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Abstract 

From the 1960’s-1990’s, prisoners in both North America and abroad published 
interconnected journals through the Penal Press. Under this umbrella of publications, the women 
sentenced to the Kingston Prison for Women (P4W), the only federal penitentiary for female 
prisoners from 1934-2000, produced Tightwire: an enduring legacy of their lived experiences of 
incarceration. Through a discourse analysis of Tightwire, this thesis examines the capacity of 
prison writing to facilitate critical penal discourse and to establish intersectional relationships of 
solidarity through collaborative understandings of carceral power.  

Prison writing is discussed here using Mathiesen’s (1974) concept of the “Unfinished”, a 
contradictory and incomplete exemplar of political discourse. This term is used to describe the 
relationships among academics, activists, and prisoners prior to the 1970’s radical upheaval of 
Scandinavian prisons. Because of its ability to form these social connections and engage 
simultaneously with a multiplicity of potential solutions, the unbounded discourse found in 
prison writing represents an alternative to mainstream hegemonic crime rhetoric, while also 
averting state integration and cooptation. 

Disseminated through the Penal Press, Tightwire establishes strong connections with the 
women’s movement, between prisoners, and with Indigenous resistance to colonialism. By 
privileging diverse voices of dissent, Tightwire is representative what Day (2005) describes as 
the groundless solidarity characteristic of new social movements. This solidarity is formed 
through a collective, discursive understanding of power relationships that reify penal institutions 
as the sole remedy to crime and violence. The gendered nature of penality that further entrenches 
racist, sexist, homophobic, transphobic, xenophobic, and ableist norms that permit social 
divisions under neoliberal capitalist nation state governance will be discussed at length.  

Through the study of prison writing in general, and the profound solidarity evident in 
Tightwire specifically, it is possible to conceptualize of alternative responses to crime and 
violence. Prefigurative relationships of mutual support born of the discursive engagement in 
prison publications defy cultural assumptions about punitive responses to criminality; the 
networks of solidarity formed of the act and exchange of prison writing demonstrate the 
necessity of unconventional relationships for inciting changes in the political consciousness and 
public discourse on the cultural functions and implications of prisons.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The Kingston Prison for Women (P4W), in operation from 1934 until 2000, 

represents an integral component of the history of the incarceration of women in Canada. 

From its inception until its long-anticipated demise, this women’s prison was the sole 

federal institution for female prisoners. Throughout its life course, P4W received persistent 

international attention for the contravention of the human rights of its captives, particularly 

in relation to practices of segregation, personal searches, and austere conditions.  

 Since the dissolution of the Kingston Prison for Women in 2000 and the 

Correctional Service of Canada’s decision to move to a regional model of imprisonment for 

women, there has been avid academic debate on the subject of women’s incarceration. That 

being said, the prominent discourse has largely centered around policy considerations, 

economic feasibility, and theoretical human rights discourse rather than on the realities of 

life in prison. The importance of incorporating the perspectives and lived experiences of 

incarcerated women has been widely supported by many scholars and activists alike and 

will be outlined in the literature review of this thesis and explored in the discussion.  

 Many of the women of P4W themselves have written about their experiences of 

incarceration in a publication called Tightwire, a collaborative journal produced from 

inside the prison from 1973-1995. The journal provides rich, detailed accounts of the 

realities faced by these women as well as articles reprinted from other carceral institutions 

worldwide and external activists that support their collective struggles for dignity in prison. 

As articulated in the opening statement of the earlier Tightwire issues, the intent and 
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purpose of the publication is to “dissolve the barriers of physical imprisonment by sharing 

[the prisoners’] attempts to free [themselves] from the mental bondages that engulf [them]” 

and to educate the public about the experiences of the criminalized and imprisoned (1975 

March-April:1). The pages of Tightwire contain a diversity of articles, including personal 

narratives of life at P4W, accounts of the implications of changing political and carceral 

contexts, and articles reproduced from other prison journals in Canada and elsewhere. 

 In doing so, the women of P4W express solidarity with fellow prisoners around the 

globe and provide extensive commentary on the multiple oppressions that intersect with 

criminalization and shape their lives. From the fertile roots of these networks of 

communication and support sprout a uniquely critical discourse on contemporary 

understandings of penality and the social justifications for continued entrenchment of 

prisons as the primary ideological vehicle for justice in neoliberal capitalist nation states. 

 This thesis will illuminate the ways in which prison writing has the unique capacity 

to facilitate communication and solidarity amongst incarcerated people and with the 

concerned members of the “outside” community. It is through these discursive 

relationships that collectively-formulated critical discourses of contemporary penality are 

made possible. As is evident in the deeply personal narratives, poems, and articles of 

Tightwire, which are grounded in the lived experiences of incarceration, prison writing 

evokes a political consciousness in its readers and sparks social mobility on prison issues. 

The pages of Tightwire contain utterly captivating and heart wrenching pieces of literature; 

the emotional vulnerability of the authors and their raw commentary on the realities of 

prison have a formidable aptitude to persuade their readers and tell a different story of 

imprisonment. Tightwire is illustrative of relationships of intersectional solidarity that 
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represent a radical departure from conventional relationships of penality and hegemonic 

assumptions of criminality. The penal discourse that flows through these networks of 

support and solidarity forms the basis for critical understandings of prisons and 

substantiates a potentiality for conceptualizing of alternatives to incarceration. 

From a theoretical perspective, prison writing has an immense emancipatory 

capacity for two primary reasons: the first is that the unique position of incarcerated 

authors allows them to recognize and comment on the ways in which social institutions like 

“justice” are constructed, and the second is the fact that incarcerated people often 

experience a multiplicity of intersecting oppressions which is reflected in their writing. 

Tightwire authors manage to convey not only the everyday hardships of prison life but also 

present insightful perspectives into the functions of modern penality. Following Gaucher’s 

(2002) assessment of prison writing as a form of political resistance, this thesis takes the 

position that Tightwire represents an act of struggle and resistance that is capable of 

stimulating solidarity amongst prisoners and with external community members. It is 

through these relationships of solidarity that the publications of the Penal Press formulate 

active critique of carceral systems of power and pave the way for postulation of alternatives 

to prison within cultural and collective understandings of imprisonment.  

Tightwire, the only publication of its caliber to be curated and produced entirely by 

federally incarcerated women in Canada, is perhaps one of the most radical journals found 

in the Penal Press. Its emphasis on feminist and Indigenous critiques of carcerality leaves 

no holds barred and represents a raw, unapologetic critique of modern penality. In 1989, 

Bob Gaucher, a criminologist at the University of Ottawa and archivist of the Penal Press 

documents, writes: 
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The exceptional history of Tightwire (1973-1989) [sic], the penal press publication 
of the Kingston Prison for Women, confirms the importance of institutional and 
editorial stability on the continuity of the penal press. A bi-monthly that started 
publishing in 1973, it represents the penal press of the past in terms of its 
consistency of policy, format and quality. It is the only Canadian publication of 
note which maintained its ties to the International Penal Press network into the 
1980s. It presents a consistently critical analysis of Canadian criminal-justice and 
corrections, and ably addresses the particular problems of women who are caught 
within the social control bureaucracy. I attribute the stability and consistency of 
Tightwire to the lack of wholesale transfers and constant movement of this prison 
population (because no other federal facilities exist) and the minimal changes in the 
internal regime which have occurred. Constant changes in policy and program 
demands in federal (male) penitentiaries, under the guise of prison and prisoner 
reform, have contributed strongly to their social disorganization. This has not 
happened at Kingston Prison for Women, and is reflected in the regularity and 
quality of Tightwire's sixteen years of continuous publication (11). 
 

It is clear through this statement, as well as the many hundreds of letters published in the 

“letters to the editor” section of each issue of Tightwire, that the publication is revered as a 

steadfast and trustworthy source of information on prisons for scholars and interested 

community members. These factors enabled Tightwire to become a space for prisoners to 

discuss prison issues and grapple with complex social problems while still managing to do 

so in an accessible, and at times humorous, manner.  

 This thesis contends with how the prison writing of Tightwire, as written and 

curated by the prisoners of the Kingston Prison for Women, managed to carve out 

alternative discursive space alongside the established hegemonic rhetoric of penality. In 

doing so, the present study employs the following research questions: What is the nature 

and meaning of the dialectic relationships observable in Tightwire? What is the 

significance of these discursive relationships for the existing body of knowledge on 

carceral power? How does the discourse in Tightwire, as constructed through the lived 

experiences of incarcerated women, inform empirical understandings of carceral 
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intersections of race, class, and gender? What are the implications of these alternative 

discursive relationships on the cultural conventions of imprisonment?  

Guided by these four research questions, this thesis seeks to contribute to the scant 

body of literature on prison writing while maintaining the integrity of the firsthand lived 

experiences of the women of Tightwire. The narratives and political perspectives of 

federally incarcerated women found in this publication, as well as contributions from 

prisoners outside P4W and other community members, not only highlight some of the 

primary concerns with contemporary penal discourse, but also make these issues tangible 

through the first hand lived experiences of incarcerated people. Through the narratives of 

Tightwire, the prison comes alive as a social construction and its captives are humanized. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

The role of prison writing as an important catalyst for social change is a common 

theme in the works of many prominent scholars of penality and social theory. Prison 

newsletters and publications have also been assessed by penal policy makers and 

institutional authorities as a mechanism of control and rehabilitation of prison populations. 

This chapter will provide an overview of the literature relevant to both of these 

perspectives, as well as the principal theoretical approaches to the study of prison writing 

informed by critical and abolitionist criminology, feminist criminology, and Foucauldian 

conceptions of carceral power. This section will also highlight sociological theories of 

hegemony and solidarity to contextualize prison writing as an instrument for changes in the 

political consciousness of prisoners and prison movements. A discussion of the 

intersections of prison movements with other movements collectively struggling for 

dignity, freedom, and autonomy will also be presented. Furthermore, prison writing will be 

conceptualized as a competing contradiction to existing political structures of power 

through an understanding of the political utility of the “Unfinished” (Mathieson 1974).  In 

doing so, the aim of this literature review is to situate prison authorship in general and 

Tightwire in particular as immersed in and productive of such movements through the act 

of writing while incarcerated. 

The Narrative Persuasion of Prison Writing 

 Prison authors are often initially engrossed with describing the physical space that 

makes up their environment; the totality of the prison experience is undeniably traumatic 

and striking and takes precedent in the work of many prison authors who take up writing as 
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a means to cope and understand their personal enclosure (Gaucher 2002:5-8). Thus, many 

prison journals are filled with detailed descriptions of the physicality of prison and the 

emotional responses elicited in the author. However, with this in-depth exploration of the 

tangible elements of prison and the narrative accounts of daily prison life, other emotional 

and social features of imprisonment are communicated to the reader. In this way, “prison 

writing can be seen as an exercise in translating the physical and social space of the prison” 

(Rymhs 2009:102). These types of personal accounts of the reality of life from within a 

cage represent a stark contrast to the material that is often found in academic or 

bureaucratic accounts of prison because they situate the reader in the standpoint of the 

prisoner and thereby allow for an empathetic response.  

 It is for this reason that academic and political arguments that oppose the everyday 

violence of prisons fall short: they simply do not address the human aspects of 

incarceration that can better be communicated by employing a narrative. To Isabelle 

Stengers (2014), narratives are immensely capable of persuading their reader because “[a 

narrative] is not meant to defend itself against critique or demand adhesion” (12). 

Conversely, a narrative presents a conceivable version of reality that is non-confrontational 

and therefore the ideas presented within it are accessible and often relatable.  

As will be discussed in this thesis, the prison writing found in Tightwire and other 

Penal Press publications is diverse in that it includes many narratives and personal 

anecdotes while also incorporating numerous other styles of writing. The variety of types 

of pieces colour the lives of prisoners as human beings capable of feeling fear, love, rage, 

and hope and as opposed to other sterile portrayals of prisons, represent an invaluable 

contribution to the study of contemporary penality.  
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What is The Penal Press and Why Does it Matter? 

Although there is an extremely sparse body of academic literature on the Tightwire 

publications and even of the Penal Press itself, I will first be drawing on the work of Russel 

Baird (1967), who has written on the potential implications of the Penal Press in the United 

States, and Bob Gaucher, who is a prominent Penal Press scholar from the University of 

Ottawa. This section also relies on Thomas Mathieson’s Toward a Politics of Abolition 

(1974) in order to illustrate the benefits and difficulties of forming diplomatic relationships 

with prisoners from the ‘outside’. This chapter will then proceed to provide a brief analysis 

of contemporary penal theory and carceral power through the critical perspectives of 

Angela Davis, Michel Foucault, and David Garland as a foreground to my discussion of 

Tightwire as an instrument for prisoner solidarity and as a vehicle for networks of prisoners 

and allies to question the conditions of confinement, as well as interrogating the very 

existence of prison as an embedded social institution.  

The Penal Press, at the height of its prevalence in the 1950s and 1960s, was an 

international phenomenon. Membership in the International Penal Press network, while the 

bulk of publications was concentrated in North America, was also present in many 

European countries, parts of the Soviet Union, Australia, New Zealand, Latin America, and 

even in some Asian countries (Gaucher 1990:10). In 1967, 53.7 per cent of correctional 

institutions in the United States had publications produced under its umbrella, and in 

Canada it is estimated that 47 institutions have at one time produced (or currently produce) 

prison publications (Baird 1967:15; Munn 2018). Despite its once pervasive presence in 

prisons, there has been extremely sparse academic attention given to Penal Press 

publications. As Robert Gaucher, the founder of the Penal Press archive, has pointed out, 
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these publications “constitute a rich ethnographic source of prisoner experience and prison 

life in Canada” and are a lush source of historical data on the first-hand accounts of reform 

and stagnation in prisons over time (1990:9). Given the scope of this project and the 

academic necessity to produce more research on female experiences of incarceration, this 

thesis is solely concerned with one journal. Of particular interest for this thesis is the 

publication titled Tightwire, produced by the prisoners of the Kingston Prison for Women, 

which was closed in 2000 as a result of internationally recognized gross human rights 

violations. This final closure will be discussed in detail in Chapter 6. Tightwire represents 

an eclectic assortment of radically critical and deeply personal accounts of prison life in 

Canada, and with over twenty years of publications, is illustrative of alternative sentiments 

toward prisons from within. 

The components of these newsletters include: personal narratives of prison 

experiences and life before prison; poetry (of varying degrees of quality); administrative 

information about the goings-on in the local prison context, and of other prisons (nearby 

and abroad); sports columns; articles from unincarcerated members of the public and prison 

activists; as well as comics, art, and doodles. As will be extensively outlined in the 

following chapters, Tightwire served as a well-regarded prison newspaper that provided an 

outlet for prisoners, a communication tool for the community and the dominant concerns of 

prisoners and activists of its time. As will be discussed in Chapter 6, Tightwire began in 

1973 as a self-declared uncensored prison journal, but as P4W began to receive more 

negative attention in the media, the administration became more restrictive of the freedom 

of its editors.  
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Bureaucratic Justifications of Prison Writing 

In Russel Baird’s 1967 book The Penal Press, he makes the argument that prison 

publications function primarily as “prison house organs”, or as tools for the administration 

of carceral institutions to manage their population of prisoners (80). By permitting 

incarcerated people to write about their experiences and share their thoughts and 

perspectives about prison policies, the conditions of confinement, and through constructive 

communication of their grievances, he cites how many prison administrators have referred 

to the penal press as a “safety valve”; the press provides the means for prisoners to express 

their negative feelings toward confinement through writing as an alternative to more 

undesirable behaviours or violence (82). He compares the Penal Press to the internal house 

organs that are similarly employed within corporations to efficiently facilitate 

communication between management and staff, in such a manner that “[convinces] 

employees that the company for which they work is a good company – that it is in the 

employee’s best interest to stay with the company and put forth maximum efforts in their 

jobs” (80). Similarly, he posits that prison publications, when they include content that is 

constructive (from the perspective of the jailers), will appeal to prisoners, the 

administration, the public interest, and will ultimately bolster the legitimacy of the 

institution (158). He claims that, at the time of writing his book, 89.5 per cent of prison 

administrators believed that prison publications have rehabilitative capacities and should 

therefore be permitted in all prisons (52). From his perspective, the Penal Press contributes 

to the overall maintenance of carceral institutions as the primary social solution to crime 

and violence in society and provide an inexpensive and low maintenance alternative to the 

implementation of more time-consuming and costly rehabilitative programs. 
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 Baird’s interpretation of the Penal Press as a managerial tool and his support for the 

rehabilitative aptitudes of prisons is based on three primary assumptions about the manifest 

functions of prisons that are grounded in classical criminological theories of penology. 

From this perspective, prisons exist for three main reasons: the punishment of crime and 

the deterrence of deviation from the law, the protection of society from dangerous 

criminals, and prevention of recidivism through the rehabilitation of offenders (1967:81). 

Baird’s assumptions about these intended functions of prisons are reflected in the 

hegemonic norms for contemporary discourse on penal policies and practice; the 

supremacy of the tough on crime mentality has been further perpetuated through the war on 

drugs in the United States and contributes to the legacy of prisons as the primary remedy 

for undesirable actions and individuals.  

Quakes in the Foundations of Carceral Hegemony  

However, Baird himself acknowledges that “[the] penal press is an anomaly; 

authoritarian rule and the printing press historically have been incompatible” (1967:10). 

So, if within prison institutions, the Penal Press publications represent a constituent of 

freedom of expression and manifestation of the dissent of prisoners, what can be said of the 

relations of power that condone (and have previously condoned) its existence?  

The Hegemony of Prisons 

 An understanding of hegemony provides a necessary backdrop for an assessment of 

contemporary state tactics of criminalization and control. During his imprisonment under 

Mussolini’s Italian fascist regime in the 1920’s, Antonio Gramsci wrote about authoritarian 

modes of governance grounded in the supremacy of ideas over the explicit use of violence. 

According to him, coercion and authoritarian rule are second to the ability of ideology to 
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manufacture consent among members of modern civil society (Hoare & Smith 1971:245-

246). He argues that it is the bureaucratic functions of the modern nation state that 

normalize and institutionalize the status quo so as to maintain the desired order. Gramsci 

refers to this politically unifying process of establishing consensus among a population as 

cultural hegemony. Prisons are a manifestation of the ideological underpinnings that are 

perpetuated through political and state functioning, but in order for prisons to be accepted 

as the primary mechanism for social protection, they must also be capable of garnering 

consistent support from the public. Hegemony in this sense refers to the dominance of 

particular ideology and how the modern state apparatus relies on the process of appealing 

to public sensibilities in order to congregate and exert political power.  

