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[cool, ambient music fades in] 
 
00:04 K McClendon (Co-Host, they/them): Peace, love, and welcome, to Envisioning Queer 
Justice Podcast. I'm one of your hosts, K McClendon, and I use they/them pronouns, and I 
am beyond excited to be hosting this podcast. Envisioning Queer Justice Podcast is a youth 
led podcast where our goal is to transform stagnant ideas of justice into something more 
real, more tangible, and much more creative. Through conversation with people in the 
Queer community, we seek to use firsthand experience to find new ways to disrupt 
punitive and exclusionary conceptions of justice and uplift people in the Queer community 
who envisioned justice as healing, creation, and transformation.  

 
A little bit about myself. I am a fat, Black, Queer survivor from the Midwest, and 

advocating for myself, and other marginalized people like me, is a huge part of where I 
choose to put my energy. So, I have been working on this project with such happiness and 
excitement. I'm an artist. I have performed and competed across the country for years now, 
in spoken word poetry. Spoken Word is incredibly close to my heart, and is one way that 
helps me achieve the goal of advocacy and imagining an inclusive and just world.  
 

Before we introduce our guests, we are going to give land and enslavement 
acknowledgments. These acknowledgments have been shaped by many voices but we 
specifically want to name Dr Raj Sethuraju.  

 
I want to acknowledge that no matter where most of us are currently located in the 

United States. We. Most of us spend today and everyday on land, stolen from indigenous 
people and cultivated by the enslaved community. It is essential to understand the long 
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standing history that has brought us to reside and benefit from this land, and to seek to 
understand our place within the history of genocide enslavement settler colonialism and 
racism land and enslavement acknowledgments do not exist in the past tense, or historical 
context settler colonialism and white supremacist ideology is current and ongoing.  

 
I reside on Dakota land in the Twin Cities of Minnesota. Our guests Amy Tran resides 

on Dakota land, also in Minnesota, and Katie Lee resides on Susquehannock land in 
Pennsylvania. Land acknowledgments are not meaningful without intentional action. So 
learn more about how you can constructively help to disrupt ongoing colonization, and the 
show notes. We offer some indigenous led organizations for you to donate or uplift, 
including Honor the Earth, the NDN Collective, and the Black Hills Bail and Legal Defense 
Fund. 
 
03:20 Today,  we are in conversation with Katie Lee, who uses she and they pronouns from 
Seoul, South Korea, formerly based in the Twin Cities and now living in Pennsylvania. They 
are committed to anti capitalist organization, especially work that prioritizes the lives and 
liberation of people of color and Queer folks, and their free time, they enjoy cooking and 
watching films.  
 
And Amy Tran, who uses she/her pronouns, values systems and networks that prioritize 
empathy, kindness and compassion. She knows these are what make us human. And what 
allows us to thrive. She is passionate about building community connections, the shared 
sense of purpose. The critical discussion and the opportunities to grow and enrich your 
own political analysis are exciting to her and make her feel a part of something much 
larger than herself.  
 
Now, I'm going to pass it along to Katie and Amy's conversation. 
 
[cool, ambient music fades in and out] 
 
04:23 Amy Tran (She/her): I guess we're gonna move into reading a quote. So, the quote is 
from Audre Lorde, from her essay, The Master’s Tools, and the quote is 

 “Survival is not an academic skill. It is learning how to stand alone, unpopular and 
sometimes reviled and how to make common cause with those others identified as 
outside the structures in order to define and seek a world in which we can all 
flourish. It is learning how to take our differences and making them strengths. For 
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the Master's tools will never dismantle the Master's house, they may allow us 
temporarily to beat him at his own game, but they will never enable us to bring 
about genuine change. And this fact is only threatening to those women who still 
define the Masters house as their only source of support.” 

