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This resource is anchored in the following principle: that punishment actually 
undermines safety. I am defining punishment here as inflicting suffering on others in 
response to an experience of harm/violence/wrongdoing. The practice of punishment 
is harmful and destructive. We cannot effectively teach people not to harm others by 
harming them.

What’s your first memory of being punished for doing something wrong? If you’re 
having a hard time remembering, you aren’t alone. Punishment is so ingrained in our 
culture and lives that it is completely naturalized. We know it when we experience 
it though. Think about what you learned about punishment in your childhood and 
family? What did it teach you about justice?

For many years, I’ve been engaged in political education focused on helping people 
to imagine a world without prisons and policing. I’ve developed and facilitated many 
workshops and co-created training to give people space to articulate what true justice 
might feel like for them. In this resource, I share some of the activities I’ve developed 
along with others created by people I respect. I’ve incorporated most of these activities 
in dozens of workshops over many years. I’ve tried to pull the activities together into 
more coherent *workshop sessions* or curriculum units. Send me feedback as to what 
works well at niapoetry@gmail.com. 

This resource has been years in the making and I offer it to use in your communities. 
I do not give permission to use these activities in paid workshops. They are intended to 
be used as freely accessible political education resources not to enrich random people. 

I owe gratitude to many people. Special thanks to Greg Michie, Christie Nold, and 
Ursula Wolfe-Rocca who generously took time to review this resource to offer helpful 
feedback. This resource includes contributions & inspiration from adrienne maree 
brown, Santera Matthews, jackie summel, Annie Terrell, Umoja Student Development 
Corporation. Gratitude to Sarah Nixon and Jes Scheinpflug for copyedits.

In peace and solidarity,
Mariame Kaba

Introduction

mailto:niapoetry@gmail.com
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Crime is a violation of the law and the state.

Violations create guilt.

Justice requires the state to determine blame (guilt) and impose pain (punishment).

Most people want punishment. The harsher the punishment the more we feel 
that harms we experienced are being taken seriously. 

Central focus: “offenders” getting what they deserve.

There are different forms of justice and this resource focuses on three: retributive, 
restorative and transformative justice. There are important distinctions between these 
forms of justice (see Table on page six). 

The traditional and conventional "criminal justice system” focuses upon three questions: 
(1) What laws have been broken?
(2) Who did it?
(3) What do they deserve (i.e. punishment)?

From a restorative justice perspective, an entirely different set of questions are asked: 
(1) Who has been hurt?
(2) What are their needs?
(3) Whose obligation is it to address these needs?

Background Information for Facilitators
DIFFERENT FORMS OF JUSTICE

CRIMINAL/RETRIBUTIVE JUSTICE

From a restorative justice 
perspective, an entirely 
different set of questions are 
asked: 
(1) Who has been hurt?
(2) What are their needs?
(3) Whose obligation is it to 
address these needs?
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Crime is a violation of people and relationships.

Violations create obligations.

Justice involves victims, offenders, and community members in an effort to put things 
right.

Central focus: victim needs and person who caused harm’s responsibility for 
repairing RJ is community focused, collaborative, and a holistic approach to solving 
problems related to harms and violations of community norms and standards (similar 
to the functions of formal and informal social control, and the justice system).

It is participatory (civic) engagement of all concerned (or their representatives), not the 
special function of a bureaucratic office.

At its core, RJ requires joint responsibility and accountability. Harmful actions are 
both a sign of individual and collective failure; thus, they provide opportunities for 
individual and collective actions to restore and repair.

RJ involves participatory, collaborative discussions/dialogues about responsibility, 
accountability, forgiveness and re-integration, and reparations/repairing harms and 
damages.

“Restorative justice is not the opposite of Retributive Justice.  The contrast is a false 
one.  Both approaches agree that people who cause harm owe something and victims 
need redress. The currency is different.  Justice from a retributive perspective says, 
“pain,” while restorative justice says, “healing.”

Transformative justice is a framework to prevent, intervene in, and address harm 
through non-punitive accountability.
 
Crime and harm are not synonymous. All that is criminalized isn’t harmful, and all 
harm isn’t necessarily criminalized. For example, wage theft by employers isn’t 
generally criminalized, but it is definitely harmful.

TJ intentionally disarticulates crime and incarceration. 

Emphasizes redistributive justice.

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE (RJ)

TRANSFORMATIVE JUSTICE (TJ)

https://www.jacobinmag.com/2019/08/green-new-deal-decarceration-environment-prison-incarceration?fbclid=IwAR0C6ePRsZ6P4bb4IocLo1ins2iQQT3cdr9YjfITXm5UmR3nMv-fX-XF3f8
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RJ is community focused, collaborative, and a holistic approach to solving 
problems related to harms and violations of community norms and standards 
(similar to the functions of formal and informal social control, and the justice 
system).

It is participatory (civic) engagement of all concerned 
(or their representatives), not the special function of a bureaucratic office.

At its core, RJ requires joint responsibility and accountability. Harmful 
actions are both a sign of individual and collective failure; thus, they provide 
opportunities for individual and collective actions to restore and repair.

RJ involves participatory, collaborative discussions/dialogues about 
responsibility, accountability, forgiveness and re-integration, and reparations/
repairing harms and damages.

Transformative justice is a framework to prevent, intervene in, and address 
harm through non-punitive accountability.
 
Transformative justice disarticulates crime and incarceration.

Transformative justice works to emphasize redistributive justice.
 
How can we transform the conditions that led to the harm(s) in the first place?

CRIMINAL/
RETRIBUTIVE 

JUSTICE

RESTORATIVE 
JUSTICE (RJ)

TRANSFORMATIVE 
JUSTICE (TJ)

Crime is a 
violation of 
the law and 
the state.

Crime is a 
violation of 
people and 
relationships.

Crime is 
socially 
constructed. 
Better to focus 
on harms.

Violations 
create guilt.

Violations 
create 
obligations.

Violations offer 
opportunities for 
accountability 
at individual, 
community & 
societal levels.

Justice requires the 
state to determine 
blame (guilt) 
and impose pain 
(punishment).

Justice involves 
victims, perpetuators, 
and community 
members in an effort 
to put things right.

Justice is “a slow 
process of naming and 
transforming violence 
into growth and repair 
(Kai Cheng Thom).” 
It involves victims, 
bystanders, and more.

“Offenders” getting 
what they deserve.

Victim needs and 
person who caused 
harm’s responsibility 
for repairing.

Victim and person 
who caused harm 
needs and wants. 
Community input.
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www.mollycostello.com

A Note to Facilitators from Mariame
I encourage everyone to read this short essay by Chad Donohue titled “Give the Kid A 
Pencil.” Then reflect on the following question: “what would it look like if we took all 
the penalty and punishment out of our learning spaces (including our classrooms)?

Jot down your thoughts about this question before you embark on facilitating these 
units and activities. 

Transforming our punishment mindsets is a daily discipline. Punishment is so deeply 
ingrained that we fail to even notice how we enact it in our lives. It takes practice to 
uproot it and to focus on being more restorative in our interactions.

You do not have to be an *expert* in restorative or transformative justice to facilitate 
the activities in this resource. You just have to be curious, willing to learn, and 
interested in creating accountability beyond punishment. 

The units are designed to offer you a number of options and you can choose what’s 
most comfortable for you. Feel free to select the activities that you feel would best 
resonate with your communities. You are welcome to adapt these activities in the ways 
that work best for you. 

Many units discuss harm and violence. Be sure to seek out resources to support 
students and other participants in your workshops in advance. 

Good luck.  

“No one can stop us from 
imagining another kind of future, 
one that departs from the terrible 
cataclysm of violent conflict, of 
hateful divisions, poverty, and 
suffering. Let us begin to imagine 
the worlds we would like to inhabit, 
the long lives we will share, and the 
many futures in our hands.” 

~Susan Griffin

Art by Molly Costello

https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/give-the-kid-a-pencil
https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/give-the-kid-a-pencil
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Author: Annie Terrell, Cities of Peace Teach-In Participant

Age Range: Pre K through 2nd Grade

Time: 45 minutes to 1 hour

Note: This lesson is a sister plan to the plan introducing the peace table. 
 
Learning Target: SWBAT describe the four-part apology and why it is useful in bringing 
us together and solving problems without causing more harm. 

Essential Questions: Who can solve your problems? What are the most productive and 
healing ways to solve problems? What kind of language do we use when we are hurt? 
How do we make it right if we’ve hurt someone? What if we did it unintentionally? 
How do you feel when you find out you’ve hurt someone? How can your feelings affect 
your reactions? 

Vocabulary: Intention, Impact, Boundary, Consent, Apology, Forgiveness, 
Accountability, Empathy 

Materials: Anchor chart for four-part apology 

Learning to Address Harm 
Without Causing More Harm 

& How to Apologize
Author: Annie Terrell, Cities of Peace Teach-In Participant
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Remember this scenario? You are walking to lunch when the student behind you steps 
on your shoe. You fall and hurt your knee. Another student laughs. Now, you are 
brave, you say to the friend “When you laughed I felt sad because I was really hurt. 
What I want is for you to say you are sorry.” Your friend looks away and doesn’t say 
anything for a minute and then sneers and says “sorry” (say it in an insincere and mean 
way). 

How do you feel? Turn and tell a partner, what could you do? 

So I heard a lot of different things from you when you talked to your friends. Something 
I think is important before making a choice is to think about, for each choice, what the 
consequences might be for everyone. In our scenario the friend who laughed paused 
for a moment, so they already have some good skills. I mean, problem solving can feel 
scary, but there’s something that makes it easier, and it’s called Empathy. 

When we empathize we try to feel how someone else must be feeling. If we say “sorry” 
(for example, in a dismissive insincere way) it could make someone feel even worse 
than before! Especially after someone has been brave enough to speak up and try to 
fix it with you. It can be sad and scary to apologize though! What if the person who 
laughed wasn’t trying to be mean? Do they still need to apologize? Turn and talk to 
your partner! 

Yes! When we apologize we are working to match our intentions (what we wanted 
to happen) with our impact (how it affected someone else). This is how we go from 
fighting to friends! Now, let me share with you an amazing way to apologize that can fix 
things instead of making them worse! Show chart with four-part apology. Read each 
part and have students repeat. 

I’m sorry for _____
It was wrong because ____. I won’t do it again.

 How can I make it right? 

So if I were the kid who laughed, I could make things better by saying: “I’m sorry for 
laughing.” “It was wrong because it hurt your feelings, and I don’t want to do that!” “I 
won’t do it again. How can I make it right?” 

How do you think that is better or worse than just saying “sorry”? 

CONNECT

MODEL
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Have students help to come up with an apology someone could make for the following 
scenarios. Start with the whole group and then let students work with partners when 
they are a little more comfortable, taking turns being the one to apologize... 

•   Someone tells you they were mad when you took their pencil because it was 
their special birthday pencil. 

•   A friend tells you they were sad when you stepped on their foot during line up 
because it hurt their toe and made them sad. 

•   A friend tells you that when you made a face at them they felt sad because it 
seemed like you were making fun of them (**challenge-- what if you didn’t even 
know you were making a face?) 

•   A friend says that when you interrupted them they felt mad because they didn’t 
get to share with the group. 

•   A friend tells you that when you didn’t wait for them at recess they felt sad 
because you promised and you broke your word. Discuss with students how these 
apologies can help make things better. 

Students use the sentence frames to write an apology to one of the statements written 
in the previous lesson (introducing the peace table/I feel statements). 

For students who struggle, it is acceptable to have them verbally tell you their response.

Have sentence frames already printed for students to trace and add onto. 

Attach an image to each part of the sentence frame to help students identify these 
phrases independently. Practice each sentence frame with the class repeatedly, use 
jazz chants if helpful. 

ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT

INDEPENDENT PRACTICE

DIFFERENTIATION
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CONCEPTS STUDENTS SHOULD LEARN 
BEFORE OR DURING THESE LESSONS

TEACHING EXAMPLE

Consent: We ask before we touch, take or share something someone told us. 

Boundary: You have a right to say no! The only one who can touch you is 
someone who asked for your consent. 

Intention: What you hope or intend to happen. 

Impact: How someone else experiences your actions. How to state a problem 
(I feel language).

Empathy: Use this Brene Brown video on empathy vs. sympathy.

When you are sad, you like hugs. You see a friend is sad. You hug them and 
they scream and kick at you and run away. What happened? Your intentions 
(to make your friend feel better) did not line up with your impact (that they 
were even more traumatized). 

You don’t need to know WHY it bugged them to respect that they don’t want 
to be hugged to feel better. You aren’t a bad person, but you do have a chance 
to learn how to be a better friend. 

And from this we learn: We ask consent first because that is how we find out 
about people’s boundaries. That is how our intentions and our impact can line 
up. Empathy allows us to feel with this friend, imagining the fear or reasons 
for their reaction allows us to feel what they are feeling instead of feeling 
angry they have feelings. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KZBTYViDPlQ
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Objective: This is a unit about addressing harm without causing more harm. It uses a 
podcast story created by 6-year-old Azka Sharief as the basis for discussion.

Ages: Elementary-Middle School

Time: 75-90 minutes

Materials: White board, chart/newsprint paper, markers, laptop, speakers

The Stealer of Diamonds
Author: Mariame Kaba

www.mollycostello.com

Art by Molly Costello
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STEP #1

STEP #2

Facilitator will state: For this lesson, we will discuss how we can address harm without 
doing more harm. I want you to name all of the ways that you have addressed harm/
hurt that has happened to you. You can also share about ways that you have seen 
others address harm that has happened to them. 

[Facilitator will have participants share their responses outloud to the whole group 
while the facilitator records these responses on a sheet of chart paper or a white 
board.]

Here are examples of ways that people may address harm that happens to them:

*When someone drew on my notebook with a marker, I decided to make the 
same markings on their work. 
*Someone pushed me as they were running to the playground during recess. I 
talked to the other kid and they said that they didn’t see me and ran away. I told 
a teacher and the teacher put the child in a time out. 
*At lunch time, another kid called me a name. I told them that I didn’t like it. 
They told me that they were just kidding and then stopped. 

Facilitator will state: Sometimes when we address hurt or harm that has happened to 
us we get angry and hope that the same hurt happens to them. Unfortunately, when 
we also hurt other people, we are not working on addressing the issues. Let’s think 
more about this issue by listening to a story written by 6-year-old Azka Sharief.

Azka Sharief of suburban Des Plaines told the Make-A-Wish Foundation that she 
always wanted to make her own podcast. So she partnered WBEZ’s podcast team to 
record an episode of Azka’s Mystery Podcast. The episode, which Azka named “The 
Stealer of the Diamonds,” centers around the story of Tessa, a thief who’s stealing 
everything in town even “candy from babies.” 

Activity: Listen to Azka’s podcast episode here. 

Facilitator Note (when working with young children): stop the podcast at different 
points to ask your questions for young children.

PROCEDURE

 BRAINSTORMING -- 15-20 MINUTES

LISTENING TO & DISCUSSING THE STORY -- 30 MINUTES

https://www.npr.org/local/309/2019/04/16/713984800/5-year-old-azka-publishes-her-first-mystery-podcast
https://soundcloud.com/user-404863201/the-stealer-of-the-diamonds
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Azka: My name is Azka, Azka Sharief. I 
am five years old. I am in kindergarten at 
Stevenson School in Desplaines, and I am 
doing a podcast on a story I wrote.
 
Azka: The name is: the Stealer of the 
Diamonds.
 
Azka: Once upon a time, there was a 
robber who stole diamonds and liked the 
color blue and red. The robber's name was 
Tessa. While Tessa liked to steal, there 
were detectives who liked to solve crimes. 
The leader detective was named Anna-
 
Speaker 2: I'm Anna!
 
Azka: -and her assistant was named Jason.
 
Speaker 3: I am Jason.
 
Azka: One day, the robber was stealing 
everything in town. She was even taking 
candy from babies. She'd stolen fragile 
jewelries and fragile birthday decorations, 
purses, wallets, and money from the bank. 
Anna and Jason got another call from a 
mother who was sad, because her baby 
was sad, because there was no candy. 
Then, Anna and Jason got another call 
from a man who was trying to go to work, 
but he couldn't go because he didn't have 
a wallet. The third call they got was from 
the bank, and the workers there said, 
"There's no money to give customers, 
because it was stolen."
 

Azka: Anna and Jason noticed muddy 
footprints by the places and the people 
who were robbed, so they followed the 
footprints into school. Then they found 
Tessa. Tessa had all the stuff she had 
taken, like the books and the chalkboards 
from the school. Anna and Jason arrested 
Tessa, put her in handcuffs in jail.
 
Speaker 3: You're under arrest!
 
Speaker 2: You're under arrest!
 
Azka: They returned the stolen items, and 
everyone was happy to get their things 
back.
 
Speaker 2: Yay!
 
Speaker 3: Yay!
 
Speaker 4: Yay!
 
Azka: Tessa admitted what she did was 
wrong. She told Anna and Jason, "You win. 
I lose." Jason and Anna were glad that 
Tessa said she was wrong and learned her 
lesson. That is how the story ends.
 
