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THE WORDS WE USE…

We are a part of a significant social justice movement.  It is part of the criminal justice reform movement and the racial justice movement.  However, it is even bigger than that.  We are challenging the conditions that create the desperation and defiance that so often contribute to crimes being committed.  We aim to fight these underlying problems.

Every significant social justice movement addresses issues surrounding the oppression of certain groups of people.  By definition, the people being oppressed must lead the movement.  Stereotypes must be obliterated. Self-definition must be clarified.   Every significant social movement involves the oppressed people demanding that the existing oppressive language used to describe them cease being used and the new terms they set forth must be adopted by the general public.  Language holds societies attitudes.  Evidence of the shift in attitudes and an awareness of the issues become apparent when people from all different backgrounds choose to use the language set before them by the previously oppressed.  The change happens person by person until society as a whole speaks this “new” language.

Justice Works! has done some work around language.  We know that a major part of our work is to destroy the stereotype of incarcerated people.  We aim to present incarcerated people as people.  That starts with looking at the language we use to describe the incarcerated person and previously incarcerated person.  
The words convict and inmate have specific meaning within the prison culture, not outside.  So, convict and inmate are only used when describing a situation in the prison world.  Calling a person a felon makes them equal to their crime.  Since a person is not a crime, that is not an acceptable term for a person.  The word offender is offensive.  And, we can quickly get defensive when we hear that word because we begin to want to speak of the offensive system that wants to label human beings as offenders. Obviously, we don’t use that word.  Previously, we chose the words prisoner and ex-prisoner because we believed them to be merely descriptive of a person’s situation.  Now, we have taken the next step in our understanding of the important of putting the PERSON back into the conversation.
People who are incarcerated are people, not prisoners.  
It may take a little extra effort to use the extra words but it is well worth it.  
Every time we refer to a person locked up in prison as an incarcerated person, we are supporting the right of the previously incarcerated person and the incarcerated person to claim their personhood!  
Will you join us in our efforts to change the language?   
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