
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For

            my brother

            Alfred Plant, Jr.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            In Honor of

            Saint Martín de Porres

            Trees

            The Ancestors

            and

            Foundational African Americans

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	Prologue

            	Chapter 1: The Enterprise of Freedom

            	Chapter 2: Reckonings

            	Chapter 3: My Brother

            	Chapter 4: “Ain’t That Peculiar”: “Slave Plantations,” Angola Prison, and Perpetuity, Part I

            	Chapter 5: “Ain’t That Peculiar”: “Slave Plantations,” Angola Prison, and Perpetuity, Part II

            	Chapter 6: American Plantation Lullabies

            	Chapter 7: An Accounting

            	Chapter 8: Patriarchy—The Slavery We Swim In

            	Chapter 9: Barracoon Revisited

            	Chapter 10: Re-Membering, Re-Rooting: Ain’t We All Got a Right to the Tree of Life?

            	Epilogue: And Justice for All

            	Acknowledgments

            	Appendix

            	Index

            	About the Author

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      



	iii

	v


	vii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261


	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277


	iv




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	Prologue

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue

         
         First and foremost, this work is about universal, democratic freedom and personal sovereignty. It takes a comparative look
            at how the badges of slavery manifest in the relentless surveilling and policing of Black American citizens and communities;
            the ongoing deracination, dispossession, and disfranchisement of Black citizens; and the pernicious impoverishment of Black
            life. It is a meditation on the carceral system and the personal and collective calamity that it engenders within individual
            families and within the body politic of our nation.
         

         
         Several hundred thousand Americans are caged in American jails every single day, not because they are necessarily guilty of a crime but because our wealth-based justice system targets those who don’t have
            the money to post bail—if bail is set. And the vast majority of those caged are poor, Black, and brown.1 Where popular discourse would have it that those entrapped in America’s jails and prisons are paying their debt to society,
            the reality is that, like our Haitian cousins who were forced to pay reparations to France for its loss of Black “property”
            and slave labor after the 1791 Haitian Revolution,2 African Americans have continued to pay a debt, a tax for our little eddy of freedom post-Emancipation.3

         
         “Freedom” and “equality” are the watchwords of American democracy. But like justice, freedom and equality are meaningless when there is no corresponding practical application of the ideals they represent. Physical, bodily liberty lies at the core of an American’s birthright of freedom and is fundamental to every American’s personal sovereignty. And yet millions of Americans are deprived of these basic freedoms every single day. We look the other way when the basic human rights of marginalized and stigmatized groups are violated and desecrated, not realizing that only the practice of justice everywhere secures justice for any of us anywhere. 

         
         In our society, liberty has been an ideal, but it has never been the practiced norm. Where America’s “criminal punishment”
            system has systematically deprived millions of American citizens of their physical freedoms, so other oppressive and tyrannical
            institutions have trampled the basic freedoms, rights, and privileges of the American masses and have jeopardized our American
            democracy. “This freedom is a funny thing. . . . It ain’t something permanent like rocks and hills. It’s like manna; you just
            got to keep on gathering it fresh every day. If you don’t, one day you’re going to find you ain’t got none no more.”4 An active vigilance is required of those who would be and remain free.
         

         
         Until I began to think about what it might take to get my brother freed from Angola prison, I did not realize to what extent
            I myself was caught up in the American punishment system and its prison-industrial complex.5 What I comprehended about “the system” before that moment was superficial at best. I never understood to what extent I and
            my family have unconsciously contributed to the maintenance and continuance of this wretched and barbaric institution every
            time, over the past twenty-plus years, that we have communicated or visited with my brother—money orders, phone calls, emails;
            food and drink purchases to enjoy with him during our visits; purchases of instant photos in some vague attempt to memorialize
            our brief reunions; leaving him cash money with the commissary clerk on our way out.
         

