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FOREWORD
By Angela Y. Davis

One of the most important public intellectuals of our time,
Mumia Abu-Jamal has spent more than twenty-ﬁve years
behind bars, the majority of that time on death row. He is
supported by millions all over the planet, not only because
of the egregious repression he has suffered at the hands of
the state of Pennsylvania, but because he has used his abundant talents as a thinker and writer to expand our knowledge of the hidden world of jails, prisons, and death houses
in which he has spent the last decades of his life. As a transformative thinker, he has always taken care to emphasize
the connections between incarcerated lives and lives that
unfold in the putative arenas of freedom.
As Mumia has repeatedly pointed out, those of us who
live in the “free world” are not unaffected by the system of
state violence that relies on imprisonment and capital punishment as pivotal strategies for ordering society. While
those behind bars suffer the most direct effects of this system, its raced, gendered, and sexualized modes of violence
bolster the institutions and ideologies that inform our lives
on the outside. In all of his previous books, Mumia has
urged us to reﬂect on this dialectic of freedom and unfreedom. He has asked us to think deeply about the racial and
class disproportions in the application of capital punishment, rarely taking advantage of the opportunity to call
upon people to save his own life, but rather using his writing to speak for the more than three thousand people who
inhabit the state and federal death rows. Over the years, I
13
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have been especially impressed by the way his ideas have
helped to link critiques of the death penalty with broader
challenges to the expanding prison-industrial-complex. He
has been particularly helpful to those of us—activists and
scholars alike—who seek to associate death penalty abolitionism with prison abolitionism.
In this book, Jailhouse Lawyers: Prisoners Defending Prisoners v. the U.S.A., Mumia Abu-Jamal introduces us to the
valuable but exceedingly underappreciated contributions of
prisoners who have learned how to use the law in defense
of human rights. Jailhouse lawyers have challenged inhumane prison conditions, and even when they themselves
have been unaware of this connection, they have implicitly
followed the standards of such human rights instruments
as the Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of
Prisoners (1955), the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (1966), and the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment
or Punishment (1984). Mumia argues that the passage of
the Prison Litigation Reform Act (PLRA) is a violation of
the Convention against Torture, for in ruling out psychological or mental injury as a basis through which to recover
damages, such sexual coercion as that represented in the
Abu Ghraib photographs, if perpetrated inside a U.S. prison, would not have constituted evidence for a lawsuit. If
jailhouse lawyers are concerned with broader human rights
issues, they also defend their fellow prisoners who face the
wrath of the federal and state governments and the administrative apparatus of the prison. Mumia Abu-Jamal’s reach
in this remarkable book is broadly historical and analytical
on the one hand and intimate and speciﬁc on the other.
We are fortunate to be offered this history of jailhouse
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lawyers and this analysis of their legacies by one who can
count himself among their ranks. Mumia’s words in the
opening section of the book about the general conditions
that create trajectories leading prisoners to jailhouse law
are compelling. He writes of a “deep, abiding disenchantment with lawyers that forces some people to become their
own, and also to assist others. In every penitentiary, in every state of the U.S., there are men and women who have
learned, through study and experience, and trial and error,
the principles of the law.”
Many of the jailhouse lawyers evoked in the pages of
this book—including the author himself—were well educated before they entered prison. Studying the law was
more a question of focusing their intellectual skills on a
different object than of familiarizing themselves and becoming comfortable with the discipline of learning. But
there are also those jailhouse lawyers who literally had to
teach themselves to read and write before they set about
learning the law. Mumia points to what was for me a startling revelation: jailhouse lawyers comprise the group most
likely to be punished by the prison administration—more
so than political prisoners, Black people, gang members,
and gay prisoners. Whereas jailhouse lawyers are now punished by what Mumia calls “cover charges,” historically
they could be charged with internal violations for no other reason than that they used the law to challenge prison
guards, prison regimes, and prison conditions.
The passage of the Prison Litigation Reform Act
(PLRA)—understood by many to have saved the court
from frivolous lawsuits by prisoners—was a pointed attack on the jailhouse lawyers Mumia sets out to defend in
these pages. He successfully argues that many signiﬁcant
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reforms in the prison system resulted directly from the
intervention of jailhouse lawyers. Some readers may remember the scandals surrounding conditions in the Texas
prison system. But they will not have known that the ﬁrst
decisive challenges to those conditions came from jailhouse
lawyers. Mumia refers, for example, to David Ruiz, whose
1971 handwritten civil rights complaint against Texas prison conditions was initially thrown away by the prison administrator charged with having it notarized. As we learn,
Ruiz rewrote the complaint and bypassed the prison administration by giving it to a lawyer, who handed it over
to a federal judge. This case, Ruiz v. Estelle, was eventually
merged with seven other cases originating with prisoners.