Azka: Next time! I'm Azka Sharief. See you 
later, folks!
 
Speaker 2: Yay!
 
Speaker 3: Yay!
 
Speaker 4: Yay!

TRANSCRIPT
also in Appendix p. 78
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Why do you think that Tessa was stealing? 

What are some reasons that someone may take something that doesn’t 
belong to them?

How does it feel when someone steals something from someone else? 

Has anyone ever stolen something from you, how did you feel?

What would have made you feel better?

What can Tessa do to make it better?

Was there a different way that Tessa could have learned that stealing is 
wrong beside being arrested and put in jail?

Do you know anyone who has been arrested or in jail?

What is jail?

Who goes there?

How do they get to jail?

Why do people go to jail?

How does Tessa’s family feel about her going to jail?

Can people be all good or all bad?

How can we help each other to learn to solve conflict or problems without 
causing harm?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1
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FACILITATOR NOTE: 

To follow up on who goes to jail, educator Santera Matthews has had children say 
‘naughty and bad people go to jail.” She follows up with ‘what does that mean?’ 
and tries to end on the point that people are not bad – but people can do things 
that hurt other people. 

This pushes us to discuss ‘why is something bad?’ 

What can we do when something bad happens instead of putting someone in jail? 

If you could make a world, what would people need to live and be happy? 

How would they get it? 

FACILITATOR NOTE

17

16

18

What do you think Tessa meant when she said “You win, I lose?”

Why were Tessa’s feet muddy?

What do you think influenced Azka Sharief to write this story?
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STEP #3

Have children draw or illustrate an alternative story about Tessa -- with another 
response instead of jail? Describe what happened for her? For little kids, ask a lot of 
provocative questions: How was Tessa feeling on the morning when she first started to 
steal? Why did she take what she took? What was she hoping might happen? Etc.

In the end, ask children: how might have the stealing have been prevented? If it could 
not be prevented, then how does knowing more about Tessa’s life shape how we want 
to solve this problem?

Have them read their story out loud and record it.

ACTIVITY --  30-40 MINUTES

also in Appendix p. 79

 “Toward the Unreasonable” in The End Of Chiraq: A Literary Mixtape (2018)
Page May & Nate Marshall

Page: I met J when he was in fourth grade. He was a joyous kid with a contagious smile. 
After a long conversation about identity, family, and Chicago, I asked him what he 
thought justice was. At first, he couldn’t imagine justice without involving the police. He 
acknowledged a need for “better cops” but still articulated justice through a dependency 
on police and prisons.

I decided to personalize the question for him. I asked what he would do if I stole 
something of his – like his favorite toy. What if he knew it was me, but I refused to admit 
it? I asked him what he would need to happen to feel like “justice was served.”

J paused, his smile breaking for the first time. He said he wouldn’t call the cops. He said 
he would pester me, over and over until I admitted what I’d done and apologized. He 
added that I’d need to replace his toy. I asked if that was enough, since the “crime” was 
solved and his stuff was returned. He laughed.

He said it wouldn’t be enough to just have his stuff back because I’d done more than taken 
his toy, I’d also broken our friendship. He went on saying he’d go on vacation to turn up 
with his family and that while he was having a great time and enjoying himself, I’d have to 
stay back and watch all of his valuables for him. I’d have to do this, take care of the things 
he most treasured, every day. And that he’d do this over and over until he trusted me 
again. He said justice would be complete when he could trust me again. 

EXAMPLE OF A STORY WITH AN ALTERNATIVE RESOLUTION
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Objective: This unit introduces concepts of retributive, restorative and transformative 
justice. It applies the concepts to a specific incident of potential harm.

Age: 17+

Time: 100-110 minutes

Materials:
Handouts, Butcher paper/Large newsprint/chart paper, Markers
Laptop, projector, screen, Internet [to show a short video - optional]

EXPLORING DIFFERENT 
FORMS OF JUSTICE 

STEP #1

Invite participants to share their names and pronouns (if they want).

CHECK IN -- 10 MINUTES

Author: Mariame Kaba

PROCEDURE



AGAINST PUNISHMENT PROJECT NIA19

STEP #2 ACTIVITY – BRAINSTORMING JUSTICE -- 40 MINUTES

inspired by an activity from adrienne maree brown

INTRODUCTION 10 minutes

Facilitator states: “Let’s start by building some common language and our definition of 
terms. You’re going to brainstorm three terms/concepts – what are (in your opinions) the 
key elements of: Criminal/Retributive justice, Restorative justice, Transformative justice.”
 
Facilitator breaks participants up into groups [no more than 6 people per group works 
well depending on the size of the audience].

Facilitator instructions to participants: 1) Introduce yourselves to each other and 2) 
Brainstorm in your groups.

WHAT ARE THE KEY ELEMENTS OF THE THREE TERMS/CONCEPTS? 10 minutes

WHAT ARE THE (POSSIBLE) EFFECTS OF THE FORM OF JUSTICE ON 
SURVIVORS, ON PEOPLE WHO’VE CAUSED HARM, ON THE COMMUNITY?  10 minutes 

Note: if you find that the groups are struggling as you check in on them, handout #2 should 
be shared with participants. It offers a short cheat sheet.

LARGE GROUP DEBRIEF 15 minutes

Invite each group to share what they came up with in their brainstorm. Make sure to point 
out that if another group has already shared similar information, they should add on new 
information instead of repeating what other groups already shared.

Facilitator asks:
What forms of justice would you say our society primarily practices/enacts? 

Which forms of justice do you primarily practice/enact in your own life and 
relationships?

Is there a disconnect? If yes, why?

What would need to change in order for your personal/interpersonal practices to be 
more aligned with societal practices? 

For facilitators - the following is background information that you can use to help you lead 
this discussion. It is also included in the appendix of this resource as a handout that you 
can share with participants.
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 » pathologizes people 
 » defines people by their actions 
 » assumes punishment and incarceration can rehabilitate 
 » places blame on an individual person and not a systemic problem 
 » assumes removal of one person solves the problem 
 » isolates individuals from community
 » leads to databases like the sex offender registration 

 » strips survivors of agency 
 » places the burden of proof on survivors 
 » retraumatizes through expectations of memory and recollection
 » forces survivors to establish linear narrative 
 » blames the survivor 
 » a low success rate of conviction 

 » alienated by process of legal defense 
 » defined from the outside by projected ideals of safety
 » low success rate 
 » builds the illusion that sexual assault does not exist (very few cases) 
 » enforcement mechanism that operates on oppression (causing harm) 

disproportionate regulation targets marginalized communities 
 » media fear-mongering 
 » disempowers communities and forces a reliance on the state 
 » divides communities 
 » no accountability 
 » violence on the community

is based in punishments that are pre-determined 
the offended party is the state (cops, courts, prisons) 
intervenes when someone has broken a rule rather than caused harm

EFFECTS OF PUNITIVE JUSTICE ON PEOPLE WHO'VE CAUSED HARM

EFFECTS OF PUNITIVE JUSTICE ON SURVIVORS

EFFECTS OF PUNITIVE JUSTICE ON THE COMMUNITYR
ET
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PUNITIVE, RESTORATIVE, AND 
TRANSFORMATIVE JUSTICE: THE BASICS
by AORTA also in Appendix p. 80

http://aorta.coop/portfolio_page/destabilizing-rape-culture-through-transformative-justice/
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Process presented as a choice. Person who created harm needs to “give back/restore.” 
Alternative to incarceration (at times). Holds individuals (not systems) responsible, does 
not take into account systems of oppression. 

Gives survivors more opportunities to participate in the process to a limited level. 
Incorporates survivors without basing approach on their voice/perspective. 

Asks: What was the harm to the community? How can a person who created harm give 
back? Mediation, classes, community service, resources to person(s) harmed. 

People are less likely to be removed from the community. “Justice” is restored. Breaks 
judicial systems monopoly on responses and/or extends the state further. Acts as 
community based but is not. R

ES
TO

R
AT

IV
E 

J
U

ST
IC

E 

Asks why the harm was committed and what the root causes are. 

Looks at the behavior → doesn’t mean the person is a bad person. The person who 
caused harm has healing to do and they are not reduced to their actions.

Believes that someone can be both someone who has caused harm and has been harmed. 

Offers choices and many options and moves toward liberatory values, understanding the 
status quo is not enough. 

Involves a willingness to deeply question the status quo, and asks for imagination beyond 
the current system. 

Tries to secure safety and healing. 

Asks what is needed to have justice. 

Assumes each process is organic and particular to each community’s situation. What does 
that community need to make this process accountable? 

Works to address power and privilege, in community and larger systems.
 
Transformative justice is hard! People burn out. It brings up questions of capacity, as 
individuals and as communities. It requires skills we don’t learn culturally nor within 
current institutions (open communities, conflict resolution, etc.) Mistakes can have a real 
and huge impact on people’s lives.
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STEP #3 ACTIVITY –UPSTAIRS/DOWNSTAIRS NEIGHBOR -- 35 MINUTES

Stay in groups. Pass around the upstairs/downstairs reading handout. 

Facilitator says: “Let’s read this aloud together. Now, I want you to discuss what you 
would do if this happened in your building. Discuss how you would handle this using 
a retributive, restorative and transformative approach/perspective. [based on earlier 
conversation] – you have 20 minutes.” 

Depending on how large the group is and how much time you have, you can also just ask 
each group to only focus on one approach. For example, groups 1, 3 and 5 might focus on 
a retributive perspective while groups 2, 4 and 6 then focus on a restorative one, etc.

This activity takes up some time as people are often newly considering restorative and 
transformative responses. 

If you notice that groups are struggling, you can share handout #2 that lists key questions 
each approach asks. 

Debrief: Invite groups to share what they’ve come up with. You might want to start by 
asking the group if this scenario is familiar to them. Have they ever been in this situation 
before? Usually the answer is yes. 

Alternate Activity: Read “Listening to My Neighbors Fight” as a homework assignment and 
use previous questions to elicit participants’ ideas.

https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2019/05/wondering-what-do-when-neighbors-fight/589051/
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STEP #4 ACTIVITY – INTERVENING -- 15-20 MINUTES

Facilitator asks: What do victims of harm say they need? [write responses from the groups. 
Below are some answers according to research by Ruth Morris].

Answers

Recognition of their wrong

Safety

Restitution/repair

To find significant or meaning from their tragedy
 

Facilitator asks: What does retributive/punitive justice offer? [write responses from group]

Punishment 

Incapacitation

Deterrence

Disposability

Rehabilitation of person responsible for harm

Ask who did it? Can we convict them? How hard can we punish them? Rests on the security of 
locks, bars, separation and isolation. Show “Ring The Bell” or “Software Engineer” video.

Facilitator asks: How can we practice intervening? In the Ring the Bell campaign, a neighbor 
rings the doorbell where harm is taking place to drop off a piece of mail. What are some things 
that you could do to intervene if harm was happening in your apartment or on your block? 
What would you say if you had to knock on your neighbors door? Practicing scenarios helps 
us develop our confidence for when we need to act. 

*Examples of things to say: 
 » My WiFi just went out, did the same thing happen to 

you? I was wondering if it went out on our block. 
 » My lights were flickering - have you noticed anything with yours? 

I heard there was a power outage a few blocks away. 
 » Did you hear the noise outside? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qAYDmZ19nG4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1DWK2115LI4&ab_channel=BreakthroughIndia
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"UPSTAIRS NEIGHBOR/DOWNSTAIRS NEIGHBOR" 
Handout #1

You live in an apartment building. One night, while sitting at the kitchen table to have 
dinner with a friend, you hear shouting in the apartment upstairs. You have heard 
shouting a couple of times before, and wondered if the couple upstairs might be having a 
simple dispute, or if there may be a pattern of domestic violence involved. This time the 
shouting goes on for a long time. You hear something which you believe may be the sound 
of a physical altercation. What do you do?

Consider your answers along three perspectives: 

1. Retributive

2. Restorative

3. Transformative

So what questions might you ask yourself and your friend to determine what to 
do based on these three perspectives?
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I. RETRIBUTIVE (PUNITIVE) APPROACH

The incident is a violation of the policies, defined by rule breaking. Resolution involves 
looking at the incident, determining blame, and administering the consequences.

 » What rule has been broken?
 » Who is to blame?
 » What punishment do they deserve?

II. RESTORATIVE APPROACH

The incident is a violation of people and relationships. The incident creates obligations to 
make things right. Resolution involves looking at the harm caused by the incident: harm 
to the person(s) who were victimized, harm to the instigator/aggressor(s), and harm to the 
larger community and asks “How can this harm be repaired?”

 » Who has been hurt & what are their needs?
 » Who is obligated to address these needs?
 » Who has a “stake” in this situation & what is the process to involve them in making 

things right and preventing future occurrences?

III. TRANSFORMATIVE APPROACH

The incident may have occurred as a result, in part, of unhealthy relationships and social 
systems. It creates obligations to build new or better relationships. This must happen not 
only at an individual level but at the level of social structures and institutional policies.  
Resolution involves changing wider social systems in ways that help to prevent the 
occurrence and recurrence of harmful incidents.

 » What social circumstances promoted the harmful behavior?
 » What structural similarities exist between this incident and others like it?
 » What measures could prevent future occurrences?

Handout #2
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PUNISHMENT AND 
DISCIPLINE IN SCHOOLS 

Objective: In this unit, students will discuss how punishment is enacted in schools through 
discipline and other policies. They are also invited to learn about restorative practices. 

Age: Middle through High School

Time: 75-90 minutes (if you choose either step 2 OR step 3, not both. Estimated time does 
not account for the optional creative activity.)

Materials: Handouts, white board or large newsprint/chart paper, markers, laptop, 
screen, projector and Internet.

Author: Mariame Kaba & Rogers Park Young Women’s Action Team  (YWAT)

STEP #1 BRAINSTORMING SCHOOL DISCIPLINE -- 20 MINUTES

Facilitator will state: “For this lesson, we will be talking about punishment and discipline 
in schools. As a warm-up, I want us to think about all of the ways that people are 
punished in schools.” (Facilitator will record the participant responses on chart paper as 
they are named out loud to the group.) 

Facilitator will then draw a T-Chart on a piece of chart paper or white board. One side of 
the T-Chart will read “Harm to School/Institution’’ while the other reads “Harm to People/
Relationships. 

Facilitator will state: “Now that we have created this list of school punishments, I want us 
to sort them into two categories. One category will be “harm done to school/institution 
of schooling.” The other category will be “harm done to people/relationships.” What we 
are going to do next is to think of what type of ‘harm’ or violations the punishments are 
addressing. Was the punishment due to a student solely violating a school policy such as 
truancy? Was the punishment due to a student causing harm to another student? 

After students have sorted the punishments the facilitator will ask: “Under what conditions 
do most school punishments happen? Why do you think that is the case? What role does 
punishment play in schools? Could things be different? If so, how? What would need to 
change in order for things to be different?”

Depending on the time available and the group of students, select either step 2 or 3. 

PROCEDURE
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STEP #2

STEP #3

ACTIVITY: SHARING OUR SUSPENSION STORIES -- 25 MINUTES

ACTIVITY: SENT DOWN THE DRAIN -- 25 MINUTES

1. Choose at least two clips of students sharing their Suspension Stories. Choose one clip 
of an adult ally discussing harsh disciplinary policies and school pushout. [Make sure to 
preview the stories and select the ones that most apply to your particular community and 
audience.]

2. Show the clips.

3. Ask the participants if they can relate to anything that the students and/or adult allies 
shared. [Alternately, you can also break the participants into pairs and ask them to 
discuss their own “suspension stories” if they have any.  If they have never experienced a 
suspension, then they can talk about a friend or family member’s experience.]

1. Hand out copies of the Sent Down the Drain Comic to participants.

2. Ask for volunteers to read the comic (round-robin style). [If you are working with a 
group with literacy challenges, the facilitator should read the comic once before asking for 
volunteers to take turns reading it together again.]

3. Break participants into groups of up to 5 people each. Ask 
them to engage with the discussion questions together.

What happened to Alexa Gonzales?

Do you agree with the consequences that she suffered             
for her actions?

What are zero tolerance policies?

Have you ever been suspended or expelled from school?        
If yes, why?

Did you feel that your suspension/expulsion was fair?        
Why or why not?

What does the term “School-to-Prison Pipeline”                
mean to you?

Look closely at the illustration. What do you see?  Why did 
the artist title it “Sent Down the Drain: Zero Tolerance & the 
School to Prison Pipeline?”  What does this mean to you?

Sent Down the Drain Comic

https://www.youtube.com/user/suspensionstories
http://www.suspensionstories.com/art/sent-down-the-drain-comic/
http://www.suspensionstories.com/art/sent-down-the-drain-comic/
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STEP #4 ACTIVITY: READ ALOUD/ROUND-ROBIN STYLE -- 30 MINUTES

It’s a good idea depending on the literacy level of the group for the facilitator to read 
this out loud first. Then for the second round, invite participants to take turns reading a 
paragraph out loud round-robin style. 

Facilitator Note -- View one or more of the following videos to familiarize yourself further 
with restorative justice. Do this before you facilitate this unit.  