 Dominant ideas such as the social conventions of carceral responses to problems of 

crime and violence are sustained by hegemonic classical criminological theory that relies 

on punishment as a deterrence, even in the face of contradicting empirical evidence about 

the political and social constructions of crime. Understanding the ongoing process of 

hegemony through the social interactions that legitimize the supremacy of prisons is also 

important for understanding resistance to such hegemony, and the ways in which prisoner 

solidarity represents an affront to such hegemonic power.  

 The persistence of classical criminological theory and its pervasive influence on the 

cultural practices of imprisonment can also be exhibited in contemporary criminal law and 

public perception of the institution of punishment as retribution for crime. The cultural 

hegemony of imprisonment for crime has most notably been the subject of the work of both 

postmodernist philosopher Michel Foucault (2003), critical criminologist David Garland 

(1990), and intersectional feminists such as Angela Davis (2003) and Kelly Hannah-
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Moffatt (2001). By drawing on the theoretical backdrop of modern imprisonment not as a 

crime prevention nor as a rehabilitative institution, but as a social convention born out of 

and sustained by relations of power, as illuminated in the works of Foucault and Garland, 

perhaps the implications and existence of the Penal Press can be evaluated through a 

similar lens.  

On the Social Construction of Criminalization and Prisons 

When probed about the ideal model for prison rehabilitative success, many 

criminologists cite the Scandinavian approach to incarceration. While the community style 

prisons in Sweden and Norway are often lauded as the most humane and effective human 

cages in terms of rehabilitation and reduction in recidivism rates, their current system was 

not reached without many years of collective struggle and activism. Thomas Mathieson’s 

The Politics of Abolition: Essays in Political Action Theory (1974) delves into how the 

Norwegian prison activist group KROM attempted to form strong relationships with 

prisoners in order to revolutionize approaches to punishment and rehabilitation in 

Scandinavia. The association initially formed as a group of academics concerned with the 

current system of imprisonment in the country and was modeled after the Swedish 

organization KRUM, which had many notable successes in the way of attaining public 

support for prisoner human rights in Sweden. In seeking solutions to the atrocities of 

prison, members of KROM began writing to and receiving letters from incarcerated 

individuals in order to inform their approach to prison reform. However, as the 

organization pushed for more horizontal relationships with prisoners and sought consistent 

input from them on the various policy recommendations being made, prison authorities 

garnered opposition from the media and ultimately from the public (76-77).  
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To Mathiesen, the outrage that was provoked in the public by attempting to consult 

with currently incarcerated people on prison policy stems from the social functions of the 

institution itself (1974:77). He cites two primary reasons for such a disturbance to have 

been incited by mere communication between an outside prison reform group and 

prisoners: 1. such a relationship disturbs the expurgatory function of imprisonment, and 2. 

it disturbs the power-draining function of imprisonment (77). The former relates to public 

sentiments based on a meritocratic system of productivity that relies on the criminalization 

of people who are seen as contributing very little to the public good in economic terms. Of 

course, many people that come into contact with the law are already disenfranchised as a 

direct consequence of systemic oppressions, and therefore stigmatized as unproductive for 

society. Criminalization and imprisonment are offered as solutions to eradicate and quell 

these populations, and thus to many, seeking their input on matters relating to their own 

alleged lack of contribution would be counter-productive. The latter reason for public 

resistance to prisoners having input on the conditions of their own confinement, disturbing 

the power-draining function of prisons, is that this disenfranchised and extradited group of 

people are given a chance to “become articulate in their protest, through alliance with more 

powerful outsiders” (77). Giving prisoners a voice humanizes them; giving them a platform 

creates an opposition to the overwhelmingly hegemonic notion that prison is the only 

possible solution to crime and violence, which is inherently threatening to centuries of 

cultural and political investment in the institution. Garnering public endorsement of 

prisoner input on penal practices and criminal justice proceedings is therefore not a simple 

task, but to Mathieson and Bob Gaucher alike, the potential benefits of doing so outweigh 

the likely possibility of public dissent. 
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The ‘Unfinished’ Alternative 

It was through Mathiesen’s collaborations with prisoners that he developed a 

concept that he refers to as the “Unfinished”, which refers to the ability of incomplete or 

partially formed political ideas to influence social consciousness without risking being 

coopted and integrated by the state or being dismissed by the public as irrelevant 

(1974:17). This theory outlines four primary configurations of ideological political 

modalities, which are constructed by two simultaneously interacting dichotomies: the 

foreign versus the integrated message and the suggested versus the fully formed idea (17). 

The following table from Mathiesen’s 1974 book best illustrates these categories of 

political ideas (17):  

 

The message is Foreign Integrated 

Suggested Competing contradiction 
(alternative) 

Competing agreement 

Fully formed Non-competing 

contradiction 

Non-competing 

agreement 

 

As is illustrated in the above table, “integrated” ideas are concepts that are already in 

practice within a society and can present as either suggested or as fully formed. Mathiesen 

describes the non-competing agreement as both fully formed and integrated, which can be 

described as the hegemonic norms within a society that systematically function through 

conventional institutions and traditional social relationships. Therefore, the non-competing 

agreement offers no potential for conflict within the society or a threat to the existing order 

of things. The second concept is the competing agreement, which is suggested but also 
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integrated. This type of suggestion is pregnant with the illusion of change, while not 

actually representing any conflict to the established order of things and instead presents old 

and already integrated ideas as new and progressive (15).  

On the other hand, the “foreign” refers to ideas that are not at the present moment 

conventional or accepted within the society. These ideas may be observed as the 

conventions of another culture external to the society (the non-competing contradiction) or 

may be present in certain subcultures or movements within the society itself (the competing 

contradiction). In the former case, this foreign idea may also be fully formed and 

completely functional in this culture, but because it exists outside the context of the society 

in question, it may be easily dismissed as irrelevant or impractical for implementation 

domestically (14). In the case of the latter, the competing contradiction, or the alternative, 

the message is suggested and foreign (16). To Mathiesen, it is this last possibility that 

perhaps cannot be as easily dismissed or absorbed into the existing order because it is un-

tested, and its consequences are unknown (16). Yet because it exists as a suggested 

possibility that is contrary to the very hegemonic conventions of the environment in which 

it exists, it embodies the greatest potential for change. He argues that this ‘Unfinished’ 

alternative, by the very nature that it is a foreign and incomplete political element, is 

simultaneously the process and the ultimate goal (17). Through the perpetual process of 

conceptualizing and prefiguring the alternative society, it is possible to maintain an 

openness to a multiplicity of perspectives and ideas without ever arriving at the solution 

and prohibiting the growth of new ideas. This model of the ‘Unfinished’ challenges the 

ways in which an established and accepted institution like the prison satisfies the 

ideological chasm of the issues of violence and crime; prisons are taken for granted as the 



 

 

 

17 

sole solution to these social problems and thus inhibit further discussion of potential 

alternate remedies.  

For these reasons, Mathiesen advocates for relationships between academics, 

activists, and prisoners so as to privilege alternative penal discourse and to do so in a way 

that is not inherently intertwined with reform or revolution but seeks to negate and 

contradict accepted prison norms while working towards new possibilities (1974:23).  

Prison Writing as Resistance 

The importance of working with and highlighting the voices of prisoners is also 

highlighted by Bob Gaucher, a prominent Penal Press scholar who has been collecting and 

engaging with publications produced behind bars since the 1960’s and advocates for the 

inclusion of prisoner voices in penal policy and academic criminology (2002). He 

contextualizes the efforts of prison authors as a form of social critique that is deserving of 

much more attention from criminological scholarship than it receives. Gaucher postulates 

that the most radical periods of reform and change in penal policy are correlated with the 

relationships fostered between academics and imprisoned intellectuals, most notably with 

political prisoners like George Jackson and Angela Davis (1988). According to Gaucher, 

some of the most influential changes in penal critique occurred around the same time as 

The New Criminology (1973) published an article labelling criminological theory and 

practice as “nothing more than a control ideology” based on self-confirming and 

tautological research methods that succumb to the hegemony of racialization and narratives 

of the criminality impoverished peoples (1988:1). In his 2002 book Writing as Resistance, 

Gaucher offers a solution to the shortcomings of criminology by emphasizing the necessity 

of incorporating the lived experience and perspectives for reform articulated from within 
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the walls of prisons. Through the creation of the Journal of Prisoners on Prisons he 

theorizes that “[writers] in prison engage the demands of survival by locating, 

deconstructing, and analyzing the dominant and directing narratives of their carceral 

world” (2002:11). Thus, prison writing can be seen as an antidote for a criminology 

obsessed with labelling communities of colour, impoverished folks, victims of mental 

illness and addiction, and sexual and/or gender nonconformists as deviant and therefore 

criminal. The study of prison writing and the privileging of the voices of prisoners can thus 

facilitate the flow of power from the ivory tower to those who are most impacted and 

harmed by theories constructed in ignorance and blatant disregard of the measurable 

oppression perpetuated by top down criminal justice theorizing.  

The Ideological Space of Prisons 

In this same vein, Angela Davis speaks of how the existence of the prison itself 

takes on the burden of public ideological engagement with the social problems of violence, 

racism, and global capitalism (2003:16). Davis, who was herself imprisoned in 1970 for 

alleged support of the escape of political prisoners, is renowned for her civil rights activism 

and prison abolitionist theory and praxis. In Are Prisons Obsolete? (2003) she outlines the 

ways in which prisons act as functions of anti-black sentiments with roots in American 

slavery and rely on the gendered notions of crime control rhetoric. By drawing on the work 

of political prisoner Assata Shakur, a member of the Black Panther Party in the U.S.A. who 

has since fled the country’s borders, Davis illustrates the ways in which the writing of 

female prisoners has provided knowledge about the prison industrial complex that would 

otherwise be inaccessible to members of the public and to the academic study of prisons 

(2003:61). The intersectional nature of Davis’ account of prisoners in a country with the 
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highest incarceration rate in the world offers important explanations for the continued 

entrenchment of the hegemony of crime and punishment ideology while also innovating a 

path forward that is grounded in what she calls “transformative justice”, a strategy for 

decarceration that centers intersectional feminist understandings of violence and power 

relationships that reinforce the carceral state (2003:111-113). Transformative justice 

privileges proactive grass-roots efforts that strengthen and unite communities rather than 

relying on the state and police for protection.  

As a member of Critical Resistance, a prison abolitionist organization in America, 

Davis and other activists promote and engage with prison writing through a publication 

called The Abolitionist. Unlike the prison newsletters circulated via the Penal Press in the 

20th century, The Abolitionist is not produced within one penal institution, but is instead 

published externally and compiles articles, art, poetry, and narratives of prisoners and 

prison activists from across the U.S.A. As a result, the newsletter is not bound by the 

censorship of one particular institution and is circulated to a much broader audience, while 

still maintaining free access to prisoners due to outside subscription fees. The Abolitionist 

represents an active voice of dissent to the growing enterprise of the prison industrial 

complex in the U.S.A. and is grounded in the experiences of black, Latinx, and otherwise 

racialized and marginalized prisoners or previously incarcerated people, while also 

engaging with the scholarly and political discourse on the current state of prisons in 

America and internationally.  

As is reflected in the pages of The Abolitionist, and, as I will later discuss, in the 

pages of Tightwire, prison writing is uniquely situated to simultaneously grapple with a 

multiplicity of social problems.  
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The modern prison is a reflection of culturally significant values and engrained 

systems of oppression that benefit certain groups and stigmatize others. It is for this reason 

that David Garland (1990) regards the study of punishment as central to understanding 

social theory more broadly (2). The reciprocal nature of the relationship between 

punishment and culture is a consistent theme in Garland’s book Punishment in Modern 

Society (1990:249). His position is heavily substantiated in Foucault’s understanding of 

penal relations not as a top-down product of government power, but instead as an ongoing 

project of social interactions that consequently justify and reinforce the existence of prisons 

(1975). Incarcerated authors are thus uniquely situated within this network of relations to 

observe and interact with these relations in how they form the social structures and cultural 

institutions that reify and make tangible the conditions of their own confinement. That 

being said, prison writers are not passive spectators of penal relations, but by engaging in 

the discourse on penality, they themselves contribute to these formative relations. 

Foucault on Carceral Power and Prison Activism 

The impression of Michel Foucault’s work on understanding contemporary 

punishment and social relations of power and resistance cannot be understated. Before 

producing such works as Discipline and Punish (1975) and his lecture series in 1972-1973 

The Punitive Society (2015), Foucault was immersed in prison activism through a 

collective called Groupe d’Information sur les Prisons (GIP). According to Michael Welch 

(2010), the GIP aimed to “create a network of journalists, magistrates, lawyers, physicians 

and psychologists, who in turn would reach out to prisoners, former-prisoners and their 

families” (49). In doing so, they hoped to privilege the voices of prisoners as a way to 

create change for the abhorrent penal practices in France rather than advocating for 
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strategies for reform based on their own perceptions. Despite their brief period of action, 

the GIP did ultimately aid in bringing prisoners’ concerns to the forefront of public 

discussion of penal practice and conditions in France in the 1970’s. The GIP was acceded 

by other prison activist groups in France that sought similar goals and continued to sponsor 

prisoners’ struggles to have the right to contribute to public discussion on the conditions of 

their own confinement (58).  

Although Foucault does not generally write directly of his own connections with 

prisoners, his discursive understanding of penal power is certainly reflective of his 

interactions with incarcerated people. In 1974, Foucault visited Attica, a U.S. prison 

infamous for a 1971 prisoner uprising and subsequent massacre. During this time, with the 

recent efforts of the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the New York State Police to 

quash leftist grass-roots movements, many individuals who were perceived as political 

threats, such as members of the Black Panther Party and those labelled as Maoists, were 

targeted and criminalized (Thompson 2016:82). Before the overtaking of the prison by 

1281 prisoners, the maximum-security institution had been the site of mass transfers of 

unruly prisoners from other prisons in New York state (64). These factors resulted in a 

prison population with a unique political consciousness and sense of solidarity, which 

quickly manifested as organized protest after a spontaneous riot (70). Despite the 

willingness of the prisoners to engage in negotiations on their demands with the prison 

administrators and their careful insistence to protect and care for their civilian hostages, the 

governor of New York opted to end the stalemate with excessive violence resulting in the 

deaths of prisoners and civilians, without warning or even an opportunity for surrender 

(192).  
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Although the Attica uprising is often attributed to the concentration of politically 

mobilized prisoners, Foucault speaks of the false dichotomy between those labelled as 

“political prisoners” and the common criminal (Simon 1974:32). He argues that by 

labelling some indictments to be of a political nature and others not, there is an active 

denial of the fact that all law and sanctioned definitions of crime are inherently political 

(32). All activities that receive a criminal label are in direct conflict with the “fundamental 

fallacies of society” and therefore all incarcerated persons are confined as a result of social 

and political affairs (34). In this way, Foucault actively avoids the common academic 

narrative of justifying association with particular prisoners based on mural purity and 

instead indicates a path forward that has the capacity to recognize the humanity of all 

“criminals”. This understanding of the humanity of prisoners is central to the analysis of 

prison writing and underscores the importance of regarding racialized and marginalized 

folk as experts on the social consequences of justice in its current institutional formations. 

This view also has implications for prisoner solidarity; recognition of the political nature of 

criminalization among incarcerated people generally could provide the basis for further 

collective mobilization and protest. 

Furthermore, the juxtaposition of traditional understandings of criminality with 

Foucault’s provides insights into the hegemony of carceral power. Contrary to classical 

criminological explanations for the necessity of prisons as a function of social harm, 

Foucault contextualizes the existence of the prison within a broader socio-political 

framework. In his 1972-1973 lectures at The Collège de France, The Punitive Society 

(2015), he posits that “the necessity of imprisonment [cannot] be deduced from the penal 

theories formulated in the second half of the eighteenth century, it cannot be deduced as a 
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system of punishment coherent with these new theories. Theoretically it is a foreign 

element” (226). He cites the ways in which imprisonment does not in fact deter crime, but 

actually fosters higher rates of recidivism and “[reinforces] the cohesion of the group 

formed by delinquents” (226).  Foucault illustrates that social mechanisms such as the 

contemporary forms of confinement found in penal practice can be better situated within 

power relations and the interplay of knowledge as ideology (connaissance) and knowledge 

as an exercise of power (savoir) (14, 223). He argues that the logic of penality is 

exceptional at masquerading as a functional mechanism of social necessity when in 

actuality its entrenchment is an enduring result of the perpetual power relations of 

industrial capitalism (14). Power cannot be possessed, nor can it be maintained without a 

constant state of struggle. Penal power is reified because the dominant narrative of action 

and discourse operates in its favour, but as any other power relationship in the Foucauldian 

sense, penal power is contingent on the persistence of the status quo. 

As developed in his later works, Discipline and Punish (1975) and The History of 

Sexuality (1978), Foucault’s account of penal and state power does not emanate from a 

palpable body onto its subjects, but instead relies on social relations in order to manifest as 

an illusion of a concrete body. In this way, penal policy and practice is influenced by the 

same intersecting power structures that shape any other social relationship; the operation of 

penal power is reflected and reinforced by everyday assumptions and gendered political 

divisions. Discipline and Punish also contains a consideration of the ways that modern 

penality is capable of deflecting accusations of violence through a “bureaucratic 

concealment” of the brutality of penality (Foucault 1975:10). In contemporary western 

systems of justice, punishment no longer engages in explicit corporeal violence, but 
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instead, as Foucault argues, retribution is converged upon the soul of the offender (30). 

Foucault contextualizes the continued existence of prisons not as justified by their espoused 

goals of punishment or even of rehabilitation, but instead argues that punishment should be 

conceived of as “a complex social function” to be “situated in a certain ‘political economy’ 

of the body” (23-25).  As such, Foucault’s interpretation of prisons denotes the nature of 

prisons as inherently political, capable of producing and internalizing the gendered and 

racialized power relations responsible for its own growth and maintenance.  

Toward an Intersectional Understanding of Carceral Oppression and Resistance 

The intersectional nature of feminist approaches to criminology underpinned by 

gendered interpretations of violence against women and incarceration strategies has been 

regarded by many academics as well-equipped to assess the relationships that enforce the 

continued justification of carceral institutions. Intersectionality, as first defined by 

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991), is a term used to refer to the simultaneous experience of 

oppression on the basis of race and gender, and of “mediating the tension between 

assertions of multiple identity and the ongoing necessity of group politics” (1296). This 

definition of intersectionality will be employed throughout this thesis in order to 

conceptualize of the coinciding identities of prisoners and to illuminate the exertion of 

carceral power on the basis of race, gender, and class. 

