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Welcome to Queer on the Inside

To be queer on the inside - inside a prison, inside yourself - is a
challenge. While the carceral system excels at dehumanizing anyone in its
clutches, it is particularly adept at deploying homophobia and transphobia,
alongside white supremacy and misogyny, to fracture prisoners from one
adother. It’s an unfortunate truth that many LGBTQ+ people who are

incarcerated face isolation, humiliation and violence from fellow _ummom.na as*

well as staff. Ultimately this is the carceral system at work: Framing prison
life as a zero-sum, scarcity-filled environment in which the only way to
survive is by destroying others.

Queer on the Inside rejects that path. This zine is rooted in the
contention that the death-dealing oppression of the prison-industrial
complex and anti-queer transphobic violence are bound up together. We
want to provide moral support and connection to queer and trans folks

behind bars but also offer ideas and strategies for radical, intersectional,

abolitionist solidarity.

QOTT is designed by and for current and past prisoners (see “Why I use
the term ‘prisoner” for more on that) but of course we hope it'll be of
interest to those outside of the prison industrial complex too. We use
“queer” and “queer and trans” as umbrella terms, while recognizing that no
singular word or acronym will fully represent every person. There are some
who have little affinity for the once-pejorative “queer”, and others who are
coining new phrases that better capture their experience of sex sexuality and
gender. If you are asexual, bisexual, demisexual, gay, gender-expansive,
gender-fluid, gender non-conforming, genderqueer, gender variant, intersex,

lesbian, non-binary, pansexual, trans, twospirit, or have other

nop-mainstream sexual or gender identities, you are welcome here.

Prison Books Collective
PO Box 625
Carrboro, NC 27510
they also have books!
only in NC and AL though
. zines are nationwide

South Chicago ABC Zine Distro
PO Box 721
(MD)
Mongoose Distro
PO Box 220062 .
Brookiyn, NY 11222 Blackbird Zine Distro
: o PO Box 11142
Durham, NC 27703

National Prisoner Resource List
Prison Book Program i
1306 Hancock St. Suite 100
Quincy, MA 02169

Oakland, O»wamw.u. .
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criminalization of sex work and homelessness. But queers, trans folks and
anyone justice impacted know that this new wave, while high-profile, builds
on decades of monstrous attempts to destroy communities: police murders
of -people of color, trans women of color especially; xenophobic and
vigilante obliteration of migrants lives condemnation of the love, support
and vocations of queer and trans folks; unacknowledged white supremacy
that erases the survival of Black and Indigenous people from centuries of
slave holding settler-colonialism; the exploitation of anti-Semitism,
anti-Arab bigotry and Islamophobia in a calculated dance of death;:
Christian Nationalists who seek toundermine democracy with their specific,
punitive flavor of theocracy and then export it abroad to places like Uganda;
and the lengthening shadow of “law and order” and austerity measures that
plunder the storehouses, starve the people, and then criminalize their
hunger. In short: it's grim, but hasn't it ever been thus?

Yet queer and trans people have a mettlesome habit of surviving, and
even thriving in the bleakest of environments. Sometimes we attack our
oppression with rage, sometimes with joy-both camp and clenched fists
have their roles to play. Our hope with QOTI is to make life inside a little
more joyful, while we explore how to make our rage a little more strategic.
Thanks for coming along with us!
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Queers are contraband by Max Reynard

To _um@nmﬁ. in prison is'to directly nr&mmmmm the prison-industrial nonHow. :

and the logic of the carceral state. This is not my unique contention — Eric A.
Stanley and Nat Smith’s book Captive Genders: Trans Embodiment and the
Prison Industrial Complex (2011} is a classic.

. L1 s 4 .
As a zine, Queer on the Inside is meant to explore how to sharpen this

inherent way of being to support prison abolition in both our expensive
long-term dreams and in those small day-to-day interventions that make the lives

of queers in prison a little more bearable.

OUT OF PLACE, OUT OF SOCIETY
A writer named Mary Douglas is known for her description of dirt as

“matter out of place.” In other words, what we call “dirt” is something in a place
it shouldn’t be. A clump of soil in the forest is expected, but the same soil an the
living room carpet is a mess. Clothes in 2 dresser or a hamper are in the right
place, but if your clothes ar¢ on the floor you might say you have a dirty room.

v

Importandy, the identity of the thing hasn’t changed. When you track
mud from a garden indoors, the mud hasn’t changed, only its location — it’s
become dirt.