 » Restorative Justice in Schools
 » Brave New World – Restorative Justice
 » Sujatha Baliga - Tinkerbelle 
 » A Different Approach to School Safety 

FROM BLOG POST ON PRISON CULTURE 
WRITTEN BY MARIAME KABA 

(APRIL 26, 2012) 
also in Appendix p.82

I spent over three hours yesterday afternoon facilitating a circle. I feel compelled to write 
about it and I have generously been given permission by the principal participants to do 
so here. I will use pseudonyms and won’t divulge any confidential information. I want to 
write about this experience because there are too few (in my opinion) first-hand accounts 
about circle-keeping. 

Ms. P is 30 years old and has been teaching middle-school math for 7 years. She is white, 
progressive and hails from Georgia. She has a Masters degree in education and a huge 
heart. She also happens to be a friend of mine so I can personally attest to her character. 
Jamal just turned 14 and is very big for his age. At 6 foot 1, he towers over his peers. He 
is older than his 7th grade classmates because he had to repeat the 6th grade. He is new 
to the school this year; this is the third school that Jamal has attended in three years. 

Things did not get off to a good start between Ms. P and Jamal this September. On the 
second day of class, he sat on his desk instead of his chair. After repeated requests that 

An Afternoon in Circle: “You Looked at me like you know I ain’t shit…”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NmpGg8Dy-K4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8N3LihLvfa0&t=30s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ih_IQ2MOpU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jmlWtx_otgQ&feature=emb_title
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he take a seat on the chair, Ms. P sent him to the disciplinarian’s office. Jamal decided to 
make Ms. P public enemy #1. The situation escalated and earlier this week Jamal pushed 
Ms. P as she tried to get him to move when he was blocking the supply closet. He pushed 
her so hard that she fell and hit her head. This is cause for an immediate expulsion and 
even arrest. Ms. P did not want this for Jamal. 

She reached out to me on Tuesday and I spent part of Wednesday speaking with her and 
with Jamal to see if he would consent to a peacemaking circle. He agreed to participate, 
in large part, because I think that he was afraid that Ms. P would press assault charges 
against him. 

So we found ourselves yesterday in a neutral space sitting in a circle. We began by having 
everyone introduce themselves by telling us one thing that we couldn’t tell about them 
just by looking at them. We then got right into the reason that we were all in the room 
by responding to the question: “What happened that brought us here?” Everyone had 
a chance to tell the story of what happened from their perspective. The subsequent 
questions were:

For Jamal: What were you thinking when you pushed Ms. P?

For Ms. P and the bystanders: What did you think when you realized what had 
happened?

For everyone: What has been the hardest/most difficult part of this incident for you?

For everyone: What do you think needs to happen to repair the harm that has been 
caused? 

Needless to say, this was an extremely emotional process. Almost immediately, the tears 
began to flow. Jamal’s eyes were dry until he responded to the question of what he was 
thinking when he pushed his teacher. “I was thinking that from the first day of school,” 
he said, “you looked at me like you know I ain’t shit.” You could hear a pin drop after 
he expressed these sentiments. He had the talking piece in hand so he had the floor. He 
continued by telling us that he believes that Ms. P is afraid of him. “In my head, I said 
if she already be thinkin’ I’m a scary black man, then I’m gonna be that – a scary black 
man,” he continued. 
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When it was Ms. P’s turn to speak, she told Jamal that she was in fact afraid of him. 
That he had earned her fear by being disruptive and that he had confirmed her fears by 
pushing her. Then she stopped and took a deep breath and said something that was to 
my mind incredibly brave. “I have to be honest with myself though too. I was afraid of 
you from the start. From that first day and I can see now that I did not hide it from you at 
all. I am deeply sorry for that.” She went on to explain, in very personal terms, some of 
the reasons that he triggered her fears even though he had not yet done a thing. It was a 
powerful moment and it was a moment of deep connection between Ms. P and Jamal. As 
the circle proceeded, more personal stories were shared and more bridges were built.

This is the power and the value of the circle process. Do I think that Jamal won’t act out 
again? Of course not. Circles are not a panacea or a miracle cure. However, I think that 
Ms. P and Jamal now have a foundation from which to build trust and to address future 
infractions. During the circle, we set some rules for how we will behave with each other. 
We have a contract listing some expectations, responsibilities and consequences. Jamal 
will have to stay after school until the end of the school year to assist Ms. P with several 
projects and also to get extra help for his math deficiencies. I don’t know what today 
will bring for Ms. P and Jamal, but I felt privileged to be able to support the process of 
repairing harm in a restorative way.

DISCUSSION AND PROCESSING:

**Use the restorative triangle to analyze the incident that Mariame writes about. You can 
make copies of this and ask students to answer the questions individually or you can use it 
as a group processing experience.

Facilitator asks: How is this incident different from or similar to the stories of school 
discipline they shared and/or have witnessed? Have they participated in restorative 
justice interventions in school? Do they think punitive responses are more effective than 
restorative ones?

NOTE: If your students need more concrete examples about restorative justice, the 
following videos will help them get a sense of what restorative justice can look like. (Be 
sure to preview videos in advance)
Restorative Justice In Action
Restorative Justice in Oakland Schools: Tier One. Community Building Circle
From Hostility to Harmon
Colorado high school replaces punishment with ‘talking circles’
Mother’s Circle

RJ Posters (Optional Creative Activity): Facilitator shares examples of posters with restorative 
messaging. Invite students to make your own poster to share restorative messaging. This activity 
can be done in other languages. It can be done online if students have access to computers and tech.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/10IIPY6tfA6CzvzOpMkeavUNGf_KitZGp/view
http://vimeo.com/47784668
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RdKhcQrLD1w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LQWNyS4QSao
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g8_94O4ExSA&ab_channel=PBSNewsHour
https://vimeo.com/356764987
http://rjposters.com
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CREATE, DESTROY, REPAIR
Author: Umoja Student Development Corporation - Community Builders 

Objective: Participants work in two groups to create “peace structures” with assorted 
materials. When these structures are destroyed, participants must process their feelings 
associated with the harm done to something they care about in order to work together to 
repair the damage that was done.

Age: Middle-High School

Time: 75 minutes

Essential Questions:
What feelings are associated with the experience of destruction?

Who is affected by harmful actions, and who benefits from restoration?

Is it possible to initiate restoration after harm? If so, what might such a process look 
like?

Participants will:
Connect an experience of destruction with a personal experience of a ruptured 
relationship.

Enact a restoration of harm through symbolic means.

Identify and manage emotions and behavior.

Recognize the feelings and perspectives of others.

Materials: Use whatever supplies are available and affordable, offering participants a 
variety of materials. 

Construction supplies: newspaper, pipe cleaners, cloth, construction paper, popsicle 
sticks, balloons, etc… Adhesives: tape, glue, rubber bands, paper clips, yarn
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STEP #1

STEP #2

20 MINUTES

10 MINUTES

Divide participants into two groups. Give each group a collection of construction supplies 
and adhesives.

Tell students: “Your task is to ‘Create Peace’ using the supplies provided to your group 
by building a structure that represents peace and peaceful relationships. There are only 
two guidelines for this task: first, the structure/sculpture must be able to stand on its own 
without leaning on the wall or needing someone to hold it. Second, the structure/sculpture 
must be original, which means it doesn’t have conventional peace symbols as its central 
image, like peace signs or doves.”

1. After participants finish building, bring the groups to a joint space where they cannot 
see their sculptures.

2. Facilitate a silent problem-solving activity. Example: silent group line-up by birthday.

3. While participants are away, someone “harms” the peace sculptures by knocking them 
down and taking them apart.

4. After the group finishes the silent activity, prepare the group to reenter the room: “We 
are going to continue to be silent when we do the next part of this activity. We are going 
to silently walk into the room where we made our peace sculptures, and I want you to 
respond to the journal prompts you will see on the board.”

Facilitator Note: This activity is designed to elicit negative feelings, so be sure that 
relationships have been established within the group before doing this activity. 
Facilitations should both anticipate and be respectful of differing levels of frustration 
among participants. In order for the activity to work best, participants must leave the 
room briefly and return to find the structures destroyed. Therefore, facilitators should 
have a second room or a quiet hallway available. 

PROCEDURE
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STEP #3

STEP #4

20 MINUTES

15 MINUTES

1. As participants enter the room, prepare for diverse reactions.

2. Journal prompts written on the board:
 » List three feelings you are experiencing as you look at your sculpture. Explain why you 

feel the way you do.

 » Write about a time when a peaceful relationship in your life was harmed by a conflict, 
disagreement, fight. 

 » What happened?

 » What was your part in creating the harm?

 » How were you harmed? Was the relationship restored/repaired? If so, how? If not, why?

 » Describe how the destruction of the relationship affected others. (for example, if you and 
a friend got into a fight, how did that impact other friends or others who saw the fight.)

3.  Invite students to share out journal responses. 

Tell students: “After experiencing and writing about the destruction that took place here, 
I want to invite you to ‘restore peace’ to our space. Please collect the supplies from your 
broken structures and bring them to the center of the room. Your task as a group is to 
work together to ‘create peace’ using all of the supplies.”

STEP #5 10 MINUTES

Debrief the activity using the following questions:

 » Did the second process of building feel different than the first? How? Why?
 » How did the group make decisions about what kind of new structure to build?
 » What is different about the second structure than the first?
 » Do you feel that this process of rebuilding repaired the harm that was caused?
 » What do you think it takes to repair harm, and who benefits when it’s repaired?
 » What do you want to say to the individual who destroyed your structure?
 » How can we apply this experience to repairing harms in our personal lives?
 » What skills does it take to repair damage in our relationships?
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CRAFTING NON-PUNITIVE 
RESPONSES TO HARM

Author: Mariame Kaba

Objective: This unit invites participants to think about accountability instead of 
punishment. What are the distinctions? This unit includes discussions of violence and 
harm. Please make sure that you’ve identified resources in advance so that participants 
who feel overwhelmed can be supported.

Age: 17+

Time: 75 to 90 minutes

Materials: butcher/newsprint/white board, markers, laptop, projector, screen, internet 
access, handouts

www.mollycostello.comArt by Molly Costello
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STEP #1 ACTIVITY -- 15 MINUTES

Activity: Have participants read an excerpt from this brief interview with Ryan Conrad, 
which reads:

“Often, the prison abolitionist framework is particularly difficult for many people to 
swallow. How do you see it?

Everybody always starts with the question: What if you were attacked? Well, let’s flip it. 
What if you lost your shit and attacked someone? Let’s start there. How do you want to 
be dealt with?

Everybody always starts with a narrative of victimhood, and I think that it’s more useful 
to turn the conversation around. We aren’t infallible. We have to have the humility when 
dealing with people who have been accused of things to know that we have the capability 
to do similar things.

There’s got to be something more organic than the models that have come out of 
progressive communities that value the narrative of the accuser over the accused. Or the 
one who is harmed over the one who has caused the harm.

I feel committed to building a world where both of those people are heard, harm is 
addressed, and dignity of all involved is restored. This isn’t possible if we throw away 
people who cause harm and rely on punitive models of justice.”

Facilitator asks: How would you want to be treated if you caused someone harm? What 
support would you need in order to own up to the harm you have caused in order to 
apologize and make amends? Who are the people in our life that would be able to hold 
you to your values? Who would help you stay on track to make amends? 

PROCEDURE

https://wagingnonviolence.org/2014/05/lgbtq-movement-fought-prison-abolition-rather-sex-marriage/
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STEP #2  WATCH CLIP(S) FROM 15 TO LIFE FILM -- 15 MINUTES

15 to Life follows Kenneth Young, a man in his twenties who received four consecutive 
life sentences after being convicted of armed robbery at the age of 15. The film follows 
the Supreme Court trial that could free him from his sentence, or sentence him to a 
life in prison.

For over a decade Kenneth believed he would die behind bars, until in 2010 the U.S. 
Supreme Court ruled life without parole sentences for children who have not been 
convicted of murder unconstitutional. In Tampa, Florida we follow Kenneth Young’s legal 
battle for release. Recruited by his mother’s crack dealer to rob hotels, Kenneth needs to 
prove that he is rehabilitated and that the judge who sentenced him to life was wrong to 
throw away the key.

Activity: Have students watch a clip [clip 1 is a good introduction].

Clip #1 - Kenneth’s Story 

Clip #2 - rehabilitation 

15 to Life: Kenneth’s Story -- Full documentary

http://15tolifethefilm.com/
http://archive.pov.org/15tolife/video/video-15tolife-classroom-clip-kenneth-s-story
http://archive.pov.org/15tolife/video/video-15tolife-classroom-clip-rehabilitation
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eI95FliriQc
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STEP #3 DISCUSS THOUGHT EXPERIMENT BY DANIELLE ALLEN - 45 MINUTES

Facilitator hands out the excerpt to participants and ask for volunteers to read it out loud. 
Also in Appendix p.84. 

“Here’s a thought experiment.

In September 1995, over the course of a single week, at the age of 15, my baby cousin, 
Michael, robbed four people at gunpoint in South Los Angeles and was himself shot 
in an attempted carjacking on the same block when that victim wrestled away his gun 
and shot him through the neck. Michael’s actions were terrible and shameful. Luckily, 
he was the only person physically injured.

To have to stand up in public and say that someone you love did these things is an 
experience no one wants.

Michael’s actions came out of the blue. This was his first arrest. He had no history 
of violence. He had no criminal record. Two years earlier, he had, though, received 
probation for the theft of a radio from the home of a neighbor for whom his mother 
was house-sitting; his mother had taken him to the police. Over the intervening period 
of time, Michael had begun to flirt with gangs. This relationship was crystallizing in 
that week of violence.

After his arrest, Michael’s mother wanted to bail him out. Michael asked her not to. He 
thought that if he were back on the streets, he would only get in more trouble.
How should a kid like Michael be sentenced? How, more generally, should we respond 
to wrongdoing? Here’s my challenge to you: In my thought experiment, you can’t 
answer “prison.”

Given that constraint, what punishment should Michael receive? Here are our goals: 
We want to respond to wrongdoing so as to ensure that victims are made whole, that 
society is made whole, and that the wrongdoer, too, becomes whole and, having paid 
recompense, is prepared to contribute productively to society.” -- By Danielle Allen (May 
16, Washington Post) 

NOTE FOR FACILITATORS: One of the common pitfalls that inhibit reaching nonpunitive 
resolutions is the use of loaded words like: offender, criminal, and victim. Moving away 
from highly coded language helps focus on productive solutions rather than moral 
judgments of good and bad. Help the participants focus on resolutions that heal the 
entire group rather than those that are retributive or focus solely on one person.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/how-should-we-deal-with-wrongdoing-and-you-cant-say-prison/2018/05/16/315751fe-5934-11e8-8836-a4a123c359ab_story.html
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STEP #4 ACTIVITY -- 20 MINUTES

Break participants into smaller groups. Have each small group spend some time 
discussing what they would like to see as a resolution to the situation that has emerged as 
a result of the act(s) committed. This should include everything from the circumstances 
under which the act was committed, how the needs of both the person who committed the 
acts and the persons who had the acts committed against them will be addressed, to how 
the current situation will be resolved.

ONE CATCH: None of the solutions can involve the use of police or imprisonment. 
Each group has 5 minutes to present how they think the current situation should be 
resolved.  

After each group presents, take some time to discuss the exercise with the whole group.  

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
In your opinion, what’s the difference between accountability and punishment?

What are the necessary structural building blocks to achieving the goal of a world 
without prisons?

How do we imagine a society that no longer needs prisons?

What social conditions are necessary in order to guarantee that we no longer need to 
use institutions of violence and oppression?

NOTE TO SHARE WITH PARTICIPANTS 
Danielle Allen writes: “Does your mind draw a blank? If so, you are like most of 
us, accustomed to a system that thinks incarceration is the only way to respond 
to wrongdoing.” Perhaps your mind also drew a blank because Allen asked “what 
punishment should Michael receive?” and “How should a kid like Michael be sentenced?” 
so you were already conditioned to think of your response in terms of courts and 
punishment… even in her attempt to push away from an incarceration response, she 
reinforced a punishment logic…

SUGGESTED READING TO CONTINUE TO EXPLORE THESE IDEAS
Stars in the Darkness by Barbara Joose - a picture book

FACILITATOR NOTE: If you need ideas about the differences between accountability and 
punishment before facilitating this session, watch some of the videos in the 
Building Accountable Communities series:

What is Accountability - Video
What is Accountability - Panel Discussion 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QZuJ55iGI14
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LjRbj57vBvA
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ANOTHER WORLD IS POSSIBLE
Author: Mariame Kaba

Objective: This unit invites 
participants to reflect on a world 
without policing and prisons 
through storytelling. This unit 
includes discussions of severe 
violence (murder) and harm. 
Please make sure that you’ve 
identified resources in advance 
so that participants who feel 
overwhelmed can be supported.

Age: High school - 17+ Level

Time: 1:45-2 hours [this can 
be shortened depending on the 
activities selected]

Essential Questions: 
What is safety?
What is justice?
What is punishment?
What is restoration/repair?