 
 The reason I chose this quote to bring to the conversation today is that I think about 

this a lot when I envision what a future would look like without prisons and as an 
alternative to capitalism. It can be difficult to envision a future without prisons, but does 
that mean we replace prisons with more prison-like alternatives? No, if we focus on the 
tools more critically and to me, those mean critically looking at the tools of capitalism, 
which are the different oppressions that people face racism and classism, homophobia, etc. 
We can see how they work, and then, we can see how they work in all of their insidious and 
obvious ways. Only when we understand how they work, can we find the ways to destroy 
them. We can build new tools, and we can dismantle the Master's house to build a new one 
where we can all flourish, like Audre Lorde said.  
 
05:56 Katie Lee (She/they): I love that quote. I love that book! 
 
Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah, I have thought about revisiting it for a long time. 
 
06:03 Katie Lee (She/they): Today we're gonna be talking about prison abolition,   
 
Amy Tran (She/her): and how it relates to the Queer community and Queer liberation.  
 
Katie Lee (She/they):  Yeah, I guess, with this quote. For me, I think a lot about the 
differences between reform and radical change and kind of differentiating these looks at, 
you know, the questions of how do we change into the, in the context of prisons, I think 
that expresses itself in, how do we rehabilitate this one individual person, so that they make 
better choices? And that kind of is the myth that is told about prisons and about criminals 
that there are people who make bad choices, and that's why they need to be punished. 
And it's this question of who did the crime as defined by the state and how do we punish 
that person for doing the crime? 
 

 And I think that dismantling that house and dismantling those tools is less a look at 
this particular person, what bad choices quote bad choices did they make, and more of a 
question of why was this person in this particular situation? Or what did the systems that 
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exist for prisons? What did those systems and those people do to criminalize that person? 
And not thinking about who did it, how do we punish them, but more about who is 
harmed? And how do we prevent further harm and move forward from that and protect 
communities from harm? And I think under that context, a lot of things that are considered 
to be crimes are then understood as survival tactics, or as yeah as… [pauses for thought] 
survival tactics. So in those contexts, then you can see, it's not really a perpetrator who did 
harm to another person or to a community. In each of these cases, it's a broader look and a 
broader understanding of the radical roots. [Laughs] That's redundant, but the roots of why 
people get put into prison. And who is responsible for that, I suppose?  
 
08:24 Amy Tran (She/her): I think, I don't know if it was The Master’s Tools, or if it was, I 
think it was another essay by Audre Lorde, I think it was, Age, Race, Class and Sex. I have 
them all mixed up probably in the title, but, in it, I remember she writes about how [pauses 
and cuts off]...  she actually quotes Paulo Freire from Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and how 
each of us have that piece of the oppressor inside of us. And so, it makes it that much 
harder to think outside of the oppressors their own tactics and methods. And I think that's 
one of the challenges of people who have never thought about a world without prisons. 
Well, what do we replace it with? Or, you know, they see it as an absence of something, or… 
yeah, and it's hard for them to think about alternatives or a broader picture, that doesn't 
include prisons. And so I thought about that too while preparing for this episode about 
trying to meet people where they're at, while also trying to [stumbles] the, I don't know, not 
decolonize. I don't know what the word is, but to unlearn. Yeah, to unlearn what we know 
about prisons and what we know about crime and punishment, and how those are 
seemingly been interrelated, or interconnected, but punishment. You know, what does 
that actually do to help our communities?  
 
09:58 Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, totally. I think one of the most interesting arguments 
that I've been reading about this week is, or I think yeah, just related to this idea of prison 
abolition is a mindset and needing to not only change these material conditions but you 
need to be able to rethink how the world could operate without prisons. In order to do that, 
it's very difficult for people to imagine a world without prisons, but at the same time there's 
this argument that if we abolish all the prisons today there would not be this increase in 
so-called “crime”, you know.  
 
