
“CRIMINAL”
“JUVENILE”
“OFFENDER”

“DEFENDANT” “ADDICT”
“INMATE” “FELON”

“DETAINEE” “RECIDIVIST”
“PAROLEE” “PREDATOR”

“PROBATIONER”
“MURDERER”

“JUNKIE”

The  At lan ta  Commun i t y  Suppor t  P ro jec t  works  a t  the  i n te r sect ion  o f  pove r t y  and
incarce ra t ion ,  empower ing  those  o f  us  a f fec ted  to  tea r  down the  cu l tu ra l  and  lega l
bar r ie r s  that  s t igmat i ze  us .   We  do  th i s  by  conduct ing  ongo ing  research ,  mak ing  po l i cy
recommendat ions ,  and  p rov id ing  those  nav igat ing  home lessness  and  reent r y  the  too l s
needed to  advocate  fo r  ou r se l ves  and  each  o the r  and  to  engage c i v ica l l y .

Fo r  more  i n fo rmat ion ,  o r  to  jo in  ou r  commun i t y ,  v i s i t  at lcommuni tysupport .org/connect

Language & Style
T h e  A t l a n t a  C o m m u n i t y  S u p p o r t  P r o j e c t  ( A C S P )  r e g a r d s  e a c h
p e r s o n  a s  t h e  v a l u a b l e ,  a u t o n o m o u s  i n d i v i d u a l  t h e y  a r e  a n d ,
o u t  o f  r e s p e c t  f o r  o u r s e l v e s  a n d  e a c h  o t h e r ,  a d o p t s  t h i s  l i v i n g
d o c u m e n t  a s  o u r  g u i d e p o s t  f o r  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  w a y s  w e  t a l k
a n d  w r i t e ,  a s  a  t e a m  a n d  i n  p u b l i c - f a c i n g  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s .
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We l i ve  i n  a  cu l tu re  that  teaches  us  to  o the r .  The
othe r ing  happens  not  j u s t  i n  the  ways  i nd i v idua l s  and
groups  a re  d i sc r im inated  aga ins t ,  t h rough  po l i c ies  and
soc ia l  ‘ no rms , ’  bu t  i n  the  way  we  regard  each  o the r  –
the  way  we  ta l k  about  each  o the r .

SEE, HERE’S THE PROBLEM

As  peop le  impacted  by  the  c r im ina l  s y s tem,  we  know what  o the r ing  fee l s
l i ke .  We  know how of fens i ve ,  dehumanz ing  words  land .  Those  words  have
been  used  to  degrade  us  pe r sona l l y ,  i n  spec i f i c ,  t raumat ic  i n s tances ,  by
sys tem acto r s ,  agents  o f  the  P IC  who  e i the r  knew what  they  were  do ing  o r
had  no  c lue ,  bu t  were  w i l l i ng  to  p lay  the i r  pa r t  i n  an  oppress i ve  s y s tem
regard less .

As  lega l  and  po l i cy  fo l k s ,  we  recogn ize  the  law has  been  used  fo r  centu r ies  to
cod i f y  b la tant  d i sc r im inat ion ,  i n ten t iona l l y  ass ign ing  s t igma to  ce r ta in  g roups .
Th i s  s t igma i s  re in fo rced  by  cu l tu ra l  na r ra t i ves  dep ic t i ng  us  i n  negat i ve  l igh t s .
By  us ing  dehuman iz ing  te rm ino logy ,  the  speaker/wr i te r  ac t i ve l y  pe rpetuates
rac i s t  and  c lass-based  oppress ion .

RULE OF THUMB

When you ’ re  get t i ng  hung  up  on  te rm ino logy ,  ask  you r se l f :  I s  i t  a  word  the
person  chose  for  themsel f?  I f  t he  answer  i s  no ,  a  s y s tem chose  that  labe l  fo r
the  per son ,  to  o the r  them,  don ’ t  u se  i t .  You  wou ldn ’ t  be  o f fended i f  someone
ca l led  you  a  parent ,  a r t i s t ,  l awyer ,  s tudent ,  o r  advocate  –  ro les  you  se lec ted
fo r  you r se l f .  Bu t  you  m ight  be  o f fended i f  someone  ca l led  you  a  s lob ,  d i vo rcee ,
o r  a  Negat i ve  Nancy .