They challenged double- and triple-celling and work regimes that incorporated the violence of plantation slavery.
Moreover, Texas, along with other southern prison
systems, relied on what were known as “building tenders,”
i.e., armed prisoners acting as assistants to guards, for the
governance of the institution. The largely white guards
and building tenders poised against the majority Mexicanand African-American prisoners led to “abuse, corruption
and ofﬁcially sanctioned injustice.” For those who assume
that charitable legal organizations in the “free world” were
always responsible for the prison lawsuits that led to significant change, Mumia reminds us that what is now known
as “prison law” was pioneered by prisoners themselves.
These lawyers behind bars practiced at the risk of punishment and even death. Ruiz himself was placed in the hole
after ﬁling this lawsuit against the warden. But, as Mumia
points out, the state of Texas was eventually compelled to
disestablish the building tender system and to curtail its
overcrowding and the overt violence of its regimes. Such
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contemporary suits as the recent one brought in part by
the Prison Law Ofﬁce against the state of California, which
focuses on overcrowded conditions and the lack of health
care in California prisons, have been precisely enabled by
the work of jailhouse lawyers—those who risked violence
and even death in order to make their voices heard.
In light of the major transformations that have historically resulted from the work of jailhouse lawyers, it is
not surprising that Mumia argues strenuously against the
Prison Litigation Reform Act, whose proponents largely
relied on the notion that litigation by prisoners needed to
be curtailed because of their proclivity to submit frivolous
lawsuits. One of the cases most often evoked as justiﬁcation for the passage of the PLRA was mischaracterized as
claiming cruel and unusual punishment because the prisoners received creamy instead of chunky peanut butter. This
was not the entire story, which Mumia offers us as a powerful refutation of the underlying logic of the PLRA. Popular
representations of prisoners as intrinsically litigious were
linked, he points out, to representations of poor people as
more eager to receive welfare payments than they were to
work. Thus he connects the 1996 passage of the PLRA under the Clinton administration to the disestablishment of
the welfare system, locating both of these developments
within the context of rising neoliberalism.
Mumia Abu-Jamal’s Jailhouse Lawyers is a persuasive
refutation of the ideological underpinnings of the Prison
Litigation Reform Act. The way he situates the PLRA
historically—as an inheritance of the Black Codes, which
were themselves descended from the slave codes—allows
us to recognize the extent to which historical memories of
slavery and racism are inscribed in the very structures of
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the prison system and have helped to produce the prisonindustrial-complex. If slavery denied African and Africandescended people the right to full legal personality and the
practices of racialized second-tier citizenship institutionalized the inheritance of slavery, so in the twentieth and
twenty-ﬁrst centuries, prisoners ﬁnd that the curtailment
of their capacity to seek redress through the legal system
preserves and reafﬁrms that inheritance.
Mumia’s proﬁles include both men and women, both
people of color and white people, with disparate motivations and often very different ways of identifying or not
identifying themselves as jailhouse lawyers. Prisoners have
challenged the law on its own terms in ways that recapitulate the grassroots organizing by ordinary people in the
South that led eventually to the overturning of laws authorizing racial inferiority.
As Mumia points out, if there is increasing respect for
the religious rights and practices of people behind bars,
then it is largely due to the work of jailhouse lawyers. In
the state of Pennsylvania, where Mumia himself is imprisoned, one extremely active jailhouse lawyer proﬁled in the
book is Richard Mayberry, who initiated many important
lawsuits, including the case known as I.C.U. (Imprisoned
Citizens’ Union) v. Shapp, which broadly addressed health,
overcrowding, and other conditions of conﬁnement in
Pennsylvania prisons.
The I.C.U. case ended in a settlement, which required an agreement by all parties. Mayberry served
as class representative and signed on behalf of thousands of state prisoners, and a court-agreed settlement
went into force, creating new rules that covered the
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entire state system. The I.C.U. provisions became
the foundation for every subsequent regulation that
governed the entire state, and they lasted for decades,
until the passage of the Prison Litigation Reform Act.
