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Reimagining the Revolution


Four Stories of Abolition, Autonomy, and Forging New Paths in the Modern Civil Rights Movement
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Praise for Reimagining the Revolution


“Reimagining the Revolution is a deeply personal, compellingly passionate, and surprisingly comprehensive take on the horrid state of the American justice system. It is also quite literally an invitation to a revolution. Lehman-Ewing wants nothing less than the total elimination of our current system of incarceration and justice and its replacement with something both effective and humane. As she focuses on an array of ideas around race and justice, Lehman-Ewing presents vignettes from assorted lives—many interrupted by incarceration—that take us beyond the superficial stereotypes that serve as justification for the status quo. In arguing for the abolition of the current system, she advocates a radical rethinking of virtually every commonly held view about the value and actual practice of incarceration. Along the way, she reminds us that the 13th Amendment did not really end slavery and that vengeance is a poor excuse for irrational policies. Whether you agree with her revolutionary solution or not, you will almost certainly find her key arguments impossible to ignore.”

—Ellis Cose, author of The Short Life and Curious Death of Free Speech in America and Race and Reckoning




“Reimagining the Revolution is both a call to action and a series of road maps, showing readers how those most impacted by prisons and policing are creating a world in which both are rendered obsolete. Paula Lehman-Ewing invites us to see abolition not as a far-off goal, but as living practices and concrete programs that we can incorporate into our daily lives.”

—Victoria Law, journalist, coauthor of Prison By Any Other Name and author of “Prisons Make Us Safer”: And 20 Other Myths About Mass Incarceration




“A timely and compelling exploration into the heart of contemporary social justice movements. Inspired by past and present events, Lehman-Ewing guides readers through the nuanced landscape of criminal justice reform and the profound racial reckoning that continues to shape our world. With a keen eye for dynamic storytelling, she introduces us to the courageous individuals at the forefront of change, providing a vivid tapestry of their journeys and contributions.

This book not only sheds light on the urgent need for societal transformation but also serves as a practical guide for those seeking to actively engage in the pursuit of justice. Lehman-Ewing’s work is a testament to the power of storytelling in inspiring meaningful action. Reimagining the Revolution is an indispensable resource for anyone passionate about creating a more just and equitable world. A must-read that challenges, enlightens, and empowers.”

—Jason Masino, author of Sinner’s Prayer




“In this personal exploration of today’s abolition movement, Paula Lehman-Ewing takes the reader around the United States—the most incarcerated nation in human history—to reveal the creative and profound actions abolitionists are taking to make their communities safer and more free. Reimagining the Revolution provides vibrant and intimate portraits of people directly impacted by America’s policies of mass incarceration, and shows how their work promises to change the world via concrete and pragmatic steps toward abolition.”

—Piper Kerman, author of Orange Is the New Black 
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Dedicated to my children: May you strive to make the world a better place.






Foreword by Dr. Ilyasah Shabazz

February 21, 2025 will mark the sixtieth anniversary of my father’s political assassination. Sixty years ago, Malcolm X became a martyr for the millions to whom he dedicated his life. The gravitas of the name Malcolm X carries the same weight today as it did when my father met with global leaders and revolutionaries about liberty, justice, and the oneness of humanity. I worry, however, that the years have not been as kind to him as he was to us. Perhaps in our lifetime, the reader will learn just why his story was so inaccurately portrayed and why his message was so misconstrued. 

The most devastating mischaracterization of Malcolm X is that he was a violent man. While the “radical” moniker may not carry the same weight as it did in my father’s heyday, the mere invocation of “by any means necessary” has often been used to undermine his mission to liberate oppressed people the world over from the systemic oppressor.

Malcolm X first used the phrase “by any means necessary” in a speech given at the founding rally of the Organization of Afro-American Unity: “We declare our right on this earth to be a man,” he said. “To be a human being, to be respected as a human being, to be given the rights of a human being in this society, on this earth, on this day, which we intend to bring into existence by any means necessary.”

Since that oration, the phrase has been used to pit my father against the nonviolence of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. when, in fact, they both shared the same goal: the elimination of systemic oppression. My mother, Dr. Betty Shabazz, once said that “by any means necessary” is not a violent statement but rather a “comprehensive” one. My father preached self-assurance, self-determination, and, if necessary, self-defense. Achieving humanity, however, should not require defending. Humanity is ordained by God.