         
         Because my brother was locked up and we visited him, I didn’t realize how I was also locked up with him—like anyone or any family who insists on maintaining a relationship with
            an incarcerated loved one. Your life is strangely there, too. I gradually came to know intimately the truth that “judges and
            prosecutors don’t think about the fact that when they incarcerate a man or woman, that they’re locking a family up with them.”6 In their haste to convict and incarcerate, America’s judges and prosecutors overlook or ignore the fact that “the defendant”
            is also someone’s brother, son, father, somebody’s child—a human being. The complex character of the person captured is reduced
            to one dimension: criminal. Tried and “duly convicted,”7 the defendant’s sovereign human life doesn’t factor into the punishment imposed. It doesn’t factor into the decision “to
            put a person away for 20, 30, 40, 50 years, because they’re afraid of them.”8 It didn’t factor into their decision to put away, to “disappear,” my brother—for life.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Having taught African American and African Diasporan history and culture for most of my professional career, I know how the
            history of “slavery” informs and shapes American social and cultural institutions, particularly American penal institutions.
            But my brother’s life imprisonment in Angola is not academic. Nor are the lives of millions of other detained and incarcerated
            human beings and their families. And yet as I looked into the possibility of my brother’s freedom and began to ask the question
            “How did we get here?” I felt as though I was experiencing some version of The Truman Show, where I was a character already cast and playing her role in a national narrative—weren’t we all?9 I was living the history, the official American “master narrative” that I had been researching and teaching.
         

         
         My folks had finally been able to move from renting a house to home ownership in 1970. The street on which we lived intersected
            with Fuqua Street. Other than its curiosity, I never gave the name of that street a second thought. But in researching the
            history of Angola, the place that I was condemned to visit and sustain for the duration of my life or my brother’s life, I
            learned that Fuqua Street was named for Louisiana governor Henry Luse Fuqua, who, before he became governor, was the first
            general manager of the Louisiana State Penitentiary in Angola. And in researching the roots of Angola prison, I found myself
            retracing the routes of the European transatlantic “slave trade.”
         

         
         Angola state prison was originally a “slave plantation.” Many believe that the plantation and the prison were named to commemorate
            the place of origin of those who had been enslaved there. Others state that the timeline of the United States’ 1807 abolition
            of the international trafficking of Africans and Isaac Franklin’s purchase of Angola Plantation in the 1830s doesn’t support
            this popular belief.10

         
         While the name “Angola” did refer to the region from which millions of Africans were extracted and forced into an abominable history, the plantation was not named by Franklin as “a nod” to enslaved Angolans. Rather, “slave trader” and “slave-plantation” owner Isaac Franklin named the estate “Angola” to laud his success and his prominence in the commerce of the international trafficking of Africans. Proof of his business prowess, the naming was a testament to his greed for excess wealth and fame. It was a trophy that symbolized his prerogative “to take the ancestral languages and words” of those subjugated; a flaunting of the glory he gained in holding dominion over the bodies of human beings that he ventured to claim as his property.11

         
         Though the naming of Angola Plantation was an act of hubris and the appropriation of the name correlates with the historical
            and the contemporary seizure and subjugation of Black human bodies, the reclamation of the name “Angola” nevertheless underscores
            the reality of the historical Angola, in southwest and central Africa, as the matrix of struggles for freedom and national
            sovereignty. “Angola” held symbolic meaning for those formerly enslaved on the Angola Plantation and holds symbolic meaning
            for those who have been incarcerated in Angola prison, in a “slavery by another name.”
         

         
         The word “Angola” is derived from the Kimbundu-Bantu word ngola. It refers to an iron object that symbolized a leader or king and was the title accorded to the leader of Ndongo (Angola).12 The name recalls Angola’s warrior queen Njinga, who waged a fierce and relentless battle against Portuguese colonizers and
            their African allies in the seventeenth century. And “Angola” conjures the spirit of enslaved and nominally free Africans
            who escaped from North and South Carolina and Georgia and joined with the Seminoles to form one of the largest maroon societies
            in Spanish Florida. Known as the “Angola community,” the establishment of this settlement of six hundred to seven hundred
            fifty maroons coincided with the ending of the War of 1812 between the US and Britain.
         

         
         Their story documents a quest for freedom, a refusal to be circumscribed and defined by external controlling narratives and oppressive individuals and the systems that enable
            them.13 It demonstrates a people’s expressed self-determination, power, and sovereignty, and their will to live on their own terms, practicing their own self-affirming rituals and cultural traditions. Theirs is also a story of tragedy, as US general Andrew Jackson, who was told “to take no immediate action,” nonetheless commanded their destruction in 1821, just prior to Florida becoming a US territory in 1822, and later a “slave state” in 1845.14 Under orders from Jackson, the Angola settlement was raided, and houses and fields were burned to the ground.15 Some who survived the assault were re-enslaved. Some escaped to other maroon communities. And others escaped to Andros Island
            in the Bahamas.
         