(161)
Mumia not only offers accounts of cases and proﬁles of
prison litigators who have had a lasting impact on the prison system in the United States, he also reveals the extent
to which jailhouse lawyers provide legal assistance to their
peers, both with respect to their cases and with respect
to institution violations. In relation to the latter, outside
lawyers are often actually prohibited from representing
prisoners, whereas jailhouse lawyers are permitted to assist
prisoners in their defense of institutional charges.
Whether the lawsuits generated by jailhouse lawyers
are expansive in their reach, potentially affecting the lives
of large numbers of prisoners, or whether they are speciﬁcally focused on the case of a single individual, they have
indeed made an enormous difference. Mumia Abu-Jamal
has once more enlightened us, he has once more offered
us new ways of thinking about law, democracy, and power.
He allows us to reﬂect upon the fact that transformational
possibilities often emerge where we least expect them.
Free Mumia!

P R E FA C E

I mean, c’mon—seriously! What in the hell is a “jailhouse
lawyer”?
Depending on your station in life, the term is apt to
evoke a variety of responses. Disbelief. Laughter. For some,
perhaps confusion.
Jailhouse lawyer? The term implies a dissonance, a kind
of contradiction in terms.
Yet, even if some shun the title, there are tens of thousands of men and women who actually are such a thing, and
like most people, they are heir to all the winds of whim,
good and bad, competent and incompetent, large-hearted
and petty.
Years ago, before I entered the House of Death, I interviewed a man in Philadelphia’s Holmesburg Prison who
was quite opinionated on the subject. His name was Delbert
Africa, a well-known member of the revolutionary MOVE
organization, who soon would face a de facto life sentence in
Pennsylvania’s dungeons for being among nine people who
had the temerity to survive a deadly police assault on their
home and headquarters on August 8, 1978.1
Delbert Africa was an eloquent interviewee who spoke
with a distinctive country accent, his conversation peppered with passion, reason, and commitment. He spoke
disparagingly of jailhouse lawyers, and when I asked him
why he felt this way, he responded, “Them dudes get in
there, read alla them law books, and before you know it,
they be crazy as hell!”
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“What do you mean, crazy?” I asked.
“Well, they may not be crazy when they get here,
but after a while, after a few months of reading that
shit, they go down to City Hall, and when they see
that them folks down there in City Hall, in the System, don’t really go by that so-called law, well!—it
plumb drives them dudes crazy!”
“Yeah, man, but why it drives ’em dudes crazy?”
“’Cuz they cain’t believe that the System don’t
follow they own laws!”
“But why?” I continued.
“It drives they ass crazy ’cuz they cain’t handle
the fact that the System just make and break laws as it
see ﬁt! How many treaties they done signed with the
Indians? Ain’t a one of ’em they done kept! Some of
’em broke ’em befo’ the ink was dry on ’em old treaties! Them the same folks who run this System today!
If they couldn’t keep a treaty with Indians when they
ﬁrst got here, what make you think they gonna keep
they so-called law today, especially when it come to
me and you, man?”
“Bro—I get that; I understand that. But what’s up
with them crazy jailhouse lawyers—I don’t get that.”
“They go crazy becuz, Mu, they really believe in
the System, and this System always betray those that
believe in it! That’s what drive them out they minds,
man. They cain’t handle that. It literally drives them
out they mind. I see ’em around here, walkin’ ’round
here dazed, crazy as a bedbug!”
It took me a while, but I got him. When he told me
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those words, I was a free man—as free as a Black man can
be in America—and working as a reporter and producer
for a Philadelphia public radio station. When Delbert Africa broke it down for me, I had no idea that, years later, his
words would take on such signiﬁcance.
His words ﬂew back to me like a pigeon to its coop
when I was in the prison law library speaking with a younger man named Qadir who was on death row with me. Qadir
was a prodigious legal researcher. He read criminal cases
constantly and researched his own case to the nth degree.
He knew the relevant case law, the pertinent statutes, and
had tightly studied precedents that reﬂected on the issues
in his case.
As he discussed the matter with me and showed me
the case citations and excerpts from those cases to support
his argument, he asked my opinion. I had been on death
row longer than he had, so I ventured that he may have
been correct in what the state court opinion said, but that
alone wouldn’t determine the outcome of his case. He was
especially focused on the fact that his capital jury had surreptitiously broken sequestration—the court’s order that
the jury be separated from the public for fear of tampering—and was certain that because they crept out of their
hotel rooms and partied with other hotel guests until dawn,
a new trial would be granted.