Amy Tran (She/her):  Right.  
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Katie Lee (She/they): And in fact, there'd be less violence because of the violence that goes 
on in prisons so the harm that's been caused by by prisons is on a completely different 
scale than the harm that exists in communities as they are. So abolishing prisons would 
actually reduce violence, which I think is a very contrary idea for many people. 
 
11:04 Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah, I think what if people actually think about prisons and 
violence, critically think about it, they would know that prisons are inherently violent so I'm 
sure, for example, what I knew growing up about prisons was that you didn't want to go 
there. Why didn't you want to go there? You know, if it's supposed to be about reform and 
rehabilitating and becoming a better person why would you go after you have harmed 
someone? And we know from TV shows, and you know news, politicians, things that that 
prisons are a place where you can get beat up, physically harmed, you can be mentally 
harmed. And I think people do know that, but they don't actually want to address that? Or 
they feel the people who go to prison deserve that. And, it's just trying to change that 
mindset around prisons and around the necessity of it if we even need prisons. 
 
12:08 Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, yeah, I think that's 100%, and I think that this thought of 
prisons as this…  [pauses for thought] I don't know unimaginable place its people know that 
they're bad but they're able to kind of discard prisons and the people in them through 
what is essentially racist dehumanization. By saying these people are criminals, and I think 
criminal is a very charged racial word, and also, in the context of this podcast and of course 
in the world [stutters] like a Queer thing as well, right? Queerness is criminalized, being 
Black, being Brown is criminalized. And so once you determine that a person is a criminal 
you no longer need to worry about their quality of life, or the conditions that they have to 
experience, because it doesn't matter, they're a criminal and they can you know endure 
whatever awful experiences, you need them to in this kind of imagined prison that gets to 
be reproduced in media and, you know, and just the cultural consciousness, I suppose. 
 
13:16 Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah, that's a good point about how criminals that word, 
dehumanizes people. I think, think on the flip side too. There's this, there's this idea of, you 
know, guilty versus innocent, criminal versus, I don't know, innocent or victim or something 
you know, and I think the dichotomy erases a lot of the nuances, like what you were saying 
earlier, you talked about, what, what constitutes a crime in the eyes of the state? If the 
crime was actually, you know, you needed food, and you just wanted to take something, 
you know, is that really…  it's a crime because you're trying to do something to survive? And 
if we look at it that way then the [stutters] lines between guilty versus innocent are blurred, 
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and I wonder if people are ready or not ready but I… [collects thoughts] It's one of the 
reasons probably why people aren't able to conceptualize these blurred lines are these…  I 
don't know these gray areas, I guess, is because it's easier to think of things in absolutes 
when really that's not how the world works.  
 
14:36 Katie Lee (She/they): Mm hmm. Yeah, and I think that that kind of absolute thinking 
translates literally into the, the incarceration the disproportionate incarceration of 
oppressed people because, for example, when trans folks are being abused or victimized in 
some way, they'd won't call the cops because the cops will tend to view trans people as 
being perpetrators of violence, rather than as being victims. You call the cops, and then 
they will protect you from a particular harm, but that myth does not exist for Queer 
communities in the same way, because they're more likely to be understood as someone 
who's perpetrating violence rather than experiencing it. So in that sense, this myth of this, 
the [pauses to collect thoughts] cops or the prison systems that are there to protect you, 
proves itself, the opposite, all the time. 
 
15:28 Amy Tran (She/her): Maybe we should talk about how Queer communities are 
represented in mainstream media, or just in the mainstream in general? I think that, I 
think, seeing illustrations would help people conceptualize the fact that, or to 
conceptualize your argument that Queer people have historically been criminalized and 
seen as perpetrators of violence, when in reality it is the opposite. 
 

