoused, and caged people ð shape interactions. It also means being open to admitting fault or 

oversight and cultivating enough connection to continue working together even in face of inevitable 

frictions. Developing skills for these practices requires ongoing engagement with collaboration across 

differences, the opposite of abstaining from experiences outside of oneôs own, and this carries the risk of 

finding ourselves acting and reacting in ways that do not always meet our own visions of how we want to 

be. Nonetheless, in the words of Gilmar Mauro of Brazilôs Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem 

Terra, ñIt is much better for all of us to discuss, plan, and make a mistake collectively than for each of us 

to do the right thing as individuals.ò3 (Bevins 2025) 

 The collaborations in my thesis portfolio are practices for developing my own capacity for 

solidarity inside a creative container with smaller scale and lower stakes than a political campaign. I am 

grateful to Amber for taking part in these long processes with me, especially her willingness to challenge 

me repeatedly. I hope that she has gained something from these exchanges as well. My next project will 

collectivize the form of inside-outside co-creation that I have been undergoing with Amber. In the two 

projects discussed in this paper, I played a dual role: as both artist-collaborator and the creator of the 

relational container within which the artistic activities took place. For the next project, I will focus on 

facilitating and documenting the relational dynamics of collaboration while others do the creative work, 

similar to one of the possibilities for future projects that I discuss as an alternative to an interwoven 

approach to collaboration in my reflection following Abolition Film Society: Flipbook Cinema: ñthe setup 

 
3 A rephrasing, for the contemporary moment, of Rosa Luxembergôs declaration that ñHistorically, the errors 

committed by a truly revolutionary movement are infinitely more fruitful than the infallibility of the cleverest 

Central Committee.ò (Luxemberg 1904) 
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where I play a supporting role in your project that you have control over, which I merely help facilitate.ò 

(Appendix A: Conversations, ñReflectionsò) 

The next edition of Abolition Film Society will coordinate a circle of creative exchanges between 

a group of prisoners and a group of youths on the outside. After receiving independent artworks created 

by the youths, the incarcerated participants will each write a short screenplay in response to the works in 

some way. Then, with my support, the youths will create a single short film that incorporates some 

elements of all screenplays. I will offer skillshare sessions for participants inside and outside, facilitate the 

relational dynamics, and create a living archive of the project as it unfolds. Following the trajectory that I 

began in You May Start the Conversation Now, this circle of creative exchange is focused not on one 

group faithfully representing the otherôs work, but a kind of co-creation that maintains a gap between the 

practice of representation and what is represented. This gap speaks to the inevitable friction that will 

always come with working with incarcerated people from the outside, both in terms of physical and 

administrative barrier as well as unequal power dynamics. The project aims to explore how to maintain 

connection in face of this distance, rather than treating distance as an intractable barrier to connection or 

proceeding as if connection was enough to negate distance. Amber has agreed to act as my advisor on this 

project and offer feedback throughout the process from the perspective of someone who has first-hand 

experience of my strengths and weaknesses in this setting of inside-outside exchange. 

In the future, I would love to facilitate collaborations between incarcerated people and organized 

structures, such as public service workersô unions, which could offer insights to dynamics particular to 

various strategic alliances that are required for abolitionist movement building. For larger scale 

collaborations, I am also interested in incorporating more democratic decision structures into the 

relational container where creative co-creation takes place. 

In a conversation about the contemporary political conjuncture at the 2024 Socialism Conference, 

organizer and legal scholar Amna A. Akbar stated, ñI think weôve gotten really good at critique and really 

good at imagination, but the practice of how we get from the world as it is to the world that we hope to 
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build ð that part is still really hard.ò (Amna Akbar 2024) I hope that the creative exchanges that I 

facilitate can make a small contribution towards strengthening the practice that we need to build the world 

without prisons that we want to win. 
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