Qadir was adamant.
“Look, Mu—here it is, right here, in black and white!
A jury can’t break their sequestration—it’s a direct violation of a judge’s order!”
“I hear you, Qadir—but, just ’cuz somethin’ is written
there in those books, don’t mean the Supremes [short-
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hand for the Pennsylvania Supreme Court] gonna grant
you relief.”
“Yes, it do, Mu! It do! Here it is in black and white,
man! They gotta grant me relief!”
“Qadir—”
“They gotta—it’s right here!”
“Qadir—”
“Can’t you see that, man? It’s hornbook2 law—they
gotta give it up!”
“Qadir—Qadir! They do what they wanna do, man!
Just ’cuz it says something in one case, they don’t have to
go by that case, man. I agree with you, that you got a damn
good argument—and you should prevail—but I don’t go
for that ‘gotta’ rap.”
“You wrong, Mu! You wrong! Here it is right here!
They gotta give it to me! No ifs, ands, or buts! It’s in black
and white!”
Qadir would not, indeed, could not relent. Nothing I
said could get through.
It would be months, perhaps a year, after our law library debate, that the Pennsylvania Supreme Court ﬁnally
delivered its lengthy opinion. It afﬁrmed both the convictions and the sentence of death. In dry, distanced legalese,
the judges explained away the wayward jury. The defendant could not prove any prejudice derived from the jury’s
escape from the hotel during its sequestration.
Within days, Qadir was heard muttering and blathering stuff from his cell about “the Mothership” coming to
pick him up, to ﬂy him away from death row. It took days,
perhaps weeks, for men around him to talk him down, to
bring him around.
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His mind, unable to accept the court’s decision, had
snapped. He was right on the legal precedents, but what
did it matter?
✢ ✢ ✢

While I was being held at Huntingdon Prison in central
Pennsylvania, a volunteer lawyer visited who wanted to assist me in a civil action, and we discussed the law.
He was giving me the drill, telling me his opinion on
what the law was on First Amendment3 issues, and I replied, “Man, the law ain’t nothing but whatta judge say the
law is.”
The lawyer abruptly stopped his discourse and stared.
“What’s wrong, man?”
“Uh—nothing . . . but why did you say that?”
“’Cuz that’s what I see, man. You could have an
issue, and it be on all fours with a issue in a case. You
be right, and you know you right! The judge shoot
you down. Now, what’s the law? What’s written in
that law book, what’s written in that case, or what the
judge say?”
“In my ﬁrst year of law school, that’s exactly what
my law school professor used to teach! I’m just surprised to hear you say almost the same things.”
“Damn! And I didn’t have to go to law school to
learn that, huh?”
All across America, there are many men and women
in county jails and state and federal prisons who are active,
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working jailhouse lawyers, but most of whom have never
spent an hour in a law school class. They have learned,
in their own way, what the “law” is, hard-won knowledge
earned through years of experience in the ﬁght.
This is the story of law learned not in the ivory towers
of multibillion-dollar-endowed universities, surrounded
by neatly kept lawns and served by the poor, who clean,
sweep, and wash their cares away. It is law learned in the
bowels of the slave ship, in the hidden, dank dungeons of
America—the Prisonhouse of Nations.
It is law learned in a stew of bitterness, under the constant threat of violence, in places where millions of people
live, but millions of others wish to ignore or forget.
It is law written with stubs of pencils or with four-inchlong, rubberized ﬂex-pens, with grit, glimmerings of brilliance, and with clear knowledge that retaliation is right
outside the cell door.
It is a different perspective on the law, written from the
bottom, with a faint hope that a right may be wronged, an
injustice redressed.
It is Hard Law. These are the stories from that voyage.
Mumia Abu-Jamal
Death Row, USA
January 2009

12
THE SOCIAL ROLE OF JAILHOUSE
LAWYERS

There is an old African-American saying: “It doesn’t matter what you call me; it matters what name I answer to.”
For many jailhouse lawyers, it matters not if they are called
writ writers, jailhouse lawyers, or another name altogether, what matters is the social role these men and women
answer to—the role they fulﬁll that bridges a void in the
prison system.