         
         The Angola maroon community thrived a little more than sixty miles from the Tampa Bay area, where I live in Florida. The history
            of this settlement, however, had been burned to ashes and “buried under three feet and two centuries of earth.” But excavations
            initiated in 2006 retrieved Angola from oblivion and reconnected its narrative with the Underground Railroad Network to Freedom.
            The story of Angola maroons in Florida documents this “stirring in the soul for freedom.”16 And the soul’s stirring for freedom is a human story, an utterly important point that cannot be overemphasized, for fundamental to the administration and functioning of
            America’s Peculiar Institution was the attitude and perception that Black people were not quite human, but indeed, that we
            were chattel, a word derived from the Latin capitalis, meaning “capital,” i.e., movable real estate.
         

         
         And so it was okay to hunt and capture Africans, to cage us in barracoons, to pile us into the holds of ships like so much lumber, to auction us off to the highest bidder—to commodify our and our children’s entire existence as property, as merchandise. It was okay to patrol and surveil African Americans within and outside the perimeters of our communities; to racially profile us; to randomly frisk and harass us; to break into our bedrooms, on purpose and by accident, with and without warrants—knock-knock or no-knock; to indiscriminately arrest us, intentionally and by mistaken identity and racialized glitches in digitized systems of facial recognition; to indifferently kill us or cage our bodies because most of us are too poor to post bail, let alone hire lawyers who are not aligned with America’s punishment bureaucracy of mass incarceration. 

         
         In examining the roots of the Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola, I retraced its historical and political routes to the
            nexus of US constitutional law. Just as the 1793 Fugitive Slave Clause in Article IV had criminalized freedom-seeking Angola
            maroons, who were hunted, re-enslaved, killed, or scattered, so the Thirteenth Amendment’s Criminal Punishment Clause had
            criminalized free African Americans, who were terrorized, exploited, and legally re-enslaved within state and federal prison
            systems. The designation “criminal” became synonymous with “slave,” and both terms reduced Black human beings to the status
            of objects, of chattel, to be used and economically exploited for the profit and benefit of individuals and states alike and
            by both state and federal governments.
         

         
         The process of the criminalization of individual Black Americans is simultaneously the process of the dehumanization of all
            Black Americans. As US congresspersons and state legislators work to pass abolition amendments to end the “legalized slavery”
            that fuels mass incarceration, and activists, lawyers, and politicians move to decarcerate America and abolish the prison-industrial
            complex,17 we are reminded that ending the systematic caging of America’s vulnerable citizens of color and poor whites is both a radical
            stand for democracy and “a deeply human project.”18

         
         The official, political spin that portrays African Americans and people of color as suspect and objectifies the “duly convicted” as a danger and a threat to white American society has the effect of both locating people of color beyond the protections of the Constitution and undermining their humanity. These controlling “master” narratives are designed to ease and soothe the conscience of the masses of Americans while they mute the voices and void the histories and stories of those killed, caged, and incarcerated for life, and thereby rewrite the story of how we got here.
         

         
         Our histories and our stories humanize us. This fact is what confounded Thomas Jefferson in his reaction to the poetry of
            the enslaved woman Phillis Wheatley. After all, stories—myths, legends, tales, histories, orature, and literature—are at the core of human civilization and culture. Thus, disappearing a people, erasing a people’s history, burying
            their stories, and silencing their voices are means of denying and dismantling their humanity. Keeping their stories buried
            facilitates keeping their bodies caged. As Alec Karakatsanis notes in Usual Cruelty: The Complicity of Lawyers in the Criminal Injustice System, the success of mass incarceration enterprises and the American punishment bureaucracy “depends on erasing people and their
            stories.”19

         
         Movements to end “slavery” in all its forms and to end the injustice of systems of punishment include rethinking how we perceive
            and talk about “slavery” and the meaning, method, and objective of the Punishment Clause, the harm it causes, and those it
            harms. Does it actually achieve public safety, or does it, in reality, facilitate private and corporate profit?20 Included in the processes of thinking and talking about the “criminal injustice system” is the development of empathy and compassion and the capacity to see the “othered” as the self. And inside of that, the capacity to allow ourselves to be touched by the humanity of other human beings and see that what is happening to some of us is actually happening to all of us, whether we realize it or not. And yet the work is that we come to realize it. “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere” is not just a neat phrase.21

         
         Vital to these processes are the remembered histories and resurrected stories of marginalized and criminalized Americans.
            Vital, also, is the courage to reclaim American stories that have been outlawed by gubernatorial fiat or “anti-woke” laws
            passed by legislative bodies that are aligned with the American punishment bureaucracy. Instrumental to these processes is
            the developing language of freedom, personal sovereignty, inclusive democracy, and justice for all.
         