LANGUAGE & STYLE



The  ACSP unders tands  that  though  the  use  o f  dehuman iz ing  te rm ino logy  act i ve l y
perpetuates  rac i s t  and  c lass-based  oppress ion ,  peop le  use  those  words  because  they ’ re
par t  o f  ou r  soc ia l  vocabu la r y .  We  use  words  w i thout  knowing  the  o r ig ins ,  w i thout
unders tand ing  the  ha rm o r  why  they  a re  o f fens i ve .  We  have  a l l  u sed  these  words  a t  some
po in t .  We  mus t  g i ve  each  o the r  g race  and  s tay  w i l l i ng  to  have  ongo ing  conve r sa t ions ,
because  ju s t  l i ke  lea rn ing  a  new language ,  un lea rn ing  bad  hab i t s  won ’ t  happen  ove rn igh t .

You hold  a l l  the  cards .  You  have  someth ing  they  want ,  and  you  don ’ t  have  to
share  i t .  I t ’ s  your  l i fe  and  your  s to ry .

Make the  repor te r  agree  to  your  depict ion rest r ic t ions .  On ly  you  can  dec ide
what  those  a re ,  bu t  the  A t lan ta  Communi ty  Suppor t  Pro jec t  o f fe rs  some examples
o f  what  we use .

         Ta lk  to  the  repor te r  on  background ,  o r  of f - the- record ,  wh i le  you ’ re
         hash ing  ou t  the  parameters  o f  the i r  in te rv iew w i th  you .

         Get  the i r  agreements  in  wr i t ing ,  even  i f  tha t ’ s  an  emai l  o r  a  tex t  message.

Ins is t  on  us ing  a  pseudonym  i f  i t ’ l l  p reven t  re ta l ia t ion  o r  fu r ther  s t igma.  Th is  i s
no t  the  repor te r ’ s  dec is ion .  They  know you ’ re  the  source  and  tha t ’ s  su f f i c ien t .

EXCUSE RESPONSE

I’m just doing what my
editors tell me to do.

You don’t have any creative control over your own stories? Did you tell them I
wouldn’t talk to you unless you agreed to my depiction restrictions?

We follow the AP
Stylebook.

Many reputable news outlets don’t follow the AP on this because it’s
unethical. Does your publication have a house style guide? Do you know the
AP is considering changing their position on this in the next edition?

I have a word count
limit; “inmate” is much
shorter than “woman
incarcerated at...”

Well if you really want to save space, just say “woman.” We already know the
story, and your reporting, is about prison, yet you go out of your way every
time to reiterate over and over that the people are incarcerated.

Well, what am I
supposed to call you? Person is fine.

Solutions
Keep having conversations

Edd ie  E l l i s ’ s  Open  Le t te r  to  Our  F r iends  e loquent l y  emphas i zed  the  impor tance  o f  pe r son-
f i r s t  language when  few were  ta l k i ng  about  i t ,  and  h i s  l e t te r  i s  s t i l l  a  pe r fec t  p lace  to
s ta r t .

Many  o f  us ,  espec ia l l y  a f te r  re lease ,  a re  eager  to  get  ou r  s to r ies  ou t .  Bu t  g i v i ng  repor te r s
who  don ’ t  ca re  about  ou r  human i t y  leeway  to  say  what  they  want  cou ld  not  on l y  mean
fu r the r  t raumat i z ing  and  s t igmat i z ing  ou r se l ves ,  bu t  o the r  peop le ,  too .  Befo re  you  agree  to
ta l k  to  a  repor te r ,  cons ide r  a  few th ings :

Control your narrative
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I nev i tab l y ,  repor te r s  w i l l  a rgue  w i th  you  ove r  language usage .  Bu t  when  they  s ta r t  g i v i ng
excuses ,  be  p repared  to  push  back  w i th  some common sense  responses :

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Mkmhhij38xx-Qe5Pkot40mJzgaXzmmSajVNhW6OEjHQ/edit?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/11mbGmlDXFxpVCSOhqq44OMQqFfGCGipw/view?usp=sharing


