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Navigating the Contentious Roles of Activist and Educator in the Prison Context

This paper focuses on critical issues faced when navigating and managing the dual roles of Inside-Out (www.insideoutcenter.org) instructor and social justice activist.  First, I discuss some of the problems associated with the intentional and contentious polarization of reformist versus abolitionist arguments and the subsequent challenges this creates as an educator in prisons.  Some abolitionists may argue that even though Inside-Out instructors are not paid by the prison, the act of working with the Prison Industrial Complex (PIC) to offer unique higher education opportunities is problematic as an implicit endorsement of such an unjust and failed system.  I discuss some of the ways in which this perspective may actually inhibit abolition arguments to become central in the US culture of penology.  Higher education does demonstrate a consistent relationship with significantly reducing recidivism, but more importantly, my paper utilizes research on Inside-Out courses to demonstrate how the immersion or direct exposure of the colossal failure of the PIC plants the seeds necessary for social change.  Finally, I discuss some of the real and complex challenges faced when negotiating the prison context in order to provide Inside-Out opportunities.