         
         The details and aspects of my brother’s story resound in every story of separation and unfairness and inhumanity. Thus, my
            brother’s story speaks to unity, justice, and humanity. And at the intersection of the history of Angola prison and the story
            of Angola maroons is a crossroads, a space in which we can envision an unfolding story of an America where all Americans are
            perceived as human beings and as equal citizens, an America that protects the civil rights of historically marginalized and
            mainstreamed Americans alike, that honors “the people” and our sovereign and constitutional authority, an America where freedom
            is understood and respected as both a human and holy right, and a democratic America that embraces justice for all. Such an
            America requires a new vision. And a new vision requires a “jailbreak of the imagination.”22 We will never evolve beyond the controlling and punishing historical narratives of the past until we imagine a future to
            evolve into.
         

         
         Ultimately, to talk about “slavery” and the Slavery Clause is to talk about freedom and personal sovereignty, for “slavery” is unnatural to the human spirit, and therefore, it is an impossible idea. No amount of rationalization, justification, historical and biblical points of reference, or prosecutorial arguments will ever still the “stirring in the soul for freedom.” Those of us who believe in freedom cannot rest until freedom is our practical reality, as Sweet Honey in the Rock teaches.23

         
         I am imagining my brother free.
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            Chapter 1
The Enterprise of Freedom

         
         Is America experiencing a period of reckoning? A paradigm shift? Are we poised to realize the vision of a more perfect union
            that embraces all equally? Are we ready to look honestly at the consequences of reckless imbalances of illegitimate power
            and illegal privilege? Are American politics at a tipping point?
         

         
         Juneteenth, a day commemorating the end of enslavement, became a national holiday on June 17, 2021. While the National Independence
            Day Act was signed into law, lawmakers also reintroduced legislation to strike the “punishment clause” loophole from the US
            Constitution’s Thirteenth Amendment. A joint resolution of the US House and Senate, the proposed Abolition Amendment would
            close the loophole that has perpetuated mass incarceration for a century and a half and allowed private and public officials
            and industries and corporations, alike, to profit from the forced labor of convicted prisoners, disproportionately African
            Americans and people of color.1

         
         Slavery and involuntary servitude were formally abolished by the Thirteenth Amendment, except as punishment for those “duly
            convicted” of a crime.2 A consequence of this “criminal-exception” loophole is that millions of politically vulnerable Americans have been criminalized and unduly deprived of their freedom, robbed of a sense of personal sovereignty, dispossessed of the fruits of their labor, and stripped of their citizenship rights—for life.
         

         
         A consequence of the Punishment Clause is legalized slavery. A consequence of legalized slavery is the proliferation of corrupt
            state and federal policies that sanctioned and continue to sanction arrests and convictions for minor infractions, mandatory
            minimum sentencing, and excessive, life imprisonment sentences. A consequence of legalized slavery and corrupt public policy
            is a rigged and racialized judicial system that imposes fines and sets bails that most folk cannot pay, a judicial system
            that employs prosecutors and public defenders to negotiate plea deals that are simply legal catch-22s, and a judicial system
            that cloaks America’s antidemocratic legal processes in robes of justice.
         

         
         The proposed Abolition Amendment, cosponsored by Senator Jeffrey Merkley and Congresswoman Nikema Williams, underscores and
            advances the abolitionist work of activists, lawyers, and lawmakers, that began in the antebellum era and has continued into
            twenty-first-century America. As Merkley and Williams state, “The Abolition Amendment would finally finish the job started by the Civil War, Emancipation Proclamation, and 13th Amendment and end the morally
            reprehensible practice of slavery and forced labor in America, and send a clear message: in this country, no person will be
            stripped of their basic humanity and forced to toil for someone else’s profit.”3

         
         The pursuit of profit, like an addiction, was the driving force that sustained America’s Peculiar Institution of slavery. That same greed for profit that was fed by the forced labor of Black people continued unabated. This pattern of destroying Black lives for the profit and benefit of private individuals, public officials, and corporate enterprises was apparent in the convict-leasing system that re-enslaved thousands of Black men, women, and children across the American South. It was apparent in the rule of lynch law during the era of Reconstruction and Jim Crow, a time when Black businesses and Black communities and towns were indiscriminately terrorized, burned, and looted. And that pattern has persisted into the modern age of the prison-industrial complex that facilitates the detention, incarceration, and post-incarceration enthrallment of Black people, people of color, and poor white people across the nation. 