For  those  work ing  i n  the  lega l  f ie ld ,  u s ing  per son- f i r s t  language i s  c r i t i ca l .  When  a t to rneys
and  judges  see  us  labe led  as  a  “defendant ”  o r  “o f fender ”  on  paper ,  and  ju ro r s  hear  us  ca l led
those  words  i n s tead  o f  ou r  names ,  they  fo rget  that  we ’ re  a  pe r son  j u s t  l i ke  them,  w i th  a
fami l y  and  a  l i fe .  Dehuman izat ion  techn iques  make  i t  eas ie r  fo r  u s  to  be  accused ,
p rosecuted ,  and  incarce ra ted ,  o r  worse .  When  ou r  lega l  advocates  adopt  a  defense  s t ra tegy
that  i nc ludes  re jec t ing  those  te rms ,  i t  no t  on l y  he lps  ou r  case ,  i t  bu i lds  t ru s t  w i th  us ,  as
c l ien t s  and  as  a  commun i t y .

Where  ‘ c l i en t -cente red  lawyer ing ’  i s  p romoted ,  c r im ina l  defense  lawyer s  be l ieve  they  have  a
duty  to  ‘ human ize ’  the i r  c l i en t s .  Now,  th i s  t ype  o f  rep resentat ion  i s  impor tant  and  e f fec t i ve .
Bu t  we  re jec t  the  idea  that  anothe r  pe r son  has  to  ‘ human ize ’  u s .  We ’ re  a l ready  human!  I t ’ s
s imp l y  the  defense  lawyer ’ s  du ty  to  remind  the  p rosecuto r ,  j udge ,  j u ro r s ,  p r i son ,  and  paro le
board  o f  that  fac t .

P rosecuto r s ,  as  ‘m in i s te r s  o f  j u s t i ce , ’  a l so  have  a  duty  to  use  per son- f i r s t  language .  Akh i
Johnson ’ s  What ’ s  i n  a  Name?  exp lo res  how p rosecuto r s  can  not  on l y  ma in ta in  i n tegr i t y ,  bu t
b r ing  human i t y  back  to  cou r t rooms ,  by  j u s t l y  d ign i f y i ng  the  peop le  they  p rosecute .  Casey
Or r ’ s  Peop le  and  Power  exp la ins  the  impor tance  o f  everyone  us ing  per son- f i r s t  language in
the  cou r t s .  Though  Or r  u ses  the  word  “ j u s t i ce”  where  we  wou ld  not ,  we  f i nd  he r  ana l y s i s  to  be
spot  on .

Ca l l i ng  you r se l f  o r  you r  c l ien t  by  name ra the r  than  “Defendant ”  i s  easy ,  bu t  some lawyers
s t rugg le  to  work  a round  bad  language in  the  law.  As  you  c ra f t  a rguments  and  emai l s ,  be
carefu l  no t  to  le t  you r  c l ien t  (o r  you r se l f )  become  t he  bad  words :

Boycott bad journalism
Though  some repor te r s  do  get  i t  r igh t ,  many  ou t  the re  a re  s t i l l  g i v i ng  excuses  fo r  u s ing
of fens i ve  language and  engag ing  i n  bad  p ract ices  when  i t  comes  to  cove r ing  the  c r im ina l
s y s tem.  We a l l  know the  p ress  l i kes  to  pub l i sh  ‘ c r ime  s to r ies ’  because  they ’ re  sa lac ious ,  bu t  a t
what  cos t?

When  peop le  a re  dy ing  because  o f  med ica l  neg l igence  o r  poor  cond i t ions ,  i t ’ s  impor tant  that
those  i s sues  get  cove rage .  Bu t  i f  t he  repor te r  ca l l s  peop le  “ i nmates , ”  “o f fenders , ”  o r
“p r i soner s , ”  a l l  t hey ’ re  actua l l y  do ing  i s  suppor t i ng  the  s y s tem ’ s  pos i t ion  -  that  says  i t ’ s  okay
fo r  the  s ta te  to  t reat  peop le  l i ke  they  a re  les s  than  human .  A l so ,  when  a  s to r y  i s  about  p r i son
cond i t ions ,  ment ion ing  i n fo  comple te l y  i r re levant  to  the  top ic ,  l i ke  the  c r ime  someone  was
conv ic ted  o f ,  goes  d i rec t l y  aga ins t  jou rna l i s t i c  p r i nc ip les .