Materials: Handouts

www.mollycostello.comArt by Molly Costello
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STEP #1 VISUALIZATION - 15-20 MINUTES

Facilitator says: 
Will you imagine with me for a moment?
I invite you to close your eyes and remember a time when you felt safe.
Who was with you? What was around you? What were you doing?
What did this feeling of safety look like? Smell like? Taste like? Sound like?
How do you remember feeling? 
 
[Note: Young people should never be coerced into sharing intimate information. So they 
should always have the right to decline to participate in any activities.]

ACTIVITY: Make a list of moments or scenes from your life when you felt safe.
Now choose one of those moments that is particularly significant to you to describe more 
deeply.

DEBRIEF: In your recollection of feeling safe, were the police part of your memory? When 
you thought of safety, did you think of cop cars, prisons, jails, bars on windows, guns, 
ADT security signs, gates?

Facilitator says: 
The vast majority of the time when I have done this exercise, these are not the things that 
come to mind when we imagine safety. What people tend to remember are things like 
being in community, being with family, sitting around a table full of food, music, nature, 
feeling love, laughter, having our needs met.

This, of course, opens up the real question: then what is safety?

Instead of starting from the question, “don’t we need police to be safe?” when we make 
decisions, what if we started from the question, “what is safety for our communities?” 
What would be possible? 

So what we will do for the next few minutes is to imagine another world…

PROCEDURE
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STEP #2 READ TOGETHER -- 30-45 MINUTES

This is a long essay (also in Appendix p. 85). You might want to assign the essay to read 
prior to the session. If not. If you don’t have enough time to read this together in your 
workshops/training session, then you can use the alternate activity which is a poem by 
Franny Choi. 

Justice by Mariame Kaba [From Feminist Utopia]

The ocean is a special kind of blue-green and I’m standing on the shore watching a 
woman drown. My friends and family members are witnessing the same scene or maybe 
it looks different to their eyes. They are grieving; I am not. I turn to my mother (who is 
a man) and whisper in his ear: ‘vengeance is not justice.’ And again ‘vengeance is not 
justice.’ I let the wind carry my words because human beings (even highly evolved ones) 
can’t hear spirits.

I was 16 when I died. 

Darn, I did it again. I rushed to the end of the story before telling the beginning. I am one 
of those girls. You know who I mean; the kind of girl who eats dessert for dinner and 
reads the end of the book first.  Everyone calls me impatient. Impatient should be 
my first name.

I love water and swimming. My father (who claims no gender) says that I must be 
descended from a fish and not a person. Mama says that he should have named me Aqua. 
Everyone seems to want to call me by a different name than my actual one which is Adila 
though my friends call me Addie. 

I live in Small Place (SP). If someone asked me to describe the sights, sounds, and smells 
of home, I’d say that SP is very green. I mean you can smell the green and the saltwater 
and you can hear the wind rustling through the trees. We’re family in SP. No, we aren’t 
all related but we trust and love each other. While arguments and conflicts happen, we 
always resolve them. My parents are SP’s chief peace-holders. If you are wondering how 
one becomes a chief peace-holder, it’s simple really. Anyone over 20 years old is eligible. 
Every five years a representative group of SP residents gather to consider candidates. 
Peace-holders are not special or better than anyone else in SP. The only requirements 
are a desire to serve and a commitment to embody and hold true to our community 
values. Those values are revisited, reviewed, and sometimes revised annually. Peace-
holders’ primary responsibilities are to make sure that all of our conflicts are swiftly 
and peacefully addressed.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-JLrKb0R37Dun5zXEHCI88XXL6YlzVd3/view?usp=sharing 
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Once, I asked Mama why he thought that he was selected as a chief peace-holder. He 
looked at me for a moment and then said: “I was over 20 years old, willing to serve, and 
I never forget our common humanity.” Mama said that I am good at holding others and 
myself in our humanity. I’m not sure what he means. I do know that everyone makes 
mistakes and that we all deserve a chance to be held accountable for them so that we can 
do and be better next time. Maybe that’s like my life philosophy or something. Anyway 
what I love the most about living in SP is that we look out for one another; when one 
person in our community experiences harm, all of us are harmed. It’s one of our most 
sacred and important values.

Though my parents are peace-holders, all of us are circle-keepers. We discuss all of our 
issues in circle. We celebrate in circle. We mourn in circle. Basically, circles are how we 
communicate and how we connect. Anyone in our community can call and keep a circle at 
any time and for any reason.  There are no special skills to learn; all you need is to listen 
and to make space. All ages are included. 

I mentioned that we’re family in SP. We are a close knit community but we often get 
visitors from other places. Last month, for example, a woman visited SP. She is a distant 
relative of our neighbors. She came from somewhere called Earth which is very far 
indeed. There’s nothing memorable about the Earth visitor (EV). Her hair is long and 
brown.  She’s pale like she doesn’t spend a lot of time in the sun. The only thing that 
stood out is that she walked around SP carrying a knife in her purse. She said that it 
was in case ‘she ran into trouble.’ She added that on Earth, “women could never be too 
careful.” I didn’t understand what she meant. What kind of trouble would you need a 
knife for? And why would you be in more danger if you identified as a woman? If 
anything happened, she could just call a circle and together we’d address the issue.

We never locked our doors in SP and our Earth visitor (EV) insisted that this was unsafe. 
‘What if someone wants to steal something from the house or what if they want to hurt 
someone?’ she asked. My mother told her that everything in our house was community 
property and could be used by anyone. There is no such thing as private property in SP 
so no one had reason to steal from anyone else when they could simply share what others 
had.  Besides everyone in SP had their basic needs of food, clothing and shelter met. 
Healthcare and education are also freely provided to all members of the community. EV 
then asked my father if they were afraid for me and my siblings’ safety. My father simply 
shook their head and went to the kitchen to make dinner. Daddy is not the talkative 
one in our family.
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I was so confused by EV’s questions that I kept the dictionary tab on my computer open. 
I looked up words that I didn’t understand like “fear” and “stealing.” I read the definition 
of “fear” as “an unpleasant emotion caused by the belief that someone or something is 
dangerous, likely to cause pain, or a threat.” This definition led me to look up more words 
like “dangerous” and “threat.” While I was searching the web, I found a story called a 
folktale about how people on Earth address conflict and harm. Basically it goes something 
like this:

While swimming across a pond, Sis Goose was caught by Brer Fox who in some versions of 
the story is a sheriff. A sheriff is a police officer in case you don’t know. I had to look that 
up too. We have no police in SP. Anyway, Sis gets pissed off because she believes that she 
has the right to swim in the pond. After all, she’s not bothering anyone. She’s just minding 
her own business. So Sis decides to sue Brer Fox. But when the case gets to court, Sis 
Goose looks around and sees that besides the sheriff who is a fox, the judge is a fox, the 
prosecuting and defense attorneys are ones too and even the jury is comprised entirely of 
foxes. Sis Goose doesn’t like her chances. Sure enough at the end of the trial, Sis Goose is 
convicted and immediately executed. The jury, judge, sheriff, and the attorneys all picked 
at her bones, which seems even crueler. The moral of the story is: ‘When all the folks in the 
courthouse are foxes and you are just a common goose there isn’t going to be much justice 
for you.’

I worried about this place called Earth and decided that it must be a terrible place 
to breed such scared, mistrustful, and cruel people. I was glad to be living in SP and 
resolved to keep my distance from Earth.

At dinner, EV resumed her relentless questioning. She asked where all of the criminals 
were housed. When we stared blankly, she became agitated and yelled “the bad people, 
the bad people, where do you put them?” My mother said that there was no such thing 
as bad people, only people who sometimes did a bad thing. Our visitor laughed bitterly, 
‘OK then,’ she said, ‘where do you put the people who do bad things?’ Finally, I spoke 
up. ‘We don’t put them anywhere because we all do bad things sometimes and through 
our relationships with each other we acknowledge the harm we’ve caused and then we do 
our best to try to repair it.” EV looked at me like I had grown another head. “You have no 
prisons here, no jails?” ‘No,’ was our collective response. 

Then Mama asked: “How exactly do your prisons and jails address the needs of those who 
have experienced harm?” EV responded that jails and prisons offered accountability and 
punishment and that a strict justice system is especially important for women. My father 
asked if punishment was justice and added: “How do those who are locked in your prisons 
and jails heal? Are they improved by the experience?” That was their word limit for the 
day, I think.
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Our ways and values were alien to EV and she was clearly disturbed by them. That night, 
I did some research about the punishment system on Earth and was shocked that the 
harmed person played almost no role in the process. The trials (I looked up that word 
too) were the State of Indiana vs. the name of the person who caused harm. Also, it didn’t 
seem like all of the harms were considered ‘crimes’ and some of the ‘crimes’ weren’t 
necessarily very harmful. I read one story of a young girl who was raped and they actually 
blamed her for drinking too much at a party. The person responsible for her pain didn’t 
have to acknowledge the harm they caused or make amends. In SP, the entire community 
would focus first on the needs of the young girl, then we would use circles to discuss what 
had happened and insist that the person who committed the harm take responsibility. 
They would be assigned several members of the community to support and guide them 
in completing the agreed upon restitution. I have to admit though that I had a hard time 
imagining such a thing as rape happening in our community. 

One day after school, I went for a swim. I got naked and dived in the ocean. I was floating 
with my eyes closed while thinking about my friend Noliwe which brought a smile to my 
face. Noliwe is my most favorite person in SP next to my parents and siblings. I was jolted 
out of my daydream when I heard someone approach. I opened my eyes and saw that EV 
was staring at me.  She had a knife in her hand.

I was 16 when I died. 

I was killed by a visitor from a place called Earth who couldn’t believe that there were 
no prisons in SP. Mine was the second murder ever in our community and it fell to my 
parents as chief peace-holders to insure that the harm caused was addressed. For days, 
people across our community convened, communed, celebrated and consoled each other 
in circle. There were talking circles, mourning circles, circles of support, and celebration 
circles. They happened at dawn, in mid-morning, in the evening, and in the dead of night. 
For days, members of SP told stories about my life through tears, anger, and laughter. 
There was, however, no talk of punishment or vengeance.  Neither would bring me back.

After weeks of centering my family members and friends and of showering them with love, 
support, and food, the SP community turned its attention to my killer. EV was included 
in all of the previous circles and so she had experienced the community’s outpouring of 
grief and loss. She heard stories about my life. She knew the extent of the pain felt by my 
community. After she killed me, she turned herself in to my parents. Her first words to 
them were: “where will you put me?” They responded in unison: “in circle.” And so it was 
that EV came to understand the impact of her actions on an entire community. And so it 
was that she experienced remorse for her actions and sought to make amends. And so it 
was that my community held EV in her humanity while seeking to hold her accountable for 
her actions.
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The first murder that occurred in SP happened decades earlier. The ancestors created our 
Justice Ritual in response. After several days of mourning and celebrating the life of the 
person killed, the killer’s life and actions are explored. In a series of circles, participants 
discuss why the violence happened, how it happened, and who was harmed. Community 
members are asked to stand in the shoes of the person who committed the harm, to 
consider the conditions that underlie their actions, and to examine their own roles in 
perpetuating those conditions. It was an acknowledgement that no matter how hard we 
try to purge ourselves of emotions like jealousy, envy and anger they remain within us 
and can negatively impact our relationships. Remaining aware of this is important to 
maintaining peace.

When circles have been exhausted, the killer is taken to the ocean, tied up, and dropped 
into the water. This empathy ceremony takes place in front of the entire community. The 
immediate family members of the victim are given the option of saving the life of the killer 
or letting them drown.  If the family saves the person’s life, they are then required to take 
the place of the person killed within the community. They are expected to pay a debt for 
the life taken for however long the harmed parties deem necessary but they do so within 
the community, living as integrated members. 

I saw my father motion to my mother. He nodded his head. EV was rescued from the 
ocean. When we hold each other in our humanity, what other outcome could there be? 
Vengeance is not justice.

I was 16 when I died and my name was Adila which means ‘justice.’

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What’s a utopia?

2. In what ways is Small Place (SP) utopic?

3. How did Adila die?

4. Why did EV kill Adila?

5. How do the residents of SP handle conflict?

6. Do you agree or disagree that “vengeance is 
not justice?”
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Facilitator says: Write your own story or poem that envisions a world without policing and 
prisons. Write your own utopia.

In the Works (Teddy McGlynn-Wright & Kristen-Harris-Talley) share that there are (at 
least) four key things that everyone needs.

1.  Safety
2.  Agency
3.  Dignity
4.  Belonging

Facilitator says: Make sure that your stories reflect some of these key needs (also in 
Appendix p.89).

SAFETY: the ability to bring, be, and move through the world as your full self. – API Chaya

JUSTICE: “a slow process of naming and transforming violence into growth and repair; it 
is also frustrating and elusive – and rarely ends in good feelings” (Kai Cheng Thom)

PUNISHMENT: “a gratifying process of enacting revenge that also perpetuates cycles of 
violence” (Kai Cheng Thom)

BELONGING: a feeling of deep relatedness and acceptance; a feeling of ‘I would rather 
be here than anywhere else. Belonging is the opposite of loneliness. It’s a feeling of home, 
of ‘I can exhale here and be fully myself with no judgement.’ Belonging is about shared 
values and responsibility, and the desire to participate in making your community better. 
It’s about taking pride, showing up, and offering your unique gifts to others. You can’t 
belong if you only take.

“To be human is to belong. We are literally born in community attached to someone 
else.” – Radha Agrawal

COMMUNITY: a group of three or more people with whom you share similar values and 
interests and where you experience a sense of belonging.

HEALING: “the process of restoration for those who have been hurt, and although justice 
can aid this process, my own experience is that healing is an individual journey that is 
almost entirely separate from those who have caused harm. No apology, or amount 
of money or punishment, can give me back the person I was, the body and spirit I 
possessed, before I was violated. Only I can do that.” (Kai Cheng Thom)

STEP #3 CREATIVE ACTIVITY -- 45 MINUTES
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Read Franny Choi’s Field Trip To the Museum of Human History or listen to Franny 
read her poem.

Activity: Write your own poem that explores a world without these violent and harmful 
institutions, or explores a world where these institutions are considered archaic.

FIELD TRIP TO THE MUSEUM OF HUMAN HISTORY BY FRANNY CHOI 

Everyone had been talking about the new exhibit,
recently unearthed artifacts from a time
no living hands remember. What twelve year old
doesn’t love a good scary story? Doesn’t thrill
at rumors of her own darkness whispering
from the canyon? We shuffled in the dim light
and gaped at the secrets buried
in clay, reborn as warning signs:
a “nightstick,” so called for its use
in extinguishing the lights in one’s eyes.
A machine used for scanning fingerprints
like cattle ears, grain shipments. We shuddered,
shoved our fingers in our pockets, acted tough.
Pretended not to listen as the guide said,
Ancient American society was built on competition
and maintained through domination and control.
In place of modern-day accountability practices,
the institution known as “police” kept order
using intimidation, punishment, and force.
We pressed our noses to the glass,
strained to imagine strangers running into our homes,
pointing guns in our faces because we’d hoarded
too much of the wrong kind of property.
Jadera asked something about redistribution
and the guide spoke of safes, evidence rooms,
more profit. Marian asked about raiding the rich,
and the guide said, In America, there were no greater
protections from police than wealth and whiteness.
Finally, Zaki asked what we were all wondering:
But what if you didn’t want to?
and the walls snickered and said, steel,

STEP #4 ALTERNATE CREATIVE ACTIVITY -- 45 MINUTES

https://soundcloud.com/franny-choi/field-trip-to-the-museum-of-human-history-by-franny-choi
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padlock, stripsearch, hardstop.
Dry-mouthed, we came upon a contraption
of chain and bolt, an ancient torture instrument
the guide called “handcuffs.” We stared
at the diagrams and almost felt the cold metal
licking our wrists, almost tasted dirt,
almost heard the siren and slammed door,
the cold-blooded click of the cocked-back pistol,
and our palms were slick with some old recognition,
as if in some forgotten dream we did live this way,
in submission, in fear, assuming positions
of power were earned, or at least carved in steel,
that they couldn’t be torn down like musty curtains,
an old house cleared of its dust and obsolete artifacts.
We threw open the doors to the museum,
shedding its nightmares on the marble steps,
and bounded into the sun, toward the school buses
or toward home, or the forests, or the fields,
or wherever our good legs could roam.

Facilitator Note: If you are having trouble visualizing another world before facilitating this 
workshop session, I recommend watching the following video for some inspiration. You 
can also show the video to workshop participants as inspiration.  

https://theintercept.com/2020/10/01/naomi-klein-message-from-future-covid/?fbclid=IwAR0HubJA9jb_UaSAIHixp4uQ0Cb30iXdaf7AH0v7H0o0nPmDxlMRSRBzP1s
https://theintercept.com/2020/10/01/naomi-klein-message-from-future-covid/?fbclid=IwAR0HubJA9jb_UaSAIHixp4uQ0Cb30iXdaf7AH0v7H0o0nPmDxlMRSRBzP1s
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SURVIVING HARM/VIOLENCE & 
WHAT WOULD JUSTICE LOOK LIKE

Author: Mariame Kaba

Objective: This unit focuses on what it means to be a survivor of harm and violence and 
interrogates what justice might look like for survivors. This unit includes discussions of 
severe violence (murder) and harm. Please make sure that you’ve identified resources in 
advance so that participants who feel overwhelmed can be supported.