         
         In 2018, Colorado became the first state to repeal the criminal-exception clause from its constitution, thereby abolishing
            slavery and involuntary servitude “in all circumstances.”4 In the following two years, the states of Nebraska and Colorado removed from their constitutions the clause that continued
            the preservation of slavery as punishment for crime. In 2022, Alabama, Louisiana, Oregon, Tennessee, and Vermont held referendums
            on repealing or reforming the “Slavery Clause” in their constitutions. Louisiana, alone, elected to preserve slavery.
         

         
         The controversial vote in Louisiana was nonetheless historic and perhaps even propitious.5 The initiative to amend Louisiana’s Slavery Clause entailed a revision to the latter part of Article I, Section 3 of the
            state constitution, titled “Right to Individual Dignity”: “Slavery and involuntary servitude are prohibited.”6 That the state of Louisiana recognized in its proposed legislation that individual dignity is a right that the State should
            not abrogate, even as that right pertains to incarcerated persons, is important.
         

         
         For, since the Civil War, Black Louisianians have been forced to endure “badges and incidents of slavery,”7 both in the sphere of the general public and within the walls of the state’s prison system. Louisiana is home to the Louisiana State Penitentiary called Angola, one of the most infamous plantation prison systems in America. Angola was built with “convict” labor on a former slave plantation, and Louisiana was among the first Southern states to re-enslave newly freed Black people within the state’s equally infamous convict-leasing system. 

         
         “Louisiana! Louisiana! That dear old state of ours”8 is also my home. When my family visited relatives “across the river,” in Bayou Plaquemine, Bayou Goula, Caddo, the Pointe,
            and White Castle, my siblings and I would sometimes race up and down the levees, some distance away from the cows grazing
            there. At the summit of the hill, you could see the Mississippi waters through stands of trees and brush. It never occurred
            to me that our “playground” was the living testimony of Black men, prisoners of Angola whom the state of Louisiana had re-enslaved
            in the convict-leasing system. I was unaware of the horrendous, humiliating, and inhumane conditions under which these men
            were forced to perform the deadly work of raising levees, digging canals, and laying a latticework of railroad tracks across
            the state.
         

         
         Louisiana is home, and Angola would become familiar ground to me and my family after my brother was condemned to life imprisonment at Angola in 2000. So, both the proposed US amendment and the unsuccessful Louisiana referendum to repeal the “Slavery Clause” are important to me as a US and world citizen, as a native of Louisiana, and as a sister whose brother has been “taken up” and imprisoned for life. As Representative Edmond Jordan of Louisiana (quoted in Paterson 2021) proposed the amendment to abolish legalized slavery “in all cases,” Congresswoman Nikema Williams proclaimed that the federal Abolition Amendment would take us “one step closer to achieving true justice and equality for all.”9

         
         “States are amending their constitutions to finally abolish slavery in all forms, and Congress will lead the way and finally
            abolish involuntary servitude in America,” Williams assures us. “We are in a period of reckoning with our country’s history
            and a lot of that history is marked with racism and systems of oppression. Eliminating the loophole in the 13th Amendment
            that allows for slavery is another opportunity to do that.”10

         
         “Indisputably racist” is how Williams and Merkley describe the Punishment Clause, which is also dubbed the Slavery Clause.
            This exception clause in federal and state constitutions is also indisputably antidemocratic, elitist, and patriarchal. In
            addition to the practice of racism, the clause allows for the practice of other -isms that Williams broadly identifies as
            “systems of oppression.”11 As systems of oppression tend to be intersecting, one form of oppression can easily conceal another more fundamental and
            pernicious form of oppression. Such is the case with the “indisputable” racism associated with America’s race-based Peculiar
            Institution of slavery, as it obscures and distracts us from recognizing other systems that function to maintain slavery in
            its relentless and virulent reformulations in modern American society.
         

         
         Of Greed and Glory looks at the apparent and concealed systems of oppression that are inherent in the “Slavery Clause” of our Constitution.
            Through my brother’s letters about his experiences of arrest, detention, and eventual incarceration at Angola prison, Of Greed and Glory addresses the indisputable system of racial oppression. In context of the history of Angola prison and my brother’s lived experiences there, this work explores the increasingly more apparent intersecting system of economic oppression. 

         
         Less apparent but fundamental to both racial and economic oppression is patriarchal oppression. The system of American patriarchy
            has as much to do with the police killing and over-incarceration of Black men and boys as it has to do with sexism, heterosexism,
            the repression and subjugation of women and girls, and the US Supreme Court’s recent overturning of Roe v. Wade.
         

