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We're sitting on the bed, watching TV, when my
grandmother explains to me that because my mother
isn't Jewish, I'm not either, even though my father
is.

But, she says, partial heritage is sufficient.

"Good enough for Hitler," she says.

I am twelve.
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Next to me, now, a casual white supremacist is
watching TV here in prison. He's friendly, and in
return I feel I have to be friendly toward him. The
animated plot on screen is about going back in time

to shoot the Fuhrer.

I'm one of the few," he says over his shoulder,

"who think he was right."

I'm not sure there are that few.
But I say nothing. I'm Jewish (enough) and
queer, and trying to survive in prison. Sometimes

doing nothing is survival, or at least it feels like

it is. So I wear an attitude of acceptance, and
don't reveal my true self.




prisoners tend to wear metaphorical masks. Some of us,

for physical or emotional safety, have to use a mask
of "normality," or at least plausible deniability, in

order to survive. As for ancestry, anything not imme-
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diately visible as whiteness seems better left unsaid, -

at least to white people.
We're rarely able to show our full selves in

here, even when we feel safe enough -- or simply in-

capable of hiding -- some parts.

The challenge is how to know when a mask is a
shield, cumbersome but necessary, and when it is a
prison in itself, limiting our growth and freedom.

We shouldn't ever feel fully comfortable wearing the
mask, or we risk a temporary strategy for just making
do turning into the only way we know to live.

As Audre Lorde wrote:

"For we have been socialized to respect fear

more than our own needs for language and def-

inition, and while we wait in silence for that

final luxury of fearlessness, the weight of that
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We must constantly check the fit of those masks.

Are we unwittingly internalizing our oppression? Do we
Must they be

Do we have actual concerns about our

need to have them on as often as we do?
quite so opaque?
safety, or is it a generalized fear that keeps them in

. place? .-

I don't discount the danger we do sometimes

face, but forcing our lives to always be ''safe" will

as to you, to take off my mask more often, in more 3
places. ; A - it ;‘
~ One other question to ask ourselves: Are there.
others who can help us to see the parts of the mask ihi;
that have become too tangled in our truer persons, or f#f

places that the mask might be pushing its tendrils B

where they don't belong?
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Later that night in my grandmother's apartment,
she shakes me by the shoulders. We are watching one
last show before I go to bed, and I'm feeling newly
embarrassed in just a t-shirt and white little-kid
briefs. I'm not even sure why I'm embarrassed; I'm
ashamed for being ashamed.

"I want you to know," she shakes me. "I love you
no matter what. No matter what," she says.

Nothing has prompted this. She just sees some-
thing in me, some truth I haven't yet figured out my-
self about my sexuality. She wants to get in before
that truth hunts me down, to help me build the for-

tress that will withstand its march.

In a car a few months into the future, I'1l

hear her describe someone as faygeleh, with an appar-
ently good-natured laugh. Tt goes over my head.

I worry what will happen when those of us who
are queer or trans move outside of prison, for those
who get to leave.

Will we still be able to center ourselves in
completeness? Or will we have integrated oppression
so deeply in our bodies that we go on hiding a power-

ful, beautiful part of ourselves out in the wider
world?
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sacrifice is our most vulnerable aspect: our erotic ¢

.selves.
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For queer folks, one part of what we too often

Lorde, again:

of our sense of self and the chaos of our

‘ strongest feelings. It is an internal sense of

| satisfaction to which, once we have experienced

it, we know we can aspire. For hav1ng experi-
enced the fullness of this depth of feeling and Q

i recognlzlng its power, in honor and self respect §




Prisoners are forced to conceal the erotic parts of )

themselves -- queer prisoners doubly so.

I think it must be tt Lat threat of self-knowing,
§ of intimate power, that so || frightens the staff who

institute these rules.

e > They alreacly work to frustrate
platonic connections between prisorjers. They forbid

material support -- even giving thilngs to one another,

for free, is a violation.