News  ou t le t s  want  us  to  cons ide r  them leg i t ,  bu t  they  p ract ice  bad  jou rna l i sm.  As  consumers ,
i t ’ s  ou r  job  to  po in t  ou t  these  b la tant  hypocr i s ies .  Leave  a  pub l ic  comment  a t  the  bot tom of
the  a r t i c le .  Wr i te  to  the  repor te r  d i rec t l y  and  le t  them know the i r  words  a re  o f fens i ve  and
counte rp roduct i ve ,  espec ia l l y  i f  t he i r  pu rpor ted  goa l  i s  to  d raw at ten t ion  to  these  i s sues .
Wr i te  to  the  Assoc ia ted  P ress  and  ask  them when  t hey ’ re  f i na l l y  go ing  to  g i ve  jou rna l i s t s
some gu idance  on  not  us ing  dehuman iz ing  language .  The  56 th  ed i t ion  o f  the  AP Sty lebook
i nc luded  some g reat  changes  re la ted  to  race  and  e thn ic i t y .  We  have  to  remind  these  fo l k s
that  the  words  they  s t i l l  condone  us ing  i n  the  c r im ina l  s y s tem a re  a l so  rooted  in  rac i sm.

Legal Ease

Though  we ’ re  ta l k i ng  about  the  c r im ina l  s y s tem,  bet te r  p ract ices  a re  needed in  c i v i l
l i t igat ion ,  too .  Rathe r  than  ca l l i ng  peop le  “o the r  i nmates ”  i n  you r  c la ims ,  t r y  “o the r
peop le  i ncarce ra ted . ”  Judges  need  to  see  a l l  o f  u s  as  peop le  f i r s t .

I n s tead  o f  “Defendant  was  sen tenced  as  a  rec id i v i s t , ”  t r y  “Mr.  Smith  was  sentenced under  the
rec id iv ism statute . ”

I n s tead  o f  “he  i s  a  F i r s t  Of fender , ”  t r y  “Mr.  Smith  was  sentenced under  Georgia ’s  ‘ F i rs t
Offender  Act , ’ ”  u s ing  quotes  to  acknowledge  the  law but  denote  that  you  don ’ t  u se  that  word .  

I n s tead  o f  “Defendant  was  charged  w i th  possess ion  o f  a  f i rea rm by  a  conv ic ted  fe lon , ”  t r y  “Mr.
Smith  has  been  accused of  possess ing  a  f i rearm as  a  person  wi th  a  fe lony  conv ict ion . ”

I n s tead  o f  “ I ’m  wr i t i ng  on  beha l f  o f  I nmate  James  Smi th ,  # 12345 , ”  t r y  “ I ’m  wr i t ing  on  behal f  o f
Mr .  James  Smith ,  GDC # 12345 . ”