         
         Many bemoan the fact that “we are still working to abolish slavery more than 155 years after the passage of the Thirteenth
            Amendment.”12 One of the reasons that the movement to abolish slavery is ongoing is that slavery in America is associated with Black people.
            And the post–Civil War political and social constructions of Black people as inferior, uncivilized, brutish, and innately
            criminal served to justify our incarceration. Like the Peculiar Institution of slavery, penal institutions are seen as a fit
            environment for a purportedly dangerous and unruly people. Indeed, the discourse of generations of scholars and historians
            has served to justify, and thus normalize, racial slavery.
         

         
         The trafficking in Africans and continued exploitation of people of African descent within America’s Peculiar Institution
            has long been justified by many historians and economists as necessary. And such spurious claims about how the land needed “development,” thus prompting a “demand for cheap labor,”13 and how “the demands of the sugar crop” required slave gang labor14 provide a refrain for the historical and contemporary justifications for reducing millions of Black human beings to chattel
            (i.e., cattle). So, no less than slavery, itself, the mass incarceration of Black people is perceived as neither cruel nor
            unusual, but necessary. And if a profit can be made from their imprisonment, all the better.
         

         
         Certainly, the politics of extracting the labor, intelligence, creativity, and resources of Black people has remained a key element in the political economy of America. Thus, in addition to the Slavery Clause in the Thirteenth Amendment that permitted the convict-leasing system, African Americans were forced into the oppressive economic systems of sharecropping, tenant farming, and debt peonage—some of slavery’s other names. 

         
         Scholars, over time, have detailed how America’s practice of enslavement became race based and how racialized social and economic disparities and inequities became systemic and structural across institutions.
            However, though racism became integral to the institution of enslavement, nationally, globally, and historically, racism was
            not an essential aspect of slavery as an enterprise. And even as the Reconstruction era ushered in neo-slavery economics and the Jim Crow era spoke to “the
            nadir of the Negro’s status in American society,”15 both eras also bespoke the brutality of the social system of Western patriarchy.
         

         
         So, basically, even though those of us who suffer the direct impacts of the criminal-punishment loophole are “disproportionately
            Black Americans and people of color,” this fact accounts, only in part, for the slow pace of change.16 And yet America must wake up to the fact that slavery and involuntary servitude, in any form, have no place in a democratic
            republic. The badges of slavery that subjugate, exploit, and humiliate are anathema to the creed of freedom and justice for
            all. Injustice is not “a Black thing,” and locking up (white) police officers, celebrities, corrupt and misogynistic politicians,
            and corporate moguls/tycoons—female and male alike—doesn’t make America’s corrupted justice system less corrupt, nor does
            it make the country’s carceral status more acceptable. Making orange the new black doesn’t make any of it right.
         

         
         Another, and perhaps more fundamental, reason that the abolition movement is continuing is that the intersecting and interlocking systems of oppression work in sync to keep America’s Peculiar Institution viable and transmissible—in one form or another, and through the subjugation of one vulnerable group or another, regardless of citizenship status. So when we and our civic and political leadership talk about engaging in acts “to end slavery, once and for all,” then we all are compelled to search out the root causes of this disgraceful and repugnant chapter in our common history.17

         
         We need to understand deeply, in the real time of abolitionist movements to amend loopholes and envision justice and freedom
            for all, that injustice anywhere never ceases to be a threat to justice everywhere. Otherwise, like the proverbial weed, injustice
            crops up elsewhere, in other forms, criminalizing folk and taking prisoners. Ending slavery in America once and for all is a radical idea. If we are to eradicate the practices and politics of the Peculiar Institution of slavery from American
            soil, society, and culture, it is not enough to recognize the insidious forms enslavement takes as they pertain to African
            Americans. We must also become intimately familiar with and knowledgeable of slavery’s essence, the essence of slavery, of that which generates and informs slavery’s political incarnations and institutional reformulations.
         

         
         At the core of each of the main interlocking systems of American slavery—racism, monopoly capitalism, and patriarchy, and
            their vade mecum, elitism—is a “master-slave” dynamic. Individuals and groups whose ideology and worldview are inflected with this dynamic assume themselves superior, privileged, deserving, and entitled. The “master-slave” dynamic did not remain on Southern plantations, and it did not die on American Civil War battlefields. More in retreat than in defeat, this dynamic reasserted itself at every opportunity in postbellum America. The Criminal Punishment or Slavery Clause, represents just one opportunity in a history of such opportunities that we can trace back to the 1787 US Constitutional Convention and its three-fifths compromise that empowered an American slavocracy within a bourgeoning American democracy. 