Amanda Davis, who has worked for years with incarcerated female authors, 

describes how prison literature is uniquely capable of articulating how race, the reality of 

gender roles, and economic underpinnings collide in the social structures of the ideological 

location of contemporary prisons in North America (2004:262). She posits that by 

investigating how race, class, and sexuality are socially constructed, this same logic can be 
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applied to constructions of criminality and deviance (264). As an intersectional feminist 

scholar who advocates for alternatives to incarceration, Davis concludes that the best 

methodological approach to understanding female criminality (and the gendered nature of 

criminality in general) is to legitimize the study of female prisoners’ narratives and 

political perspectives from the interdisciplinary perspective of women’s studies (267-268). 

As discussed so far, a critical intersectional study of prison writing offers an 

alternative to the hegemony of criminological analysis that relies on a functional 

understanding of prisons as institutions that are “relatively impervious to critique”, in much 

the same way that the modern nation state operates largely unopposed (Day 2005:46). 

Prison writing has a had a tremendous impact on the liberalization of scholarship on 

penality and provides insights into the lived experience of prisons that cannot be conveyed 

through demographic information, statistical methodologies, or economic analyses of 

prisons. Instead, the study of prison writing is oriented toward an understanding of 

individual narratives and collective knowledge production that serve to highlight the 

historiographical context of penal discourse. As this thesis will demonstrate, prison writing 

is the ideal antidote to the hegemony of criminological thought because it offers new 

narratives that reconceptualize the meaning of carceral institutions and penal power 

(Foucault 1985 as cited in Day 2006:46). Furthermore, just as justifications for the 

existence of prisons have a long-rooted and well-documented history, so do forms of 

resistance to these dominant rationalizations, and the history of these alternative 

understandings can be found in the pages of Tightwire and other Penal Press publications.  

Intersectional approaches to the study of the structures of the prison industrial 

complex are deeply intertwined with collective struggles for solidarity. As many feminists 
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of colour have pointed out, oppression is experienced differently by every marginalized 

person and is contingent upon their social positioning, and yet there is a necessity to 

recognize shared struggle and to engage in solidarity across diverse boundaries, whether 

that means nation state borders, prison walls, or other social divisions that separate us from 

one another (Day 2005:184-185). By privileging the narratives of those who are otherwise 

disenfranchised and silenced, recognizing the common threads that permeate various forms 

of oppression becomes a more accessible task. While acknowledging differences in 

experience, it is simultaneously possible to define the identifiable characteristics of power 

and how it permeates all social relations.  

The study of prison writing is inextricably bound by a proclivity to engage with an 

analysis of a multiplicity of oppressions simultaneously due to the political nature of 

imprisonment. For example, in the 2017-2018 correctional report produced by the Office of 

the Correctional Investigator, it is noted that Indigenous prisoners comprise 28% of all 

federal incarcerated people, while only making up 4.3% of the population in Canada, and 

40% of all federally incarcerated women are Indigenous (Zinger 2018:61). Despite the 

widespread debate of these exponentially increasing numbers in criminological circles, 

incarceration of Indigenous people continues to fervently trend in the Canadian context. 

According to Nichols (2014), the overrepresentation of incarcerated Indigenous people is 

not the primary concern; this language of overrepresentation does not accurately address 

the history of genocide and colonialism that has perpetrated Indigenous women and 

children for over 150 years, and we should be questioning the authority of the Canadian 

state to imprison people who it has no business exercising sovereignty over in the first 
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place (439-440). Such resistance to the colonial imprisonment of Indigenous people will be 

further explored in Chapter 5.  

Imprisonment as a culturally accepted practice is perpetuated by its ability to create 

divisions in human beings that are made possible by colonialism, racism, classism, 

heteronormativity, and xenophobia, among countless other intersecting factors. Prison 

writing, on the other hand, fosters the possibilities of forming connections and bolstering 

solidarity across these dividing lines. The Penal Press is an example of how these networks 

of solidarity can flourish through the sharing of stories and perspectives despite the 

extremely diverse lived experiences of prisoners, and as I will discuss in the following 

chapters, the pages of Tightwire actively engage with the collective struggles of prisoners 

in other institutions and across nation state borders, with women struggling against 

normalized violence, and with Indigenous resistance to the continuing impacts of 

colonialism.  

Groundless Solidarity and Anti-Oppressive Social Movements  

As will be demonstrated throughout the analysis of this thesis, the prison writing of 

Tightwire is deeply connected to contestations of power in many forms. To disparage the 

mechanisms of oppression that exist within prison institutions is to bring into question the 

systematic nature of racism, sexism, colonialism, and even the divisions created and 

sustained by nation state borders.  

To Harsha Walia, activist involved with movements such as No One Is Illegal and 

author of Undoing Border Imperialism, “[resilient] movements and communities can rarely 

be sustained simply based on shared analysis about the system’s flaws” but instead “[the] 

motivation for strong movements and communities is genuine, empathetic, healthy, and 
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lovely social relations forged in the process of struggle, as we overgrow the logic of the 

dominant system” (2013:266). To Walia, the struggles aimed at contesting nation state 

borders are inextricably connected to critiques of racializing centralized power as it exists 

in many forms, including an analysis of the prison industrial complex. By questioning the 

very human divisions created and sustained by the nation state and further materialized 

through the institution of prisons, parallel processes of oppression and exclusion can be 

identified. The recognition of these similar mechanisms of power is productive in the sense 

that it can facilitate shared critique but also foster the intersecting collective struggle that 

precedes relationships of solidarity.  

Richard Day, activist, self-proclaimed anarchist, and scholar of new social 

movements, outlines how groundless solidarity between various movements is the outcome 

of direct action tactics (2005:186-188). Day defines direct action as the non-hegemonic 

tactics of social movement actors that aim at the core of structures of power by refusing to 

participate in specific institutions and practices, subverting oppressive messages, 

demanding change without relying on reform as the ultimate goal, or the prefiguration and 

construction of alternatives (2005:19). To him, this type of action is productive of 

relationships of solidarity that are not bound to a specific expression of identity, but instead 

have the capacity to strengthen and unite marginalized communities (178-187). By refusing 

to solely rely on the politics of demand to satiate a movement, that is, avoiding the pitfalls 

of negotiating with the state to receive specific rights or privileges and then submitting to 

pacification, social movements can be sustained for longer and be themselves productive of 

the kind of change they seek (80-84).  
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Throughout the following chapters, solidarity among prisoners is conceptualized as 

“positive, expressive, and instrumental relationships among the members of a social rank” 

(Mathiesen 1974:128). However, as informed by the work of Day (2005), the solidarities 

evident in Tightwire are also indicative of relationships that transcend such relationships 

built on the sole basis of identity and that recognize, through action and discourse, the need 

for collective struggle that engages with a multiplicity of identities and oppressions.  

Prison Writing, a Catalyst for Social Change  

 By engaging in the act of prison writing, the contributors of Tightwire present an 

alternative perspective on prisons that cannot be found in mainstream perspectives of crime 

and justice and that is seldom represented in criminological accounts of prison (Gaucher 

2002). They do not write with the goal of receiving reprieve from correctional 

administrators or to seek justice for themselves as individuals. Instead, their intent is to 

connect with fellow human beings, to build relationships that transcend the social and 

concrete walls that solidify the rift between people on the basis of race, gender, sexuality, 

ability, and class divisions. Their message is simple: it offers hope to those who have none, 

and through networks of solidarity, their writing provides a potential foundation upon 

which to build unshakable bonds.  
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Chapter 3 

Methods 

Given the understanding of prison writing as conceptualized in the literature review, 

the goal of this thesis is to represent the stories and perspectives found in Tightwire as 

authentically and accurately as possible. To do this, methodological considerations were 

made to best highlight the ways in which the recurring themes of the journal could be 

articulated and contextualized as a whole. Because of the inherently complex and 

contradicting nature of prison writing and the sociological scope of this research, this was 

achieved through the theoretical lens of social movement and critical criminological 

scholarship. In developing a systematic discourse analysis based on the frequency of 

recurring themes for the issues of Tightwire that were used in this project, the primary 

objective was to ensure that the data would speak for itself, and that such a theoretical lens 

would not be imposed on the data before reading the entirety of the three collections of the 

publication available. The research process can be described as qualitative and iterative, 

with many hundreds of pages of notes and careful observation of consistent themes. There 

has not been any other scholarly research on the Tightwire publications specifically, and 

therefore the nature of this research is largely exploratory with a strong emphasis on the 

context and implications of the historical text found in this publication.  

On the Importance of Qualitative Research 

 The importance of such qualitative research has been emphasized in the work of 

Labuschagne (2003), Becker (1996), and Jones (1995). To Labuschagne (2003), qualitative 
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research emphasizes “processes and meanings that are rigorously examined” through 

careful analysis of rich and descriptive data sets that cannot be reduced to numbers and 

statistics (100). For Becker (1995), the epistemological underpinnings of qualitative 

research stress the description of “a system of relationships” rather than seeking to prove 

“the existence of particular relationships”, as in quantitative research. As such, the present 

study similarly underscores the importance of evaluating the relationships of carceral 

power and resistance through a systematic analysis of the discourse present in Tightwire. 

Furthermore, given the narrative and descriptive nature of the data set acquired from the 

pages of Tightwire, this thesis employs a qualitative approach so as to best articulate the 

significance of the publication applicable to socio-political and theoretical understandings 

of the relationships that comprise the carceral, as grounded in the world view of the 

prisoners who produced Tightwire (Jones 1995). Thus, the reliability of this research 

project is established through the contextualization of the sentiments expressed and themes 

present in Tightwire as situated within well-established sociological understandings of 

prisons and social movements, as explored within the literature review (103). The validity 

of such themes and the subsequent discussions is directly contingent upon a rigorous and 

systematic evaluation, which will be outlined in the following section on procedure. The 

process of ensuring validity in qualitative research is grounded in relevant examples and 

evidence to support the development of themes, a diagram of which can be found in Figure 

1: Coding and Organization.  

Sample 

  For this thesis project, the target sample is all issues of Tightwire that were 

produced from within Kingston Prison for Women. Based on the available issues in three 
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separate collections, the publication began in 1973 and the most recent issue observed is 

dated 1995. The publication was subject to many changes in editing staff, due to the 

transient population of women imprisoned at P4W, and as a result Tightwire did not have 

particularly consistent release dates for the issues. This is why some years there are up to 

five issues released, and other years there seem to be none. The naming of the issues is also 

somewhat inconsistent, with some issues being labelled with volume and issue numbers 

and others named by the season or month in which they were produced. For this reason it is 

not entirely clear how many issues or volumes are present in the full collection. A complete 

list of the three collections accessed for this project and their corresponding issues is 

available in the references section. There is some overlap in the collections, but the issues 

listed are based on the data collection for this project. Some issues are listed in more than 

one collection and were thus examined more than once, with special attention to the 

occasional missing page or illegible text.  

 Conducting this research in Kingston Ontario is perhaps the best geographical 

location to do so in all of Canada, given that the largest collections of Tightwire exist in 

Canada’s Penitentiary Museum as well as the W.D. Jordan Rare Books and Special 

Collections Library at Queen’s University, both of which were accessed for this research.  

 Dr. Melissa Munn at the Okanagan College in British Columbia has also been 

collecting these publications for years and has made thirty-one of the Tightwire issues 

available on her website, www.thepenalpress.com, which were also used in the data set for 

the present study.  

 Altogether, over one hundred issues of Tightwire were read, photographed (unless 

they could be found in scanned form on the penal press website), and documented for 
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analysis. Each issue ranges from thirty to one hundred pages each, meaning that over 3,300 

pages of Tightwire were surveyed for this analysis. However, it is possible that there are 

more issues of the publication in existence. Having access to more issues would not 

necessarily change the results of this study, given that the analysis is conducted on the basis 

of consistent emerging themes. The researcher has confidence that this data has well over-

exceeded the saturation point for the conclusions made in this thesis. That being said, if 

there are more issues of Tightwire in existence, they may provide information for further 

studies in regard to historical timeline and specific events. 

Procedure 

As stated above, the intention was not to approach the Tightwire publications with a 

pre-determined theoretical lens, but instead to read and annotate each issue and return to 

the extensive notes for analysis. Decisions were made in terms of relevancy in order to 

succinctly compile a cohesive thesis. To achieve this, the scope of the project was defined 

as pertaining to politically relevant material. There are a number of things excluded in the 

photographing, note-taking, or data analysis process. The following are examples of the 

types of articles that were selected for exclusion to the analysis, although this is not an 

exhaustive list: articles on prison sports or external sports news, news articles included 

from mainstream media outlets that were not relevant to prisons or the legal system, 

horoscope pages, articles on diet and exercise or personal health, as well as any other 

article that did not provide insight into the collective and political experience of 

incarceration such as romantic poetry. This study also excludes the many pages of 

drawings, art, comics, and caricatures, of which there are many, but this type of artistic 

analysis is outside the scope of this thesis.  
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A systematic discourse analysis of the publication was conducted through careful 

photographing of each issue. With the exclusion of certain articles pertaining to various 

events within P4W, changes in programming, non-political articles oriented toward health 

and nutrition, and pieces falling outside the socio-political scope of this thesis, the issues in 

the physical archives were photographed for the purpose of referencing and revisiting 

throughout the data collection and analysis phase. From these photographs, and from the 

scanned issues available through www.penalpress.com, notes were compiled to reflect the 

overall tone of each issue as well as quotations denoted to best illustrate emerging themes, 

which are enumerated in Figure 1, found below.   

Figure 1: Coding and Organization 

 

Guided by the research questions articulated in the introduction, a few themes 

became apparent: reflection on the pain of imprisonment, issues pertaining to women’s 
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rights and violence against women, experiences of oppression on the basis of race, class, 

and gender, calls for collective action, self-help and individual improvement sentiments, 

lack of access to educational and vocational programs, missing loved ones outside of 

prison, a willingness or desire to connect with others in the community (both from the 

unincarcerated readers and prisoners at P4W and elsewhere), regular critique of the 

functions and processes of prisons, courts, and police, and recommendations for change. 

These frequently occurring themes were then considered in terms of the overall tone and 

espoused goals of the publication and focus was given to the four primary themes present 

in Figure 1, inserted below. For the purpose of analyzing the political discourse of 

Tightwire, core themes to be discussed were chosen from this list. These four themes, as 

enumerated under the Themes heading in Figure 1, are best connected to the espoused 

goals of the publication, which are to transcend the physical barriers of imprisonment 

through human connection in writing and to inform the public on the realities of the 

“criminal justice system”. Grounded in the producers’ desire to build networks of 

communication and to provide alternative depictions of the lived experience of prisons, 

these themes were employed to inform the construction of the primary concepts discussed 

in this thesis: solidarity amongst prisoners, feminist and Indigenous solidarity, as well as an 

active engagement with conceptions of penal and political change through a discursive and 

collective critique of carceral power. 

The narratives shared throughout the journal reflect deeply personal sentiments that 

are inextricably political; Gaucher reflects on the nature of prison writing as influenced by 

the previous experiences or identity of the incarcerated person, “but that it is the carceral 

that dominates their attention regardless of their class, race, or gender location” (2002:12). 
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The experience of incarceration is all-consuming and violently jarring, and for many 

prisoner authors, is experienced simultaneously with numerous intersecting oppressions 

that are magnified in isolation from their communities and networks of support. Prison 

writing for personal reasons such as writing letters to those on the outside or journaling to 

pass the time reflect on many of these same issues, but it is the collective struggle and 

shared experiences that are visible in the Penal Press publications that give this form of 

prison writing a divergent potential to invoke changes in consciousness on a much broader 

scale.  

 It is for this reason that this thesis emphasizes the evaluation of the pages of 

Tightwire as instruments for collective resistance that amplify the voices of those most 

marginalized and recognize the impact that such a network has for the maintenance of 

shared struggle. As will be developed in the discussion of this thesis, the Tightwire authors 

consistently express solidarity with the women’s movement, Indigenous resistance, the 

plight of prisoners worldwide, and with people facing racialization and homophobia. By 

writing articles of their own experiences and by publishing submissions from other prison 

journals, mainstream newspapers, and activists in the community, Tightwire forges strong 

connections between prisoners and with numerous anti-oppression movements.  

Ethical Considerations 

 In studying prison writing of any kind, it is of the utmost importance to maintain 

objectivity and to represent the content to the best of one’s ability without distorting the 

message or intent of its writers. The demographic of people that have contributed to 

Tightwire are a marginalized group of women (and other external contributors, some of 

whom are (or were) also incarcerated) and it is therefore crucial to approach this type of 
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research with this consideration in mind. All Tightwire publications were published with 

the intent that they would reach a wide and diverse audience of other prisoners and 

community members, and each issue includes the following disclaimer: “The content may 

be reproduced, provided that credit is given to the author and sources of publication.” For 

this reason, the decision was made not to submit this study for an ethics review with the 

university. It is also for this reason that the analysis section includes ample direct quotes 

and excerpts, and that the appendices include additional supporting evidence so as to 

represent the text as fully and accurately as possible.  
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Chapter 4 

Networks of Prisoner Solidarity and Calls to Action 

Tightwire helped to facilitate meaningful human connection for many of the 

prisoners who read or contributed to the newsletter. Through writing, prisoners are able 

to convey their experiences of incarceration in a way that transverses prison walls and 

even transcends nation state borders. Especially for prisoners facing extreme isolation in 

solitary confinement, the act of writing offers an escape that can only be obtained through 

non-physical means. Furthermore, Tightwire was highly regarded by many members of 

the outside community and other prison newsletters for the quality of writing produced 

and the quality of discussion on relevant prison issues.  In a 1979 published letter to the 

Tightwire editors, editor of the Odyssey Newsletter George Watson of Millhaven 

Penitentiary refers to Tightwire as “undoubtedly, Canada’s finest prison magazine” and 

speaks to the impact that the publication has had on the men of Millhaven (1979:9). In 

this way, the P4W publication serves as a beacon of hope and source of community for 

many incarcerated people.  

As every issue of Tightwire includes in its introduction, their objective is to 

“dissolve the physical barriers of imprisonment by sharing [their] attempts to free 

[themselves] from the mental bondages that engulf [them]” with the act of writing. 

Throughout their stories and carefully curated pieces, the prison narrative is reconstructed 

from within; Tightwire offers an alternative discourse to the hegemonic rhetoric of the 

Correctional Services of Canada and mainstream media on crime and punishment. In 

doing so, Tightwire constructs a unique space for prisoners to identify common ground 
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and shared experiences of oppression, with an acknowledgement of the intersections of 

gender, race, class, ability, and sexuality. So, while establishing solidarity on the basis of 

the identity of “prisoner”, contributors to the publication also consistently acknowledge 

that their own oppression and liberation is tied up with the collective struggle of other 

marginalized peoples.  