LANGUAGE & STYLE
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Overa l l ,  ‘ schoo l s  o f  thought ’
wh ich  a re  bu i l t  upon  i naccurate  
theor ies  o f  pub l ic  sa fe ty ,
wh ich  re l y  upon  cyc l i ca l
cons t ruc t ions  o f  “c r ime , ”  and
wh ich  i n te rp re t  human
behav io r  th rough  any  o f  these  c louded lenses  a re  i l l eg i t imate .  We  apprec ia te  scho la r s  who
are  work ing  to  red i rec t  longs tand ing  tenets  i n  these  f ie lds ,  and  who  use  language as  a  too l
fo r  accompl i sh ing  that .  Fo r  example ,  we  re jec t  one-s ided  approaches  to  what ’ s  known at
“c r im ino logy”  o r  “c r im ina l  sc ience”  -  a reas  o f  ‘ s tudy ’  i n  wh ich  the  per sons  be ing  c r im ina l i zed
are  ana l yzed  but  the  per sons  do ing  the  c r im ina l i z i ng  a re  not .  I n  the  “behav io ra l  hea l th ”
f ie ld ,  we  apprec ia te  the  sh i f t  toward  t rauma- in fo rmed care  and  cente r ing  the  exper iences
of  those  a f fec ted ,  def lec t ing  the  power  o f  ha rm by  re fe r r i ng  to  “ su r v i vo r s ”  ra the r  than
“v ic t ims . ”  Bu t  su r v i vo r  empowerment  o f ten  leads  to  the  i nc reased  use  o f  te rms  l i ke  “abuse r ”
and  “perpet ra to r ”  to  desc r ibe  the  per son  who  d id  the  ha rm ,  and  assumes  a  pu re l y
i nd i v idua l i s t i c  v iew of  accountab i l i t y ,  igno r ing  any  accountab i l i t y  fo r  s y s temic  and  s t ruc tu ra l
causes  o f  ha rm.

Other Considerations
LANGUAGE & STYLE

Adopt a ‘for us, by us’ approach

The  ACSP takes  a  ‘ fo r  u s ,  by  us ’  approach  to  eve ry th ing  we do .  That  means  lead ing  i n  a l l
endeavor s  and  conve r sa t ions  that  have  to  do  w i th  ou r  l i ves ,  i n s tead  o f  le t t i ng  o the r s  speak
fo r  or  about  us .  We  f i nd  i t  espec ia l l y  power fu l  to  lead  in  po l i cy  e f fo r t s  and  research
su r round ing  c r im ina l i za t ion  and  incarce ra t ion ,  and  the i r  e f fec t s  on  us ,  ou r  fami l i e s  and
commun i t ies .

Be indivisible
The  ACSP ’ s  pos i t ion  i s  to  re jec t  any  leg i s la t ion ,  regu la to r y  p roposa l s ,  c lass  l i t igat ion  e f fo r t s ,
o r  pub l ic  campa igns  wh ich  wou ld  d i v ide  peop le  who  have  been  c r im ina l i zed  i n to ,  o r
d i sc r im inate  aga ins t  ce r ta in ,  g roups  o r  categor ies .  We  re jec t  leg i s la t i ve  ca rveouts ,  o r
except ions .  The  peop le  usua l l y  excepted  f rom the  benef i t s  o f  re fo rmat i ve  laws  a re  the
ind i v idua l s  a l ready  be ing  d i sc r im inated  aga ins t  a t  compounded ra tes  ( those  conv ic ted  o f
sex- re la ted  o f fenses  o r  “ se r ious  fe lon ies ” ) .  We  re jec t  the  use  o f  reg i s t r ie s ,  no t  on l y  because
they  c reate  undue  hardsh ips  bu t  because  they  fa i l  to  accompl i sh  any  o f  the  th ings  those
who a rgue  fo r  the i r  ex i s tence  c la im they  w i l l .  We  re jec t  r id icu lous  na r ra t i ves  seek ing  to
separate  us  i n to  “non-v io len t ”  and  “ v io len t ”  categor ies .  On  a  case-by-case  bas i s ,  we
acknowledge  the  va lue  i n  a rgu ing  fo r  re l ie f  aga ins t  o f fenses  categor i zed  as  non-v io len t  o r
un in ten t iona l .  Bu t  we  a l so  asse r t  that  j u s t  because  an  o f fense  i s  deemed “ v io len t , ”  that
doesn ’ t  make  the  person  v io len t .  We  unders tand  the  t ru th  i n  what  Ash ley  Ne l l i s  and  o the r s
have  p roven  -  that  those  o f  us  conv ic ted  o f  homic ide  and  ‘ v io len t ’  o f fenses  a re  the  leas t
l i ke l y  to  eve r  be  rec r im ina l i zed .  We re jec t  the  w i ld  not ion  that  ‘ i nnocent ’  peop le  a re  more
dese rv ing  o f  humane  t reatment ,  sa fe ty ,  and  l i fe  than  ‘gu i l t y ’  peop le .  And  we asse r t  that
eve ryone ,  cu lpab le  o r  no t ,  dese rves  cons t i tu t iona l  Due  P rocess  p ro tect ions .
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I n  the  po l i cy  f ie ld ,  we  recogn ize  the  impract icab i l i t y  o f  chang ing  a l l  o f  the  d i sc r im inato ry
language in  ou r  s ta te  laws  a t  once .  I n  Georg ia ,  the  words  “ i nmate”  and  “o f fender ”  a lone
appear  thousands  o f  t imes  i n  ou r  s ta tu to r y  codes .  To  change  th i s ,  we  have  to  be  i nvo l ved  in
the  b i l l  w r i t i ng  p rocess ,  work ing  w i th  o the r  po l i cy  leaders  to  remove  bad  words  f rom new
leg i s la t ion  as  we  go  and  speak ing  up  to  e lec ted  pub l ic  se r vant s  who  have  t roub le
recogn iz ing  us  as  peop le .