* What we call crime can be looked at in the same way. If you hit someone in
the street, it’s assault, but if you hit them in a boxing ring, it’s a sport. Sometimes
social location, is as important as mwwmmn& location, like in the saying that stealing
$10 makes you 2 thief, while stealing $10 million makes you a banker. In either
case, crime is “action out of place™ out of context, out of sanction, out of social
acceptability. Queer sex itself, of course, has flickered in and out of criminality as
social conventions have shifted throughout history. Again, the nature of the
action hasn’t changed, but its context has.

Another writer, Orlando Parterson, talked about the “social death”™ of
people who were enslaved, in his 1982 book Slave and Social Death. Black folks
under U.S. chattel slavery, and others in different historical locations, were

treated as if they were non-persons by the law and the slaveholding society. Later,

B et

Art by Kevin Caplicki
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In the 1970s, faced with cross-ptisoner solidarity, the California prison
system explicitly introduced racial and ethnic segregation and "fomented
discord” purposely “designed to foster inter-prisoner distrust.” That’s from Ruth
Wilson Gilmore, author of Golden Gulag, in an interview with the blog
Historical Materialism in 2018. So that divide-and-conquer strategy of prison
control is hardly new, and not confined to people who are queer and trans.

Categorization is baked into incarceration — some, like the writer Michel
Foucault, see categories as necessary for prisons to exist at all. Male or female,
“violent” or “nonviolent” convictions, gang “affiliated” or not, ad-seg or genpop:
Prison is the ultimate enforcement of binary, backed up with violence.

" Many prisons will ask new arrivals if they identify as LGBTQ+. In my
case, upon entering the federal BOP, it was a barked “straight or gay?” from the
“counsclor” working intake. As I am neither —~ I’'m queer in not basing love on
gender binaries, and bisexual in that I'm attracted to gender presentations both
similar to and different from me — I was already complicating their process of
idendfication. (For the record, I chose “gay” for the minimal protection from
homophobic violence I then thought it might theoretically afford).

Queers disrupt all manner of prison separations. We're grouped with “our”
gender on the presupposition that we won’t be attracted to them, and thus will
be at a lower risk of sexual violence. Meanwhile, connections on the outside to
chosen family can be and are weaponized as “gang history,” while at best our
loved ones will fall under extra scrutiny when writing or communicating with us,

for existing outside social norms.

‘BE GAY, DO CRIMFE’

Queerness and criminality have long been bound up together. In the
United States, uprisings and rebellions such as Compton’s Cafeteria and
Stonewall resisted police violence and murder; the targeting of drag queens and
sex workers; and the structural violence of apartheid laws meant to keep us from

employment, housing and health care. In the 1990s and 2000s, groups like the
Lesbian Avengers, Transexual Menace, and Bash Back! continued these fights
in the street-building on the confrontational tactics of ACT-UP, Gran Fury,
@and the Gay Liberation Front from the 1980s.

More recently, we have laws in the United States re-criminalizing drag
shows, gender-affirming care and student sports participation by trans,
nonbinary and gender-nonconforming people. Abortion and reproductive care,
so critical to our lives’ flourishing, is outlawed across vast swaths of the country.
And with a hefty assist from U.S. evangelicals, we see the prohibition of queer
existence, on pain and death, in places like Uganda. This zine begins in the
shadow of these revanchist forces. ‘

Nor did the pro-carceral movement a decade ago to pass “hate crime”
legislation arrest any of these developments. Indeed, as authors like Mattilda
Bernstein m%nﬂwoun and Ryan Conrad warned us back then, the laws were used
against us. In the intersections of gendered violence and homophobia, queers
who resist assaults from partners, parents, and passer-by are regularly charged
with the “crime” of survival. Mandatory-arrest domestic violence laws enable
police and prisons to do additional harm under cover of “protection,” and
guards will carry out or authorize “corrections” of expansive ideas of gender or
sexuality.

Too often, the closet into which queers are forced legitimizes the cage into

which we are locked.

RETHINKING SUCCESS - AND DANGER ,

‘While incarcerated, the limited extent to which people are meant to be
rehabilitated is grounded in a capitalist, Protestant-work-ethic idea of
“productivity” - in the sense of both labor and reproduction. We earn
“programming” credit by attending heterosexist courses on being a good father
or mother (never, of course, both). We’re inundated by Christofacist
“volunteers” bearing literature about the freedom of “surrendering” - no
coincidence there — to a patriarchal God. Release planning focuses on ending
“criminal thinking: about what society might owe us after trying to destroy us,
and guarding against returning to “bad influences” like chosen family or
underground economies of sex work or drugs.

In all these situations, all these modes of conformity under which we are

rated, queerness violates the ideals of penal correction. The continued existence
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