         
         An elitist “master-slave” dynamic is incompatible with the principles of democracy, freedom, and equality. This dynamic, as
            reflected in the systems that cohered into America’s Peculiar Institution, was and is—in addition to being racist, economically
            oppressive, elitist, and patriarchal at its core—an inheritance of European old-world tyranny and is naturally antidemocratic
            and un-American. As Senator Merkley affirmed, “This country was founded on the beautiful principles of equality and justice—principles
            that have never been compatible with the horrific realities of slavery and white supremacy.”18

         
         In Merkley’s reference to “this country,” certain assumptions are implied about a unified America. And yet, there are two
            Americas. Though the United States was proclaimed “one nation, indivisible,”19 two distinct ideologies developed simultaneously in the new republic: One ideology declared liberty, freedom, and justice for all, and the other insisted on aristocratic rule sustained by a slave-based economy. The former was oriented toward ideals of individual freedom and self-government, and the latter was oriented toward extravagant wealth and tyrannical power. Where the first ideology was rooted in the ideals set forth in the Declaration of Independence and the broader ideals expressed in the US Constitution, the latter was rooted in the narrow, old-world schemata of the Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina. 

         
         Some founders were compelled by the dream of a democratic society and the principles of individual sovereignty, equality,
            and universal freedom. Others, inspired by a greed for expeditious and excessive wealth and the desire for a glory derived
            from elitist and tyrannical power, were driven by this “master-slave” dynamic. Greed is a strain that is intricately woven
            into the American Dream. The essential theme here is that one is driven to having more than one could ever need. And, like
            a virus, this insatiable greed has wormed its way into the soul of America.20

         
         If America is “in a period of reckoning with our country’s history,” as Congresswoman Williams states,21 if we are at a tipping point and poised for a shift into a more perfect union, then it behooves us to inquire into the contending
            ideologies that have resulted in a house that has remained divided. Supposedly, the Civil War dismantled the politics that
            pitted “slave states” against “free states.” And yet the effect of the punishment-exception clause in the Thirteenth Amendment was to not only sanction the preservation of slavery and involuntary servitude, but also to extend it nationwide.
            We have been told and we want to believe that there are no red states and blue states—but there are. Further, in 2022, we
            have also witnessed the partitioning of the country into states where women’s personal sovereignty is recognized and those
            states where motherhood is again politicized, with the consequences that women and the people who love and care for them are
            criminalized and thus subject to treatment as chattel.
         

         
         The absence of choice is the absence of voice. And whether one is disfranchised because one has been “duly convicted,” or because the Voting Rights Act has been gutted, or because Supreme Courts decide that the masses of women have no rights that tyrannical and patriarchal justices are bound to respect, the fact is that tyrants demand that their subjects be voiceless and that the personal sovereignty of their subjects be annulled. This essential element of the systems of oppression that preserved the institution of slavery has permeated all American institutions and has left no facet of American life and society untouched.
         

         
         Racialized political and social propaganda has taught mainstream America not to see the fundamentally antidemocratic, anti-American roots of “legalized slavery.” Importantly, Americans have been indoctrinated
            to have so little empathy or compassion for one another—except during acute moments of national crisis—that we cannot see
            our similarities or how our experiences as “we the people” mirror rather than rival one another’s. In those rare moments,
            when most of us see eye-to-eye and we breathe in rhythm as we did when George Perry Floyd, Jr., drew his last breath, we then
            understand something about our common humanity and American identity.
         

         
         In his book From Generosity to Justice: A New Gospel of Wealth, businessman, philanthropist, and civic leader Darren Walker maintains that the journey to justice requires us to “raise
            the roots” of the issues or problems that impede our progress “by addressing causes, not consequences.” As we work in the
            meantime to mollify and mitigate consequences, fundamental societal change requires us to also search beyond the consequential
            into the layered causes and circumstances of issues that obstruct and undermine structural change. “We constantly have to
            push ourselves to dig deeper, to excavate more,” Walker writes. “The root causes of injustice are often obscured—buried deep
            in our history, our institutions, and our cultural practices.”22

         
         Mass incarceration is a consequence. Systemic racism is a consequence. Economic marginalization and poverty are consequences. Sexism and misogyny are consequences of a network of oppressive systems deeply rooted in an ideology of greed and glory, of excess and tyrannical power. Monopoly capitalism, patriarchy, and “‘white’ supremacy” number among the oppressive systems in which the “master-slave” dynamic operates. Elitism, signifying superiority, is their crowning feature. The taproot of this network of interconnected, mutually reinforcing systems of oppression is unconsciousness. 