After publishing my first book, Growing Up X, I felt the need to defend my parents for how I was raised—the extracurricular activities I participated in and the private schools and summer camps my sisters and I attended where we were among the few Blacks—and my father’s legacy, until someone told me I never have to defend my father. All I have to do is share the beauty of Malcolm, the beauty he gave the world when he spoke about his belief in humanity and the oneness of all people, and the beauty that he gave to his wife and six daughters. Among my favorite speeches are his Message to the Grass Roots, his Letter from Has, and his remarks at Oxford University. There, you see him as a man who loves—who loves humanity, who loves truth, and who loves the power of education. It is this profound love that was truly revolutionary.

The Malcolm X & Dr. Betty Shabazz Memorial and Educational Center in New York City gathers people from all walks of life together to continue his revolutionary legacy of collective love and liberation. Located in the Audubon Ballroom, the historic site of my father’s martyrdom, the center incubates social, racial, and global justice movements. More than merely memorializing the martyrdom of Malcolm X and the educational vision of Dr. Betty Shabazz, the center is also a gathering place for community organizers and educators who are training the next generation of leaders in the movement for racial equity and global justice.

I appeal to your humanity to love deeply and to move forward together to heal the wounds of corruption and oppression. The people you will meet in this book embrace this philosophy and embody the desperation that Malcolm X captured in his “by any means necessary” sermons. These fellow brothers and sisters are willing to start over and create anew, bringing about a world entirely different from what they have known. They are determined to step up as the next generation of liberators at a time when our efforts are under constant threat.

In an era marked by renewed struggles for justice and unrelenting calls for change, the legacy of Malcolm X reminds us of the importance of confronting deeply ingrained racial injustice. His unapologetic advocacy for the rights and empowerment of people of the African diaspora coupled with his uncompromising stance against systemic racism resonates deeply in contemporary discourse on racial inequality. 

In the following pages, you will discover the impact of Malcolm X on contemporaries, such as Angela Davis and Ambassador Andrew Young, as well as on incarcerated freedom fighters Ivan Kilgore and Heshima Denham. These men and women embraced my father’s call for action beyond protest and demonstration. My appeal to you is this: organize with strategy so that sixty years from now, we will not find ourselves in the same space as we were sixty years ago when my father was alive, simply insisting on liberty and justice for all.


[image: f01g001.tif]
Self Portrait by Scotty Scott aka Scott W. Smith





Author’s Note: About the Artists

I think what draws me to art is the same thing that draws me to journalism: Ultimately, they are both an attempt to share untold stories in a way that people will take notice of.

I met my husband James in recovery. We were both trying our best to deal with everything life had to throw at us, and stay sober despite it all. At times it was exhausting: showing up in ways we hadn’t before (usually because we were too inebriated to move); rushing off to meetings; putting out fires that arose from sparks ignited during a messier time. But other times it was boring. When it came to fun, we only knew one way, which had stopped being fun long before we stopped doing it.

This common experience among newly sober individuals translated very acutely to James, to the point that it made him jittery. His hands had primarily been used to move a drink from a bartop to his mouth for so long that they ached to go back to his old routine. At one point, his mother told him he used to doodle as a child when he was bored in school. Maybe he could try that.

James began to draw in charcoal. He did a self-portrait, a drawing of his mother with her dog, a classic car, and scenes from movies with captivating scoundrels, like Daniel Day-Lewis as William Cutting in Gangs of New York. Within a year, he had enough to display in a brief gallery run. We called the exhibit See the Light in Black and White.

I firmly believe that art saved my husband in these early years of sobriety, just as the art of writing saved me. As the actor Stella Adler once said, “Life beats down and crushes the soul, and art reminds you that you have one.”

It is this soul-baring that has fostered my deep affection for and connections with incarcerated writers and artists. It is their willingness to open themselves up to a world that has closed them off that inspires the work I do and the friendships I’ve made with the men and women I’ve worked with behind prison walls. 

These relationships stem primarily from my time as the newspaper editor for the grassroots organization All of Us or None. The group’s onboarding process emphasized the importance of putting people most directly impacted by mass incarceration at the forefront of every policy initiative, demonstration, and call to action. I took that directive quite literally, making sure someone who was in prison owned the very front of the newspaper every month, with a full-page image of artwork by an incarcerated artist.

Over the years, various organizations and individuals have aggregated these works, not only because of the quantity of art being produced inside the prison system but their quality as well. Arts in Corrections, California Arts in Corrections, and the Justice Arts Coalition all run programs that provide space and materials for artists to create drawings, paintings, sketches, and sculptures, often with the artists’ permission to display photographs of their completed work on the organization’s website.