Jailhouse lawyers serve best when they can help a fellow prisoner right a wrong or obtain redress for a particular grievance against the state. They fulﬁll their role when
they are able to save a life or open the latch on the cage.
They also help when they are able to redress broad, institution-wide, or sometimes statewide grievances. The role
of jailhouse lawyers serves to ameliorate a problem that
may have broad impact within the prison system, and thus
pushes back a particularly repressive act or set of actions
contemplated by prison administrators and their political
bosses.
In Brooks v. Andolina, for example, the U.S. Court of
Appeals held that under violation of the First Amendment
to the Constitution, prisoners could not be punished for
writing a letter that complained about the behavior of a
guard.1 Based on the 1974 Supreme Court case Procunier v.
243
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Martinez, the case forbade the state from censoring outgoing correspondence because of complaints against prison
staffers.2
What, one wonders, could be the downside of such a
thing? Cases such as these reinforce the role of the law as
an arbiter in social relations and further the image of a fair
dealer between litigants on both sides.
Yet it is important to note that cases such as these are
civil cases, and as such operate under a different set of rules
from those that apply to the majority of criminal legal proceedings. What seems fairly straightforward in the civil
context becomes something else entirely when it comes
to the life, liberty, and protections of a litigant who seeks
standing in the realm of criminal law.
There is an ancient Latin saying that has come to us
through England, and before that from Rome: Rex no potest
peccare—“The King can do no wrong.” It is an odd concept
in a nation that claims its origin in a statement proclaiming,
quite boldly, that the King of England had wronged the
people of the American colonies—I speak here, of course,
of the Declaration of Independence. Yet the modern legal system is replete with principles that hearken back to
that hoary period. Of course, there are no references to the
King, but substitute “the state” for “the King” and it ﬁts
perfectly.
That doctrine survives in the idea of sovereign immunity, which protects states and ofﬁcials of states, such as
judges, district attorneys, and occasionally prison ofﬁcials,
from some of the most atrocious acts imaginable. Additionally, the Prison Litigation Reform Act has worked to
make it considerably harder to break through the legislative brick walls surrounding the courthouse.
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If we were to translate Rex no potest peccare into modern
terms, the phrase would say “The state can do no wrong.”
Isn’t such an idea absurd? Yet, such ancient ideas and
principles still hold sway in U.S. courts. It is at this junction that jailhouse lawyers often unwittingly serve the interests of the state by propagating the illusion of “justice”
and “equity” in a system devoted to neither.
The prison system is erected upon an unjust, imbalanced, and unfair structure. It maintains and indeed heightens such injustices by its daily existence. Jailhouse lawyers,
at times, project to the larger public consciousness the essential fairness of the judicial structures of the state. Thus
jailhouse lawyers support the propaganda interests of the
state, that it is a fair and equitable arbiter of social and class
conﬂict.
Jailhouse lawyers also serve to release pressure from the
pressure cooker that is prison; they present the illusions of
legal options as pathways to both individual and collective
liberation. As former political prisoner and jailhouse lawyer
Ed Mead explains, “courts have deﬁned what’s actionable
in increasingly narrow terms, and the procedural hurdles
. . . have increased so much that . . . it’s difﬁcult to make
any progress. . . . But in terms of prisoners organizing, in
terms of building a movement, in terms of moving things
forward, litigation is not the answer. . . . The real need is
for political organizing on the inside. It used to be against
the law for workers to combine, to organize, to unionize,
and workers just went ahead and did it. And that’s how they
won their rights. And that’s the same with prisoners.”3
If the so-called Rehnquist court and its successor have
shown us anything, it has been its naked antagonism to the
interests and legal options of prisoners, showing the limits
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of the law as a liberating vehicle for the millions of imprisoned within the United States—the Prisonhouse of Nations.4 It is one thing to be an adversary of the State, a role
that some jailhouse lawyers relish, but it is something quite
different to be an unwitting and unwilling instrument of it.
It can be argued that by their very existence jailhouse
lawyers serve the system, especially in the sense that the
system denies the rights of the imprisoned to real, meaningful “legal access to the courts” and consents to accept,
as a kind of substandard fall-back measure, the assistance of
jailhouse lawyers, some of whom are as venal as proverbial
ambulance chasers are among street lawyers. If folks have
constitutional rights to “access to the courts,” why is there
no concomitant access to real lawyers to challenge their
convictions or their conditions of conﬁnement? In many
states, post-conviction counsel is nonexistent. There is no
“right to counsel” in a civil context. The burden, therefore,
falls on jailhouse lawyers.
