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By Susie Day,  November 5th, 2020                
CounterPunch 

Why do prison abolitionists argue that people who spend years 
behind bars are exactly the ones we need out in the world to 
help mend our broken communities? The answer starts to 
emerge when you listen to Eddie Conway and Jose Saldaña. 
Eddie was Lieutenant of Security for Baltimore’s Black      
Panther Party when he was sentenced to life plus 30 years. He 
spent 44 years in Maryland prisons, was released in 2014, and 
now reports for The Real News Network. Jose was in the NYC 
Young Lords Party when he was sentenced to 25 years to life. 
He was paroled after 38 years in New York prisons, and now 
leads Release Aging People in Prison/RAPP, which works to 
change state policies that incarcerate thousands of people – mostly Black and Brown – for decades. Jose and Edie spent most of their 
lives locked up, and survived largely by mentoring men inside, based on what they’d learned in the Panthers and Young Lords. What 
follows is a virtual haiku of their 90-minute online conversation that I moderated for RAPP on October 28. I began by asking them 
what it was like to face a life sentence as a politically aware person. 

Jose Saldaña: I was a street-corner drug dealer. That was my identity and my future. That corner was the only way out of conditions 
I inherited at birth. As a first-generation Puerto Rican, I’m in New York, a high school dropout, experiencing all kinds of               
discrimination. 

When the Young Lords came on the scene, they changed my life, totally. They gave me an identity of who I was that connected to a 
history of resistance to colonial oppression. Before that my heroes was big-time drug dealers. Now my heroes became people like 
Doña Lolita Lebron who were willing to sacrifice their lives for the Puerto Rican people. This is what I entered prison with.  

I had a life sentence; I knew I may never get out, so I continued to educate myself. Even if I didn’t get out, I was going to make a 
contribution to this movement from inside prison. 

Eddie Conway: My story is similar. I was in the army. Matter of fact, I was on my way to Vietnam when the light came on and I 
realized that there was tanks in Newark, NJ, on the street, pointing 50-caliber machine guns at Black women. So I came back to 
America and it became clear that the Black Panther Party was the organization we needed to get changes. 

When I entered prison I was convinced I would survive and come back out – and that I would survive this ordeal out in America, too. 
What fortified me was the righteousness of the struggle to change things. So from day one, I went in fighting. Forty-three years and... 

http://rappcampaign.com/wp-content/uploads/Incarcerated-Elders-Black-Panthers-Flyer-1.pdf
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11 months later, when I stepped out, I was still fighting. 

JS: We all wore green in New York prison, all subjected to the same degrading disregard for our humanity. We were   insulted in 
just about every way possible, 24-7. Even our    families were subjected to some of this. Everybody            understood that racism 
dominated this system but most of us couldn’t articulate it to the point where we could have full, head-on discussions. 

So dealing with conditions gave me an in, trying to empower and help each other. And we had help – one of the movements that 
evolved from NY prisons was the Resurrection Study Group. It was founded by incarcerated men, including former Panther Eddie 
Ellis, and was like what the Young Lords and the Panthers were in the streets. 

SD: What did you study? 

JS: The history of resistance, for one. But resistance didn’t stop at learning who our enemy is. It also encouraged a moral commit-
ment to return to our communities and repair the harm we’d done there. This was so important. You cannot be a    leader if you have-
n’t acknowledged that you’ve harmed    someone. And people started to realize that this was a part of their development. 

EC: That’s absolutely true. We were about changing the harm that most people had engaged in. We recognized the history of oppres-
sion and tried to change that. It’s almost the same     experience you had, Jose. I just came to it in a different     direction. 

When I stepped into the prison system, I was determined not to work with prisoners – I was gonna spend my time freeing myself. But 
the first day I got there, I realized everybody was treated like animals. I wasn’t going for that. So we started political education clas-
ses and organizing. We had a group – about 100 of us in the beginning – that ended up becoming the Maryland Penitentiary Inter-
communal Survival Committee. The Black Panther Party was closed for memberships at the time, so we had to name it something 
else. And that spread to other prisons in the state. 

SD: What books did you read? 

JS: I did so much reading. Das Kapital, Chairman Mao, Wretched of the Earth, Kahlil Gibran, Kwame Nkrumah. But the book I used 
more than anything was the prison letters of George Jackson [Soledad Brother]. Because I understood that the people I was trying to 
empower had a certain way of thinking that the Young Lords rescued me from: being a     person who will resort to violence against 
my own. That’s how most of my peers survived. So we addressed that survival mechanism by redefining concepts like loyalty, cour-
age. 