When I first started working on the paper, I would peruse these resources for potential cover art. I was immediately blown away by the skillfulness and the beauty in each piece. Even the more gritty or gory drawings were breathtaking in their own right. The psychological strength these artists had to possess to produce something so beautiful amid an environment so horrific had a profound impact on me. As life has continued to have its ups and downs, I have tried to find the beauty amid all of it.

On the first day in April 2020, I sent roughly 500 copies of the paper’s first edition to individuals incarcerated in California, including the cover artist to whom I had written a note about his work and sent two extra copies. By the end of the month, I had a stack of mail postmarked by the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. The envelopes were filled with pages and pages of handwritten letters on yellow legal pad paper. I read each one as best I could. Most were legible, but the overwhelming majority were penned by trauma-induced shaky hands. I also received a letter from the cover artist, graciously accepting my apology for printing his work without his direct permission (I had downloaded the image from one of the aforementioned sites) and thanking me for getting his work “over the prison walls.” He had sent one of the extra copies to his mother, who was proud of a son the world had told her to disgrace. A warming experience for all three of us.

After the first wave of letters, a new one arrived, this batch packaged in much larger envelopes. They contained drawings in a variety of mediums: Some were simply doodles alongside poetry; others were more classical acrylic works from prisons where those supplies had been made available. I rarely had to pull from the web for cover art after that.

Two artists in particular stood out to me—Gerald Morgan and Scott Smith—which is why their work appears in this book. The following is an attempt to help you know them beyond the “prisoner” label on their jumpsuits and to provide some context about the images in this book. I also profile Carnell Hunnicutt, an artist who created a graphic novel version of Race to Incarcerate during his incarceration. These artists’ work embodies what French sculptor Auguste Rodin articulated as the key elements of art: “to be moved, to love, to hope, to tremble, to live.”


“I want to touch people with my art. I want them to say, ‘he feels deeply, he feels tenderly.’”

—Vincent Van Gogh



Gerald Morgan


[image: b01g003.tif]

Gerald Morgan’s Doing Time painting, which precedes chapter 6, appeared on the June 2020 cover of All of Us or None’s newspaper, published a week after police officers killed George Floyd in Minneapolis. It still strikes me here, but the original is truly devastating, shaded with midnight blues, crafted with delicate brush strokes that create the various brown tones that contour the main figure.

After receiving the June paper and my note, Gerald wrote to me that the experience of seeing his art used in such a manner brought him a glimmer of light during a “dark time” in his life. At that point Gerald had been incarcerated for twenty years. He had been locked down in his cell for months due to the pandemic and denied access to the San Quentin art studio that had served as a saving grace for him throughout the years. It was lonely, and a haunting reminder of what it felt like to be new in prison again.

Gerald had been released by the time I finished Reimagining the Revolution. I was able to track him down through the Humans of San Quentin, a humanitarian nonprofit that proliferates the stories of individuals impacted by the criminal justice system. They had interviewed Gerald upon his release and passed along his information.1 I was anxious to ask him about the piece that had moved me so greatly and had brought us together.

“I’ve seen that specific face in a number of individuals including myself,” he told me when we finally connected. “Whenever we are doing time, we don’t ever know what to expect from one day to the next. As far as the possibilities of paroling, that’s always happening way outside the door. We have a deep, dark understanding of where we are and nothing is open to us except maybe a back door. The element of freedom is so far beyond.” 

It was a feeling that hit Gerald hard when he first entered the prison system in 1998. For the first two years, he said, he isolated, rarely leaving his cell for fear of what he might encounter in the general population. He had begun to feel “invisible,” something he captured in Anticipation, which precedes this book’s introductory chapter. Anticipation is a retelling of the faces he saw in the prison visiting room, anxious women in a strange place waiting with both excitement and apprehension. Sometimes, Gerald said, “they don’t even see you.”

The feelings of loneliness and fear were so acute in these early years that they crept up twenty-two years later, long after he’d already integrated himself with the men he was incarcerated with and developed friendships he holds to this day.

Most of these relationships were fostered in the art studio. As a child, Gerald had loved to draw, so he gravitated toward the studio. He met other artists I’ve worked with, such as Bruce Fowler, who taught him how to mix paints, and Isaiah Daniels, who instructed him on photorealism. The men in the studio became his “perimeter,” the people he could feel comfortable around and relate to. They were his peers and teachers, and the studio was his sanctuary.

I asked him about this dichotomy—the life he lived in prison and the life he lived in the art studio—which he depicted in both the beauty and sadness of Doing Time.