 I saw a tweet the other day about…  and it was a tweet with a couple of pop 
celebrities at the Grammys I think it was, it was Billie Eilish, Lil Nas X, Ariana Grande, and 
the tweet was, “where are all these Queer celebrities, why do they look like the next 
Batman villain, or something?” And the replies I saw went along the lines of…  like because 
up until now villains have always been Queer-coded. And it made me think about how… 
that's so true. They seem to be the foils to the heroes right? Everything the hero is not, and 
the hero is usually a straight traditionally masculine or feminine presenting person. With all 
of those, you know, “desirable characteristics”, whereas the villain, maybe, I don't know, 
more colorful or something you know I don't know. But yeah, so it's, it seems it's so 
pervasive too that it could be insidious in a lot of ways, you don't notice it until it's pointed 
out or until you're actually looking. 
 
17:14 Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, definitely. Okay. Yeah, it's this thing where it's being 
deviant is inherently understood as being evil, or being criminal. So, anyways that people 
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want to deviate from a very particular cisgender hetero experience are understood as 
bizarre and bad. 
 
17:43 Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah, it makes me think about the current day liberal fights for, 
you know, justice or gender equality, or something. So, I'm talking about, you know, being 
able to get married or pride parades that include cops, or trying to instill more 
homophobia, or anti-homophobia bias training that type of stuff in the prisons and the 
police. And, those don't actually look, they don't actually address the roots of the problem. 
Because prisons, and by an extension mental institutions, and those types of institutional, I 
don't know, penitent juries or whatever, they have historically, been used to lock up Queer 
people, Black and Brown people, and it's because they are seen as deviant or they're seen 
as abnormal. And so there is a history of the state using violence to repress the Queer 
community, and it's not just now that people have been realizing this there have been 
groups of people trying to fight this and, you know, thinking about these types of things 
long before we have. 
 
19:16 Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, definitely. I think that kind of [stumbles],  It's 
“homonormativity” that I'm this concept of… specifically white gays who are trying to say: 
“look at us we are normal we get married and have kids!” And, you know, kind of trying to, 
essentially, assimilate into this mold of heteronormativity and trying to say we are one of 
you, normal Americans kind of thing. And I think that that worldview is… inherently bad. 
Perhaps a good analogy is [fumbles] like feminism for white women, and, you know, 
feminism as this thing where we're in women are able to become CEOs or become 
billionaires or something obviously the goal is not for us all to become billionaires and 
when you're prioritizing the lives of white women, there are still Black trans Queer women 
who are not going to have that same kind of access or that's even that same kind of goal, 
you know, and I think with this homonormativity question. Some folks don't even want to 
be married, I think about Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. Johnson, and STAR and the way that 
Queer communities have been creating family in their own ways without kind of state 
legitimacy in radical new imaginative ways that don't require you to be married and live in 
a nuclear family. And, yeah, I don't really know where I'm going with that [laughs] but just 
to say that Queer justice needs to not only just look at White Queers, it needs to be Queer 
justice means all Queer people and that includes the Queer people who are incarcerated.  
 
Amy Tran (She/her): I never heard that term homonormativity. 
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21:24 Katie Lee (She/they): I think it's interesting because I think it's supposed to. It's 
supposed to line up next to heteronormativity, I think, there that it's being used. 
Strategically there. I can't remember who theorized that I read about it a long time ago.  
 
Amy Tran (She/her): It's sad too, I think, for people like Pete Buttigieg who try, you know 
who are trying so hard to appeal to a group of people that will reject him anyway, you 
know, it's make sense. and, you know, that's also a kind of violence to trying to assimilate. 
And that means erasing many parts of you, and that's not something we want when we 
want to create a better world. We want a world that we can all flourish and just be who we 
are and not have to be criminalized for that. 
 
22:11 Katie Lee (She/they): Totally. I think yeah I guess I'm kind of thinking about what are 
the measures of saying that Queer folks have made strides in the world, towards, you know, 
being able to be liberated and being living in a just world for Queer folks. And I think that 
there's some kind of, I think, people might say, “well, Target is doing a new line of pride 
themed clothes” or whatever, and that this in itself is some kind of step, and people often 
point towards visibility [pauses to collect thoughts] as some kind of step towards towards 
this future that we want.  
 