I n  academic  spaces ,  we  shou ld  be  the  ones  lead ing  research  about  us .  Th i s  means  do ing
more  than  ass i s t i ng  (o f ten  unpa id ) ,  o r  even  be ing  on  the  research  team.  I t  means  be ing
l i s ted  as  the  P I .  Outs ide  o f  that ,  we  h igh l igh t  the  work  o f ,  and  s tand  in  so l ida r i t y  w i th ,  those
mak ing  consc ious  e f fo r t s  to  evo l ve  s t igmat i z ing  language in  the i r  respect i ve  f ie lds  and
invo l ve  us  i n  the  methodo log ica l  phases  o f  research .  As  much  as  poss ib le ,  we  re f ra in  f rom
c i t i ng  sou rces  that  use  bad  words .  When  we need  to  c i te  o lde r ,  co rne r s tone  s tud ies  o r  s ta te
repor t s ,  we  s imp l y  redact  the  bad  words  o r  as te r i s k  them out .

https://www.sentencingproject.org/reports/a-new-lease-on-life/


Cues from Others
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Disability rights

The  d i rec t l y - impacted  commun i t y  shou ld  take  cues  f rom the  d i sab i l i t y  r igh t s  commun i t y .  A t
leas t  s i nce  the  la te  1980s  o f  the  D i sab i l i t y  R igh t s  Movement ,  wh ich  cont inues  to  th i s  day ,
advocates  have  ca l led  fo r  an  end  to  ha rmfu l  language as  a  way  to  combat  ab le i sm.  That  i s ,
t he  way  we  wr i te  and  ta l k  about  each  o the r  goes  to  how we va lue  each  o the r .  I f  i n  doubt ,
check  ou t  the  Un i ted  Nat ions  D i sab i l i t y - I nc lus i ve  Commun icat ions  Gu ide l i nes .

Docto r s  and  nu r ses  a re  t ra ined  to  see  a l l  pat ien t s  as  pat ien t s .  Th i s  concept  o f  ca re  shou ld
br ing  equ i t y  to  spaces  where  i ncarce ra t ion  and  med ica l  o r  menta l  hea l th  ca re  ove r lap  -  and
cons ide r ing  the  rea l i t i e s  o f  pos t  i ncarce ra t ion  s yndrome ,  that ’ s  a  lo t .  Nguyen  Toan  T ran  e t
a l . ’ s  Words  Mat te r  of fe r s  a  sho r t  bu t  i nc red ib le  a rgument  fo r  u s ing  per son- f i r s t  language
when  ta l k i ng  about  pat ien t s  who  a re  i ncarce ra ted .  I t  i nc ludes  cons ide ra t ions  fo r  language
around  menta l  hea l th ,  sex  work ,  d rug  sa le ,  u se ,  and  t reatment ,  and  o the r  a reas  where
judgmenta l  language has  pe r s i s ted  fo r  fa r  too  long .