They deny ongoing c ontact,
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should one frlend be transferred or go home. That's
to say nothing of prisoner study groups, which. staff

seem to assume are precursors to riots and esc . apes. fN &

4@ S # §
3Connect10ns between friends and lovers @‘ v g A0
’ ,JL? (N arc part of a well- ad_]uste|d human life, yet the carceral state

LS

hy always manages to leave' this out ’
F o of their "corrections" #lans.

| What they want are not interdependant | @

adults, but obedient simplejtons. $ 0

For queer prisoners, we musf: remember to hold

firm in _)Fhe full measure of our lijves -- desire included.
.,iv ¥ X ¥ | e s

‘ "GLBT leaders like to criticize young gays foit not taking the
#. movement seriously, but don’t listen to them.} Just remiember
that at Stonewall we were defendmg our right|to have fun, to |
meet each other and to have sex.”




she grumbles when some rambunctious Black teenagers
board. At the beauty parlor, she kvetches about how

loud "they always are," and I know she doesn't mean

§ Yet her best frlend at the apartment complex is G

Bck; so is her granddaughter' s husband. Her only

for bare survival. (I don't know, even now, if it's

the antisemitism or the homophobia that intimidates
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| me so effectively.) And in front of my grandmother's |

{ ' 3 v: anti- Black racism, I said nothmg y
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i If I couldn't questlon someone I love, could I°%
really question someone I hate? I want to see every-
-_.'Qv:'-,_-?-r,one s human dignity -- or else I sink into fascistic

‘_'ethics myself. Can I recognize the dignity in a hate-!

filled person if I can't call out the inhumane parts

-strength (She had, after all, literally fought Na21s B R R L R e
Love tells you that you are good enough, that = ==

an army nurse in WWII. m Q";@‘%ﬁé? s
- . : % n ) you matter no matter what -- but hate can tell youw

And as it happens, I have had the pr1v1lege of

™

qt
“!all of those thi . W -
Ve things, too e are courageously reck-; i

less in one moment and clinging to comfort and stabil-

w48 ity the next. Some heroes still commit atrocities,
> oo
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some traltors end up rescuers, and there are rarely
unlforms to. 1dent1fy the sides.

W Under Hitler's Paragraph 175, thousands of LGBIQ+

.‘1people were stripped of their German citizenship and

)sent to death camps. (So, I would have qualified
’5tw1ce over.) W \
Berlin, a queer haven in the 1920s, was sani-
tized into conformity and then violently purged by the

Third Reich. But when Allied Powers established a

postwar government, Paragraph 175 was maintained.

t{?he few queer and trans people who had survived

ST

: extermlnatlon were freed,

then remained criminals
@l under the law for decades.

He is Aryan but in

August is "queering' the expectation of what makes for

§ acceptable love. The unacceptable forms of love were Pa§
forced, with violence, into hiding. Yet he chooses to ¥

d show -- for reasons undisclosed -- that there are other

f his whole self to the shadows. His declining to

salute keeps alive the parts 1n51de of hlmsel—




Love had allowed August to see through the lies
of what was considered right, moral, or civilized.
While his bodilly survival still demanded partial

silence, the survival of what mattered inside of

himself demanded something as well.
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0‘; In prison it can feel like when you stand up, [;u(uc
ﬂe"\*'é you stand alone. If I've learned anything from the nsvwe!
.’éi'i’;'é‘f! people who struggled before me -- the Jewish survivors, i

OaLs;é\E the queer and trans fighters for dignity, the prison .
14864 resisters inside and outside of the walls -- it's that 1188

£ | the clearest path out of suffering isn't by soliciting
¥ q . -
}_r‘ ¢: love for yourself, comforting as that is to have. It's
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: 83y by learning self-love. My grandmother, with her flaws, 3%
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Wearing a mask doesn't mean you're giving up,
James Baldwin, who wrote a lot about surviving it means you're surviving pending revolution. When

in the face of dehumanization as a Black gay man in you can, ask yourself whether your masks of silence