Age: High school-17+ Level

Time: 90 minutes

Materials: whiteboard/chart or newsprint paper, markers, laptop, screen, projector and 
access to the internet

PROCEDURE

STEP #1 SURVIVOR/VICTIM BRAINSTORM -- 20 MINUTES

Facilitator will state: We’re going to be talking about survivors and survivorship today. 

First, let’s come up with a collective definition of what the term *survivor* means for us. 
What does being a survivor mean to you? Write down all of the answers that participants 
share. After you’ve gotten some answers, ask them ‘Is there a difference between being a 
survivor and being a victim for you?’ Take answers. Then let students know that you will 
be watching one or two short videos and will continue to discussion after them.
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STEP #2

STEP #3

STEP #4

WATCH EVER AFTER VIDEO(S) -- 25 MINUTES

JUSTICE FOR SURVIVORS -- 25 MINUTES

AN EXAMPLE OF RESTORATIVE JUSTICE -- 20 MINUTES

Show/Watch: Khadijah’s Ever After Story video

Discussion questions:

1. What types of violence has Khadijah experienced in her community?

2. Do you consider her to be a *survivor?* What does surviving violence look like to you? 

3. What stories have we been told about who survivors are and what they want? What 
stories are missing? Where do your own stories fall in all of that? 

4. Khadijah says that “jail should not be the norm?” What do you think she means by 
this?

5. What does Khadijah say her needs are?

6. What might be possible if we listened to the full range of victims of crime?

Facilitator Note: There are more My Ever After videos that you can watch and decide if you 
want to share. Maria and Donnell’s stories are particularly good for discussions.

Show: What does justice look like for survivors? video 

Discuss whether incarceration = justice. If not, what would justice look like for them? Is 
depriving someone of their freedom punishment?

Incarceration involves:
1. Depersonalization
2. Loss of autonomy
3. Separation from family
4. Denial of privacy
5. The imposition of all of the restrictions inherent in prisons

Show: A Mother’s Circle video  

Discussion questions:
1. What is happening in this video?
2. Who are the circle participants?
3. Were you surprised by anything in the video? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2eBDffJqKjU&feature=emb_logo
https://www.myeverafter.org 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-YiN9ANo85c&ab_channel=BarnardCenterforResearchonWomen
https://vimeo.com/356764987?fbclid=IwAR2MpwmrdeyMN5cdUYcxbA_u8GcQO47yBQDaPgVGA9bYbwzcP1o6KNxxVI8
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SOLITARY GARDENS PROJECT 
Authors: Mariame Kaba and jackie summel

Objective: This unit highlights the 
torture of solitary confinement while 
engaging students in gardening and 
connecting them to incarcerated 
people through letter-writing.

Age: Middle-High School

Time: This unit will take several 
sessions

Materials: white board, seed 
packets, soil

Essential Questions: 

What is solitary confinement?
What can we grow instead of 
punishment and suffering?

Note: Facilitators should watch this 
keynote talk by jackie sumell for 
context about this project. www.mollycostello.com

Art by Molly Costello

https://www.dropbox.com/s/bz4bt7183j0pud9/Fall%20Symposium%20-%20Jackie%20Sumell%20Keynote%20-%209-19-19.mp4?dl=0
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INTRODUCTION

For the past few years, artist jackie sumell has been engaged in a social practice project 
called Solitary Gardens. The Solitary Gardens calls for an end to the inhumane conditions 
of solitary confinement while building connection with people who are incarcerated. There 
are currently over 100,000 people held in isolation in U.S. prisons. These individuals are 
in solitary cells for 22-24 hours a day, with extremely limited human contact, a practice 
that the UN has condemned as torture.1

Jackie began the Solitary Gardens project to honor the legacy of political prisoner 
Herman Wallace, who was held in solitary confinement for over 40 years and with whom 
jackie collaborated for 12 years. As prisons are linked to histories of chattel slavery, the 
garden beds are constructed from the ancestral byproducts of sugarcane, cotton, and 
tobacco, exposing the illusion that slavery was fully abolished in the U.S. These former 
chattel slave crops are grown on-site, milled down, mixed with a special non-hydraulic 
lime and then, through a rammed-earth process, sculpted into a form to produce the walls 
and components of the prison-cell-turned-garden-bed. 

The Solitary Gardens are part of a social practice that cultivates conversations around 
alternatives to incarceration by catalyzing conversations and invoking compassion. When 
building the Solitary Gardens, America's chattel crops are transformed into a holistic 
outcome. This process allows participants to reconcile the US’s violent past with the 
implications of the present, and collectively construct a very different future. The Solitary 
Gardens directly and metaphorically ask participants to imagine a landscape without 
prisons. As the gardens mature, the prison architecture is overpowered by plant life, 
proving that nature—like hope, love, and imagination—will ultimately triumph over the 
harm humans impose on ourselves and on the planet.

The project seeks to “ingrain the inhumanity and unsustainability of our criminal ‘justice’ 
system within the everyday comfort zones and recreational spaces of Americans.” 
Through written exchanges, the garden beds are “co-created by volunteers on the outside 
and people enduring the cruel and unusual conditions of long-term solitary confinement, 
providing a platform for meaningful exchange between volunteer communities, schools, 
universities, arts organizations, and prisoners.” 

The first bed was co-created with Albert Woodfox and the 7th Ward Boys and Girls Club 
in NYC. When asked what he would like planted in his garden, Woodfox responded: 
“Well, it’s for the kids; I don’t want them to go hungry, so we have to make sure that there 
is food they can take home and eat. Let’s start with mustards, collards, sweet peas, and 
carrots.”

1 Solitary confinement should be banned in most cases, UN expert says, 18 October 2011

https://news.un.org/en/story/2011/10/392012-solitary-confinement-should-be-banned-most-cases-un-expert-says
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The Solitary Gardens project has expanded to also include a collaboration with 
incarcerated mothers as described in the article, These Cramped Gardens Are Designed 
To Make You Rethink Solitary Confinement.

Inspired by the Solitary Gardens Project, this curriculum unit offers children and young 
people an opportunity to creatively reflect on the stated purposes of punishment through 
the process of growing plants. 

As they document the growth of their plant/flower through photos, they will journal using 
prompts to help them meditate, consider, explore, and imagine what can be grown instead 
of punishment. They can share their documentation with incarcerated people who are 
participating in the Solitary Gardens project, the incarcerated mother’s project or with an 
incarcerated loved one of their choosing.

Through this, we hope that they can practice abolition every day. We hope that they 
will, in Eve Ewing’s words, allow themselves “the expansive imaginative work of trying to 
conceive something else.” We are actively envisioning our own futures, with abolition on 
the horizon.

PROCEDURE

STEP #1

STEP #2

WHAT IS SOLITARY CONFINEMENT? -- 30 MINUTES

CREATIVE RESISTANCE -- 45 MINUTES

Historical readings
Readings from Incarcerated people
Optional: Watch - The Box

Have participants watch some background about the solitary gardens project:  
Planted Outside of Prison: The Solitary Gardens
Abolishing Prisons One Garden at a Time

Discuss:

1. Why did jackie start the solitary gardens project? 
2. What do you think jackie means by “abolition” and “prison abolition” in the videos?
3. Solitary Gardens makes a connection between prisons and slavery. Do you think the   
    two are connected? If yes, how? If no, why not?

https://www.fastcompany.com/3062438/these-cramped-gardens-are-designed-to-make-you-rethink-solitary-confinement
https://www.fastcompany.com/3062438/these-cramped-gardens-are-designed-to-make-you-rethink-solitary-confinement
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5FU_lgdCTs0&t=14s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uRkjGLzCqCw
https://vimeo.com/292739264
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STEP #3 LEARNING ABOUT SEEDS AND HOW THEY GROW -- 60 MINUTES

How does a seed grow?
Seed parts, Seed germination process, Seed dispersal methods for Kids
Combined Introduction to seeds

Nettles may be found by feeling for them in the darkest night 
— Nicholas Culpeper

Despite its sting, Nettle has many helpful qualities. In the garden, it encourages beneficial 
insects and strengthens the growth of mint and tomatoes. Nettle is a common perennial 
herb to 8 feet found on moist forest edges and meadows. Both male and female flowers 
appear on a single plant. Nettle supports over 40 species of insects, including butterflies 
and it can be an indicator of nutrient-rich soil.

Nettle can be made into tea, or 
the young nettles can be eaten as 
a salad. They are rich in vitamins 
and iron, and a good remedy for 
anemia, while aiding in blood 
circulation. In fact, nettle was 
one of the few things the irish had 
to eat during the Great Famine. 
It protects from mold and can 
be used to pack fruit before 
refrigeration. 

Medicinally, it has been used to 
treat disorders of the kidneys 
and urinary tract, gastrointestinal 
tract, skin, cardiovascular system, and influenza. The inflammation from nettles has long 
been a folk remedy for treatment of rheumatism. ‘Urtication,’ or flogging with nettles, is a 
remedy for chronic rheumatism. According to herbalist Kelsey Barrett, “nettle acts like an 
old grandmother, whipping you into shape. Coming from love and nourishment, she gives 
organs, muscles, skin, blood and limbs the medicine they truly need. She doesn’t waste 
time, she gets right to the task at hand of cleaning house.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lGCZXx_Pczo&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=KidsWanttoKnow
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oYzXToyEzBU&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=makemegenius
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1PU6GZ2tAXb2VP1gBcj27fPpluIzLweO82tXKnMKeG-c/edit
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The stinging hairs of nettle are composed of silica that inject a venom into the skin and 
cause a temporary rash. The irritation, however, can be eased with nettle juice, dock 
leaves, jewelweed, rosemary, mint, sage or any member of the sorrell family, which often, 
conveniently, grow nearby. 

Questions 

Nettle represents the complexity of existence. These sharp stinging plants are packed 
with both healing remedy and stinging bite. Our justice system leaves to space for human 
complexity. We deem people guilty or innocent, reducing them to nothing more than the 
identity of their crime. 

 » Is it possible to consider the complexity and humanity of a 
person who may have committed a horrible crime?
 » How do we create a system that allows for the whole 

person to be addressed in the face of transgression? 
 » Can we create a system of accountability, that allows us to 

foster the fullest potential of a person and heal the worst?

Black Eyed Susan
Rudbeckia hirta

Carolus Linnaeus named this plant after his teacher, Olof Rudbeck, who founded the 
botanical garden at Uppsala University in Sweden. Linnaeus had just written a paper on 
the sexuality of plants which was 
contempted by the Bishop of 
Carlisle for its “gross purience.” 
Linnaeus refers to the pistil as the 
husband, the stamen as the wife, 
and the flower as the marriage 
bed of the plant, rendering botany 
as X-rated in 1808. Rudbeck, 
however, supported Linnaeus’ 
innovative thinking and is 
commemorated by the flower. 

Linnaeus wrote, “ I have chosen a 
noble plant in order to recall your 
merits and the services you have 



AGAINST PUNISHMENT PROJECT NIA56

rendered [...] Its rayed flowers will bear witness that you shone among savants like the 
sun among the stars; its perennial roots will remind us that each year sees you live again 
through new works. Pride of our gardens, the Rudbeckia will be cultivated throughout 
Europe and in distant lands” (from Blunt’s Linnaeus, The Compleat Naturalist). The plant 
is also known as the black-eyed susan, gloriosa daisy, coneflower, or yellow ox-eye daisy, 

Rudbeckia is native to the Americas, and is used as a medicinal herb in several tribal 
nations. In those cultures it is believed to be a remedy for colds, flu, infection, swelling 
and for snake bites. In the language of flowers, floriography, Rudbeckia symbolizes 
justice. Its flowers, when cut, will last for nearly two weeks in water with dignity. The plant 
also has deep roots — it’s one of many plants known as clay-busters — and like justice, 
grows deep and secures life. 

Questions

 » How do you describe justice? Is justice finite or abstract? 
 » Is justice served in an all-or-nothing system where an individual is either fully 

guilty or innocent? Think of cases like that of George Zimmerman, who openly 
admitted to killing a seventeen year old boy. He killed a child yet was “innocent” 
in the eyes of the law. Does this system create a model for accountability? 
Does it create space for personal evolution, atonement, or forgiveness? 
 » What could a model of justice look like that allows for an 

admission of guilt, remorse, growth, and transformation? 
 » Are there places in the world that do not rely on a fixed binary to prescribe 

justice? How do those systems work? What are some of the outcomes?
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STEP #5

STEP #6

GROWING PLANTS/SEED BEDS

DOCUMENTING

Visit https://solitarygardens.org - you can connect with jackie directly.

Visit https://solitarygardens.org - you can connect with jackie directly.

STEP #4 CONNECTING WITH AN INCARCERATED PERSON 

Write a letter to an incarcerated person who you know or someone who they can get 
-- students and facilitators can write to grow@solitarygardens.org to be connected to 
someone they can write to.

These are some best practices for writing to incarcerated people

RESOURCES TO USE FOR TEACHING ABOUT 
SOLITARY CONFINEMENT AS TORTURE

Solitary Watch Stats and FAQs

Pelican Bay 60 Minutes

Oprah in Pelican Bay

The Hole NPR

https://solitarygardens.org
https://solitarygardens.org
mailto:grow@solitarygardens.org
https://survivedandpunished.org/guide-to-writing-letters/
https://solitarywatch.org/facts/faq/
https://www.cbsnews.com/videos/from-the-archives-60-minutes-first-pelican-bay-report/
https://www.cbsnews.com/videos/pelican-bay-2/
https://www.npr.org/2017/04/03/522229032/inside-the-hole-what-happens-to-the-mind-in-isolation
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CHARLES DICKENS’S DESCRIPTION 
OF SOLITARY CONFINEMENT

In 1842, Charles Dickens toured the United States. He subsequently cataloged his 
experiences in American Notes for General Circulation.

During his trip, he visited Eastern State Penitentiary which was located in Philadelphia. He 
wrote about his day-long visit and one of his most famous passages focused on the effects 
of solitary confinement at the prison:

“The system here, is rigid, strict, and hopeless solitary confinement. I believe it, in its 
effects, to be cruel and wrong. In its intention, I am well convinced that it is kind, humane, 
and meant for reformation; but I am persuaded that those who devised this system of 
Prison Discipline, and those benevolent gentlemen who carry it into execution, do not 
know what it is that they are doing. I believe that very few men are capable of estimating 
the immense amount of torture and agony which this dreadful punishment, prolonged for 
years, inflicts upon the sufferers; and in guessing at it myself, and in reasoning from what 
I have seen written upon their faces, and what to my certain knowledge they feel within, 
I am only the more convinced that there is a depth of terrible endurance in it which none 
but the sufferers themselves can fathom, and which no man has a right to inflict upon his 
fellow-creature. I hold this slow and daily tampering with the mysteries of the brain, to 
be immeasurably worse than any torture of the body: and because its ghastly signs and 
tokens are not so palpable to the eye and sense of touch as scars upon the flesh; because 
its wounds are not upon the surface, and it extorts few cries that human ears can hear; 
therefore I the more denounce it, as a secret punishment which slumbering humanity is 
not roused up to stay.”

Discussion Questions:
 » How does Dickens describe solitary confinement?
 » What does Dickens  mean when he writes: “a secret punishment 

which slumbering humanity is not roused up to stay.”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Notes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_State_Penitentiary
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 DR. KING’S EXPERIENCE 
OF SOLITARY CONFINEMENT

In 1963, Dr. King moved the site of the civil rights struggle to Birmingham, Alabama, a 
manufacturing city and one of the richest in the South. The two-month campaign was as 
rough and as risky as King had anticipated. Hundreds were arrested. An injunction was 
granted forbidding marches and demonstrations, but King decided to break it. He dressed 
in denims and a workshirt – his jail clothes — and led a march on Good Friday, April 12, 
1963. Again he was arrested, this time placed in solitary confinement. 

Historian Adam Fairclough (1995) writes about this incident in his book 
Martin Luther King Jr:

“King dreaded solitary confinement. Separated from Abernathy after his arrest on 
April 12, “those were the longest, most frustrating and bewildering hours I have 
lived,” he remembered. “You will never know the meaning of utter darkness until you 
have lain in such a dungeon, knowing that sunlight is streaming overhead and still 
seeing only darkness below.” A gregarious man, he hated being alone. He ached to 
see his new daughter, born a few days earlier. He worried about the bail money. And 
he experienced straightforward fear. (p.77)”

It’s worth hearing about this entire episode in Dr. King’s own words. From the 
Autobiography of Martin Luther King, Jr:

“We rode from the motel to the Zion Hill church, where the march would begin. 
Many hundreds of Negroes had turned out to see us and great hope grew within me 
as I saw those faces smiling approval as we passed. It seemed that every Birmingham 
police officer had been sent into the area. Leaving the church, where we were joined 
by the rest of our group of fifty, we started down the forbidden streets that lead to 
the downtown sector. It was a beautiful march. We were allowed to walk farther than 
the police had ever permitted before. We were singing, and occasionally the singing 
was interspersed with bursts of applause from the sidewalks.