Thus, the paradox of being a jailhouse lawyer—to be
at once both subversive to and a subject of the law. Many jailhouse lawyers may not recognize themselves in such a portrait, but, as in the hidden painting of Dorian Gray, a true
likeness is reﬂected.
Nonetheless, as true as this may be, we cannot forget the simple fact that for every case that wins, perhaps a
hundred are lost. That is partly due to the sheer vagaries
and caprice of American law, to divergent abilities among
a wide range of people, or to situations such as Sam Rutherford has eloquently opined, “I have seen prisoners win
cases based on briefs that were barely legible simply because the judge wanted to rule in the prisoner’s favor.”
If Rutherford is right, then the legal system is simply
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a “lottery.” How can one speak reasonably about the “fairness” of such a system? In such a case, what is to be done?
What is the socially conscious, politically aware jailhouse
lawyer to do?
Perhaps an old African-American proverb, drawn from
centuries of social, political, and cultural struggle can provide an answer: “Speak truth to power.” That means, if it
does not hurt one’s clients, to speak truths about power,
the law, and history in the context of one’s briefs and legal
pleadings.
There is, thankfully, yet another option. Jailhouse
lawyers aren’t simply, or even mainly, jailhouse lawyers.
They are sons, daughters, uncles, nieces, parents, sometimes teachers, grandparents, and occasionally writers. In
short, they are part of a wider, broader, deeper social fabric. There are literally thousands, if not tens of thousands
of journals, community papers, newsletters, Web sites,
and other media that may be explored as outlets to reach
people and spread these truths for a wider social discussion
and reﬂection.
It is important to utilize these insights, to “speak truth
to power”—and more important, in a radical and revolutionary context, to the people.

The Centrality of Movements
The struggle for Black rights, in a nation predicated upon
white supremacy, opened the door for various other social,
cultural, gender, and ethnic movements to grow, coalesce,
and ﬂower. With the emergence of the Black freedom
movement, the reigning ideology on Black rights, which
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extended to keep other social segments under its hegemony
and domination, began to be chipped away. This historical
footnote is added not to claim primacy over other movements, but to illustrate how interconnected seemingly disparate movements are, and how one movement can move
other segments of society.
History, Marx teaches, is not an impassive, unconscious
social phenomenon, but rather people in action against
others. “History does nothing, it possesses no immense
wealth, ﬁghts no battles. It is rather man, real living man,
who does everything, who possesses and ﬁghts.”5
Social movements give rise to other social movements,
and open up social spaces for people who historically have
been oppressed.
The Black Liberation Movement, most speciﬁcally the
Black Panther Party, gave space in its national journal, The
Black Panther newsweekly, to prison activists. It also covered and supported various prisoners’ movements, such
as those of New York’s Martin Sostre, that of the Soledad
Brothers, the international Angela Davis case, and that of
the Party’s most famous member, George L. Jackson. Indeed, Jackson was installed as a ﬁeld marshal in the Black
Panther Party’s Central Committee, the only such prisoner
so honored, which served to make him a larger target for
the white nation.
The best impetus for successful jailhouse lawyering is a
successful social movement to move the law and society beyond the barriers of the past. No movement can effectively
exist in a vacuum; we are interconnected. Jailhouse lawyers
must look beyond the state’s imprisoning bars, brick, and
cement to build relationships with others in the so-called
“free” world to further and support social movements that
spread liberating and progressive space within society.

AFTERWORD
Why, one wonders, would this book be written today?
It is written, we musn’t forget, in the Prisonhouse of
Nations—the United States of America. Here, there are
more than 2.3 million men, women, and juveniles under
lock and key. As the New York Times has recently reported,
the U.S. has just under 5 percent of the world’s population,
yet it has a quarter of the world’s prison population.1 In the
realm of imprisonment, the United States truly is Number
one.
In such a milieu, it is not surprising that there are men
and women who are called “jailhouse lawyers.” With literally millions of persons so encaged, many of whom are
illiterate, poor, and starkly isolated, why should we be surprised at the rise of jailhouse lawyers? The question should
be, “Why are there not more?”