Prison writers during the time of Tightwire faced many of the same obstacles that 

prisoners face in 2019: isolation from community and minimal access to the means of 

communication available to those living on the “outside”. In this way, the once sprawling 

network of Penal Press publications facilitated prisoner engagement with discourses 

concerning the conditions of their own confinement and permitted them to connect with 

members of the community concerned with their well-being. 

This mode of communication unified prisoners and allies across physical and 

social boundaries, but it also operated as a facilitator for people to recognize the 

structural forces vying for such physical divisions to be in place at all. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, narratives of oppression highlight the interconnected nature of a variety 

of oppressions, whether they occur within the totality of the physical prison institution or 

as an extension of carceral power. Awareness of the shared experience of oppression, 

with the acknowledgement that various oppressions manifest in a multiplicity of ways, 

contributes to empathetic bases for association, and such recognition of the suffering of 

others provides a strong foundation for solidarity. Through an analysis of the Tightwire 

publications, instances of prisoner solidarity are evident in four primary categories:  

1. letters from prisoners in other institutions, including prisoners in many other 

countries who have read and enjoyed issues of Tightwire, included in the 

“Letters to the Editor” section of every issue;  
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2. letters written to and published in Tightwire from prison activists engaging in 

collective struggle in the community, including calls to action;  

3. articles republished from other Penal Press newsletters or mainstream media 

newspapers on the general conditions of confinement, penal reform in law, 

and particular cases of individual injustice;  

4. and pieces written by the Tightwire women that question or critique the 

practices and existence of the current system of punishment.  

The instances enumerated in this list highlight the relationships formed between prisoners 

and helps to establish both the prevalence of bonds with the community and an 

immersion in the political penal discourse occurring in activist spaces and within other 

carceral institutions. It is not an exhaustive list of the examples that showcase these 

relationships but represents the most commonly occurring examples of such bonds. 

Further supporting excerpts can be found included in Appendix A.  

The Plight of the Prisoner 

Dear Society, I am back to serve you more penitence. I’m sorry I didn’t live up to 
your expectations, but I wasn’t corrupt enough to be president, and also I’m not a 
good enough burglar to join the CIA (Nancy Ward-Armor on her second 
admittance to P4W in Tightwire September-December 1975:8).  

 
 Perhaps one of the most common sentiments expressed by prison writers in 

Tightwire on why prison authorship matters are the desires to inform the public about the 

realities of incarceration, to raise awareness about the myths of rehabilitation, and to 

humanize themselves in the eyes of those on the outside. Articulating these positions is 

achieved through the inclusion of articles written by the P4W women and other prisoners 

about their first-hand experiences.  

The editors and contributors of Tightwire are profoundly and consistently 

conscious of the ways in which imprisonment functions not as a mechanism for the 
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protection of society through rehabilitation, but as a political tool. As published in the 

January-February issue of 1982, this observation is articulated in the famous prison diary 

notes of Judith Malina, a self-proclaimed anarchist and New York artist: “All 

imprisonment is a violation of the body. The acts for which people are incarcerated are at 

their roots outcries for liberation from unbearable restrictions, in the sense in which all 

“crimes” are political crimes and every arrest is an arrest for civil disobedience” (35-36). 

In this way, criminality is conceptualized not as the result of violent and nefarious 

individuals, but instead as a product of the political systems of oppression that 

disproportionately target groups of people who have been labelled as deviant.  

The espoused mandate of prisons to protect society is consistently mocked and 

questioned throughout the entire collection. One of the most notable critics of the 

criminal justice system at P4W is prisoner Nancy Ward-Armor, a regular contributor and 

editor of Tightwire. Her witty and satirical approach to political issues of criminality is 

accessible, entertaining, and thought-provoking. By framing her blunt denunciation of 

carceral processes as humorous and sometimes fictional pieces, Nancy illuminates how 

criminality is politically constructed to serve those in positions of power and to 

disenfranchise particular groups of people. Furthermore, with this sentiment in mind, she 

regularly acknowledges how prisons do not live up to their rehabilitative mandate and 

instead perpetuate the retributive systems of carceral power (Tightwire 1975 #2:24). 

Famida Khan further expands on this sentiment in an article found in Appendix A 1. By 

highlighting the social structures of penality, Nancy and other prison writers like her 

deconstruct the hegemonic notion that criminality is an individual affliction rather than a 

cultural phenomenon grounded in political reasoning. By actively calling out the 
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gendered systems of punishment that sustain the carceral network, the Tightwire authors 

opens up a dialogue amongst prisoners that acknowledges common ground instead of 

individual and pathological deviancy.   

 Prison writers are often astutely aware of the stigmatization of criminalization, 

and the inability of the public to see them as deserving of basic human dignity and rights. 

Tightwire authors remind the reader of the humanity of prisoners; through their poetic 

accounts of long days and nights missing loved ones and their desire to meaningfully 

contribute to a better world, their humanity is starkly evident. Many Tightwire authors 

talk about the challenges of garnering public concern for their well-being as humans 

while contending with their criminal label. After the 1976 riots at the B.C. Penitentiary 

and Laval Prison in Quebec, the reality of being ignored and forgotten whilst living in 

inhumane and austere conditions is articulated by “CM” in the September-October 1976 

issue (14):  

When dictatorial oppression in a nation is opposed with revolutionary forces, 
people in a democratic or socialist country will applaud and exclaim that good has 
won over evil. It seems funny that, when it happens to a minority group in their 
own country, they will quietly look at one another in confusion and then go on 
their merry way. A minority, though serving time in a penal institution, are still 
human beings; people who might have been your next door neighbour. Convicts 
are not those sinister people lurking in the alley way ready to take your life. That 
is a misconception propagated to keep most people on the straight and narrow.  
 

Statements like this illuminate the sense of powerlessness felt by prisoners to garner 

support from the public, regardless of the severity of the situation. The stigmatization of 

prisoners as the undesirable members of a society perpetuates the criminalization and 

dehumanization of marginalized peoples and makes it possible for a society to condone 

the inhumane conditions that are present in many Canadian prisons.  
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According to Charles “Jackie” Dorrington, a fellow prisoner and contributor to 

Tightwire, most people that write about prisons have never experienced “the degrading, 

dehumanizing corrupting atmosphere of a prison” and therefore cannot accurately speak 

to “the gross injustice of our prisons in Canada” (Tightwire September-October 1977:40). 

He discusses how Canadians tend to be somewhat informed of the horrors of American 

prisons like Attica due to the hegemony of American media coverage but knowledge of 

the state of prisons in Canada is wildly inadequate. Despite regular prisoner protests, 

Dorrington says that the only time that the public displays anything other than “utter 

indifference” to the plight of prisoners is when such protest is violent enough in nature to 

elicit media attention. Prisoners are often discouraged from seeking external assistance 

and are therefore left with little recourse for the “tear gas, beatings, and many other 

methods of so-called rehabilitation that the guards see fit to use” (40). 

Tightwire’s impact 

 During the course of its existence, Tightwire’s reputation as an exemplary Penal 

Press publication garnered local and international attention. Entries in the “Letters to the 

Editor” section of each issue include high praise for the journal from many prisoners 

across the country and around the world, including many letters from other provinces, 

U.S. prisons, Mexico and even Denmark (Tightwire 1976, 6:17; Tightwire 1976, 1:7). 

The ability of Tightwire authors to convey their lived experience in a way that is relatable 

and accessible to so many other prisoners, regardless of gender or even country, speaks to 

the value of their work. The “Letters to the Editor” entries really show the ways in which 

Tightwire influenced other prison journals, and even outside journals seeking advice from 

the Tightwire editors.  
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 In addition to Tightwire’s following by other prison journals and outside media, 

many unincarcerated community members held a regular subscription. One such 

subscriber, Gail Fox, writes, “Tightwire is the finest prison magazine I have read. It is 

witty, philosophical, socially concerned, and, at times, strangely beautiful. I am fortunate 

to know some of the women who contribute to it. Knowing them and reading their 

magazine gives me a very strong and three-dimensional picture of life on the inside. 

Reading Tightwire is worth a dozen sociology books on contemporary society. A 

pleasure and a privilege and an urgent look at my conscience and others I know on the 

street” (Tightwire 1976, 4:3). Fox’s comments do well to capture what Tightwire is at its 

core: a heartfelt account of life on the inside written and compiled by the people who 

understand incarceration most intimately. From their prison cells, the women of 

Tightwire have given the outside world an insight into one of the most forgotten corners 

of our society, and their unique perspective offers invaluable critique of the 

circumstances that placed them there.  

Furthermore, Tightwire’s capacity to mobilize others toward change can be 

exemplified in letters like one from Robert P. Pinedo of Dorchester Institution in Ontario 

claims that the issues he read “aroused [his] feelings of comradeship and the desire to 

extend open and united communications with [their] sisters at P4W. The solidarity must 

be on a collective egalitarian level directing our minds and creative energies toward a 

more furtile [sic] environment where the individual self realization [sic] and fulfillment 

can begin to manifest into form” (Tightwire 1977 March-April:np). Many prisoners like 

Pinedo offer such praise for Tightwire and speak of collective struggle for new 

possibilities other than their current reality of incarceration (see Appendix A). Such 
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alternative discourses of action in the prison writing of Tightwire will be presented in 

more detail in Chapter 6.  

The Power of Language 

 As prisoners grapple with the conditions of their confinement through the process 

of writing, they also explore the implications of the language used to describe themselves 

and their incarceration. While the label of “prisoner” is shared by Penal Press authors and 

contributors, it is their shared experience of incarceration and human struggle for survival 

that unites them across physical obstructions. In the January-February edition of 

Tightwire in 1982, an article on the use of institutional language from Instead of Prisons: 

A Handbook for Abolitionists was published in the opening pages. The following excerpt 

is from this article:  

In order to shape a new vision of a better future, every social change movement 
discovers the need to create its own language and definitions. Language is related 
to power. The world is differently experienced, visualized and described by the 
powerful and the powerless. Thus, the vocabulary coined by those who design and 
control the prisons is “dishonest”. Dishonest because it is based on a series of 
false assumptions. In creating a new system, we need to consciously abandon the 
jargon that camouflages the reality of caging and develop honest language as we 
build our movement (10). 
 

This statement is followed by a number of definitions of terms, including an active 

refusal to engage with words used by carceral authorities such as “inmate” and 

“corrections” on the basis that these “dishonest” terms perpetuate the false notion that 

prisons are capable of rehabilitation.  

 This sentiment is echoed in the words of prisoner Bernard Bellinger, as published 

in the May-August 1978 issue. Bellinger outlines how being referred to as an “inmate” or 
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even a “resident” by prison officials is dehumanizing and inaccurate. According to 

Bellinger:  

[the] only definitions that seem to fit my present state of condition are the prison 
and the prisoner. I am held in captivity in forcible restraint. If I were one of the 
other two choices, I wouldn’t have bars on my door; I would be able to go in and 
out as I choose […] I have been accused and convicted of a crime, and that place 
me in a prison, not in an institution. I am guarded by police officers, not orderlies; 
I am not treated by doctors and nurses. I am guarded, not treated. To call a guard 
in here a “correction officer” is a misinterpretation, because he corrects nothing; 
the best that he does is create situations that need correcting by the judicial system 
(84).   
 

An honest discourse on what it means to be a human being living a life in a cage is 

perhaps one of the most striking elements of Tightwire and it forms a strong foundation 

for solidarity between people who are familiar with life on the inside. Entries like 

Bellinger’s highlight the desire possessed by all prisoners to be regarded and treated as 

human beings, a somewhat foreign element in much of mainstream “correctional” 

discourse. Such humanizing rhetoric has implications for the types of relationships that 

can be fostered between prisoners and community members and increases the potential 

for prisoners to receive external support in their struggles for dignity, access to care, and 

the right to be treated as people. It also highlights the importance of the social 

construction of identity for collective political mobility. In sharing their personal 

narratives and engaging in the dialectic process of formulating these identities through 

prison publications, prisoners are able to recognize their shared political location 

regardless of the unique circumstances that placed them behind bars. However, as will be 

discussed in the remaining pages of this chapter and in the next, the solidarity formed 

through Tightwire extends past camaraderie on the basis of identity and such identities 



 

 

 

47 

are inextricable from the various intersecting oppressions that contribute to 

criminalization and incarceration.  

Calls to Action 

 This solidarity can be exemplified in the many calls to action that are included 

within the pages of Tightwire, including circulation of petitions for prison reforms, 

memorandums on the violence occurring within other institutions, and articles published 

calling for prisoner strikes in solidarity with prisons across the country. The foundations 

for such solidarity are formed through the aforementioned elements, namely the trust 

placed in Tightwire by prisoners, community members, and activists alike, the candid 

perspectives on the nature of carcerality as experienced by its targets, and the 

acknowledgement of the importance of language and discourse in order to build 

relationships of resistance. There are many individual cases of injustice included within 

the pages of Tightwire but perhaps the two that are examined in the most detail and with 

the greatest bearing on solidarity are the cases of Ivan Horvat and Leonard Peltier. In this 

section, I will discuss the case of Ivan Horvat’s death in detail, followed by a discussion 

of the case of Leonard Peltier. This section will also include a discussion of Prisoner 

Justice Day, a national day of protest and action to commemorate those who have died 

while incarcerated and to raise public awareness on the brutality of Canadian prisons.  

 The Murder of Ivan Horvat 

 In 1979, prisoner Ivan Horvat was murdered inside Archambault prison. His death 

soon became a point of contention that laid the foreground for strikes, riots, and solidarity 

actions across the country. The 1980 March-April issue of Tightwire is filled with articles 

surrounding the circumstances of Horvat’s death, including statements from Ivan’s young 
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wife Dorothy and prison activist Claire Culhane. According to Culhane, “Ivan Horvat 

was convicted of murder at the age of 19. He appealed his conviction. Although the 

transcript of important witnesses was lost in a fire, the Court felt that the available 

evidence was sufficient to establish his guilt. This was the first case in Canada where 

such a conviction was upheld in such circumstances” (11). During his incarceration at the 

B.C. Penitentiary, Ivan became involved in prison activism and acted as Chairman for the 

institution’s Prisoners’ Committee in order to advocate for change and to unify prisoners 

on the inhumane and unstable conditions of the penitentiary. In 1976, a mass riot broke 

out in the B.C. Penitentiary and the prisoners claimed hostages. To the begrudge of many 

fellow prisoners, Horvat worked for their peaceful release, for which he was resented and 

harassed (11). Although he was transferred out of B.C. Pen, his reputation for negotiating 

with institutional authorities preceded him and he was murdered three years later in a 

different prison. Culhane cites the numerous secret and involuntary transfers of Horvat by 

Corrections as contributing to his demise.  

 Ivan’s wife Dorothy Horvat echoes these sentiments in her letter, also published 

in the 1980 March-April issue. After losing her husband, Dorothy wishes no ill will on 

whoever is personally responsible for Ivan’s death, stating, “It’s not the individuals who 

took part, it’s the system that killed him. I am not bitter or revengeful towards those 

individuals” (17-18). Instead of pushing for retribution, Dorothy is cited in a Vancouver 

Sun article reproduced in Tightwire urging people to consider how the recently enacted 

“peace and security” legislation (a political tradeoff for the abolition of the death penalty 

in Canada) places many young offenders into austere prisons, creating unstable 



 

 

 

49 

environments and resulting in unnecessary violence (16). In Archambault alone, Horvat’s 

murder was one of eight in the past three years and is in no way an isolated incident.  

 Dorothy Horvat implores her readers to consider alternatives to vengeance and to 

“redirect that energy” to more constructive means of change through public awareness 

and speaking out against the “diabolical nature” of prisons (17-18). In closing her letter, 

she writes “Solidarity is the road for our future. To speak as one, calmly, intelligently, 

peacefully” (18).  

 As such, Dorothy Horvat and Claire Culhane recognize the anger and fear felt by 

Ivan’s fellow prisoners in Archambault and elsewhere but hope that through his death 

prisoners will be united against the transgressions of the prison system rather than 

divided and pitted against one another. Ivan’s death and the resulting discourse is an 

example of how such events permeate the collective consciousness of prisoners and have 

implications for solidarity. The loss of his life is not attributed to the actions of the 

individual who physically caused it, but instead to the systematic violence that is inherent 

to prisons. In this way, such an event can facilitate prisoner mobilization and critiques of 

contemporary incarceration.  

Tightwire Support for Political Prisoner Leonard Peltier  

 Another case that is regularly discussed within the pages of Tightwire is the 

extradition, conviction, and sentencing of American Indian Movement activist Leonard 

Peltier. Peltier was convicted for the deaths of two FBI agents during the violent 

occupation of Pine Ridge Indian Reservation on the American side of the nation state 

border, the site of intended uranium extraction by the U.S. government. In 1975, Peltier 

was arrested in Canada and extradited to the U.S. for his trial. There is widespread belief 
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that the witnesses in Peltier’s trial were threatened by the FBI and British Columbia 

Supreme Court Judge R.P. Anderson ruled that the U.S. government “deliberately used 

false affidavits to secure the extradition of Leonard from Canada” (Tightwire March-

April 1980:26-29). Despite ample evidence of tampering and neglect of due process and a 

fair trial, Leonard Peltier remains incarcerated to this day. According to the Leonard 

Peltier Defense Committee, a group of activists dedicated to the release and absolution of 

Peltier, his case is “linked directly to [the government] stealing resources from Indian 

lands” (30). Peltier’s case has been used as an example for the ways in which colonial 

governments use the justice system to support their political agenda, which in Peltier’s 

case is resource extraction from Indigenous land and the disenfranchisement of the 

Indigenous land protectors in their way. The Leonard Peltier Defense Committee 

advocates for Peltier because of what he represents. To them:  

The person and example of Leonard Peltier is exactly what government wants to 
imprison or kill. Indian warriors who fight for the sovereignty of their land and 
people are a direct threat to Canadian and U.S. governments, which are 
increasingly turning to Indian lands to get the energy resources they no longer 
have unlimited access to in other parts of the world (31).  

 

Since Peltier’s conviction, his Defense Committee regularly published pieces on 

the circumstances of his arrest, extradition, trial, and updates on his sentence. The fact 

that prison journals like Tightwire published these pieces and calls for support year after 

year is an act of solidarity with Peltier and with other political prisoners like him.  