As we neared the downtown area, Bull Connor ordered his men to arrest us, and 
somebody from the police force leaned over and reminded Mr. Connor, “Mr. Connor, 
we ain’t got nowhere to put ’em.” Ralph (Abernathy) and I were hauled off by two 
muscular policemen, clutching the backs of our shirts in handfuls. All the others 
were promptly arrested. In jail Ralph and I were separated from everyone else and 
later from each other.

https://www.amazon.com/Martin-Luther-King-Adam-Fairclough/dp/0820316539/ref=sr_1_6?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1292523188&sr=1-6
https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/?page=http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/kingweb/publications/autobiography/chp_18.htm
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For more than twenty-four hours, I was held incommunicado, in solitary 
confinement. No one was permitted to visit me, not even my lawyers. Those were the 
longest, most frustrating and bewildering hours I have lived. Having no contact of 
any kind, I was besieged with worry. How was the movement faring? Where would 
Fred and the other leaders get the money to have our demonstrators released? What 
was happening to the morale in the Negro community?

I suffered no physical brutality at the hands of my jailers. Some of the prison 
personnel were surly and abusive, but that was to be expected in Southern prisons. 
Solitary confinement, however, was brutal enough. In the mornings the sun would 
rise, sending shafts of light through the window high in the narrow cell which was 
my home. You will never know the meaning of utter darkness until you have lain in 
such a dungeon, knowing that sunlight is streaming overhead and still seeing only 
darkness below. You might have thought I was in the grip of a fantasy brought on 
by worry. I did worry. But there was more to the blackness than a phenomenon 
conjured up by a worried mind. Whatever the cause, the fact remained that I could 
not see the light.

When I had left my Atlanta home some days before, my wife, Coretta, had just given 
birth to our fourth child. As happy as we were about the new little girl, Coretta was 
disappointed that her condition would not allow her to accompany me. She had been 
my strength and inspiration during the terror of Montgomery. She had been active 
in Albany, Georgia, and was preparing to go to jail with the wives of other civil rights 
leaders there, just before the campaign ended.

Now, not only was she confined to our home, but she was denied even the 
consolation of a telephone call from her husband. On the Sunday following our 
jailing, she decided she must do something. Remembering the call that John 
Kennedy had made to her when I was jailed in Georgia during the 1960 election 
campaign, she placed a call to the President. Within a few minutes, his brother, 
Attorney General Robert Kennedy, phoned back. She told him that she had learned 
that I was in solitary confinement and was afraid for my safety. The attorney general 
promised to do everything he could to have my situation eased. A few hours later 
President Kennedy himself called Coretta from Palm Beach, and assured her that he 
would look into the matter immediately. Apparently the President and his brother 
placed calls to officials in Birmingham; for immediately after Coretta heard from 
them, my jailers asked if I wanted to call her: After the President’s intervention, 
conditions changed considerably.”

Discussion Questions:
 » How did Dr. King feel about being in solitary confinement?
 » How did he describe his experience?
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AHMAD AL ASWADU’S EXPERIENCE OF THE “HOLE”

RESOURCES ABOUT SOLITARY GARDENS PROJECT:

A prisoner named Ahmad Al Aswadu wrote an essay titled “A Black View of Prison” in the 
April-May 1971 issue of the Black Scholar. In his essay, he describes the experience of 
living in the “hole” while incarcerated. Here is some of what he wrote:
“The “Hole” (called such because its locality is usually under the prison’s first floor) is 
solitary confinement. One could stay in the hole for a week or a lifetime depending upon 
his color and attitude. It is here in the hole that men are made and broken at the same 
time. It is here that the previous threat of getting “hurt” can realize itself all too quickly. 
And it is here that the seeds of Black Consciousness have been cultivated in the minds of 
many black men.

It is very difficult for a layman such as I to describe the atmosphere of the hole but I 
shall try. I believe that the very first thing that the brother notices about the hole is the 
desolateness and the feeling of utter aloneness. The first time that I was sent to the hole 
I felt as if my soul had deserted me. I don’t believe that I had ever experienced such a 
feeling of intense emptiness in my life before then. I had been sent to the hole to have my 
attitude changed, because, as they stated, it was not conducive to “good order.” A brother 
had just been murdered by the guards who worked in the hole, and rather than go through 
that type of thing, I pretended to be institutionalized. Fortunately, my stay only lasted 
fourteen days and I was returned to the general inmate population.

Life in the hole is epitomized by one big question mark. Uncertainty is the order of the 
day. Your visitors are turned around at the gate when they come to see you. The food 
quantity and quality is drastically reduced to the level of subsistence. You might get a 
shower and you might not — depending upon whether or not the guard’s wife was good to 
him the night before. I believe that it is the hole that is the most memorable aspect of the 
prison experience. They are all the same, and yet they are totally different from 
one another.”

Herman’s House Trailer [Video]

ABOG Short [Video]

Prisoner’s Apothecary
(Jackie doesn’t have a website yet)

Keynote (lecture at Brown)

Articles:
Huck Magazine
Creative Independent
Orion

http://hermanshousethefilm.com/
https://vimeo.com/292739264
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/prisonersapothecary/the-prisoners-apothecary?ref=project_email
https://www.dropbox.com/s/bz4bt7183j0pud9/Fall%20Symposium%20-%20Jackie%20Sumell%20Keynote%20-%209-19-19.mp4?dl=0
https://www.huckmag.com/art-and-culture/photography-2/the-garden-project-exposing-the-fault-lines-of-us-justice/
https://thecreativeindependent.com/people/artist-jackie-sumell-on-working-through-resistance/
https://orionmagazine.org/article/the-solitary-garden/
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SUGGESTED PLANTS AND CONTEMPLATIVE QUESTIONS:

RUDBECKIA COMPREHENSIVE JUSTICE

Black Eyed Susan / Rudbeckia hirta

Carolus Linnaeus named this plant after his favorite 
teacher, Olof Rudbeck, who founded the botanical 
garden at Uppsala University in Sweden. As his student, 
Linnaeus had just written a paper on the sexuality of 
plants which was full of contempt from the Bishop of 
Carlisle for its “gross purience.” Linnaeus refers to the 
pistil as the husband, the stamen as the wife, and the 
flower as the marriage bed of the plant, rendering botany 
as X-rated in the 1800’s. Rudbeck, however, supported 
Linnaeus’ innovative thinking and is commemorated by this flower. Linnaeus wrote, “ 
I have chosen a noble plant in order to recall your merits and the services you have 
rendered [...] Its rayed flowers will bear witness that you shone among savants like the 
sun among the stars; its perennial roots will remind us that each year sees you live again 
through new works. Pride of our gardens, the Rudbeckia will be cultivated throughout 
Europe and in distant lands” (from Blunt's Linnaeus, The Compleat Naturalist). The plant 
is also known as the Black-eyed Susan, gloriosa daisy, coneflower, or yellow ox-eye daisy.

Rudbeckia is native to the Americas, and is used as a medicinal herb in several tribal 
nations. In those cultures it is used as a remedy for colds, flu, infection, swelling and 
for snake bites. In the language of flowers, floriography, Rudbeckia symbolizes justice. 
Its strong flowers, when cut, will last for nearly two weeks in water upright with dignity. 
Rudbeckia is one of many plants known as clay-busters, because of its deep roots — and 
like justice, this plant grows deep, requires effort to be uncovered, and when injured, 
sustains life. 

Questions
 » How do you describe justice? Is justice defined or abstract? 
 » Is justice served in an all-or-nothing system where an individual is either fully 

guilty or innocent? Think of cases like that of George Zimmerman, who openly 
admitted to killing a seventeen year old boy. He killed a child yet was “innocent” 
in the eyes of the law. Does this system create a model for accountability? 
Does it create space for personal evolution, atonement, or forgiveness? 
 » What could a model of justice look like that allows for an 

admission of harm, remorse, growth, and transformation? 
 » Are there places in the world that do not rely on a fixed binary to prescribe 

justice? How do those systems work? What are some of the outcomes?
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Growing Instructions 

Zone: 4-9
Perennial
Full Sun/ Well Drained Soil/ Drought Resistant
Germination: 5-21 Days

Sow directly into soil. Do not cover. Keep seeds moist until germination. Space plants 12-
18 inches apart. Black-eyed Susans require minimal care and have few insect or disease 
problems.

NETTLE 

nettle / Urtica dioica

Nettles may be found by feeling for them in the darkest night 
— Nicholas Culpeper

Despite its intimidating sting, Nettle has many helpful 
qualities. In the garden, it encourages beneficial insects 
and strengthens the growth of mint and tomatoes. Nettle 
is a common perennial herb. Both male and female flowers 
appear on a single plant. Nettle supports over 40 species 
of insects, including butterflies and it can be an indicator 
of nutrient-rich soil.

Nettle can be made into tea, or the young nettles can be 
eaten as a salad. They are rich in vitamins and iron, and a good remedy for anemia, while 
aiding in blood circulation. In fact, Nettle was one of the few things the Irish had to eat 
during the Great Famine. It protects from mold and historically was used to pack fruit 
before refrigeration. 

Medicinally, this prickly plant has been used to treat disorders of the kidneys and urinary 
tract, gastrointestinal tract, skin, cardiovascular system, hemorrhage, and influenza. 
The inflammation from nettles has long been a folk remedy for treatment of rheumatism. 
'Urtication,' or flogging with Nettles, is a remedy for chronic rheumatism. According to 
herbalist Kelsey Barrett, “Nettle acts like a old grandmother, whipping you into shape. 
Coming from love and nourishment, she gives organs, muscles, skin, blood and limbs the 
medicine they truly need. She doesn’t waste time, she gets right to the task at hand of 
cleaning house.”
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The stinging hairs of nettle are composed of silica that inject a venom into the skin and 
cause a temporary rash. The irritation, however, can be eased with nettle juice, dock 
leaves, jrosemary, mint, sage or any member of the sorrell family, which usually (and 
conveniently) grow nearby. 

Questions 

 » Nettle represents the complexity of existence. These sharp stinging 
plants are packed with both healing remedy and stinging bite. 
 » Our justice system leaves no space for human complexity. We 

deem people guilty or innocent we create a false fixed identity 
that often reduces them to nothing more than their crime. 
 » Is it possible to consider the complexity of a person 

who may have committed a horrible crime?
 » How do we create a system that allows for the whole 

person to be addressed in the face of transgression? 
 » What are the smallest acts of abolition you can commit to?
 » Can we create a system of accountability, that allows us to 

foster the fullest potential of a person and heal the worst?

Growing Instructions 

Zones 3 - 10
Perennial

Partial shade, damp rich soil

Germination: 10-14 days

Start seeds inside about four to six weeks prior to the last frost free date for your area. 
Plant one to three seeds in peat pots filled with potting soil. Lightly cover them with 1/4 
inch of soil. Keep the growing stinging nettle seeds moist. Germination should occur by 
about 14 days. You may also direct sow nettle greens in the garden. Choose a spot that 
has rich, moist soil a little ways from any other herbs. Seed in the spring in rows that are 
an inch apart and keep the area moist. If you started your nettle inside, transplant the 
growing nettle greens into a prepared garden bed, spaced at least 12 inches apart. 
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DANDELION: HUMAN COMPLEXITY / DANGER OR STEREOTYPING

Dandelion / Taraxacum officinale

One person’s weed is another person's freedom flower.

Often thought of as unwanted weeds, 
dandelions are actually not in competition 
with grasses or other shallow rooted 
plants. They prefer deep, rich soil and 
often attract earthworms. The word 
"dandelion" comes from the French dent 
de lion, "lion's tooth," referring to the 
jagged, teeth-like leaves. The dandelion's 
Latin name, Taraxacum officinale, means 
"the official remedy for disorders," as 
the plant has many healing properties. 
Native to Eurasia, early settlers brought 
the Dandelion to North America for both 
eating and medicinal purposes. You can consume every part of the plant. The leaves 
can be eaten like lettuce or prepared like greens. The roots and seeds can be roasted 
and ground for a coffee-like drink. You can make dandelion wine or fry the flowers into 
fritters. Dandelion tonic is a cure-all tincture celebrated by Native Americans, modern day 
herbalists, and alchemists alike. Dandelion juice is a diuretic, stimulant, and antioxidant. 
The plant is rich in vitamin A, vitamin C, iron, and calcium. These properties make it a 
great treatment for diabetes, acne, jaundice, and anemia.

Recently, the dandelion has been appraised as a plain and unimpressive weed that is 
difficult to remove because of its spectacularly strong roots. Billions of dollars are spent 
on residential weed control which releases toxicity into the ecosystem. However, the 
Dandelion merits further consideration. When it goes to seed, this weed is magnificent, 
standing with its signature fluffy white crown above the grass. Then, with one strong 
wind, its stunning geometry disperses its seeds for miles. Dandelions are sometimes seen 
as a symbol of resistance, packed with the potential to vastly propagate information, 
intentions, and ideas. The plant is also associated with hope and optimism. We are 
reminded of this when children blow on dandelion fluff (pappus), closing their eyes to 
make a wish. 
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Questions 

Dandelion is seen in most gardens as a weed. 
This view ignores the complex value of the plant as a healer for humankind.

 » In what ways have we been socialized to limit the potential of others by focusing 
on one aspect of their history, identity, or personality? How does this also limit us? 
How do we consciously and unconsciously participate in stereotyping and bias? 
 » Make a list of people (individuals or groups) that you may have projected the 

qualities of a weed onto (i.e. invasiveness or nuisance). Is it possible that they 
have much more to contribute? Can we reorganize our relationships with others, 
and celebrate their gifts and contributions instead of their faults or flaws?

Growing Instructions 

Zone: 1-10
Perennial
Light Sun (the more sun the more bitter the plant) / Almost Any Soil 
Germination:14-28 days

Surface sow and thinly cover seeds. Space 12-16 inches. Keep seeds moist until 
germination. Dandelions are most prolific in spring but can grow all year long. To reduce 
bitterness, harvest dandelion leaves early. Young leaves will be less bitter than more 
mature leaves.
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FENNEL: ANTI BULLYING

Fennel / Foeniculum vulgare 

Fennel is highly prolific and widely cultivated for 
its edible, strongly flavored leaves and fruits. The 
bulb, foliage, and seeds of the fennel plant are 
used in culinary traditions around the world. It is 
indigenous to the shores of the Mediterranean but 
has become widely naturalized in many parts of the 
world, especially on dry soils near the coast of seas 
and rivers. 

However, as indicated by scientific name, fennel 
is not a favorite to other plants and keeping it 

separate is recommended. Fennel will inhibit the growth of many of our favorite garden 
varieties. It is also inhibited in the presence of coriander and wormwood, and will not 
form seed. 

Pliny wrote that snakes used fennel to renew their eyesight and shed their skins, so 
consider this plant for divination or transformation. Fennel stalks were the weapon of 
choice of the Benandanti, who fought in dreams against ill-intentioned spirits in order to 
defend their crops in 16th century Friuli in northeastern Italy. For the ancient Romans, 
fennel was mainly a salad veggie. The stalks were also used to weave beehives. Medieval 
Europeans considered this magic herb hot in the third degree, so the leaves were often 
served with "cold" food, like fish. In early modern England, fennel seeds flavored apple 
pies and breads. Puritans chewed fennel seeds in church, perhaps to stay awake or 
to suppress hunger during long services. The Hopi Indians smoked fennel leaves as a 
substitute for tobacco. Many cultures in India and the Middle East use fennel seed in 
cooking as one of the essential spices. Roasted fennel seeds are consumed as an after-
meal digestive and breath freshener. Fennel oil which contains estrogen has a reputation 
to be an anti-wrinkle agent. The estrogenic qualities stimulate milk flow in nursing 
mothers. 
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Questions 

 » When it comes to companion planting, nobody likes 
fennel and segregation is recommended. 
 » In what ways have you isolated someone that others didn't like? Is 

this a form of oppression or bullying? Is it possible that this person 
has value or merit beyond your perception? What systems of so-called 
justice justify this behavior? Do they have successful outcomes?
 » How can you celebrate the goodness of a person you were told not 

to like? How can you see a more complete and complex picture? 
 » How does this relate to immigrants, undocumented people, prisoners, 

or others condemned for a single act in a complex lifetime?