But I think it misses the understanding that just because Queer identity is now 
consumable and something that is acceptable to purchase. You know, Target will just as 
quickly throw that away and totally turn their backs on us. As soon as it no longer becomes 
profitable, but things saying “let's get Queer folks out of jail, let's not build any more prisons, 
and let's take steps to ensure that survival tactics used by Queer people are not 
criminalized” those are actual things that would make a difference for Queer people. 
[Laughs]  
 
Amy Tran (She/her):  Totally.  
 
Katie Lee (She/they): And, yeah, so I guess I'm kind of perhaps unfairly comparing those 
two things but I think that there's a connection there. 
 
23:47 Amy Tran (She/her): I don't think it's unfair at all. It's like, [fumbles words] that comic, 
where it's. I don't know if it's a comic of people in Iran, I think. And it's like,“Oh! This time the 
people who are, you know, using drones to attack us comes from a woman president, 
instead of a man president!” You know? And I think it's the same thing. You can relate that 
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to a lot of things you can relate it. In this instance, to the Queer community where they're, 
“Oh! Target now has a line of, you know, pride clothing, but does that actually translate into 
maybe different bathroom policies” or something you know, not really.  
 
 Katie Lee (She/they): Right, absolutely. And I think with this kind of idea of assimilation I 
think the other goal is to ensure that Queer people are not only assimilated into but also 
supporting reinforcing the same systems that will hurt and oppress other Queer people, 
right? Like, you know, and this is a little bit further from the prison abolition line of thinking, 
but, Queer people in the military. I mean, it's not like they're [laughs] you know, the drone 
bombs are hitting some Queer people too, so it's not just that. Yeah. Yeah, for sure. 
 
25:15 Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah, I think the prison industrial complex and the military 
industrial complex are very much interrelated. In that, when we saw the demand for 
military style weapons decreasing, they pivoted to selling those types of weapons to the 
police. And to using military style, you know, attack methods, or…  whatever interrogation 
methods they use those domestically, in police stations, and I'm sure in prisons too. 
 
25:54  Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah. Yes, and I guess for me it's like [inaudible] asking for 
Queer liberation. What is it, what does it mean when liberation looks like the opportunity to 
participate in systems like that. You know, it's, it's not anything that I would [laughs] that I 
think Queer people should have any part in. And I think that Queer people we have so 
much to… [pauses] we have so much reason to be politicized about this and to say, my 
identity is not just something that I want to assimilate into this normative idea, you know, I 
want to look a cis-hetero person, and a cis-hetero couple. It's [cuts off] I want to seek justice 
for my community, and my people.  
 
 
Amy Tran (She/her):  So Katie, why does the prison system need to be abolished other 
than the horrible things that we already talked about?  
 
26:58 Katie Lee (She/they):  The prison system is terrible. I think, Amy and I are both deeply 
anti-capitalists so we're going to talk about capitalism a little bit, but obviously the prison 
system has a profit motive. And so, when you build new prisons, you need to ensure that 
they're profitable, and your existing prisons continue to be profitable. Because it operates 
as a business and if you've ever worked in a business you know that you have to continue 
turning over profit and to increase that profit year over year if you want to be viable.  
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So this, this mode, this business mode of prisons, inherently means that we need to 
make more prisoners. And that's not to say, “Oh, you know, in the last, of course,” [pauses to 
collect thoughts] okay, so, so historically, there's been a huge, huge increase in the number 
of people who are incarcerated. And I think the statistic that gets thrown around in the 
United States is, you know, we have 5% of the world's population but 20% of the world's 
prisoners, which is unbelievably large is a huge population of folks, and the other kind of 
talking point is that there's more people who are currently in more Black folks who are 
currently incarcerated, than there were Black slaves at the time of slavery. And that's it.  