Prisoner Justice Day 

 In protest of the violence and injustice of prisons as exemplified in the cases of 

Ivan Horvat and Leonard Peltier, each year on August 10th since 1976 prisoners across 

the country participate in a full day of hunger and work strikes. These men represent just 
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two of the many lives that are squandered and lost in prisons every year and yet the 

criminal justice system continues to claim more victims with relative impunity. In 

resistance to this systemic violence, Prisoner Justice Day is observed by prisoners in most 

carceral institutions in Canada, as well as some prisoners in the United States and is an 

active protest of the conditions and treatment of prisoners. The commencement of this 

annual day of observation began in reaction to the deaths of two prisoners in Millhaven 

penitentiary segregation, Edward Nalon on August 10th, 1974 and Robert Landers on 

May 21st, 1976. After Nalon’s death, an inquest was launched into the cause of his 

demise and subsequently disregarded by the Canadian Penitentiary Service (now CSC), 

including the Millhaven Administration, as well as Members of Parliament. Since the 

first active demonstration by Millhaven prisoners on this day in 1976 and as a result of 

tireless organization by activist Claire Culhane and the Prisoner’s Rights Group, protest 

has continued on every year to commemorate these deaths and to protest the austerity of 

the prison environment (Tightwire Summer 1993:1-2).  

 In the 1976 September-December issue of Tightwire, editor D.F. Martin writes 

about how Tightwire should take a stand and support the demonstrations happening in 

Millhaven and elsewhere (6). In her article “Riots… Hostages… Escapes…” she 

discusses how the rioting and protests taking place in other prisons come as no surprise 

and cites how criminological researchers such as “Mr. Normandeau” of Montreal 

University had previously predicted the unrest, especially in response to the Peace and 

Security Bill that replaced the death penalty in Canada (6). This bill introduced “life” 

sentences as they exist today, legislating twenty-five-year minimum waits prior to parole 

application. These legislative changes, along with violent incidents of gassing in both 
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Millhaven and B.C. Penitentiary facilitated strong resistance from prisoners across the 

country, compounded by the preventable deaths of Nalon and others in segregation. 

 The women of P4W are not estranged from the inescapable violence of prisons 

and the trauma of segregation; there have been many suicides as a result of such distress. 

Agnes Thompson, Arlene Cote, Cathy Lamb, Pat Bear, Lynn Eelabasso, and Marlene 

Moore are among the women who lost their lives within the walls of the Kingston Prison 

for Women in the 1970’s and 1980’s. In 1988 there were fifteen slashing incidents in 

P4W by the summer time, and in the first two years of the 1990’s there were six suicides 

(Tightwire Summer 1988:33). In response to such tragedies, Tightwire includes regular 

calls to action for participation in prisoner justice day in memorium of the lives lost and 

in solidarity with those continuing to suffer inside cages. The women of P4W partook in 

this strike year after year, and often reported high numbers of participation. A poem 

written by Nancy Ward-Armor in 1977 encapsulates some of the primary reasons for 

participation in the strike and can be found in Appendix A 2. In discussing Prisoner 

Justice Day, participation in the hunger and work strike is often encouraged as an act of 

solidarity with the men and women who have been or are currently incarcerated in 

segregation and who experience the harsh conditions that occur in all carceral institutions 

in Canada and worldwide. As it is stated in a 1984 issue, “solidarity for 24 hours a year 

doesn’t seem such a high price to pay for recognition of the inevitable shortcomings of 

such a large bureaucracy” (Tightwire Vol. 20(10); Appendix A 3).  

 Prisoner’s Justice Day continues to be observed by prisoners nation-wide, and 

although it receives little attention from mainstream media, it has become a prison norm 

in Canada. Through Tightwire and other Penal Press publications, this annual act of 
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solidarity and resistance in prisons has garnered widespread and enduring support from 

prisoners and activists in the community. While one can only speculate as to the impact 

of Penal Press publications on the prevalence of such coordinated direct action year after 

year, the foundations for the networks of support established by Tightwire and other 

prison journals like it are undeniable. The dedication of outside activists like Claire 

Culhane of the Prisoner’s Rights Group in organizing demonstrations as well as 

submitting regular articles to many Penal Press journals has allowed for August 10th to 

become a persevering day of resistance and action against the violence of prisons in 

Canada. 

 Tightwire stands as historical evidence of the emancipatory capacity of writing to 

inform and mobilize prisoners toward collective resistance even in the context of 

totalizing institutional environments and austere conditions. By articulating their personal 

stories and shared experiences of incarceration, the contributors and editors of Tightwire 

have produced much more than a historical account of imprisonment in the 1970’s and 

1990’s but have contributed to an invaluable body of knowledge on the possibilities of 

forming active solidarity with fellow human beings whilst existing in a socially 

constructed and physically restricting cage.  
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Chapter 5 

Intersectional Feminist Solidarity and Indigenous Resistance in 

Tightwire: Networks of Support and Care in Austere Conditions 

“The dominantly male C.S.C. hierarchy does not want to and will not let go of the 
power image created by the “Fortress” image of prisons. The physical present 
[sic] of these macho monsters of fear is needed, not so much to protect the public, 
as it is to defend a false doctrine that prisoners are “subhuman and different” and 
must be shut away” (Jo Ann Mayhew, Tightwire Winter 1987:2). 
 

Tightwire is a unique publication for many reasons, and particularly so because it 

represents the voices of a group of women who comprise an extreme minority of women 

and of prisoners. Incarcerated women make up approximately 4% of federal prisoners; 

this group is and has consistently been disproportionately Indigenous, categorically 

racialized, and economically disadvantaged. Tightwire, as the primary vehicle for the 

federally sentenced women of P4W to share their stories and articulate their perspectives, 

is thereby uniquely situated to provide insight of the lived experiences of marginalized 

and racialized incarcerated women. Its pages contain exceptionally intersectional 

perspectives that highlight the gendered systems of incarceration. Through this 

publication, the women of P4W have created a discursive space in which they write about 

how issues of race, class, sexuality, ability, and gender have shaped their individual and 

collective experiences. Through explicit engagement with the women’s movement and 

the gendered experiences of racialization, colonialism, and violence against women that 

directly oppress and incarcerate women of colour, Indigenous women, and mothers, 

Tightwire is productive of discourse that contests definitions of female criminality 

grounded in the hegemony of the culturally entrenched racism and sexism of penality. 
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Furthermore, this critique moves past an analysis of prisons that unifies prisoners through 

shared experience and identity and extends to an understanding of carceral power that 

pervades all marginalized communities. It is through an understanding of the 

intersectional relationships of solidarity and resistance to this form of power that the 

feminist critiques of prisons present in Tightwire can be evaluated. 

Unlike the prominent feminisms of their time, the women of Tightwire are 

astutely cognizant of the simultaneous experience of multiple oppressions and this is 

reflected in their work. In doing so, its contributors and editors carve out a space within 

the publication for networks of solidarity to be constructed on the basis of shared 

experience but also nuanced empathetic understanding for those readers who have not 

themselves experienced life on the inside. Tightwire preceded the some of the largest 

changes in the history of female incarceration in Canada, namely the Task Force on 

Federally Sentenced Women in 1990, its resulting report titled Creating Choices, and 

ultimately the dissolution of the Kingston Prison for Women (Correctional Service 

Canada:1990). In this section I will discuss the factors that led up to the closure of P4W 

and will consider the potential implications of the solidarities manifested through 

Tightwire as a conceivable contributing variable in the context of growing public 

awareness and calls for change.  

 To illustrate the prevalence of such feminist solidarities within Tightwire, I will 

begin this section by outlining the intersectional approach taken on by the editors. To 

make a case for the presence of feminist solidarity throughout the journal, I will outline 

some of the primary concerns of the authors in relation to gender discrimination at the 

hands of the carceral system, followed by intersectional critiques of incarceration and the 
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political systems of “justice” more generally. I will conclude this chapter with a 

discussion on the major reforms that took place during the existence of Tightwire (1975-

1995), including the recommendations made in the Creating Choices Report on Federally 

Sentenced Women (Correctional Service Canada:1990), as well as alternatives to the 

contemporary state of female incarceration in Canada as suggested by the P4W women. 

By engaging with each other’s personal experiences and criticisms of their own 

conditions of confinement, the Tightwire contributors are able to illuminate the collective 

injustices of the penal network. Every article and poem that articulates the anguish and 

distress felt by these women is an act of solidarity; emotional and analytical knowledge-

sharing of life on the inside better equips fellow prisoners and external communities to 

understand the inner workings of prisons as relational power structures.  

Intersectional Solidarity 

 Acknowledgement of the multiple, intersecting oppressions that are compounded 

in the carceral realities of prisoners is a consistent theme throughout the entire 

publication of Tightwire. Furthermore, there are numerous pieces that condemn the 

prison system for shrouding its political nature in the language of justice and safety, at the 

expense of racialized and otherwise marginalized people. As D.F. Martin writes in 1976, 

“the whole system resembles a vast machine sucking people in one hand and spewing 

them out the other and then sucking them back in again – a self-generating mechanism, 

certainly not a human process” (Tightwire 1976 September-October:11). Martin 

continues by explaining how such “justice” mechanisms are not applied evenly to the 

population but instead disproportionately target Indigenous and other stigmatized groups. 

Throughout the publication, there are articles grappling with the reality of being 
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imprisoned while simultaneously suffering other oppressions on the basis of ability, 

sexuality, race, gender (Tightwire Editorial Spring-Summer 1980:np), and class 

(Tightwire Spring-Summer 1980:1). Tightwire excerpts exemplifying such intersectional 

analyses of oppression will be included in this chapter and further examples are provided 

in Appendix B. Most frequently, these intersectional arguments are made on the basis of 

class oppression and also the lasting impacts of colonization on Indigenous folk.   

Indigenous Women and the Colonial Carceral State 

In Canada, Indigenous people continue to experience the harms of colonization 

through the violence of prisons (Nichols 2014). The “overrepresentation” of Indigenous 

people in Canadian prisons is the dominant paradigm for which these issues are discussed 

in the context of prisons, but as Robert Nichols (2014) points out, any number of 

Indigenous people caged by colonial laws and institutions is too many. This sentiment is 

echoed in many of the entries written by Indigenous women in Tightwire, such as the 

following poem by Lorena McMaster (May-August 1982):  

 

An Indian, I am proud to be, 
Full blooded as you can see, 
True, I have committed a crime 
But as you can see, I’m doing my time 
An Indian has a lot of pride 
Behind a wall of shame, I will not hide 
I hold my head up proud and high 
I always will until the day I die 
Long ago Indians owned this land 
Until the white came to offer a hand 
They had promised us peace 
Our land they wanted to lease 
So we shook hands with the white 
Showing them we have no intentions to fight 
The words of peace they spoke were lies 
Still they have guts to look us straight in the eyes 



 

 

 

58 

Still they were broken each everyday 
They wrote out laws for people to obey 
Alot of good those laws has done 
People break them and they run 
As you can see, I never ran from those laws 
A coward, I am not, and to this I saw 
For I am Indian, and I am very proud 
Strength to the Indian, I can shout out loud (25).  
 

McMaster hereby denounces the legitimacy of colonial law in much the same way as 

Nichols (2014). In this same vein, the feminism expressed by the prisoners of P4W 

during the writing of Tightwire is starkly divergent from the dominant feminist rhetoric 

of the 1970’s and 1980’s; it represents an alternative to the radical feminist perspectives 

perpetuated by wealthy white women of these decades. The systematic criminalization of 

Indigenous women and communities has roots in colonization and is perpetuated through 

contemporary functions of carceral power, and the acknowledgement of this stream of 

thought within the pages of Tightwire offers a historiographical alternative to the white 

feminism known to be characteristic of this era. In speaking to the enduring trauma of 

colonialism, Judy Geehan writes in a 1983 issue of Tightwire about the settler greed that 

fuels the continued oppression of Indigenous people and that is inextricably connected to 

their continued criminalization. 4 

The perspectives expressed about the simultaneous experience of Indigeneity and 

womanhood while incarcerated represents intersectional critiques of the carceral state. As 

expressed in an article by Lois J. Bickley on her interviews with the women of P4W in 

1980, republished from the Ontario Indian, “Indian [sic] women offenders are unlucky 

on three accounts – they are women, usually poor, and Indian [sic]” (Tightwire March-

April 1980:36). The culmination of these factors is a harsh reality for many of the women 
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who spent much of their livelihood in P4W but being conscious and vocal about these 

experiences of simultaneous oppression in their writing has the capacity to unite 

Indigenous prisoners with one another and to implore understanding from fellow 

prisoners and community members who share one or more of these experiences. 

The “Native Sisterhood” is a group within P4W who contributes a full section in 

most issues of Tightwire which includes Indigenous perspectives on incarceration as well 

as current news events affecting Indigenous people that occur outside of the Prison for 

Women, such as the coverage of cases like Leonard Peltier’s. The “Native Sisterhood” 

section is space reserved in Tightwire for articles, poems, and artwork that reflects on 

what it means to be Indigenous, and what it means to be an Indigenous person who is 

confined in a cage by a colonizer’s laws. 

The postcolonial perspective espoused by many authors of Tightwire reflects a 

critique of the carceral system but is also inextricably tied to colonial occupation of 

Indigenous land and the violent imposition of sovereignty over Indigenous bodies. Editor 

Theresa Ann Glaremin, who identifies as “half Mic Mac, half Irish” writes on how the 

very assertion of the nation state of “Canada” provides the basis for her criminalization as 

an Indigenous person in the following excerpt from her poem titled “Government Girl” 

(Tightwire Spring 1991): 

This Canadian Country is just a Government word. / I was born a Nation and in a 
Nation I will die. / I love the moon – I love the stars. / Don’t try to convert me to 
those white man’s bars. / So you got me here, you punished me bad. / The 
Government took away everything I had. / But now they try to take away my 
dignity. / By telling me I can’t have the things that are free (29). 
 

Glaremin’s poem reflects on how at the hands of laws that they did not have any say in or 

control over, Indigenous women are dying in prison en masse (30). This entry is written 
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shortly after six Indigenous women took their own lives within the walls of P4W. Whilst 

addressing the pain and distress she and countless other Indigenous women encounter in 

Canadian courts, jails, and prisons, Glaremin’s poem simultaneously critiques the 

colonial state apparatus and its claim to Indigenous land and resources.  

 This sentiment of connecting carceral oppression to the systematic oppression of 

Indigenous peoples in Canada, particularly Indigenous women, is shared by the prisoners 

of P4W and contributors to Tightwire from the “outside” community. In a submission to 

Tightwire titled “Entrenched Social Catastrophe: Native Women in Prison” by Fran 

Sugar, a regular reader of the publication, Sugar refers to Canada as “KKKountry” (1991 

Spring:34). She cites extreme high rates of infant mortality, alcoholism, violence, and 

criminality amongst Indigenous people to describe the enduring impact of colonization 

on Indigenous communities and the ways in which Indigenous women are targeted by the 

criminal justice system (34). The denunciation of the incarceration of Indigenous women 

through submissions like the ones found in Tightwire, while they refer to the 

“overrepresentation” of Indigenous women in prisons, call into question the authority of 

the Canadian government to incarcerate Indigenous bodies of any number.  

 The “Native Sisterhood” section of Tightwire was intended to provide a space 

within the journal for Indigenous women to share their experiences with incarceration, 

but also to build community with one another. The Sisterhood holds space within the 

journal for Indigenous folk to engage not only with each other from either side of prison 

walls, but also to provide Indigenous perspectives on current issues plaguing Indigenous 

communities and individuals. In this way, Tightwire was able to facilitate the reciprocal 
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flow of information from the outside and to the outside and to keep both the prisoners and 

the readership informed and connected. 

 Conditions of Feminine Captivity and Systemic Violence Against Women 

 As previously noted, one of the espoused objectives of the publication of 

Tightwire is to inform the public of the reality of life behind bars. As such, there are 

many recurring themes throughout the journal that reflect some of the foremost concerns 

with incarceration in general, but particularly pertaining to the experience of being a 

female person in a carceral space such as P4W. As outlined in the introduction, from 

1934-2000 P4W was the sole federal institution for female prisoners in Canada. Given 

the vast geographical expanse of the country, many women serving their sentences at 

P4W were far from their families, their communities of support, and many of them from 

their children. As a result, these women seldom received visits and when they could not 

be placed into local halfway houses, were often less likely to received parole. 

Furthermore, given the small number of federal female prisoners in the country, multi-

level security stratification was employed at P4W (Tightwire 1984 20(10):32-33). 

Unfortunately, the practice of this penal policy meant that even the women classified as 

minimum security would face higher security than male prisoners classified as such, due 

to the desire to contain all federally sentenced women within one institution.  

 Another common issue discussed by the Tightwire authors is the presence of male 

guards and the negative interactions many of the women encountered, especially in 

sensitive circumstances like strip searches and other invasions of privacy (Tightwire 

March-April 1980:8). Not only is this experience extremely uncomfortable and 
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degrading, but it can also be extremely triggering for any woman who has been violated 

by men in the past. 

 Many of the women who contribute to Tightwire speak of past experiences of 

sexual and physical trauma, and such trauma is compounded by the intervention of male 

guards and the violence of incarceration. As discussed in many issues of the journal, a 

high number of the women in P4W and incarcerated women everywhere are victims of 

sexual and physical abuse who were criminalized and sentenced for defending 

themselves against their own abusers. Many of these women fall under the legal 

categorization “Battered Wife Syndrome”, which is discussed at length in many issues. In 

a 1980 article reprinted in Tightwire from the Globe and Mail, Patricia Bell comments on 

how the law does not provide adequate protections for women facing domestic abuse and 

because of this, many women withdraw (or abstain from submitting) their complaints 

from police for fear of retaliation if the abuser were to find out (Tightwire March-April 

1980:50-51). Many women with children lack the economic stability to leave dangerous 

situations of domestic abuse and are often convicted for physical defense of themselves 

or their children. Editor Blue Foley and others have called for release of all incarcerated 

women in this situation within the pages of the publication, and there seems to be strong 

consensus among the prisoners that the “justice system” has failed these women 

(Tightwire Spring 1991:38). This sentiment is further illustrated in a 1995 piece by 

“baby-ray” that can be found in Appendix B 5. 

 Another common theme is how plenty of women face incarceration for crimes 

committed in order to provide for their families. This is particularly true for black and 

Indigenous women who are left with little choice but to engage in non-violent criminal 
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activity in order to clothe and feed their children and themselves. According to Marion 

Reid in the November-December 1979 issue of Tightwire, white women, especially those 

with children, are often shown mercy by the courts while women of colour are 

condemned to harsher sentencing (50). Marion highlights that the problems faced by 

black women are “unique mainly because [they] have been labouring under a three-fold 

oppression… color, sex, and poverty” (50-51). Without working towards building more 

community supports for single, racialized mothers, how can we possibly expect anything 

other than petty theft in order to survive?  