™ the 1950s, said, "Love takes off the masks that we or conformity are still necessary -- and yes, some-
fear we cannot live without and know we cannot live times they are. But consider when and where your

7" within." deepest vulnerabilities can, in love, power your

L If you're queer or trams and in prison, you may f$*<§;_ greatest strength.

i not be able to take off your mask right now, but you This system makes demands of you, demands to

can nurture that spark inside containing your whole gl which you sometimes must acquiesce. Your love,

self. You are not the person this grim apparatus of however, contradicts the fictions of incarceration's

immiseration tries to turn you into; you exist at a hate and control.

27
deeper;, truer level than their policies or programs ’*iig’_

can ever touch.

Your very existence is good enough.

’ ."' . '. o
f Works referenced:
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§ Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider




5 Dick Leltsch 'The Halrpln Drop Heard Around the
World."

Addendum:

I've tried to write this essay engaging with

both my Jewishness and my queerness. But I have to
acknowledge that only one of these can be publicly
proclaimed, from the U.S. president on down through

prison staff and other residents here, as shameful, or

12: Randy Wicker and Marsha P. Johnson, interviewed oy
by Eric Marcus. :

15: Martin Boyce, interviewed by Eric Marcus.

'"™Man Enough to Be a Woman.'"

: Jayne County,

demonic, or imaginary.

) back cover: Miss Major, interviewed b Abram J. Lewls.‘ g
I'm a cis man and have not had to suffer trans- ) ; Y

..

3: From the masthead for 'La Vara,' a Sephardlc f!;
Jewish socialist newspaper in the 1900s.

phobia directly -- that's something my friends and
family face -- but physical and rhetorical violence

toward trans people and trans prisoners, is exponen-

tlally greater. ‘h cﬁ- .
: At the Stonewall Inn, NYC.

Antisemitism remains a potent force of malevo-

lence in the world and in my prison dorm. But faith

R 8-9: Gay Liberation Front march, Times Square, NYC
fall 1969.
Edwund white, "City Boy."”
10 & back cover: Hebrew lyrics to "'The Internationale' @&

is a protected class, legally and socially, in a way

that sexuality simply isn't.

At the moment, fascists are cynically deploying

o 1: : .
B ''f ighting antisemitism'' as a way to justify genocide 11: bt the Stonegsll Iy, NIG; 1530 AN, Juos 25, 1363

f and repression -- almost impressive in its level of 15: Flyer from the Mattachine Society, sunner, 1969. i
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intellectual bankruptcy, and insulting to Jews and
! ALTERNATIVE w AV PALRS

Jewish ideals.

But for queers, and trans people, the people in So Afend , Twe Golotine
XY, J 1 h ity as they SANELLE MoNAE THE coup
ly seek to dismantle our humani
power openly see y bt Doancar Tid: (8
§ debate our humanness, more akin to J9w1shness in 1936 T. REX PATRYCK WOLE
than 2026. R ; Radicalized Come. Rade Home
4 Neither hatred is excusable; nor are they ::i:’*“:c‘:zs PIE SHAKRE /
: i Fhe i ' ohna ‘
equivalent. Acknowledging these two parts of myself NINA ‘;\MNEM SP:’:,‘:;SE:T: "J'
fully also means acknowledging how they are attacked Apscalypse Blosh 5
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differently in the United States of the twenty-first
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Z Max Reynard is curcently incarcerated
: maa\ prhon. Pﬁv-— -\p incarcecahion,
M&# worked 3s & community oraanizes, website
developer, Aonpﬂ»{it staller, predoce monger, and
Semi- professivonal musician.

A\?)L would love 4 hear 'A‘om:gou! C;n{yd‘ QoTT,
below, for his malling addcess.
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