“That’s the only time when it don’t feel like you’re doing time,” he said. “Beyond that front door to that art studio is prison, but when you come into that art studio and you’re creating something or learning something, you don’t think about what’s going on beyond that door. You get a chance within the studio for your mind to be free as well as your body as you create.”

Since his release in February 2023, Gerald has reunited with his family, including his sister, whose portrait introduces chapter 4. He bought a full-size easel and extra canvases and has started work on his next art project. He got a job working by Pier 39, a section of San Francisco’s Fisherman’s Wharf that is lined with high-end art galleries, but he says his inspiration is still drawn from the men he left behind across the Bay.

“My roots are still in the prison system. They got me through all that time, and those are the people I’m connected to, the people I still reach out to when I’m tossing around ideas.”


“Art is the only way to run away without leaving home.” 

—Twyla Tharp



Carnell Hunnicutt Sr.
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In the preface of this book, you’ll read about Carnell Hunnicutt, a graphic artist who transformed Marc Mauer’s Race to Incarcerate into a graphic novel. An “official” graphic novel was published by the New Press in 2013, but it was illustrated by established artist Sabrina Jones, supposedly, according to a presentation Marc gave, with a blessing from an incarcerated creator. The whole thing seemed shady, so I started looking for the original artist. “Carnell Hunnicutt,” as he appeared briefly in Marc’s introduction, was easy to find via a simple Google search. The top hit is a link to his aggregated work on the Real Cost of Prisons Project (www.realcostofprisons.org), a website that includes written work and comics by prisoners, a daily news blog focused on mass incarceration, and three comic books for purchase. The landing page for Carnell’s work begins with a picture of him with RCPP founder Lois Ahrens, a brief copyright statement, and a note: “Great news! Carnell is free!!!”

After some internet sleuthing, I found out that Carnell had been freed from a supermax prison in Sommers, Connecticut, in March 2023 after twenty-nine years of incarceration. He had moved back home to Texas and reconnected with his family. I pinged him on Facebook and eventually we got on the phone.

I asked him about what went down with Marc, and if he’d conceded to having another artist run with his idea. Although Carnell was wounded by the interaction (as you’ll read in the preface), he said that he faced many challenges as an incarcerated artist, namely access to supplies and retaliation from correctional officers.

“I wanted to tell my story through art because I was witnessing things as a prisoner that show how corrupt the Department of Corrections and the whole system is,” Carnell said. “I wanted to tell the story of what I was enduring and what I was witnessing during that time.”

The Connecticut prison department put Carnell in and out of solitary confinement for a total of thirteen years. In isolation, Carnell started reading about politics, socialism, and capitalism. He read about Black liberation movement leaders like Malcolm X and Marcus Garvey. He read Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow and Mauer’s Race to Incarcerate, creating comic book versions of each, once he could access pen, paper, and a decent source of light again. The first page of his version of Race to Incarcerate precedes chapter 2. 

Every time Carnell would emerge from solitary, his drawings would become a little more political, a little more pointed at the injustices of the system that confined him. He took on issues like overcrowding, police violence, and guards’ attacks on prisoners. He drew two non-comic images with colored pencils of a segregation cell and the prison’s “recreation cage,” a space boxed in by a fourteen-foot concrete wall and a steel cage roof—prisoners’ only access to fresh air and sunlight.

Each illustration brought increasingly harsher consequences, which Carnell says he has nightmares about to this day. Once guards put him in four-point bed restraints and beat him. They put him on “pen restriction,” not only removing his sole artistic tool but the instrument with which he could file an appeal against such action. When he was able to smuggle in ink cartridges, guards tried to break his hands. 

These attempts had the opposite effect from their intent: Rather than break Carnell into submission, they fueled his artistic desire.

“A lot of my best work comes from the supermax. You’re down 24/7; you have no contact with anyone; you’re chained up when you come out, strip-searched when you leave, and antagonized by the guards. And you can’t put your hands on them, so you need an outlet. My outlet was my art. 

“I could use it to tell them off, make them laugh, or tell a story. I directed my anger into my artwork to keep me at peace.”

Since his release, Carnell says, he hasn’t had much time for drawing. He’s reestablishing relationships with his children and family, working on getting his commercial driver’s license, and adapting to a society that has changed dramatically in the thirty years since he last saw it. He does have plans, however, to aggregate his work, much of which he sent to his brother-in-law for safekeeping, and publish an anthology of the art that kept him at peace during his darkest hours.


“The aim of art is to represent not the outward appearance of things, but their inward significance.”