Concern for the circumstances under which women are being convicted for 

crimes is also exemplified by the involvement of community organizations as well as 

collective action from inside P4W. Women Against Prisons is one such organization 

mentioned within the pages of Tightwire that fights to support women whose dignity and 

personal safety is harmed at the hands of prison guards and officials, as well as groups 

like the Prisoners’ Rights Group, who regularly interacted with and contributed to 

Tightwire (November-December 1979:8). Organizations like Women Against Prisons 

acknowledge that women who have been victims of abuse or who are convicted for 

crimes committed to support their families do not benefit from imprisonment. Especially 

for women who are survivors of sexual assault, the prison environment often causes such 

traumatic experiences to be relived and in no way aids in the therapeutic rehabilitation 

that is alleged by the correctional mandate. As such, the women of P4W regularly express 

their concerns about the male guards and in 1976, Nancy Ward Armor, editor of 

Tightwire, wrote about organizing a protest against the presence of guards in the living 

quarters of the women, as well as the recent changes in legislation regarding sentences 
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replacing the death penalty (1976 #2:10-11). This type of call to collective action within 

the publication is typical of Tightwire, and the distribution of such information amongst 

the women of P4W and external readers facilitates the dispersion of concern and 

solidarity for every day violence experienced by these women.  

The Feminisms of Tightwire as Indicative of Intersectional Solidarity 

However, these issues facing incarcerated women are by no means isolated to 

prisoners’ issues, and the women of Tightwire recognize this. Their struggle for justice, 

dignity, and humane treatment are connected not only to other prisoners’ movements but 

are also inextricably tied to other women’s movements outside of prison. The patriarchal 

nature of the relationships between the male guards and the female prisoners that exists 

within female carceral institutions is a reflection of the structures of power that 

perpetuate and normalize violence against women on either side of the walls. As 

discussed by Angela Davis (2003), the gendered nature of criminalization and 

imprisonment does not occur in a political or ideological vacuum, but instead upholds the 

cultural manifestations of racism, classism, and sexism. Single mothers who manage to 

provide for their children, whether through legitimate or illegitimate means, pose a threat 

to existing cultural norms and the structure of the nuclear family. Similarly, women who 

maim or kill their abusers are criminalized because such violence against women has 

been normalized.  

By privileging the voices of these women who have been labelled as criminal and 

sentenced to live in the austere conditions of P4W, Tightwire admits its readers to a space 

where the iron clad justifications in favor of prisons appear slightly less opaque; a snippet 

of life as a feminine social pariah is showcased for the subscribers of the journal, eliciting 
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empathetic responses exemplified in the hundreds of letters to the editors expressing a 

desire to connect with and truly empower the women of P4W. Such networks of 

communication established through the Penal Press resulted in the formation of intricate 

discourse on the nature of prisons not only as institutions of punishment and alleged 

rehabilitation, but as a reflection of culturally held sentiments of who belongs behind 

bars. Shared experience of incarceration and a collective understanding of the oppression 

faced by all prisoners laid the foundation for solidarity in Tightwire, but it is the 

connections that the editors and contributors make to other experiences of oppression that 

is indicative of the groundless solidarity exhibited in many new social movements (Day 

2005:186-188).  

The parallels of the feminist issues discussed by the women of P4W with those 

found in the rhetoric of collective women’s struggles in the 2010’s are striking. The 

women of Tightwire and their outside contributors present an exceptionally intersectional 

analysis of the mutual plight of feminists, one which is divergent from the dominant 

radical and liberal feminisms of the time. The reason for this is grounded in their lived 

experience of intersecting oppressions and is also perhaps the reason why Tightwire is 

one of the most radical prison newsletters of its time; the stigmas and realities of 

criminalization faced by the authors inside the Kingston Prison for Women is exacerbated 

by their gender. It is no secret that incarcerated women in Canada receive a far lower 

level of care than male prisoners. In addition to these intersecting factors, many of these 

women are from impoverished Indigenous communities, belong to other communities of 

colour, live with mental and/or physical health conditions, or do not conform to the 

standards of heteronormative social roles.  
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These women are innovators for collective struggle for humanity out of necessity; 

it is my position that Tightwire is so well respected and appreciated by the outside 

community because it is not simply about the strife of being imprisoned. Tightwire 

encapsulates the need for collective struggle across the walls of prisons, across the 

borders of nation states, and in mutual aid with our communities.  

Creating Choices: State Cooptation of Feminist and Indigenous Voices 

In Kelly Hannah-Moffatt’s book Punishment and Disguise (2001), she analyses 

the relations of power that culminate in the incarceration of women. She offers a 

discussion of the Foucauldian concept of pastoral power that is so often exhibited by 

Correctional Services of Canada (CSC) and the benevolent nature of prison reformers, 

particularly when such reform is led by other women in positions of relative privilege to 

the women facing incarceration. She argues that “prisons are remarkably flexible 

institutions that absorb, adapt, and accommodate a variety of competing and sometimes 

contradictory rationalities” and that for this reason well intentioned prison reforms, such 

as the Creating Choices report that followed the 1990 Task Force on Federally Sentenced 

Women, often further entrench carceral relations of power (5).  

 Creating Choices (1990) appropriates the language of grassroots feminist 

movements and Indigenous knowledge in order to “empower” incarcerated women and 

their communities to take ownership of their own rehabilitation and reintegration 

(Hannah-Moffatt 2000:510,520-521). Although this task force was comprised of well-

intentioned feminists, previously incarcerated women, and a large percentage of 

Indigenous women, the report has been largely criticized for entrenching a neoliberal 

approach to penal governance that ultimately diverts the burden of rehabilitation from the 
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carceral institution and ultimately responsibilizes communities of impoverished people of 

colour and federally incarcerated women as individuals (512, 521). The strategy of 

empowerment produces an illusory impression of choice; it makes possible new divisions 

between female prisoners based on whether or not they “choose” to participate in 

programming or strive to be a model prisoner. Regardless of whether or not the women 

aim to appease their captors by accepting this new self-disciplining role, their choices are 

nevertheless constrained by concrete walls and metal bars.  

 The women of Tightwire also often speak of female empowerment and of the 

prospect (or lack thereof) of rehabilitation in prison, and some were skeptical of the Task 

Force from the beginning. Jo-Ann Mayhew of Tightwire expressed such concerns in the 

Summer 1989 issue, where she discusses how such a report would have a major impact 

on the lives of future generations of women (6-11). She conveys her apprehension toward 

the prospect of new prisons being constructed and subsequently warehousing increasing 

numbers of female offenders. Her perspectives on potential alternatives to the “solutions” 

later developed by the task force will be discussed in the following chapter.  

Similarly, in the Spring 1991 edition of Tightwire, editors Theresa Ann Glaremin 

and Blue Foley interrogate the possibility of rehabilitation while in prison. In the opening 

editorial, they pose the following conundrum: “How can the system incarcerate people 

that are victims are outrageously label them a danger to society. What the hell type of 

rehabilitation can you offer someone who has been oppressed and abused so violently 

they had to finally strike out. Then the system cages them once again taking away their 

self-respect and leaving them powerless” (2). In so doing, they provide a critique of the 

state-imposed violence of prisons and the subsequent dehumanization that prisoners 
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experience and questioning the very existence of prisons as a mechanism to reduce 

violence in society because carceral institutions themselves are instances of human 

violence that does nothing in the way of helping these women to grow or heal. From their 

perspective, the only hope for a reduction in violence against women is to abolish prisons 

and examine structural systems of oppression that are perpetuated by the wealthy and the 

state itself. In this way, there is a simultaneous denunciation of prisons but also an 

acknowledgement that contemporary modes of penality were not produced in a political 

vacuum.  

Toward a Groundless Solidarity 

The hardships that plagued the women of P4W are articulated through Tightwire 

not as issues isolated to the confines of imprisonment but as consequences of systemic 

oppression faced by women, women of colour, and Indigenous women. The personal 

narratives present in the journal reflect on the ways in which carceral and colonial power 

shaped their lives even before their imprisonment and how they anticipate feeling its 

unrelenting grasp even after release from prison. For many of these women, the violence 

experienced during their incarceration is not entirely foreign but during their sentence is 

daily and concentrated. Their stories illuminate a desire to form an understanding of the 

carceral not as an isolated anomaly in an otherwise harmonious society but as an 

extension of the culturally embedded structures of power that coalesce within institutions 

of “justice” and punishment. Therefore, while it is valuable to build solidarity on the 

basis of the identity of prisoner, Tightwire represents alternative modes of collective 

resistance that emphasize the need for broader collective struggle that transcends the 

walls of prison.  
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Chapter 6 

‘The Unfinished’: Prison Writing and Political Changes in 

Consciousness 

 
“I am connected to the world by relationships. As a prisoner my being is in a 
relationship with the idea of justice, even though the idea of justice changes with 
the person who expresses it. So what is my relationship with justice? That 
depends on who is asking, it depends on how the question is being asked, it 
depends on the particular definition of justice being used and it depends on how I 
feel when I am asked. Quite simple, my relationship with the idea of justice is 
dependent upon other relationships both relationships with other ideas and 
relationships with other beings. Furthermore, just as my relationships with ideas 
and with people work together to harness me in the world outside myself, so too 
do my physical sensations, my emotions and my thoughts work to keep me from 
being destroyed by my commitments to relationships which place opposing 
demands upon me. What am I? I am a process, a being. I am affected by all my 
relationships” (Roy Glaremin, Collins Bay, excerpt from article published in 
Tightwire Spring 1990: 62-63). 

 

In immersing oneself in the prison writing of Tightwire, it is possible to visibly 

trace the formations of the types of relationships discussed by Roy Glaremin in this 

excerpt. Prison journals affiliated with the Penal Press are developed in dialogue with one 

another, through the letters sent between editors, as published in the opening pages, and 

the reprinting of entries from other journals. Conceptions of justice are constructed 

discursively through such relationships. Furthermore, many of the proposed definitions 

actively contradict one another; there is little consensus among the prison writers and 

other contributors to Tightwire on the theoretical or pragmatic functions or of prisons, but 

as such the complexity of the human experience of incarceration is reflected throughout. 

As it will be argued in this chapter, the formation of strong horizontal relationships 

between prisoners is necessary to stimulate a multiplicity of standpoints, developed in 
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dialogue with one another, that comprise the critical discourse evident in Tightwire. 

Furthermore, Glaremin’s sentiments expose what it means to be human, to be in a 

perpetual state of flux; to be human is to be in a constant state of change and growth, and 

thus our conceptions of justice are subject to equivalent infinite fluctuations. Similarly, 

Thomas Mathiesen, through his theoretical framework of the “Unfinished” outlined in the 

literature review, puts forth the argument that by embracing the nature of ideas as 

incomplete, it is possible to shift the boundaries of what we, as a society, thought was 

previously possible (1974:16-17). Glaremin’s conception of justice is at odds with the 

fully formed and integrated ideas of the established order of the criminal justice system. 

Legislation and policies require absolute consensus on legal definitions while his 

definition of justice allows for constant contradiction, within the self and in relation to 

others.  

In this way, Tightwire is productive of the relationships and ideas that are formed 

through the discursive act of prison writing. The horizontal relationships characteristic of 

the Penal Press network of publications innately precede the non-hegemonic elaboration 

on conceptions of justice and criminality. Although these ideas are inherently 

contradictory and multiple, their attributes are actually indicative of the capacity of prison 

writing to evade state cooption of tactics and ideas as well as the potential for inciting 

contagious social and cultural change regarding the prison as the sole institution 

responsible for remedying social harm.  

Throughout this chapter, the relationships of solidarity in Tightwire, as established 

in the previous two chapters, and the subsequent critical discourse will be discussed as an 

important catalyst for cultural introspection on the supremacy of prisons as the sole 



 

 

 

71 

response to crime and violence, including a theoretical application of Mathieson’s (1974) 

concept of the “Unfinished”, an analysis of the 1990 Creating Choices report that 

preceded the closure of P4W, and an evaluation of the relevance of Tightwire to the 

federal incarceration of women nearly twenty-five years after its last publication.  

In assessing the cultural relevance of the voices of the “expelled”, Mathiesen 

points out how classical positivist theories posit that only those with opinions that are 

“tested and fully formed” may be permitted to speak; that only the political ideas which 

have practical applications in relation to law, policy, and existing institutions should be 

considered as valid and worth entertaining (1974:16,124). However, he insists that it is of 

critical importance “not to remain silent concerning that which we cannot talk about; it is 

vital to express the unfinished” (16). Tightwire represents a beautiful example of this idea 

in the ways that its contributors, while they may not have all of the answers to amend 

what they perceive as broken, are able to articulate their critiques of the existing penal 

system and to imagine a world where women who are convicted of crime are not 

ostracized, isolated from community, and further traumatized and victimized, but instead 

receive treatment and support as a means of reintegration and rehabilitation.  

Reflecting on this relational account of justice as explained by Glaremin is also 

illustrative of the ways in which discourse constructs conceptions of penality in a 

Foucauldian sense, in that penal power is not derived from top down state structures but 

is instead reified by the social relationships that give such power legitimacy (1975). Just 

as the conceptions of culturally normalized ideas are subject to changes through social 

relations, power flows through and is consequential of such social relations in much the 

same way. The relationships between individuals and the state entity are meted out 
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through a process of recognition that legitimizes state action through the interactions that 

grant it the legitimacy required to further perpetuate and concentrate such power in the 

state form. Congruently, social relationships can also undermine the state, through speech 

and through action. Collective dissent can be formed through the act of protest, but it can 

also be garnered through critical discourse formed collaboratively. In line with 

Mathiesen’s theoretical framework of the “Unfinished” (1974), these opposing ideas and 

actions do not need to be represented as complete solutions but instead can work to 

highlight systemic injustice and fosters solidarity and political consciousness amongst 

prisoners and the public. 

To Richard Day, social movements that rely on the state to grant rights and 

privileges are engaging in what he terms the “politics of demand” (2005:80). Seeking 

reforms through existing state sanctioned institutions is one example of the politics of 

demand, whereby doing so bolsters the legitimacy of the state. In much the same way, 

relying on legislative penal reforms to solve the brutality of prisons further entrenches 

prisons as the sole legitimate producer and arbiter of justice. Continued support for and 

faith in the capability of government and correctional bodies to fulfill their promises of 

safe communities and the rehabilitation and reintegration of prisoners also provides an 

opportunity for the state to coopt and integrate calls for change into policies that 

ultimately perpetuate social and ideological reliance on prisons. In the context of federal 

female prisoners in Canada, this can best be exemplified by the development and 

consequences of the Creating Choices report of 1990 which resulted from the Task Force 

on Federally Sentenced Women. 
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For many of the women involved in the task force and for those pushing for 

reforms for federally incarcerated women nation-wide, the Task Force on Federally 

Sentenced Women was a pillar of hope for much needed change. At the same time, many 

of the prisoners at P4W were skeptical of the potential impact of the Task Force, given 

that numerous reports had previously recommended the closure of P4W with no avail, 

and the general inability of Canadian prison administrators to address individual and 

community criminogenic needs.  

Jo-Ann Mayhew writes about how she hopes that the Task Force will recommend 

a transition from the punitive reality faced by the women of P4W to community-oriented 

models of support for women (Tightwire Summer 1989:6-11). Mayhew expresses her 

opposition to the construction of new prisons, even if these prisons are regional 

replacements for the conglomerated monstrosity of P4W (6-11). Mayhew’s rejection of 

the prospect of new prisons being constructed in absence of other tangible alternatives is 

exemplary of the notions present in the concept of the “Unfinished”, and her outright 

resistance to this possibility does not stand alone. Denunciation of the prison system is a 

consistent theme in Tightwire, especially when it seeks to imprison and consume women 

who are themselves victims of trauma and abuse, as demonstrated in Chapter 5.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, the Creating Choices report created by the 

Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women (Correctional Service Canada:1990) has 

largely been criticized for coopting feminist and Indigenous perspectives on prisons and 

for appropriating the language of empowerment to belay responsibility for rehabilitation 

and treatment from government bodies onto marginalized communities, families, and 

individuals (Hannah-Moffatt 2001). Given this understanding of the ways in which the 
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government of Canada and the Correctional Services of Canada have worked in tandem 

to siphon the political modalities of Indigenous and feminist women for the further 

fortification of a system of criminality founded on established structures of gendered and 

racialized oppression, how can movements for prison alternatives avoid these same 

pitfalls? 

 According to Thomas Mathiesen, and as discussed in the literature review section 

of this thesis, potential solutions for social change can be drawn from unfiltered and raw 

political perspectives, from the “Unfinished”. Collectively, the diverse and contradicting 

perspectives disseminated through Tightwire embody the nature of this concept, of the 

“Unfinished” (Mathiesen 1974).  

Mathiesen’s concept of the “Unfinished” describes an incomplete state of political 

ideology and praxis that is necessary for the advancement of socio-political progress 

(Papendorf 2006:128). Mathiesen posits ideas that are not fully-formed, the ones that 

have not been entirely fleshed out in terms of practical application, are perhaps the most 

adept at facilitating social change, averting dismissal by well-regarded institutions, and 

also at eluding cooption by the state (Mathiesen 1974:16-17). The “Unfinished” does not 

negate the possibility of revolution nor does it refute the necessity of reform but instead 

“presupposes an understanding of the state according to which the basic characteristics of 

late capitalist societies consist in an increasing, systematic distinction between 

‘functionless’ and ‘contributing’ members of society”, i.e. prisoners and other 

disenfranchised folk (Papendorf 2006:133). In this way, the “Unfinished”, as a political 

modality, is inclusive of the types of voices represented in the prison writing of Tightwire 
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and in fact privileges these voices as providing significant contributions to the existing 

discourse on prisons.  

Tightwire consistently incorporates perceivably contradicting perspectives by 

publishing articles in favour of various prison reforms, but also pieces that advocate for 

the complete dissolution of all prison institutions. Of course, it is important to 

acknowledge that this trend does indeed vary with changes in editors and with changing 

policies on censorship of the journal. This chapter is thus dedicated to showcasing the 

ways in which the contributors and editors of Tightwire hypothesize changes in the 

structures of penality, ranging from legislative reforms perceived as necessary for 

survival within the totality of the prison environment, revolution through riots, hostage 

taking, and escapes, as well as articles in support of the de-legitimization and dissolution 

of prisons altogether. In doing so, this section will begin by including examples of each 

of these perspectives and will discuss the penal philosophy of Tightwire in the context of 

contemporary female incarceration, post Creating Choices, followed by a brief discussion 

of censorship within the journal. The section will then proceed to a discussion of the 

ways in which prison writing is an invaluable vehicle for prison movements, as “the 

Unfinished” represents an alternative mode of collective and discursive action that has 

the capacity to simultaneously evade dismissal and cooptation by government sanctioned 

reformists.  