 
[Cross talk between Amy and Katie]  
 
Yeah, it's  incredibly, it's just huge. And that's, that is the mass and the mass 

incarceration, but it's not because  there's been such an increase in crime that these people 
have been incarcerated that's not the reason why it's because of new “tough on crime” 
laws the war on drugs, other federal laws that are increasing the reasons why people get 
incarcerated, so you can point to communities and say well we've added these new actions 
as crimes. So thus we need to continue punishing and filling up the prisons, so that in turn 
we can continue making a profit. Yeah. 
 
29:06 Amy Tran (She/her):  Yeah. In a nutshell, I think, I read in Angela Davis' book, Are 
Prisons Obsolete?, we know that prisons have not been around forever. And so, the 
majority of prisons have been built within the last 30 years. 50 years. [Pauses to do mental 
math] 40 years. 
 
29:33 A lot of the majority of prisons that we see today, and that we know the ones that we 
know and that are formed today have been built in the last 40 years between 1980 and up 
until now. And we have to wonder why that is, because we know that crime rates were 
going down. During that time, I think there's also [word fumbles] going back to the profit 
motive of it all. We see that the prison industrial complex isn't just prisons and isn't just 
police that can profit off of it because with prisons come…  you need food services, or you 
need health care services or. I mean, even in the early [cuts off] before the 80s in the 60s 
and 70s, there were, researchers at universities that experimented on inmates, all of these 
areas, and all these fields and all these industries you don't typically associate with prisons 
like they have a vested interest in prisons, because it has become such a large part of their 
profit. 
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30:48 Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, yeah, absolutely. And I think also, with prison labor. 
There's so much prison labor, where people are essentially paid pennies to do work 
manufacturing work building desks for, you know, companies that sell them to colleges, 
and things like that. There's so much labor that's happening so, yeah. Yeah, she said that. 
[Laughs] 
 
31:18 Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah, and it's good for these companies, it's [word fumbles] 
profitable for these companies because they can get a lot of these things manufactured for 
really really low price, right? And not only that but the companies don't have to pay, 
insurance, or you know, health insurance to these people they don't have to worry about 
unions, or things like that and all the things that you would, you know, see in a workplace in 
the free world like you. They don't have to worry about any of that in prisons and it's 
disgusting.  
 
 Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, absolutely. Yeah. [Pause] One thing I just wanted to touch on 
that I just recently learned about and I'm considering. So, kind of to this question of reform 
and the ways that people try to reform prisons. Sometimes these reforms, result in more 
people being incarcerated and I think a good example is this gender-responsive prisons, 
where essentially the idea was, “Oh well, you know, women have different needs than men 
and would need to do womanly activities while in prison to properly rehabilitate them,” 
which… you know clearly delineates these particular gender roles that can be very violent to 
Queer people. And, of course, the whole gendered system of prison is…  violent to Queer 
people and people often end up in the wrong gender prison and experienced violence for 
that but with these gender-responsive prisons. The idea was “okay we want prisons for 
women and where they can cook and clean and do things like that.” But the actual result is 
that by saying we need these new kinds of prisons you just create more prisons, and need 
to fill them. So, the creation of gender responsive prisons has created, in response, has 
needed more women to be incarcerated to fill them. So, yeah, I just wanted to bring that 
up because I think it's an interesting example of the way some of these pushes for reform 
actually hurt Queer people and hurt more people by putting more folks in prison.  
 
Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah. Yeah, for sure. Speaking to the other ways that prisons are 
violent to the… [Pauses for thought] The fact that, you know, there are trans inmates being 
placed in prisons that don't line up with their, their identified gender is inherently violent 
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because wardens and state officials are using their dead names. And that can be incredibly. 
I mean that's incredibly distressing for those people. 
 