I told them this story. I had a codefendant. He was more than a brother to me; he was my number one brother. He was arrested before 
I was, when I was in hiding. And the police, they hung him from a roof by his ankles. His wife was there, she told me about it weeks 
later. They hung him from the roof, saying, “Tell us where Jose is!” He says, “You want to know? OK, I’ll tell you.” 

They bring him up a little so they could hear him say where I’m hiding – because he did know. But he yelled at the top of his lungs, 
“F-U, pigs! Drop me.” 

All these guys look around. They say, “That’s gangster.” I say, “No, that’s not gangster. That’s love, man.” 

That’s love and loyalty. Not just to each other, but to a principle greater than all of us in this room. This is how I would try to educate 
them, bringing them into a movement that’s greater than themselves. Because this is about liberation for people that have been en-
slaved for hundreds of years. 

EC: Well, we built a library, is what we did. We took two cells and lined the walls with books. We had everything in there from The 
Black Book to The Green Book. But mainly what helped us was Malcolm X’s autobiography and Soledad Brother. They were what 
prisoners with no consciousness at all was willing to work through. 

I did a number of programs. The last one was Say Their Own Words, which brought together 100 prisoners and speakers from 
around the country. It was a college level, interactive program. At the end of that program, they shipped us all around the state, so we 
wouldn’t continue it. Of course, when we got to other prisons, we polluted that population also. 

Continued on page 3... 
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We ended up building something called Friend of a Friend, 
which was an official mentoring program focusing on skills 
that members of street          organizations needed to negotiate 
with each other. The last prison I was in, every week,        
somebody would be murdered. And after three or four years 
of Friend of a Friend, it was down to two murders a year. 

JS: We need to recognize that mass incarceration is a reality 
for literally    hundreds of thousands of families in our       
communities. This is the legacy of racism, which dominates 
this criminal legal system. This is where mass     incarceration 
came from – imprisoning or actually murdering grassroots    
community leaders, and imprisoning the communities that 
support them. What do we do about it? 

From the RAPP perspective, we have to create legislation that 
will correct this and ensure our communities will never again 
be subject to these racist policies. Doesn’t matter what the 
crime or conviction was. Doesn’t matter the length of        
sentence. Doesn’t matter whether the charges are violent or         
nonviolent. The only way we can correct this is by returning 
everyone to their families. 

 

EC: I was in prison with fathers, grandfathers, grandchildren. That’s generations of people – that’s genocide. But honestly, I      
wouldn’t let everybody out. Some people might need to be incarcerated. I’ve come in contact with some serious sociopaths. They 
preyed upon young boys in particular. I’ve been almost forced to kill some of them, trying to protect young men. So Jose, I’m gonna 
be honest with you. There are some people I wouldn’t let out. 

JS: I’ve met a few like that. But I don’t think laws should be made based on that few. And I notice that when they’re released, after 
maybe 40 years, they’re committed – a civil commitment – to an institution. The state recognizes there is something terribly wrong 
with them. But it doesn’t actually treat them until after they get 40 or 50 years out of them. This is why I say that prisons should not 
be for anyone. Because if they create that law to imprison one sick person, they will imprison others. And those others are going to 
be us. 

EC: You know, Jose, you’re absolutely right. They need treatment. Prisons don’t do anything for them, except let them feed on the 
young innocent population. 

SD: Jose, you had four kids when you went to prison. Eddie, you had two. Did your mentoring have anything to do with your kids 
you weren’t allowed to parent? 

JS: It’s extremely difficult to be a good dad when you’re doing a life sentence. I realized that I failed as a father. A dad doesn’t want 
to admit that. My daughter once told me that I wasn’t there for her. So I tried to make up for it by helping these younger kids, to   
really help them. It helped me keep going… 

EC: Probably my major regret is, before I went to prison, I was so caught up in making the world a better place for everybody that I 
actually lost my family. I didn’t take the personal time to make the world better for my son or my wife. I got a chance to make up 
some of it with the counseling programs. 

That’s something I counsel everybody now. No matter what you’re doing, pay attention to raising your children. Don’t sacrifice    
everything for your politics. Politics are important, but this is a long, long-term fight. 
 

Originally published here: https://www.counterpunch.org/2020/11/05/thats-not-gangster-thats-love-eddie-
conway-and-jose-saldana-talking/ 
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THE YOUNG LORDS: A RADICAL HISTORY. 
Johanna Fernández's “The Young Lords: A Radical 
History” is a book about a former gang of Puerto 
Rican youth that rose to become the Latino version 
of the Black Panthers. In America during the ’60s, 
they challenged the reputation of “bad hombres” 
attached to their group and joined their                
African-American counterparts in the struggle 
against white supremacy. 
 