Tightwire on the Conditions of Confinement and Human Rights for Prisoners 

 Countless pages of Tightwire are dedicated to asserting the inhumane treatment 

received by prisoners of P4W and those confined within other institutions. Some of these 

articles focus specifically on articulating particular grievances, while others, often 
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submitted by external human rights activist groups, directly advocate for changes in 

legislation through petitions and letters to government officials. For example, the 

Prisoners’ Rights Group, an external activist body who are well represented within 

Tightwire, often emphasize prisoner issues with educational programs, medical care, 

male guards in female institutions, and segregation, while offering tangible ways for 

prisoners to get involved, such as protests in solidarity with other prisoners and the 

circulation of information through prison journals (Tightwire 1980 March-April:9-11). 

Many of the espoused goals of such protests and memorandums can be classified as 

movements toward reforms, that is, advocating for specific changes within the prison 

system in order to ameliorate the harm endured on a daily basis by the prisoners 

themselves. In the particular instance of P4W, these reforms are often connected to the 

experience of incarcerated women, as outlined in the previous chapter. From the Report 

of the National Advisory Committee on the Female Offender in 1974 to the solutions 

proposed by the Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women in 1990, many of the 

enumerated issues and suggested reforms remain consistent, such as addressing the lack 

of appropriate programing, inadequate healthcare including mental health care, the issue 

of male staff present in intimate spaces and conducting strip searches, and especially the 

problem of warehousing all federally sentenced women in one facility in the whole 

country. Additionally, recommendations such as contracting a “feminist therapist” to 

work within P4W were often suggested (Attorney General Brian Smith Tightwire 20(5) 

1983:17). The dissent expressed through collective action organized to bring attention to 

these issues often calls for explicit changes in penal policy and legislation, and thereby 

engaging in the politics of demand, whilst concurrently bringing into question the 
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capability of prisons to address systemic issues of violence against women and the 

criminalization of poverty and mental illness.  

 These concerns are regularly discussed by the women of P4W in Tightwire and 

many of the reforms proposed by government commissions and external prison rights 

group are supported within its pages. However, Tightwire on the whole represents much 

more than a historical account of the pains of imprisonment to be amended within the 

prison system itself; the calls for collective action and the presence of solidarity between 

the prisoners and those on the outside struggling against various oppressions are 

indicative of a much broader critique of social structures of power. As is evident in the 

aforementioned cases of Ivan Horvat, Leonard Peltier, many of the incarcerated 

Indigenous women at P4W, and the cases involving the convictions of victims of intimate 

partner violence, it is the legitimacy of the criminal justice system and the authority of the 

carceral state that is brought into question through these injustices. That being said, many 

of the reforms supported by the prisoners within prison journals like Tightwire are 

articulated as necessary for the daily survival of a person facing incarceration.  

 For example, in a 1976 article by Nancy Ward-Armor, she encourages her fellow 

prisoners to engage in the active protest of male guards in living quarters on the grounds 

that many of the women at P4W are survivors of male-perpetrated violence and having 

these men in such intimate spaces is further traumatizing (Tightwire 1976 #2:10-11). 

Although this type of direct action is aimed at a particular problem within the institution, 

it speaks to a broader narrative of the male-dominated power dynamics that exist within 

carceral spaces to the detriment of its female captives. The Creating Choices report of 

1990 is reflective of the necessity for safe spaces for incarcerated women, but ultimately 
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fails to recognize that a feminist-oriented prison with more female guards is still a prison 

and is thus inextricable from the gendered nature of penality.  

Incomplete Solutions & Radical Ideas for Change 

 Through the narratives of the women of P4W and external contributors to 

Tightwire, it is starkly apparent that there is consensus on the idea that prisons do not 

fulfill their proclaimed goals of rehabilitating or reintegrating offenders for the protection 

of society. However, the proposed solutions to the violence that is created and 

perpetuated by prisons are often contradicting and incomplete. This can perhaps best be 

articulated by Jo Ann Mayhew on her skeptical anticipation of the recommendations of 

Creating Choices (Jo-Ann Mayhew, Tightwire Fall 1988): 

From a historical perspective, an ongoing wave of prison construction across 
Canada seems most likely but that future is not inevitable. Alternatives are 
possible. I am heartened and strengthened in this view by meeting an ever 
increasing number of individuals who have taken the time to understand the 
current prison process; to analyze both society’s right to safeguards and the 
fundamental nature and cause of crimes that bring women in conflict with the law. 
These informed people are proceeding to search for and to recommend 
alternatives (2). 

 

Sentiments such as the one present in this excerpt by Jo Ann Mayhew on the possibility 

for alternatives to prisons for women are consistent throughout the journal. There is a 

coherent denunciation of the institution of prisons and an acknowledgement that 

replacement strategies for social justice and safety are possible coupled with a 

simultaneous admission of the inability to define or articulate what this may look like. 

For her and other women of Tightwire like Blue Foley, prison is not the solution for 

eradicating violence, particularly for women who are themselves victims of abuse (Spring 

1991:38). Furthermore, there is persistent discussion on the prospect of changing social 

definitions of criminality and reconceptualizing community safeguards against violence 
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that do not ideologically rely on prisons as the sole resolution (Tightwire Summer 

1989:6-11). However, despite the closure of P4W and the construction of new regional 

facilities as recommended by Creating Choices, the rates for incarceration of women 

continue to grow. 

Correctional Empowerment or Transformative Justice: Moving Beyond “Creating 

Choices” 

 Since the era of Creating Choices and the ultimate dissolution of P4W in favour 

of regional federal prisons for women, it is clear that many of the same problems facing 

federally sentenced women are still rearing their heads in the new, more feminist-oriented 

facilities. Louise Arbour, the head of the Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women, has 

herself publicly denounced the state of incarceration for women in Canada since the 

report, especially in terms of the “grossly disproportionate incarceration” of Indigenous 

women (Makin 2006). According to the Office of Correctional Investigator’s 2017-2018 

Annual Report, many of the reforms recommended by the task force have long since been 

thrown out the window, such as initial presumption of minimum security classifications 

for women upon entry as well as eradicating segregation and maximum-security units 

(2018:80). Even with the introduction of regional prisons, many women are still serving 

time outside of their home provinces (83). Furthermore, it is estimated that approximately 

eighty percent of incarcerated women suffer from a mental disorder, and primary 

concerns include anxiety disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder, substance abuse issues, 

and self-injurious behaviour (85). These reformations have also done nothing in the way 

of combatting growing incarceration rates for women, which in the last ten years have 

grown by nearly thirty percent (82). Indigenous women are the fastest growing prison 
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demographic in the country, now accounting for forty percent of all incarcerated women 

in Canada (82). In fact, the new prisons for women may have resulted in a net-widening 

effect, as judges may be more likely to sentence women to prison time because of the 

perception that these new facilities may be better equipped to treat women, especially 

Indigenous women, due to an expansion in feminist inspired programs and the 

implementation of healing lodges for Indigenous prisoners. Overall, it is alarmingly 

evident that many of the issues present in P4W still haunt federally incarcerated women 

even after this shift in institutional structure.  

 Given these persistent trends, the experiences of incarceration as illuminated in 

Tightwire still ring true for the prison realities of many women in Canadian federal 

custody today. The six new regional facilities plus the two psychiatric treatment centres 

constructed to replace P4W since its closure in 2000 now house smaller numbers of 

women in each institution. While this can be seen as a positive change given the atrocious 

reputation of P4W and the fact that fewer women are being relocated outside of their 

home province, this dispersion also has implications for the types of relationships that 

were able to develop amongst the group of women at P4W. After the last issue of 

Tightwire in 1995, there have not been any further penal press publications produced by 

federally incarcerated women in Canada, and it would seem that this era of solidarity and 

active political critique of prisons from within female prisons has come to a close.  

A Note on Censorship 

 During the first decade of Tightwire, from 1975 to the late 1980’s, there is very 

little evidence of administrative intervention or censorship of the journal. As Nancy 

Ward-Armor proclaims in a 1976 article titled “Beware Big Brother”, Tightwire was 
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initially “granted non-censorship by an enlightened director” but it is evident as the 

journal establishes more clout as a source for information on penal resistance in the 

activist community and as pressure surmounts for the doors of P4W to be closed that this 

exemption from censorship does not apply to the later publications (18). The first issue 

where blatant censorship is observable within Tightwire is in the Summer-Fall issue of 

1991, where full pages have been removed and replaced with question marks and the 

word “censored” is written across multiple pages in the stead of articles deemed to be too 

controversial or that portray a negative image of the prison for women and 

administration. Many subsequent issues contain missing pages as well as lines of black 

ink drawn through full sentences within the journal.  

 This censorship was occurring very shortly after the Creating Choices report and 

at a time that P4W was under increased scrutiny from international audiences; the 

administrative decision to start imposing limits on the freedom of Tightwire editors in 

terms of content does not appear to be coincidental. After this turning point, the articles 

published are more so about self-help and regular prison events and programs and are 

significantly devoid of the political critique that is characteristic of previous issues. There 

is also consistent mention of funding issues for the journal. This is particularly evident in 

the last issue of Tightwire available dated for 1995 and printed on regular printer paper 

rather than their typical hefty cardstock and is illustrated by hand in pencil. This final 

issue includes only poetry written by the women of P4W and is entirely absent of any 

discussion of prison conditions or political commentary. 

 The censorship of Tightwire and the definitive cease in production of the journal 

altogether, still five years before the final closure of P4W, speaks to the perceptions of 
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this form of writing as threatening to penal administrations. For many years, the editors 

of Tightwire seem to have had full control over the content of the journal, even going so 

far as to romanticize the prospect of incinerating the warden alive in a fictional narrative 

written by Nancy Ward-Armor (1975 #1:25-26). Prints of the journal were read by many 

people inside and outside of prisons worldwide for the duration of its existence. So why 

else would the administration seek to censor the journal after all these years of active 

criticism other than to attempt to eliminate a threat to its own legitimacy in the eyes of 

the public and to disperse growing resistance from the prisoners? Furthermore, given the 

growing solidarity amongst the prisoners and increasing public support for the closure of 

P4W following the 1994 Fifth Estate exposé on the horrendous treatment of the 

inhabitants of P4W, it is not surprising that the decision to close the institution was 

finally put into action. It had been recommended for decades that P4W be closed to no 

avail but as changes in public perception and knowledge coupled with the increased 

levels of political consciousness and solidarity amongst prisoners, it is not shocking that 

the government of Canada and Correctional Services of Canada chose this moment in 

time to act upon these recommendations and to scatter the women of P4W indefinitely.  

 In a parallel manner, Mathiesen describes how the Swedish prisoner rights group 

KRUM, working in tandem with the collective struggle of prisoners, faced similar 

resistance-quashing responses from prison administrators after a 1970 wave of prison 

strikes spanning approximately thirty penal institutions (1974:129-134). The relationships 

built between the activists and the prisoners helped to facilitate an internal discourse 

condemning the conditions of a particularly austere institution, Österåker, that was 

initially geared toward creating a “therapeutic” space for critical discussion of the prison 
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but that quickly escalated into widespread collective action in the form of hunger strikes 

(129-134). After the first and most large-scale strike, the prisoners celebrated the success 

of opening negotiations on a number of grievances with the administration, but after little 

changes were implemented, subsequent strikes were met with harsh displays of penal 

power in the form of solitary confinement for participants and elimination of 

communication between prisoners and external supports. 

 Despite the failure of the strikes to achieve their desired goals and the perceived 

futility of their collective resistance, the networks of communication built through the 

direct action tactics of the prisoners, with support from KRUM, facilitated changes in the 

political consciousness of prisoners that may not have otherwise been possible. Thus, it 

can be argued that it is the process of articulating dissent – through collective action and 

through discursive speech – that is responsible for the perseverance and advancement of 

dissenting perspectives. A similar argument can be made of the discursive relationships 

formulated through the collaborative and dialectic publications of the Penal Press. 

Privileging Contradicting Voices for Change 

 In the previous chapters it has been illustrated that through publications like 

Tightwire, subscribers and contributors to the Penal Press journals had built strong 

foundations for relationships of solidarity to flourish. However, it is also clear that their 

solidarity is molded from more than just the shared experience of incarceration or of their 

mutual criminal identity. The stories shared by the authors in Tightwire are rife with so 

much more than an apt critique of their personal predicament – although they do also 

contain this – but as a whole are reflective of a multiplicity of human struggles. Tightwire 

does indeed fly in the face of the totalitarian authority of prisons by employing heart-
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wrenching literary prose, satire, and direct call-outs to the system but it also provides a 

very raw commentary on the ways in which women, Indigenous people, and any person 

who is stigmatized or marginalized experiences the consequences of culturally 

entrenched and normalized oppression on a daily basis. Their voices are by no means 

cohesive and they certainly do not represent any one political perspective, but the 

resulting discourse of Tightwire is a radical departure from any mainstream 

criminological insights on carceral power, and that is why it is so valuable.  

 As Thomas Mathiesen (1974), Bob Gaucher (1988), and Angela Davis (2003) 

insist, this thesis contends that it is imperative to privilege the voices of prisoners in order 

to escape the self-perpetuating and insular state of discourse surrounding violence and 

crime within neoliberal capitalist nation states, inside the ivory tower and on the ground. 

We need diverse solutions to these problems, and it is alarmingly evident that prisons are 

not only incapable of reducing violence within our lives and communities, but that they 

actually embody and reproduce such violence. It is the position of this thesis that prison 

writing and prison publications, as incomplete and contradictory vehicles for such 

discourse, have an incredible emancipatory capacity not only for the prisoners 

themselves, but for the social cages within which many of us reside.  

 Furthermore, through the multiplicity of diverse solutions formed of the 

discursive nature of prison publications, the importance of the networks of groundless 

solidarity observable in Tightwire are underscored. Tightwire, in its raw and uncensored 

prime, illustrates the emancipatory capacity of social connections made through 

collaborative forms of knowledge production. Through an understanding of Mathiesen’s 

(1974) concept of the “Unfinished” it is possible to comprehend the potential 
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applicability of the sentiments expressed in Tightwire, as incomplete critiques of penality 

and partially-formed alternatives to hegemonic structures of power, and the capacity of 

these perspectives to permeate political consciousness beyond the walls of prison. By 

providing a platform for marginalized and isolated people to connect with each other and 

their community, dialectical prison publications facilitate the collective conceptualization 

of the relationships that comprise penality and formulate hegemonic definitions of 

“justice” and thereby represent a radical alternative to the top-down hegemonic forms of 

knowledge production on crime and violence that are characteristic of contemporary 

neoliberal nation state strategies and reforms.  
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Chapter 7 

Moving Forward by Looking Back: Concluding Remarks 

As a unifying tool of resistance, prison writing is distinctively located within the 

complex and intersecting structures of power that comprise the carceral network, and as 

such, is uniquely situated to contest them. As has been demonstrated throughout this 

thesis, the prison writing of Tightwire exemplifies the existence of an alternative 

discourse of the Kingston Prison for Women, and prisons more broadly, that is 

constructed collectively as prisoners engage with each other and with members of the 

outside community through the act of writing original pieces, reproducing the work of 

others, and participating in the circulation of their own and other Penal Press 

publications. Tightwire is a beautiful example of how such discourse can flourish through 

the production of nuanced and critical perspectives on the contemporary modes of 

penality. Through the reciprocal dissemination of information through the Penal Press 

and the ongoing engagement with social justice issues through the various publications, 

strong relationships of solidarity form the basis for such analytical thought. This thesis 

highlights the importance of holding space in academic research to entertain ideas that 

may not practically fit into the predefined templates of policy implications but that better 

represent the multiplicity of perspectives of those most impacted by the criminal justice 

system and the diversity of their lived experiences. 

The era of the Kingston Prison for Women is often discussed as a perplexing and 

largely disastrous moment in the history of Canada’s prisons, a position for which there is 

much support for within the pages of Tightwire. However, the current moment of prisons 

for federally sentenced women is not typically thought of as representing a vast 
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improvement by any means. As the Office of the Correctional Investigator notes, the 

closure of P4W and the opening of multiple regional facilities marked a period of 

humanitarian reforms that have long since been abandoned (Zinger 2018:80). 

Furthermore, it has been argued that the application of Creating Choices has further 

perpetuated the criminalization of women, particularly Indigenous women, and 

entrenched the legitimacy of penal responses to deviance (Monture 2006:30). So, while 

the demonization of the legacy of P4W is an apt response, the juxtaposition of its horrors 

to the new correctional solutions is likely not indicative of such vast improvements as 

Correctional Services of Canada would like to portray.   

Prison writing can provide extraordinary insights into the experiences of 

incarceration that cannot be found in other statistical or observational research on the 

realistic implications of incarceration. It provides an internal analysis of the human 

component of the bureaucratic functioning of prisons and in the case of Tightwire, such 

authorship represents a radical alternative to mainstream penal discourse. Unfortunately, 

since the last issue of Tightwire in 1995, there has not been another collectively produced 

prison journal by federally incarcerated women in Canada, and it appears that the age of 

Penal Press publications is sputtering to a full stop, with the exception of a few journals 

in men’s institutions. However, these journals, such as Out of Bound, a journal published 

in William Head Institution in BC, appear to be much more restrictive in content and 

sparsely include commentary on prisoner protest or other forms of direct action.  

Alternative Understandings 

 Given this understanding of prison writing and the capacity it has to facilitate 

relationships of solidarity that are directed at ameliorating the harms of incarceration 
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through human connection and reciprocal care, it is also possible to conceptualize of 

similarly structured relationships and communities engaging in mutual aid and 

prefigurative actions. Through an analysis nature of these relationships of solidarity, it is 

possible to observe their impact on the political consciousness of prisoners and cultural 

conventions of penality. By privileging the voices of those who are most often targeted 

by the racialization inherent in law, policing, and prisons, and by refusing to blindly 

accept hegemonic assumptions about criminality without considering the historical and 

present consequences of these assumptions on marginalized communities, new ways 

forward can become more tangible. Constructing qualitative research that is grounded in 

the lived experience of communities most targeted and criminalized by the criminal 

justice system highlights the consequences of neoliberal reforms that seek to 

responsibilize these very communities, as discussed in the context of Creating Choices 

(Correctional Service of Canada:1990). Conducting research this way also contributes to 

a growing body of literature that redirects accountability for these damages onto agents of 

carceral and legal institutions. 