—Aristotle



Scott Smith

The most prolific contributor to the newspaper was Scott “Scotty Scott” Smith. He was featured in All of Us or None in September 2020 after he sent an ink and pencil drawing entitled COVID Creature.2 It reminded me of a Ralph Steadman caricature from Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. Crooked fingers hold a circular object detailed with a grid pattern over a misshapen face. I couldn’t stop looking at it and was even more taken aback when I saw it was made with simple tools I had in my desk pen holder. 

I scanned the image and published it alongside a column about COVID inside prisons written by an incarcerated contributor. I sent three issues to Scotty with a personal note and a list of topics I planned to cover in the months ahead. Within weeks, he sent a drawing for the October “Election Issue,” an image drawn in a completely different style. It is full color, and while still a bit cartoonish, not at all abstract like the COVID creature. It portrays a man in an orange hoodie and baggy jeans with a backpack, arms crossed, and eyes covered by sunglasses. He stands between two signs, one yellow that reads “It’s Not Too Late . . . So VOTE And . . .” and a stop sign that reads “Stop Hate.”

I used Scotty’s drawings in so many consecutive issues that I had to hold off for a couple of months to ensure other artists were being recognized. But then he sent me Bigger Than Life, a black-ink portrait of Rep. John Lewis. Scotty’s delicate pen strokes depicted Lewis’s stoic yet booming presence, his eyes focused and determined above carefully shadowed cheekbones. After printing it in the March 2021 issue, I framed it and put money in Scotty’s commissary account with the memo “fine art.” Mounted above my desk as I write this, the drawing still moves me.

Our correspondence continued after I left All of Us or None. Scotty still contributes to the paper, and about a year after I left I saw his drawing Not Feeling the Freedom, which prefaces chapter 3, on the cover of another issue. It had also been published by Prison Journalism Project, a fairly new enterprise that mentors and features incarcerated writers and brings their work into the mainstream.

“The Statue of Liberty is supposed to symbolize freedom for all American people, but the statue is an imposter,” Scotty wrote on the PJP website. “The only ones who are free in this country are the super-rich. They can do whatever they want and get away with it because money buys power. Everyone I know in prison is poor. Poverty is what causes crime—it’s always been this way.”3

Scotty still sends me incredible works of art, including the two other pieces featured in this book. The portrait of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. that leads into chapter 5 is in a similar style to the John Lewis drawing hanging above my desk. The World Right Now, the acrylic that introduces chapter 7, has this inscription on the back: “It doesn’t matter if one is black, white, red, or brown. We are all just bricks. We are all just the same inside. It is amazing to me most people don’t get it. As Pink Floyd once sang, ‘We are all just bricks in the wall.’ It should go without saying black bricks matter and without them, the whole thing comes tumbling down.” 

I can’t offer Scotty much of an exchange in the way of art—I have a hard enough time staying within the lines of my son’s coloring books—but I do maintain a close relationship with him. We check in regularly on a ViaPath Technologies–issued tablet, a recent technological advancement in prison communications that allows prisoners to send digital correspondence and schedule video visits.

For most of our friendship, Scotty has been incarcerated in the state prison in Corcoran, California. We have never spoken on the phone, nor have we had any video visits. He tells me he’s “grown old in prison,” that he’s lost most of his teeth due to “things that happened in here,” and requested I not include a photo of him in this book. Instead, he sent me probably my favorite work of his to date, Self Portrait, which precedes this note. To me it embodies everything this book is about: the complex web of colors and shapes that define our humanity, the array of perceptions our faces provoke in different onlookers, and the demand and challenge to absorb every detail.

“I have realized in myself a sense of wanting fairness and prosperity for everyone in the world regardless of who they are, what their creed and whatever the sexual preference, so long as it hurts no one else,” Scotty wrote in the note accompanying the portrait. “I feel deep inside me a call to fight the Good fight for all people, however especially for my people, my fellow inmates and convicts, no matter what kind of mistakes they have made.”

In my mind, Scotty looks like a moving shadow, his features indiscernible and his voice rendered mute. In the absence of physical attributes, I am able to unearth what truly connects us. To me, he is his passion for art. He is a person who can find beauty in both color and grayscale, who uses whatever he has to make something great in the hopes that it will be seen by even a single person on the outside. On the back of each drawing he’s sent is a note: “Use it if you want, or just enjoy it.” 

Of the three artists featured in this book, only Scotty remains in prison. As he enters his second decade of incarceration, he only asks one thing in return for his work: That you look at it, and that by seeing it, he may be seen as well. 


“There is no must in art because art is free.” 

—Wassily
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