Growing Instructions 

Zone: 2-10 (best 6-10)
Perennial (Normally grown as an Annual)
Full-Partial Sun / Well drained deep soil
Germination: 7-10 days

Direct sow fennel mid spring through late summer. Cover the seeds with ⅛” to ⅛” of soil. 
To improve germination, try soaking and pre-sprouting the seed for several days. Bulb 
fennel can be sown outdoors when the danger of hard frost (28°F) is over. Harvest bulbs 
at 3” to 4” in diameter, or approximately ninety days after germination. Keep the roots 
intact if you wish to grow as a perennial.
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QUOTES THAT YOU CAN USE TO DISCUSS THE PROJECT:

Flowers will preserve the wood and the humans as well. -Herman Wallace

Always remember that your strength is not measured by the number of people you outwit, 
but by the compassion you display towards their concern. -Herman Wallace

I have tried many times to grow flowers and other seasonal plants here in this cell and it 
just won’t work! The concrete and steel and particularly the small closed-in area stifles 
the growth of plant life and causes the plant to die long before it develops. -Herman 
Wallace

What kind of house does a man who has lived in 6’x9’ box for over thirty years dream of? 
… I can clearly see the gardens, they will be full of gloxinias, delphiniums, tulips and roses 
and I wish for guests to smile and walk through gardens all year round. - Herman Wallace 

A seed is a little bundle of determination to grow, and the most important part of the 
plant. - Louise Riotte 

To see things in the seed, that is genius. - Lao Tzu

Don’t judge each day by the harvest you reap but by the seed you plant.  - Robert Louis 
Stevenson

They thought they could bury us, they didn’t know we were seeds. - Zapatista Proverb

Seeds are a marvel worthy of our study, praise, wonder, and any number of exclamation 
points!!! - Thor Hanson, The Triumph of Seeds

Think of the fierce energy concentrated in an acorn, bury an acorn under the ground and 
it explodes into a giant oak tree, bury a sheep and nothing happens but decay. - George 
Bernard Shaw

Where flowers bloom, so does hope. - Lady Bird Johnson

“To plant a garden is to believe in the tomorrow” Audrey Hepburn

“Captivity is the closest thing to death that one can experience in this life,” George 
Jackson

“The earth laughs in flowers.” -Ralph Waldo Emerson
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“Planting is a form of protest” Paul Gough

“When you plant lettuce, if it does not grow well, you 
don't blame the lettuce. You look for reasons it is not 
doing well. It may need fertilizer, or more water, or 
less sun. You never blame the lettuce. Yet if we have 
problems with our friends or family, we blame the other 
person. But if we know how to take care of them, they will 
grow well, like the lettuce.”
― Thich Nhat Hanh

“From the seed grows a root, then a sprout, from the sprout, the seedling leaves, from the 
leaves, the stem, around the stem, the branches, at the top, the flower… We cannot say 
that the seed causes the growth, nor that the soil does. We can say that the potentialities 
for growth lies within the seed, in mysterious life forces, which, when properly fostered, 
take on certain form.” – M.C. Richards, Centering in Pottery, Poetry & the Person.

 

www.mollycostello.com

Art by Molly Costello
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ADDITIONAL ACTIVITIES

ADDITIONAL 
ACTIVITIES

These are some activities that don’t fit into the 
units developed here but could be engaging for 
participants and lead to some good discussions.
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SUSIE DAY’S LETTER TO YOKO ONO
This letter elicited a lot of push back on social media. What’s the argument that Day 
makes in the open letter? What feelings came up for you as you read the letter? What is 
Day saying about punishment? How do you feel about the fact that the letter is addressed 
to Yoko Ono? 

Law schools teach that four purposes of punishment are:
Deterrence
Incapacitation
Rehabilitation
Retribution
Restitution (sometimes this is added)

Does Day’s letter to Yoko Ono touch on any of the purposes of punishment. If so, how? 
What do you think about the listed purposes of punishment? Are they actually effective at 
changing behavior?

https://www.counterpunch.org/2019/09/17/you-say-you-want-a-revolution-a-prison-letter-to-yoko-ono/?fbclid=IwAR2JW0RjGF0as0yyHXwJRE8gfSGZ0cUoRU7wx8wD5UO3-LUkeAnkYsGRWI8
https://www.counterpunch.org/2019/09/17/you-say-you-want-a-revolution-a-prison-letter-to-yoko-ono/?fbclid=IwAR2JW0RjGF0as0yyHXwJRE8gfSGZ0cUoRU7wx8wD5UO3-LUkeAnkYsGRWI8
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FROM PIC 101 CURRICULUM 
BY CHICAGO PIC COLLECTIVE written by Mariame Kaba

Objective: To generate creative thinking about a world without prisons and the 
possibilities for each of us to contribute to potentially bringing such a world into 
being.
 
Items needed:
Sheet of butcher paper
Markers

 

1. Tape a very large piece of rolled paper on the wall (or you can just use sheets of 
newsprint). Write in marker (in large letters): A WORLD WITHOUT PRISONS…

2. For this exercise, one of the facilitators will guide the group through the visualization.  
Allow about 10 minutes for the visualization plus time for participants to share 
their vision. 

3. Ask participants to make themselves comfortable, stretch out on the floor if they 
like.  Explain that they will be taking a guided journey over the next few minutes.  While 
participants relax, the facilitator reads the “Transformed Future” script. The facilitator 
might play soft music in the background if they would like. Mention that individuals may 
experience deep emotions doing the exercise and that this is alright.

4. When the visualization is over, the facilitator asks participants to pick up a marker and 
proceed to the wall to express in words, symbols or images something about how they 
personally plan to contribute to building a world without prisons.

5. Ask each person to remain silent throughout the entire exercise. After everyone has put 
something on the wall, ask individuals to share what they put up on the wall and why.

https://chicagopiccollective.wordpress.com/resources/curriculum/
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 Script for Transformed Future Activity (to be read slowly and softly)
 
During this exercise, we are going to take a journey to experience what the world would 
be like without prisons; to experience what the world would be like if each one of us were 
safe, respected and treated with dignity.
 
Get comfortable. See that body is comfortable. Take several deep breaths. Let go of all 
thoughts in your mind.  Relax.
 
You are about to begin a journey that will take you into a whole new world.  It is an 
exciting, vibrant place to live, a world full of promise, inspiration, and vitality.  It is a 
world where people are safe.  A world where violence does not exist.  A world where 
we are allies in an effort to end oppression.  A world where gender, class, race, sexual 
orientation, and all other markers of difference are not reasons to dominate others.  A 
world where everyone is treated with respect and dignity.  A world where justice and 
peace exist for all.
 
For a few moments, allow yourself to be in this world. (Facilitator should pause for a few 
seconds).   Take note of how it looks, feels, sounds, and smells.  Is it busy?  Is it quiet? Is 
it dark? Is  it light?
 
Now, see yourself walking outside enjoying nature.  Take in all the sights and 
surroundings.  Are you by yourself?  Is the area isolated or are there others around you?  
How are things different now that you are in a place where everyone is respected and 
valued?
 
See yourself walking downtown, somewhere on main street.  What images do you see in 
the store windows, in restaurants. Browse through the bookstore.  What do you see that 
tells you that this community is safe for all people?
 
Now see yourself arriving home.  Is there someone there to greet you?  If so, is anything 
different about that interaction because you are living in this new world?
 
Finally, as you climb into bed, reflect on your unique contribution to building this new 
world without prisons.  What have or will you do to contribute to making this vision a 
reality?
 
Take a moment to come back.
 
When you feel ready, please take a marker and share your contribution to creating a 
world without prisons on the wall (you can write something, draw a symbol, an image, 
anything you like).   Then come back to your seat so that we can share with each other.
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 Discussion and Debriefing the Activity:
 
1. Facilitator: Throughout history many individuals and groups have organized against 
prisons. The activity that we just undertook puts each of us in the room in the continuum 
of people who have struggled for justice.

2. Facilitator: Ask everyone how it felt to do the activity. Was it difficult to imagine a world 
without prisons?  Why or why not?

3. Throughout the long history of organizing for justice, there has been a tension between 
those who wanted to reform the system and those who just want to abolish prisons. If the 
facilitator feels comfortable, talk about the tensions involved in resistances which can 
include:

a) short term reforms versus long term structural changes, including prison abolition – 
what are we building? How might our short term strategies create longer term difficulties 
for building sustainable justice movements?

b) roles for allies, those most impacted, what does solidarity look like in context where 
inside and outside do have real meanings attached to them, but are also used to erase, 
as this workshop notes, the complexities of how many are impacted by our national 
addiction of locking people up?

 
OTHERWISE Facilitator can just say: It is beyond the scope of this session to discuss all 
of the arguments to support each position.  For our purposes, we invite everyone to take 
actions that they are most comfortable for them and that will help us to bring a more just 
world into being.

4. Facilitator asks each participant to share their unique contribution to creating a world 
without prisons. While participants are sharing those, the facilitator can highlight on the 
mind map where the change to the system is occurring (this is optional).  Facilitator can 
ask the group if they notice any overlap or connections between the types of contributions 
that people are willing to make to creating a world without prisons.
 
5. Facilitator can try to emphasize the different kinds of work people can do – low risk 
(as one example change our language from prisoner to people locked up), medium risk, 
high risk (and risk differs for different communities) OR work at the individual, community 
or government levels. Sometimes asking people to think about the work they are willing 
today at different levels offers people new opportunities to rethink what they can do.

6. Facilitator says: There are various kinds of resistance going on today beyond the 
contributions that have been or will be made by all of us in the room. Facilitator should 
select a couple that you feel comfortable talking about.
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CREATIVE ACTIVITY: THE PRINCESS WHO WENT QUIET 
by Bianca Diaz

This comic illustrates the power of storytelling and addressing visibility, 
invisibility, and walls.

Essential questions: 

What walls do we build and why? 
How does connecting inform a new way of listening?  

Princess Who Went Quiet comic
PDF version of Princess Who Went Quiet comic
Curriculum unit by Silvia Inez Garcia based on the comic

  
Resources:

Two Sides of Justice Curriculum
Check ins for connection and care - for good opening and closing questions
After Abolition - a poem by By Kyle Carrero Lopez
Intercept Video: Welcome to the Future
RJ Posters
Counting on Community by Innosanto Nagara

https://issuu.com/biancadiazart/docs/bianca_final_comic-web
http://www.usprisonculture.com/blog/2014/12/30/the-princess-who-went-quiet-a-fable/
http://rjposters.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/WorkshopDreamingWiththePrincessWhoWentQuiet.pdf
https://tinyurl.com/TwoSidesJustice 
http://bit.ly/checkins-connection-care
https://www.thenation.com/article/culture/after-abolition/?fbclid=IwAR2SojuOOyT0UE1sFIVMFgXDm_1ZD64PHMEJXKiPJy-QNff-MaX7um9oCDE
https://theintercept.com/2020/10/01/naomi-klein-message-from-future-covid/?fbclid=IwAR0HubJA9jb_UaSAIHixp4uQ0Cb30iXdaf7AH0v7H0o0nPmDxlMRSRBzP1s
http://rjposters.com/
https://aisforactivist.org/childrens_books_for_the_99/counting-on-community/
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APPENDIX
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Azka: My name is Azka, Azka Sharief. I 
am five years old. I am in kindergarten at 
Stevenson School in Desplaines, and I am 
doing a podcast on a story I wrote.
 
Azka: The name is: the Stealer of the 
Diamonds.
 
Azka: Once upon a time, there was a 
robber who stole diamonds and liked the 
color blue and red. The robber's name was 
Tessa. While Tessa liked to steal, there were 
detectives who liked to solve crimes. The 
leader detective was named Anna-
 
Speaker 2: I'm Anna!
 
Azka: -and her assistant was named Jason.
 
Speaker 3: I am Jason.
 
Azka: One day, the robber was stealing 
everything in town. She was even taking 
candy from babies. She'd stolen fragile 
jewelries and fragile birthday decorations, 
purses, wallets, and money from the bank. 
Anna and Jason got another call from a 
mother who was sad, because her baby was 
sad, because there was no candy. Then, 
Anna and Jason got another call from a man 
who was trying to go to work, but he couldn't 
go because he didn't have a wallet. The third 
call they got was from the bank, and the 
workers there said, "There's no money to 
give customers, because it was stolen."

 Azka: Anna and Jason noticed muddy 
footprints by the places and the people who 
were robbed, so they followed the footprints 
into school. Then they found Tessa. Tessa 
had all the stuff she had taken, like the 
books and the chalkboards from the school. 
Anna and Jason arrested Tessa, put her in 
handcuffs in jail.
 
Speaker 3: You're under arrest!
 
Speaker 2: You're under arrest!
 
Azka: They returned the stolen items, and 
everyone was happy to get their things back.
 
Speaker 2: Yay!
 
Speaker 3: Yay!
 
Speaker 4: Yay!
 
Azka: Tessa admitted what she did was 
wrong. She told Anna and Jason, "You win. I 
lose." Jason and Anna were glad that Tessa 
said she was wrong and learned her lesson. 
That is how the story ends.
 
Azka: Next time! I'm Azka Sharief. See you 
later, folks!
 
Speaker 2: Yay!
 
Speaker 3: Yay!
 
Speaker 4: Yay!

TRANSCRIPT
from Stealer of Diamonds
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EXAMPLE OF A STORY WITH AN 
ALTERNATIVE RESOLUTION

 “Toward the Unreasonable” in The End Of Chiraq: A Literary Mixtape (2018)
Page May & Nate Marshall

Page: I met J when he was in fourth grade. He was a joyous kid with a contagious smile. 
After a long conversation about identity, family, and Chicago, I asked him what he 
thought justice was. At first, he couldn’t imagine justice without involving the police. He 
acknowledged a need for “better cops” but still articulated justice through a dependency 
on police and prisons.

I decided to personalize the question for him. I asked what he would do if I stole 
something of his – like his favorite toy. What if he knew it was me, but I refused to admit 
it? I asked him what he would need to happen to feel like “justice was served.”

J paused, his smile breaking for the first time. He said he wouldn’t call the cops. He said 
he would pester me, over and over until I admitted what I’d done and apologized. He 
added that I’d need to replace his toy. I asked if that was enough, since the “crime” was 
solved and his stuff was returned. He laughed.

He said it wouldn’t be enough to just have his stuff back because I’d done more than taken 
his toy, I’d also broken our friendship. He went on saying he’d go on vacation to turn up 
with his family and that while he was having a great time and enjoying himself, I’d have to 
stay back and watch all of his valuables for him. I’d have to do this, take care of the things 
he most treasured, every day. And that he’d do this over and over until he trusted me 
again. He said justice would be complete when he could trust me again. 

from Stealer of Diamonds
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 » pathologizes people 
 » defines people by their actions 
 » assumes punishment and incarceration can rehabilitate 
 » places blame on an individual person and not a systemic problem 
 » assumes removal of one person solves the problem 
 » isolates individuals from community
 » leads to databases like the sex offender registration 

 » strips survivors of agency 
 » places the burden of proof on survivors 
 » retraumatizes through expectations of memory and recollection
 » forces survivors to establish linear narrative 
 » blames the survivor 
 » a low success rate of conviction 

 » alienated by process of legal defense 
 » defined from the outside by projected ideals of safety
 » low success rate 
 » builds the illusion that sexual assault does not exist (very few cases) 
 » enforcement mechanism that operates on oppression (causing harm) 

disproportionate regulation targets marginalized communities 
 » media fear-mongering 
 » disempowers communities and forces a reliance on the state 
 » divides communities 
 » no accountability 
 » violence on the community

is based in punishments that are pre-determined 
the offended party is the state (cops, courts, prisons) 
intervenes when someone has broken a rule rather than caused harm

EFFECTS OF PUNITIVE JUSTICE ON PEOPLE WHO'VE CAUSED HARM

EFFECTS OF PUNITIVE JUSTICE ON SURVIVORS

EFFECTS OF PUNITIVE JUSTICE ON THE COMMUNITYR
ET
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PUNITIVE, RESTORATIVE, AND 
TRANSFORMATIVE JUSTICE: THE BASICS

by AORTA from Exploring Different Kinds of Justice

http://aorta.coop/portfolio_page/destabilizing-rape-culture-through-transformative-justice/
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Process presented as a choice. Person who created harm needs to “give back/restore.” 
Alternative to incarceration (at times). Holds individuals (not systems) responsible, does 
not take into account systems of oppression. 

Gives survivors more opportunities to participate in the process to a limited level. 
Incorporates survivors without basing approach on their voice/perspective. 

Asks: What was the harm to the community? How can a person who created harm give 
back? Mediation, classes, community service, resources to person(s) harmed. 

People are less likely to be removed from the community. “Justice” is restored. Breaks 
judicial systems monopoly on responses and/or extends the state further. Acts as 
community based but is not. R
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Asks why the harm was committed and what the root causes are. 

Looks at the behavior → doesn’t mean the person is a bad person. The person who 
caused harm has healing to do and they are not reduced to their actions.

Believes that someone can be both someone who has caused harm and has been harmed. 

Offers choices and many options and moves toward liberatory values, understanding the 
status quo is not enough. 

Involves a willingness to deeply question the status quo, and asks for imagination beyond 
the current system. 

Tries to secure safety and healing. 

Asks what is needed to have justice. 

Assumes each process is organic and particular to each community’s situation. What does 
that community need to make this process accountable? 

Works to address power and privilege, in community and larger systems.
 