 This thesis is contextualized within one particular prison journal produced by a 

handful of women during a relatively short snippet of time in the grand scheme of 

imprisonment in North America. Yet the discourse present in Tightwire is truly telling of 

the diverse insights that can flourish when people who have been cast-off by society 

carve out a space to connect, share, and exchange ideas. As highlighted in the work of 

Gaucher (2002) and Mathiesen (1974), relationships between prisoners and scholars are 

mutually beneficial in that exposure to the lived experiences of incarceration tends to 

provoke activist responses in many academics, helping to bridge the ideological chasm 



 

 

 

89 

between criminological analyses of prisons and the realities faced by the people whose 

lives are directly impacted by such analyses. Furthermore, by engaging with primary 

source data that is produced by prisoners themselves, whether that be through prison 

writing or interviews with prisoners and their families, and by making this information 

more accessible to the public, it may be possible to build stronger networks of support 

that are grounded in the realities of prisons. Prison writing is inherently political in 

nature, and thus public exposure to the perspectives of prisoners may enlighten public 

opinion on the functions of prisons that are not commonplace in the dominant 

conversations about their existence (Gaucher 2002:6-7).  

By increasing public awareness of the political implications of prison, it may also 

be conceivable to imagine alternatives to the dominant reactionary and punitive justice 

that Canadians rely on and begin to focus on building sustainable communities of care. 

Angela Davis describes this process as “transformative justice”, which prioritizes a 

radical emphasis on providing support for communities of colour and Indigenous peoples 

without depending solely on state intervention as the primary response to instances of 

violence (2003). This means that instead of reacting to problems of violence within a 

society through the perpetual violence of police and prisons, Davis recommends 

proactive actions and radical acts of care like addressing issues such as food insecurity, 

housing crises, violence against women, racism, homophobia, transphobia, and other 

systemic issues that are predictive and productive of violence (2003).  

Future Research 

 In grappling with the tangible consequences of penological theory, it is the 

position of this thesis that academics of criminology are ethically bound by a 
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responsibility to embrace the potential for activism within our work. Criminological 

discourse is constructed through the process of theorizing about and producing 

knowledge of crime and criminality. Such discourse is formative of the relationships that 

have very real impacts for people who come into contact with the “justice system”. 

Therefore, it is critical that research engage with the lived experiences of prisoners as 

well as marginalized communities, especially Indigenous women and women of colour, 

and to privilege these perspectives. As Lozano (2018) argues, scholars should engage 

with social movement actors and recognize them as knowledge producers and mobilizers 

in order to produce reflexive research “as a source of theoretical, epistemic and 

methodological innovation” (452). Similarly, for scholars of carceral power, it is crucial 

to immerse oneself within the critical dialogue of individuals and communities most 

directly impacted by prisons and policing for the expansion of our collective 

understanding of these power relations and their subsequent consequences. 

 A recent study conducted by Carol Muree Martin and Harsha Walia (2019) 

privileges the voices of Indigenous women of Vancouver’s downtown eastside (DTES) 

by producing participatory research where the women are treated as “experts on their 

own lives” rather than as objects of study (16). Martin and Walia emphasize the 

importance of understanding the criminalization of poverty and the violence of 

colonialism through the lenses of the people who are intimately familiar with these 

realities. Furthermore, as grounded in the stories and lived experience of Indigenous 

women in the DTES, Red Women Rising: Indigenous Women Survivors in the Downtown 

Eastside recommends “full decarceration of Indigenous women in the federal and 

provincial corrections system” on the basis that “no Indigenous woman should ever be 
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sentenced into a colonial system” (180). However, the report also includes a number of 

immediate recommendations for carceral reforms aimed at the amelioration of the harms 

of incarceration faced by Indigenous mothers, trans and queer Indigenous folk, and 

Indigenous prisoners struggling with mental health and addiction, while integrating 

programs that are conscious of intergenerational and collective traumas as induced by 

residential schools and the continued legacy of colonialism (180-182). This 

acknowledgement of an urgent need for decarceration of Indigenous women coupled with 

the reforms enumerated in the report are crucial, as illustrated in the discussion of 

Mathiesen’s concept the “Unfinished”, for averting complete state cooption and 

reproducing the pitfalls of a report like Creating Choices (1990). It is unlikely that the 

colonial Canadian government will willingly agree to open the cages that it has built to 

systematically isolate and disempower Indigenous communities, but that does not negate 

the importance of articulating such alternative possibilities nor does it deny the capacity 

of notions of decarceration to permeate public consciousness through discursive 

understandings of penality.  

In order to present a more nuanced understanding of the history of female 

incarceration in Canada as well as to interrogate carceral power, this thesis project is 

immersed within the pages of Tightwire and the lived experience of incarcerated women. 

However, there are a few ways this exploratory research could be expanded. Firstly, 

incorporating interviews from women who were previously incarcerated at P4W would 

help to contextualize the publication and provide further insight into some of the 

particular incidents discussed within the journal as well as background information on the 

production of Tightwire as well as administrative oversight and issues of censorship. 
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Secondly, a comparison of Tightwire with other Canadian Penal Press publications would 

be beneficial in terms of observing the political perspectives of male prisoners during the 

same time period as well as further expanding on an understanding of the relationships 

between prisoners through the Penal Press. Lastly, given the exploratory nature of this 

project, the themes discussed in this thesis could benefit from further investigation. 

Research such as the aforementioned report produced by Martin and Walia (2019), that is 

immersed within the perspectives of Indigenous women and regards them as experts, 

most certainly lays the foreground for a path forward.  

Limitations 

 Given that this project draws data directly from the pages of Tightwire, the themes 

discussed in this thesis pertain directly to the most frequently occurring issues as 

presented within its pages and allows for an analysis of issues pertaining specifically to 

race, class, and binary understandings of gender. With that being said, it is important to 

note that there is an absence of a discussion of issues pertaining to sexuality and gender 

non-conforming folk. It would therefore be beneficial to an intersectional analysis of 

incarceration to further investigate the lived experiences of queer and trans prisoners in 

future studies of a qualitative nature and to make space for such a discussion in empirical 

research on incarceration in Canada. 

 Furthermore, given the nature of the research questions and the emphasis on 

understanding alternative discursive relationships present within carceral institutions 

during the publication of Tightwire, the scope of the analysis conducted in this thesis is 

specific to the time period in which it was published (1973-1995). The present research 

therefore highlights the historical underpinnings of these relationships of communication 
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and solidarity in women’s incarceration during this time. Due to the cease in production 

of publications of a similar caliber as Tightwire, future research of this nature should 

focus on evaluating such relationships through alternate data sources. In the absence of 

contemporary prison journals compiled by incarcerated women in Canada, such research 

could perhaps be conducted through employing interviews with ex-prisoners and 

members of communities that suffer high rates of criminalization, such as the recent work 

of Martin and Walia (2019). The discourse analysis of Tightwire conducted in this thesis 

helps to illuminate not only the structures of carceral power as inextricable from 

entrenched colonialism, racism, and the criminalization of poverty, but also underscores 

the nature of resistance to these hegemonic structures through solidarity and mutual 

support. Despite the historic nature of the data set and analysis, the present research 

provides rare insights that inform an empirical understanding of the social relations of 

critical penal discourse. 

Recommendations  

 Although there is definitely space for further evaluation of prison writing as a 

precursor for social change through relationships of solidarity, this thesis has established 

a few important contributions to the sparse scholarship on this topic. As discussed in the 

literature review, the groundless solidarity that is characteristic of many new social 

movements, and which is prevalent in the pages of Tightwire, is not necessarily preceded 

by shared experiences of oppression but instead by a collective understanding of how 

structures of power are productive of a variety of divisions between human beings (Day 

2005:186-188). Coupled with the concept of the “Unfinished” (Mathiesen 1974), this 

intersectional understanding of oppression is useful for mobilizing support for 
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transformative justice approaches in a few ways. As is evident in the pages of Tightwire, 

perpetuation of cycles of violence are institutionalized and further entrenched by prisons 

(Martinot 2014:257-259), contrary to the rehabilitative mandates set out by CSC. For this 

reason, this section recommends integration between academic research on prisons with 

the perspectives of those who have experienced the harms of incarceration directly so as 

to develop alternatives to prisons and to engage with reforms that do not re-entrench and 

re-inscribe the hegemonic power of prisons over marginalized communities. Most 

importantly, change does not need to come from top-down legislation and government 

policies but can instead be derived from the social relationships that are built locally.  

 As an affront to carceral power and as a beautiful testament to the significance of 

story-telling for sustaining alternative relationships of support, Tightwire represents an 

enduring legacy of resistance through critical discourse from within one of Canada’s 

most infamous and austere prisons.  
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Appendix A 

Supporting Excerpts: Critiques of Penality and Prisoner Solidarity 

1 Excerpt from “The System” by Famida Khan (Tightwire January-February 1977:30-31): 

 

“Behind bars the law, the courts, its justice and its methods have provoked my 

mind to figure out where it is at – I must admit my ignorance about the system at one 

point – It is not very enlightening to know that man is judged in accordance to his 

position in society, his power, his influence, his authority, etc. It is here that one sees a 

split between an ordinary man and the President of the United States even though the 

laws are broken by both. Some break the law and get away with it, some suffer needlessly 

and some do not pass the great walls of justice. Never the less, laws are broken each and 

every day by each one of use. Every man has faced this dilemma at one time or another. 

It is at this point that man either grows or remains stagnant – he either learns or does not, 

but he must definitely realize his limits and his capabilities. 

My conclusion to some extent is that no one really comes out of jail reformed or 

rehabilitated as society chooses to believe. Rehabilitation is their own illusion of progress 

in order to deal with their subconscious minds. Thus reformed and rehabilitated are terms 

with no meaning; like justice has no definite meaning. It becomes more evidence when 

one says bluntly: “There is a law for the rich and a law for the poor.” This definite 

contradiction is supported by the so called respected members of society who choose to 

be blind, deaf, indifferent or just plain unresponsive. It would be unfair to say that that is 

the whole truth for it is also true that more and more people are becoming aware of the 

present system of justice and are doing nothing about it. It may be a hard nut to crack, but 

it is happening for sure in the form of reform; new rules, etc. To get back to the question 

of rehabilitation… Yes, I believe nobody comes out of jail rehabilitated… if nothing else, 

one learns to deal with the law effectively in accordance with his [sic] awareness. Also, 

one becomes more aware of himself [sic], his motives and his life, which is hardly 

enough reason to be in jail. Don’t we all know that the present system of punishment is as 

unsuccessful and orthodox as the man in the caves? 

[…] So, all those brothers and sisters suffering due to the entrapment of the 

system, its unjust laws and pitfalls, become more aware… more and more people are 

listening to you today than ever before. You have your freedom of speech… speak out 

LOUD and let it be heard!” 
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2 Poem “For Allan Dunn & All the Others” by Nancy Ward-Armor (Tightwire July-August 

1977:14): 

 

“We Fasted on the tenth of August, 
As you did last year Allan. 
I saw the list 
posted on the dining room wall. 
A reminder.  
A memorium of those who died, 
Or took their life. 
In Canadas prisons. 
Your name was there, with the others 
April, this year it read.  
Suicide, in solitary confinement.  
You were younger than I, 
My thirty years don’t seem long 
In one lifetime 
Your sentence itself 
Amounted to my lifetime. 
It doesn’t seem long ago. 
In Winnipeg, with Fr. Tom, 
Reckless youth 
We had life, summer, freedom. 
The younger kids, glue sniffers 
and runaways. 
We were their idols then, 
and Fr. Tom would fight for our freedom and our souls. 
Youth would not protect us forever, 
We laughed and taunted fate 
with daring schemes, 
drugs and guns, 
The toys of our youth 
Became the tools of our trade. 
We wanted only freedom and fun, 
We have paid it’s deadly price 
I was in segregation in ’69, 
David died then, 
Shot down after escaping a juvenile jail. 
Fr. said he was stoned on glue. 
My memory flashed to a happier time. 
Putting phenobarbs in his eggnog, 
to keep him quiet at Midnight Mass. 
You always said, about doing time, 
You wouldn’t do life. 
Did you want to beat the system? 
Yet even one last time? 
or was the reality of clipped wings 
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too heavy on a heart so free? 
I didn’t eat on Wednesday. 
I thought of you and smiled. 
If there is freedom in death 
We will meet again.” 

 
3 Article “Prison Justice Day” written by editors Kris and Gail (Tightwire 1984 20(10):2): 

 

“It is usually a small article drowned in the ocean of media newsprint. JOHN 

DOE IS DEAD. At least there is a name; died as a number but remembered by name. 

Sometimes they mention a reason: visiting procedures didn’t allow for family 

encouragement, official requests from the inmate or staff member went unacknowledged, 

the stress of a long awaited trial, general depression or aggression with the system. 

On August 10th Eddie Nalon slashed himself and bled to death in solitary 

confinement at Millhaven Penitentiary. Prisoners in adjoining cells were unable to arouse 

a guard because the panic button system had been dismantled by the guards. No one had 

told Eddie during the ten days prior to his death that his release from isolation had been 

ordered on July 31st.  

Prisoners and outside supporters across Canada commemorate the needless 

deaths of incarcerated individuals on August 10th by fasting and having no 

communication with prison staff. The only way that a positive statement can be made is 

through quiet protest. It sure beats riots. In B.C. outside supporters light candles and 

stand vigil outside the gates of the prisons and the protest is mentioned in the media. At 

P4W there was no such support. A minority of women made their way to the dining 

room. With 20% of our population in segregation, even a minority is appalling. Perhaps, 

they don’t realize how much blood was shed to get changes. Or is anyone so blind that 

they can’t look around and see the scars. (There was a time when only the dead could 

smile.) One women pointed out that it is an individual decision. Well, so is suicide but I 

can’t sit back and watch it. And solidarity for 24 hours a year doesn’t seem such a high 

price to pay for the recognition of the inevitable shortcomings of such a large 

bureaucracy. 

Another feeble argument was made: why protest against the system when many 

of the deaths are caused by other inmates? But if the large populations were cut down and 

better programs initiated then the tension that leads to these deaths would subside.  
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November 11 is set aside to remember the men who kept our country safe. 

August 10 is the date to remember those who died and made our prisons safer. 

It would be nice if all those who have been through the system would show 

support at least once a year. The media should cover PJD especially in towns like this 

where it is one of the main industries. 

For those that are in the system but maybe have not been made to suffer in any 

drastic way, in solidarity you can help the rest of use commemorate the lives surrendered 

to the system. 

IN MEMORIAM 

P4W 

Arlene Cote Agnes Thompson Isabelle Lynn Wabasso 

….. and all of our other brothers and sisters who died in the Canadian Prison System” 
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Appendix B 

Supporting Excerpts: Toward an Understanding of Intersectional 

Solidarity 

4 Excerpts from “The Way it is in the Indian World Today” by Judy Geehan (Tightwire 1983 

20(5):36-40).  

 

“A long time ago a strange people came to this land. They were strange in so many ways 

and they are stranger still today. […] Those strange people that came to this land of North 

and South America, they called us savages and said they were going to civilize us and 

they had a mandate to Christianize us too, and in some cases they gave us a choice, either 

join their religion or have our hands cut off or be killed outright. […] Christopher 

Columbus said that the ones he met were clean and gentle people and “that they would 

make good slaves”. and tricked some of the first ones aboard and did just that when he 

got them back to Europe. […]  

And these Waishus made law and they made armies and they stole everything, 

with procises, (treaties) that they never intended to live up to, as one old wise chief said 

at that time, they (the white people), made a great many promises and they never kept but 

one, they promised to take our land and they did. […] The whole history of a rape of a 

people and of a continent is written in books as it was once written in blood, and it has 

got to be one of the most sordid accounts in the history of mankind. But in their haste and 

their greed and their arrogance the Wasichus forgot many things, they forgot whatever 

you do to your brother, you also do to God, and now we are close to the time of 

accounting. […]  

The Wasichus, we have watched for hundreds of years now, they never stopped 

taking, so we had to conclude that they have a philosophy based on material things 

because they measure and they make laws and they put fences around where no one can 

go, they put people in jail because they try to feed their hungry children. […] We see 

always that money is more important than human beings. […] We are beginning to insist 

on our rights as children of the creator, we are beginning to restore our humanity, 

regardless of the increasing oppression by the majority society, we are resisting their ever 

increasing greed that seems boundless. […] And you, the majority of society, should 

know it is your governments, it is your laws, it is your police, it is your guns which are 
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pointed at our heads. So that your industrialists can have more, so that your consumers 

can consume more.” 

 
5 A Reflection titled “Think About It” by “baby-ray” (Tightwire 1995:7) (Mistakes in original). 

 

“A lady who spent a few years inside the Prison For Women in Kingston “wrongfully 

convicted for a crime that happened in {her} home – domestic violence” had this to say: 

“Far too much of the public discussions of crime and imprisonment….. are shaped by the 

media and police. People are fascinated and frightened by crime…. We should not be 

surprised that the news media has found ways to profit from these seemingly perverse 

aspects of our nature. However, if the reporting of a crime were proportionate to the 

crimes committed and to the effect that it has on people, then most coverage would be 

devoted to domestic violence, alleged drug use and white collar crime. Then the news 

coverage of these kinds of crime would not be great; since people are much more affected 

by the decisions made at all levels of governments collect and spend money should be 

receiving much greater coverage than crime”….. 

Drugs should be legalized. Addictions should be considered a medical problem…. 

The sooner we stop deluding ourselves that there is a war on drugs that can be won, the 

sooner we will get on with innovative approaches that will help instead of harming our 

communities. On, paper our prison system looks to be among the most enlightened in the 

world. Yet with a total lack of accountability within the criminal justice system, the 

system will never work as it does on paper. It is a shame that civil servants are allowed to 

ignore the work of law-makers…. Current justice methods can be improved. Prisons are 

filled with adults who were abused as children… Want to do something about crime in 

Canada. Start addressing the needs of children. There is little care in the pen and that 

guards and wardens seem to almost enjoy screwing with your mind. There is nothing 

REHABILITATIVE about prison. “Most of these women prisoners were victims of 

physical, mental, and sexual abuse before they entered prison. It’s the government shit 

that the prison system seems to single out people and sometimes certain cultures. The 

prisoners right are not to be a knowledge at all… 

“There are no places of healing in this 

society. nor in places of incarceration 

It is important to think about what this means to us, as individuals and as a 

culture. 
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If we treat some members of our societies disposable 

and hopeless, way does it mean about the value we place  

on human life…..” 
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