Much can be said of the fact that for many, many
youth, the nation’s educational system has failed dramatically. There are, of course, reasons for this. Nearly half
a century after the landmark 1954 case Brown v. Board of
Education theoretically outlawed school segregation, millions of children are still being miseducated in race- and
class-segregated schools, where resources to provide a
meaningful education are few and far between.2 Such deﬁcits in education almost guarantee that good jobs will bypass many who seek to climb their way out of America’s
burgeoning ghettoes. It should be added, parenthetically,
that no federal constitutional right exists guaranteeing a
citizen’s right to education.
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Indeed, for far too may people prison has become the
educational system of last resort, for it is here that many
people have learned not only to read and to reason, but
also a smattering of history, politics, and law. The ﬁgure of
Black revolutionary Malcolm X is instructive, for it was in
the dim night-light under a cell door that his studies transformed him from criminal to committed social activist and
revolutionary.3
Many jailhouse lawyers have spent many dreadful
months and years in the hole reading nothing but law
books (as much other reading material is severely restricted). Indeed, this was my own experience, which also
featured long extended discussions with dudes like Steve
Evans, “Chief Justice,” and others. I am indebted to them
for their insights.
Given these isolating conditions, usually under severe
repression, jailhouse lawyers have climbed the redwoods of
institutional grievances all the way to court ﬁlings, admittedly with mixed results.
Inasmuch as traditional career lawyers are rarely allowed to intervene in institutional hearings (states like
Arizona are exceptional), prisoners are left to the winds of
chance, as to which jailhouse lawyer they can ﬁnd to render
assistance.
Unless there is drastic social transformation of the sort
that several commentators have suggested, in either bar
membership or real conﬁdentiality rules, the number of
jailhouse lawyers (albeit of dubious quality) can only increase. For jailhouse lawyers are seeded by the weeds of
systemic social injustice.
One may look long and exceedingly hard to ﬁnd an-
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other book about jailhouse lawyers, for to the author’s
knowledge no other such work exists.
It has thus been an honor to engage in this act of underground reportage of a phenomenon that, while not
new, has rarely received the kind of attention and detail
that Jailhouse Lawyers aims to provide.
Men and women, often self-taught, have developed a
tradition of selﬂess service and in some cases excellence, to
serve the needs of society’s dispossessed.
To be one of that number has been a challenge and an
honor to this writer, who offers this reportage to illustrate
what transpires in the depths of America, the Prisonhouse
of Nations.
Mumia Abu-Jamal
Death Row
January 2009
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In the summer of 2005, the author conducted a research survey that was
circulated to jailhouse lawyers throughout the United States. The responses
have been incorporated into this work and are referenced as “communication with author.”
List of author’s prison correspondence with dates:
Frank Atwood, August 28, 2005, Arizona State Prison,
Eyman.
Amber Bray, August 21, 2005, Central California Women’s Facility,
Chowchilla, California.
George Rahsaan Brooks-Bey August 26, 2005, SCI Fayette,
Pennsylvania.
Dejah Brown, July 19, 2005, Central California Women’s Facility,
Chowchilla, California.
Roger Buehl, July 7, 2005, SCI Albion, Albion,
Pennsylvania.
Matthew Clarke, October 1, 2005, Ramsey One, Texas Department of
Corrections, Rosharon, Texas.
Shaka Cinque aka Albert Woodfox, July 7, 2005, Angola State
Penitentiary, Angola, Louisiana.
Anonymous, August 23, 2005, San Quentin, California.
Margeret “Midge” Deluca, July 29, 2005, Edna Mahan Correctional
Facility for Women, Clinton, New Jersey; supplemental interview,
March 7, 2007.
Jane Dorotik, July 18, 2005, April 2, 2007, CIW Corona, California.
Barry “Running Bear” Gibbs, September 24, 2005, Graterford,
Pennsylvania.
Antoine Graham, August 8, 2005, New Jersey State Prison, Trenton,
New Jersey.
Richard Mayberry, June 29, 2005, SCI Fayette,
Pennsylvania.
Ed Mead, former prisoner, F.C.I. Marion, Illinois & Monroe
Correctional Complex, Washington State, April 11, 2006.
Anonymous, September 9, 2005, Edna Mahan Correctional Facility
for Women, Clinton, New Jersey.
David M. Reutter, August 31, 2005 Tomoka Correctional Institution,
Daytona Beach, Florida.
Samuel C. Rutherford III, September 9, 2005, McNeil Island
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