Transformative justice is hard! People burn out. It brings up questions of capacity, as 
individuals and as communities. It requires skills we don’t learn culturally nor within 
current institutions (open communities, conflict resolution, etc.) Mistakes can have a real 
and huge impact on people’s lives.
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FROM BLOG POST ON PRISON CULTURE 
WRITTEN BY MARIAME KABA 

(APRIL 26, 2012) 

I spent over three hours yesterday afternoon facilitating a circle. I feel compelled to write 
about it and I have generously been given permission by the principal participants to do 
so here. I will use pseudonyms and won’t divulge any confidential information. I want to 
write about this experience because there are too few (in my opinion) first-hand accounts 
about circle-keeping. 

Ms. P is 30 years old and has been teaching middle-school math for 7 years. She is white, 
progressive and hails from Georgia. She has a Masters degree in education and a huge 
heart. She also happens to be a friend of mine so I can personally attest to her character. 
Jamal just turned 14 and is very big for his age. At 6 foot 1, he towers over his peers. He 
is older than his 7th grade classmates because he had to repeat the 6th grade. He is new 
to the school this year; this is the third school that Jamal has attended in three years. 

Things did not get off to a good start between Ms. P and Jamal this September. On the 
second day of class, he sat on his desk instead of his chair. After repeated requests that 
he take a seat on the chair, Ms. P sent him to the disciplinarian’s office. Jamal decided to 
make Ms. P public enemy #1. The situation escalated and earlier this week Jamal pushed 
Ms. P as she tried to get him to move when he was blocking the supply closet. He pushed 
her so hard that she fell and hit her head. This is cause for an immediate expulsion and 
even arrest. Ms. P did not want this for Jamal. 

She reached out to me on Tuesday and I spent part of Wednesday speaking with her and 
with Jamal to see if he would consent to a peacemaking circle. He agreed to participate, 
in large part, because I think that he was afraid that Ms. P would press assault charges 
against him. 
So we found ourselves yesterday in a neutral space sitting in a circle. We began by having 
everyone introduce themselves by telling us one thing that we couldn’t tell about them 
just by looking at them. We then got right into the reason that we were all in the room 
by responding to the question: “What happened that brought us here?” Everyone had 
a chance to tell the story of what happened from their perspective. The subsequent 
questions were:

from Punishment & Discipline in Schools
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For Jamal: What were you thinking when you pushed Ms. P?

For Ms. P and the bystanders: What did you think when you realized what had 
happened?

For everyone: What has been the hardest/most difficult part of this incident for you?

For everyone: What do you think needs to happen to repair the harm that has been 
caused? 

Needless to say, this was an extremely emotional process. Almost immediately, the tears 
began to flow. Jamal’s eyes were dry until he responded to the question of what he was 
thinking when he pushed his teacher. “I was thinking that from the first day of school,” 
he said, “you looked at me like you know I ain’t shit.” You could hear a pin drop after 
he expressed these sentiments. He had the talking piece in hand so he had the floor. He 
continued by telling us that he believes that Ms. P is afraid of him. “In my head, I said 
if she already be thinkin’ I’m a scary black man, then I’m gonna be that – a scary black 
man,” he continued. 

When it was Ms. P’s turn to speak, she told Jamal that she was in fact afraid of him. 
That he had earned her fear by being disruptive and that he had confirmed her fears by 
pushing her. Then she stopped and took a deep breath and said something that was to 
my mind incredibly brave. “I have to be honest with myself though too. I was afraid of 
you from the start. From that first day and I can see now that I did not hide it from you at 
all. I am deeply sorry for that.” She went on to explain, in very personal terms, some of 
the reasons that he triggered her fears even though he had not yet done a thing. It was a 
powerful moment and it was a moment of deep connection between Ms. P and Jamal. As 
the circle proceeded, more personal stories were shared and more bridges were built.

This is the power and the value of the circle process. Do I think that Jamal won’t act out 
again? Of course not. Circles are not a panacea or a miracle cure. However, I think that 
Ms. P and Jamal now have a foundation from which to build trust and to address future 
infractions. During the circle, we set some rules for how we will behave with each other. 
We have a contract listing some expectations, responsibilities and consequences. Jamal 
will have to stay after school until the end of the school year to assist Ms. P with several 
projects and also to get extra help for his math deficiencies. I don’t know what today 
will bring for Ms. P and Jamal, but I felt privileged to be able to support the process of 
repairing harm in a restorative way.
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“Here’s a thought experiment.

In September 1995, over the course of a single week, at the age of 15, my baby cousin, 
Michael, robbed four people at gunpoint in South Los Angeles and was himself shot in an 
attempted carjacking on the same block when that victim wrestled away his gun and shot 
him through the neck. Michael’s actions were terrible and shameful. Luckily, he was the 
only person physically injured.

To have to stand up in public and say that someone you love did these things is an 
experience no one wants.

Michael’s actions came out of the blue. This was his first arrest. He had no history of 
violence. He had no criminal record. Two years earlier, he had, though, received probation 
for the theft of a radio from the home of a neighbor for whom his mother was house-
sitting; his mother had taken him to the police. Over the intervening period of time, 
Michael had begun to flirt with gangs. This relationship was crystallizing in that week of 
violence.

After his arrest, Michael’s mother wanted to bail him out. Michael asked her not to. He 
thought that if he were back on the streets, he would only get in more trouble.
How should a kid like Michael be sentenced? How, more generally, should we respond 
to wrongdoing? Here’s my challenge to you: In my thought experiment, you can’t answer 
“prison.”

Given that constraint, what punishment should Michael receive? Here are our goals: 
We want to respond to wrongdoing so as to ensure that victims are made whole, that 
society is made whole, and that the wrongdoer, too, becomes whole and, having paid 
recompense, is prepared to contribute productively to society.” -- By Danielle Allen (May 
16, Washington Post) 

THOUGHT EXPERIMENT 
BY DANIELLE ALLEN

from Crafting Non-Punitive Responses to Harm

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/how-should-we-deal-with-wrongdoing-and-you-cant-say-prison/2018/05/16/315751fe-5934-11e8-8836-a4a123c359ab_story.html
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The ocean is a special kind of blue-green and I’m standing on the shore watching a woman 
drown. My friends and family members are witnessing the same scene or maybe it looks 
different to their eyes. They are grieving; I am not. I turn to my mother (who is a man) and 
whisper in his ear: ‘vengeance is not justice.’ And again ‘vengeance is not justice.’ I let the 
wind carry my words because human beings (even highly evolved ones) can’t hear spirits.

I was 16 when I died. 

Darn, I did it again. I rushed to the end of the story before telling the beginning. I am one of 
those girls. You know who I mean; the kind of girl who eats dessert for dinner and reads the 
end of the book first.  Everyone calls me impatient. Impatient should be my first name.

I love water and swimming. My father (who claims no gender) says that I must be descended 
from a fish and not a person. Mama says that he should have named me Aqua. Everyone 
seems to want to call me by a different name than my actual one which is Adila though my 
friends call me Addie. 

I live in Small Place (SP). If someone asked me to describe the sights, sounds, and smells of 
home, I’d say that SP is very green. I mean you can smell the green and the saltwater and 
you can hear the wind rustling through the trees. We’re family in SP. No, we aren’t all related 
but we trust and love each other. While arguments and conflicts happen, we always resolve 
them. My parents are SP’s chief peace-holders. If you are wondering how one becomes a 
chief peace-holder, it’s simple really. Anyone over 20 years old is eligible. Every five years 
a representative group of SP residents gather to consider candidates. Peace-holders are not 
special or better than anyone else in SP. The only requirements are a desire to serve and a 
commitment to embody and hold true to our community values. Those values are revisited, 
reviewed, and sometimes revised annually. Peace-holders’ primary responsibilities are to 
make sure that all of our conflicts are swiftly and peacefully addressed.

Once, I asked Mama why he thought that he was selected as a chief peace-holder. He looked 
at me for a moment and then said: “I was over 20 years old, willing to serve, and I never 
forget our common humanity.” Mama said that I am good at holding others and myself in our 
humanity. I’m not sure what he means. I do know that everyone makes mistakes and that 
we all deserve a chance to be held accountable for them so that we can do and be better 
next time. Maybe that’s like my life philosophy or something. Anyway what I love the most 
about living in SP is that we look out for one another; when one person in our community 
experiences harm, all of us are harmed. It’s one of our most sacred and important values.
Though my parents are peace-holders, all of us are circle-keepers. We discuss all of our 
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issues in circle. We celebrate in circle. We mourn in circle. Basically, circles are how we 
communicate and how we connect. Anyone in our community can call and keep a circle at any 
time and for any reason.  There are no special skills to learn; all you need is to listen and to 
make space. All ages are included. 

I mentioned that we’re family in SP. We are a close knit community but we often get visitors 
from other places. Last month, for example, a woman visited SP. She is a distant relative 
of our neighbors. She came from somewhere called Earth which is very far indeed. There’s 
nothing memorable about the Earth visitor (EV). Her hair is long and brown.  She’s pale like 
she doesn’t spend a lot of time in the sun. The only thing that stood out is that she walked 
around SP carrying a knife in her purse. She said that it was in case ‘she ran into trouble.’ 
She added that on Earth, “women could never be too careful.” I didn’t understand what she 
meant. What kind of trouble would you need a knife for? And why would you be in more 
danger if you identified as a woman? If anything happened, she could just call a circle and 
together we’d address the issue.

We never locked our doors in SP and our Earth visitor (EV) insisted that this was unsafe. 
‘What if someone wants to steal something from the house or what if they want to hurt 
someone?’ she asked. My mother told her that everything in our house was community 
property and could be used by anyone. There is no such thing as private property in SP so 
no one had reason to steal from anyone else when they could simply share what others had.  
Besides everyone in SP had their basic needs of food, clothing and shelter met. Healthcare 
and education are also freely provided to all members of the community. EV then asked my 
father if they were afraid for me and my siblings’ safety. My father simply shook their head 
and went to the kitchen to make dinner. Daddy is not the talkative one in our family.
I was so confused by EV’s questions that I kept the dictionary tab on my computer open. 
I looked up words that I didn’t understand like “fear” and “stealing.” I read the definition 
of “fear” as “an unpleasant emotion caused by the belief that someone or something is 
dangerous, likely to cause pain, or a threat.” This definition led me to look up more words 
like “dangerous” and “threat.” While I was searching the web, I found a story called a folktale 
about how people on Earth address conflict and harm. Basically it goes something like this:

While swimming across a pond, Sis Goose was caught by Brer Fox who in some versions of the 
story is a sheriff. A sheriff is a police officer in case you don’t know. I had to look that up too. We 
have no police in SP. Anyway, Sis gets pissed off because she believes that she has the right to 
swim in the pond. After all, she’s not bothering anyone. She’s just minding her own business. So 
Sis decides to sue Brer Fox. But when the case gets to court, Sis Goose looks around and sees 
that besides the sheriff who is a fox, the judge is a fox, the prosecuting and defense attorneys 
are ones too and even the jury is comprised entirely of foxes. Sis Goose doesn’t like her chances. 
Sure enough at the end of the trial, Sis Goose is convicted and immediately executed. The jury, 
judge, sheriff, and the attorneys all picked at her bones, which seems even crueler. The moral 
of the story is: ‘When all the folks in the courthouse are foxes and you are just a common goose 
there isn’t going to be much justice for you.’
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I worried about this place called Earth and decided that it must be a terrible place to breed 
such scared, mistrustful, and cruel people. I was glad to be living in SP and resolved to keep 
my distance from Earth.

At dinner, EV resumed her relentless questioning. She asked where all of the criminals were 
housed. When we stared blankly, she became agitated and yelled “the bad people, the bad 
people, where do you put them?” My mother said that there was no such thing as bad people, 
only people who sometimes did a bad thing. Our visitor laughed bitterly, ‘OK then,’ she said, 
‘where do you put the people who do bad things?’ Finally, I spoke up. ‘We don’t put them 
anywhere because we all do bad things sometimes and through our relationships with each 
other we acknowledge the harm we’ve caused and then we do our best to try to repair it.” EV 
looked at me like I had grown another head. “You have no prisons here, no jails?” ‘No,’ was 
our collective response. 

Then Mama asked: “How exactly do your prisons and jails address the needs of those who 
have experienced harm?” EV responded that jails and prisons offered accountability and 
punishment and that a strict justice system is especially important for women. My father 
asked if punishment was justice and added: “How do those who are locked in your prisons 
and jails heal? Are they improved by the experience?” That was their word limit for the day, I 
think.

Our ways and values were alien to EV and she was clearly disturbed by them. That night, I 
did some research about the punishment system on Earth and was shocked that the harmed 
person played almost no role in the process. The trials (I looked up that word too) were the 
State of Indiana vs. the name of the person who caused harm. Also, it didn’t seem like all 
of the harms were considered ‘crimes’ and some of the ‘crimes’ weren’t necessarily very 
harmful. I read one story of a young girl who was raped and they actually blamed her for 
drinking too much at a party. The person responsible for her pain didn’t have to acknowledge 
the harm they caused or make amends. In SP, the entire community would focus first on 
the needs of the young girl, then we would use circles to discuss what had happened and 
insist that the person who committed the harm take responsibility. They would be assigned 
several members of the community to support and guide them in completing the agreed 
upon restitution. I have to admit though that I had a hard time imagining such a thing as rape 
happening in our community. 

One day after school, I went for a swim. I got naked and dived in the ocean. I was floating 
with my eyes closed while thinking about my friend Noliwe which brought a smile to my face. 
Noliwe is my most favorite person in SP next to my parents and siblings. I was jolted out of my 
daydream when I heard someone approach. I opened my eyes and saw that EV was staring at 
me.  She had a knife in her hand.

I was 16 when I died. 
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I was killed by a visitor from a place called Earth who couldn’t believe that there were no 
prisons in SP. Mine was the second murder ever in our community and it fell to my parents 
as chief peace-holders to insure that the harm caused was addressed. For days, people 
across our community convened, communed, celebrated and consoled each other in circle. 
There were talking circles, mourning circles, circles of support, and celebration circles. 
They happened at dawn, in mid-morning, in the evening, and in the dead of night. For days, 
members of SP told stories about my life through tears, anger, and laughter. There was, 
however, no talk of punishment or vengeance.  Neither would bring me back.

After weeks of centering my family members and friends and of showering them with love, 
support, and food, the SP community turned its attention to my killer. EV was included 
in all of the previous circles and so she had experienced the community’s outpouring of 
grief and loss. She heard stories about my life. She knew the extent of the pain felt by my 
community. After she killed me, she turned herself in to my parents. Her first words to them 
were: “where will you put me?” They responded in unison: “in circle.” And so it was that EV 
came to understand the impact of her actions on an entire community. And so it was that 
she experienced remorse for her actions and sought to make amends. And so it was that my 
community held EV in her humanity while seeking to hold her accountable for her actions.

The first murder that occurred in SP happened decades earlier. The ancestors created our 
Justice Ritual in response. After several days of mourning and celebrating the life of the 
person killed, the killer’s life and actions are explored. In a series of circles, participants 
discuss why the violence happened, how it happened, and who was harmed. Community 
members are asked to stand in the shoes of the person who committed the harm, to consider 
the conditions that underlie their actions, and to examine their own roles in perpetuating those 
conditions. It was an acknowledgement that no matter how hard we try to purge ourselves of 
emotions like jealousy, envy and anger they remain within us and can negatively impact our 
relationships. Remaining aware of this is important to maintaining peace.

When circles have been exhausted, the killer is taken to the ocean, tied up, and dropped 
into the water. This empathy ceremony takes place in front of the entire community. The 
immediate family members of the victim are given the option of saving the life of the killer 
or letting them drown.  If the family saves the person’s life, they are then required to take 
the place of the person killed within the community. They are expected to pay a debt for the 
life taken for however long the harmed parties deem necessary but they do so within the 
community, living as integrated members. 

I saw my father motion to my mother. He nodded his head. EV was rescued from the ocean. 
When we hold each other in our humanity, what other outcome could there be? 
Vengeance is not justice.

I was 16 when I died and my name was Adila which means ‘justice.’
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SAFETY: the ability to bring, be, and move through the world as your full self. – API Chaya

JUSTICE: “a slow process of naming and transforming violence into growth and repair; it 
is also frustrating and elusive – and rarely ends in good feelings” (Kai Cheng Thom)”

PUNISHMENT: “a gratifying process of enacting revenge that also perpetuates cycles of 
violence” (Kai Cheng Thom)”

BELONGING: a feeling of deep relatedness and acceptance; a feeling of ‘I would rather 
be here than anywhere else. Belonging is the opposite of loneliness. It’s a feeling of home, 
of ‘I can exhale here and be fully myself with no judgement.’ Belonging is about shared 
values and responsibility, and the desire to participate in making your community better. 
It’s about taking pride, showing up, and offering your unique gifts to others. You can’t 
belong if you only take.

“To be human is to belong. We are literally born in community attached to someone 
else.” – Radha Agrawal

COMMUNITY: a group of three or more people with whom you share similar values and 
interests and where you experience a sense of belonging.

HEALING: “the process of restoration for those who have been hurt, and although justice 
can aid this process, my own experience is that healing is an individual journey that is 
almost entirely separate from those who have caused harm. No apology, or amount 
of money or punishment, can give me back the person I was, the body and spirit I 
possessed, before I was violated. Only I can do that. (Kai Cheng Thom)”

KEY NEEDS
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