As  med icat ion-ass i s ted  t reatment  (MAT)  and  harm reduct ion  p ract ices  have  ga ined  t rac t ion ,
so  has  language regard ing  subs tance  use .  I n  January  2024 ,  N i k k i  T ie rney  led  the  charge  to
make  New Je r sey  the  f i r s t  s ta te  to  remove  s t igmat i z ing  language concern ing  subs tance  use
d i so rder s  f rom i t s  laws  and  s ta te  agency  names .  I f  i n  doubt ,  Shat te rp roof  o f fe r s  g reat
sugges t ions  fo r  language that  reduces  s t igma and  improves  ou tcomes  fo r  those  bat t l i ng
add ic t ion .  And  the  Nat iona l  Harm Reduct ion  Coa l i t ion ,  w i th  i t s  Foundat iona l  P r i nc ip les ,  no t
on l y  ca l l s  fo r  bet te r  language ,  bu t  cha l lenges  us  to  show peop le  who  use  d rugs  the  d ign i t y
and  respect  they  dese rve .  

Healthcare and substance use

Don’t be so rigid

Every  un i ve r s i t y  and  se l f -p roc la imed ‘ soc ia l  j u s t i ce ’  o rgan izat ion  has  pu t  ou t  a  language
po l icy  o r  s ta tement  a t  th i s  po in t .  I n  genera l ,  we  s tay  away  f rom the  ones  wr i t ten  by  we l l -o f f
academics  who  have  no  exper ience  w i th  i ncarce ra t ion  o r  pove r t y .  I t ’ s  no t  that  those  po l i c ies
a re  ho r r ib le ;  they ’ re  j u s t  r ig id .  They  come across  as  d i rec t i ves ,  ra the r  than  an  i nv i ta t ion  to
have  a  conve r sa t ion .  And  the  s t y le  i s  j u s t…  po l i t i ca l  co r rec tness .  I f  you  not ice ,  many  o f  these
po l ic ies  use  the  te rm “ fo rmer l y  i ncarce ra ted  per son . ”  Our  commun i t y  has  adopted  “F IP ”  as  a
take-back  te rm.  Bu t  “ fo rmer l y  i ncarce ra ted  per son”  i s  no t  pe r son- f i r s t  language and ,  i n  many
ways ,  re in fo rces  an  i n s t i tu t iona l  p rob lem by  c la im ing  that  th i s  i s  the  r igh t  way  to  say  i t .
Le t t i ng  d i sconnected  do-gooders  dec ide  what  words  shou ld  be  sy s temat ica l l y  u sed  fo r  us  i s
no  bet te r  than  le t t i ng  d i sconnected  leg i s la to r s  do  i t .

Rathe r  than  te l l i ng  peop le  what  to  ca l l  u s ,  we ’ re  j u s t  ask ing  to  be  ca l led  people .

Ain’t no justice

When we ta l k  about  the  c r im ina l  s y s tem,  we  a re  express l y  ta l k i ng  about  a  web of  un jus t  s ta te
f i x tu res  that  s t rongarm and  oppress  i t s  c i t i zens .  The  c r im ina l  s y s tem i s  no t  a  p lace  where
jus t ice  i s  found ,  so  we  don ’ t  i nc lude  the  word  “ j u s t i ce”  when  we ’ re  ta l k i ng  about  i t ,  un less
we ’ re  spec i f i ca l l y  ta l k i ng  about  work ing  toward  o r  seek ing  j u s t i ce .

LANGUAGE & STYLE

“Retu rn ing  c i t i zen”  rubs  us  the  wrong  way  because ,  a l though  we a re  requ i red  to  pay  taxes
that  fund  po l i c ing ,  i ncarce ra t ion ,  and  the  sa la r ies  o f  po l i t i c ians  who  make  un in fo rmed
dec i s ions  about  ou r  l i ves ,  we  a re  cons i s ten t l y  ba r red  f rom par t ic ipat ing  i n  c i v i l  p rocesses .

https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/un_disability-inclusive_communication_guidelines.pdf
https://atlcommunitysupport.org/PICS_exec_summary.pdf
https://atlcommunitysupport.org/words_matter.pdf
https://newjerseyglobe.com/legislature/tierney-n-j-reforms-stigmatizing-language-on-substance-abuse-disorders/
https://www.shatterproof.org/our-work/ending-addiction-stigma/change-your-language
https://harmreduction.org/about-us/principles-of-harm-reduction/