In this fifth installment of Wednesdays at the     
Center 2020-2021, we hosted author Johanna     
Fernández (associate professor of history at Baruch 
College of the City University of New York) who 
presented her new book published by the UNC 
press.  
 
The conversation was moderated by Ayanna Legros 
(PhD Student in History, Duke University), with 
opening remarks by Prof. Cecilia Márquez 
(Assistant Professor of History, Duke University). 
 
“What is important about the Young Lords,”      
Fernández said, is that “they gave their generation 
the language and political analysis with which to 
understand the colonial character of Puerto Rico 
and its colonial relationship with the United States.” 
 
In doing so, they absorbed socialism and other radical ideas of the revolutionary movements of the time. “Arguing that social      
problems are not local in scope but they are part of a global problem” Johanna Fernández remarked, they believed that “the same 
oppression that police exercise on Blacks and Puerto Ricans is connected to the struggle of the Vietnamese against colonialism. 
“Like the Black Panthers,” she said, “the Young Lords adopted the organizational structure, the aesthetic, and the symbols of       
people's armies that were fighting against colonial rule in places like Algeria Cuba and elsewhere. 
 
The group was multiethnic, with a majority of Puerto Ricans and other Latinos. Their focus on race under Spanish rule in colonial 
South America is one of their distinctive contributions that has now become very popular in academia. 
 
Among their unique arguments about the condition of racialized people in America, they argued “that Puerto Ricans and Mexicans 
and Native Americans and Black Americans were a colony within the colony. They were an internal colony within the United 
States,” Fernández said. 
 
Fernández’s research stems from a 15-year long, hard-won attempt to access the NYPD’s surveillance files on the Young Lords. 
These files became accessible to the public after a New York judge mandated that over a million police surveillance records between 
1954 and 1972 be registered at the municipal archive of the city of New York, as part of the Handschu case. 
 
“The Young Lords” is not only a history of the period, Fernández concluded. “I really document how they organized and how they 
did it; so it is potentially a manual for how to launch grassroots campaigns and achieve an impact beyond your numbers.” 
 

You can find The Young Lords: A Radical History on Amazon.com 

Johanna Fernandez, author of The Young Lords:  
A Radical History. 
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CALENDAR OF EVENTS: 



The ProLibertad Freedom Campaign has been working for the release of the Puerto Rican Political 
Prisoners.  With the release of 11 of the Political Prisoners in September 1999, we re-dedicated our 
efforts to securing the freedom of the remaining Puerto Rican political prisoners.  Through          
educational events, lobbying and public pressure work and activities it is our goal to secure the 
freedom of these patriots whose only “crime” has been the love of their home land, Puerto Rico.  
We support the release of All U.S. held Political Prisoners, oppose the U.S. colonial control of 
Puerto Rico, oppose U.S. imperialism throughout the world, and the U.S. military presence in 
Vieques.  

FOLLOW PROLIBERTAD ON ALL OUR 
SOCIAL MEDA/YouTube: 

 

Facebook:  
Facebook.com/ProLibertadFC 
Instagram: @ProLibertadFC  

Twitter: @ProLibertad 
 

Subscribe to our YouTube Channel: 
ProLibertadTV on YouTube 
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JOIN THE PROLIBERTAD FREEDOM 
CAMPAIGN: 

 

You  have the power to free Nina and Ana.   
Join ProLibertad and help us: 

 

• Organize a community workshop; 
• Put together a letter writing night; 

• Facilitate a community discussion on  
Puerto Rico; 

• Get your union or school to pass a resolution 
calling for the prisoner’s freedom; 

• Dedicate a mass to the prisoners. 
 

Come to one of our meetings!   
Contact us at 718-601-4751! 

Email us at  
ProLibertad@hotmail.com! 
 
 

PROLIBERTAD RESOURCE PAGE: 
HELP FUND US!  SEND  

PROLIBERTAD A  
DONATION! 

 
 

Endorse the check or money order to:  
IFCO/Pastors for Peace. In the memo     

section please write ProLibertad and mail 
it to: 

 

IFCO 
PO Box 1368 

Orange, NJ 07051-1368  

http://facebook.com/ProLibertadFC
https://www.instagram.com/prolibertadfc/
https://twitter.com/ProLibertad