         
         Many Americans adopt the position that, when the unthinking decisions were made that generated the racial and social disparities
            and structural economic gaps that we experience today, they weren’t the ones who made them. Yet as each successive generation
            unquestioningly continues the practices established through custom or law and the attitudes that galvanized them, said practices
            become normalized as “tradition” and as “our way of life.” If nothing interrupts the habitual sociocultural loop, then we
            unconsciously repeat historical patterns. Even as we might consciously distance ourselves from the oppressive dogma of “the
            past,” unconsciously, we continue it, as some are privileged and others are disparaged in accordance with the established
            dispensation of colonial American society.
         

         
         Encoded into laws and loopholes like the Slavery Clause are the prejudices, politics, and propaganda of the colonial “master
            class.” Far from being past history, the belief that Black people should be enslaved ad vitam, for life, informs the harsh and excessive sentencing of Black people and people of color in the modern era of mass incarceration. The life of my “duly convicted” brother and the consequent enthrallment of our family are a testament to James Baldwin’s insight that we have yet to fully appreciate the nature and function of history: 

         
         
            History, as nearly no one seems to know, is not merely something to be read. And it does not refer merely, or even principally,
               to the past. On the contrary, the great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously
               controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally present in all that we do.23

         

         “It could scarcely be otherwise,” Baldwin wrote, “since it is to history that we owe our frames of reference, our identities,
            and our aspirations.”24

         
         What aspirations are reflected in the Criminal Punishment Clause that has kept the institution of slavery “alive and well
            in Louisiana’s prison system” and in state and federal prison systems throughout America?25 To effectively end slavery once and for all, it is necessary that we identify, deconstruct, and abolish the incidents and badges that continue to bind us to the past
            of slavery. This entails that we must also have the courage to identify, deconstruct, and abolish the incidents and badges
            that empower the continued reign of the “master class” in modern American society. For it stands to reason that when the Thirteenth
            Amendment preserved slavery, it also preserved the enslaver. We must all account for the history that we carry within us.
            For we are our history, as Baldwin would have us understand, and further, “if we pretend otherwise, we literally are criminals.”26

         
         Race-based, intergenerational chattel slavery is peculiar to America. But, of course, slavery is not. And the ideological underpinnings of this Peculiar Institution began neither in America nor with Americans, but in the Atlantic world of the fifteenth century and with European imperialist ideas about “Doctrines of Discovery” and “perpetual slavery.” There was no American republic at that point in time. But as Americans, we have inherited this legacy of greed and glory that has enthralled us all in one way or another. And this moment in history is ours to be the difference necessary to evolve our society. What if the proverbial “buck” literally stopped, here and now, with us, “the people”? 

         
         The relentless assault on Indigenous peoples, the debasement and enslavement of Africans, the imperialist war against Mexicans,
            and the exploitation and exclusion of Asians are difficult stories to weave into the narrative of America the beautiful, and
            they trouble the dreaming of the American Dream. Yet, as demonstrated by activist-artist and shaman Alice Walker, we must
            honor the difficult, just as we must consider, nonetheless, that we all have a stake in the Dream. We are fortified to the
            extent that we embrace the dishonorable and allow admission of hard truths to do their transformative work. Thus, we galvanize
            and elevate the American spirit.
         

         
         America is not alone in its efforts to acknowledge the difficult history of slavery. Private citizens and public officials
            alike have recognized the consequences of historical enslavement in our nation and have been moved to disrupt and dismantle
            the new forms that slavery takes and that obscure the “master-slave” dynamic that continually regenerates human oppression.
            The story of slavery in America reflects the global history of slavery. And abolitionist efforts at home intersect with initiatives abroad that seek to bring awareness to, and work to bring an
            end to, the scourge of slavery.
         

         
         In 1985, for instance, the United Nations proclaimed December 2 as the World Day for the Abolishment of Slavery. In 1995, this date was established and observed as the International Day for the Abolition of Slavery. On this day, governments, institutions, organizations, and individuals are called on to denounce and proactively work to eradicate modern-day slavery “in all its forms”27: forced labor (prison labor, child labor, coerced industrial labor), forced marriage, military impressment of children, human
            trafficking, sex trafficking, and debt bondage.28 We are called on to recognize modern manifestations of slavery in all unequal, exploitative, objectifying, and dehumanizing
            situations involving coercion, violence, intimidation, and deception, those situations wherein compliance is forced, a person’s
            power to say “no” is nullified—denied, compromised, punished, or outlawed—all human relations that, in one configuration or
            another, re-produce the “master-slave” dynamic.
         

         
         The December 2 date was chosen in order that we remember the
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