34:18  Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, yeah. And I think, and we touched on kind of 
representations of prison in the media a little bit, but I think one of the, I don't know, it's 
almost like a [word fumbles] punch line about prisons is that like, people experience sexual 
violence in prisons. But, and, then that violence is also Queered right? It's always, “Gay rape” 
as some kind of really twisted joke, but the reality is that that is being perpetuated by 
prison guards, and in the context of trans folks in prison is being perpetrated against trans 
women far disproportionately than against men. 
 
35:04 Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah, there have been studies that indicate that your sexual 
orientation or your gender identity, no matter if you self identify or not, is the number one 
risk factor in experiencing an increased level of sexual violence in prisons. So, if you have 
been labeled, you know, as Queer or trans, especially you are at a much higher risk of 
experiencing violence from other inmates in addition to the people who actually work at 
the prison so guards and wardens and things like that.  
 
Katie Lee (She/they): Right. Yeah, absolutely. And I think, kind of going back to what we 
were talking about earlier, this is like that, my mind. These kinds of issues are the things 
that should be at the forefront, when we're talking about Queer liberation, Queer justice, it 
shouldn't be whether or not we got a shirt at Target,this is pervasive, it's everywhere, it's 
really disturbing. 
 
[Cross talk between Amy and Katie] 
 
36:05 Amy Tran (She/her): It's awful. And a lot of times you like, like, just from talking about 
all of this, you know that prisons don't do any good for any community because of the 
levels of harm, and the levels of violence that happened within those walls, which is all the 
more reason to abolish them. I want to point out too that health care services in prisons are 
dismal too. So, you know, the prevalence of HIV, which has been you know coded as a 
Queer disease. And then also hormone treatments for trans inmates have been 
inconsistent, not enough, or just plain denied by prison guards, the people who work in 
prisons, and this is also an act of harm perpetuated by the state. Because if you can't get 
those treatments you can die. 
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37:05 Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, absolutely, absolutely. 
 
Amy Tran (She/her):  It also messes up, I mean, not mess us up but it... it really exacerbates 
mental health issues that are, you know, in the Queer community or that are experienced 
by Queer inmates. Because, if you have gender dysphoria, or you know body dysphoria, 
those cannot be escaped, you cannot escape, either through drugs, or through, you know 
criminalized activities or substance dependencies, things like that you can't escape any of 
that, I think.  
 
37:47 Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, this... [word fumbles] hormone treatments especially are 
not viewed as legitimate medical treatments by these people. And I think that that is, to 
me it kind of points to the way that this is not just about, you know, a bad prison guard or a 
bad, you know, doctor, or something like this is an incredibly systemic problem. And I think, 
the prison system works really really well at obscuring accountability, because it's not just 
it's people's cases are handed between so many different parties from police to judicial 
systems to prisons and then individual prison guards and other people who work with 
prisoners. And the fact that the whole system works together to be homophobic and 
transphobic is obscured by the fact that you can say well this particular guard didn't want 
to, you know, give this person their hormones, and of course that's bad. But it's, it's much 
harder I think to kind of think through each of these different steps that allows people to 
be criminalized put in prison and then deprived of the things that they need to be fully 
human 
 
39:05 Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah speaking to accountability to, just in general, prisons take 
the people who have caused harm, say, you know, with violence or, or sorry, who have 
caused harm to someone else, not to companies stealing or something. But they take the 
people who have caused harm to others, away from that community and away from that 
person and their friends and, you know they're the other community members in in that 
area prisons, take these people away from their communities. And so there is no way for 
them to be held accountable for their actions or to even work with the people that they 
have harmed in order to reach a, you know, [inaudible], go through a healing process, and 
actually make amends with them, if they choose to do so yeah what prisons do instead is 
that they isolate these people, and not just isolating them from the people that they have 
harmed but isolate them from their own support networks, their friends or their family that 
could have supported them through a healing process, they don't…  prisons don't provide 
any of that and instead actually invoke or inflict even more violence onto them.  
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Katie Lee (She/they): And so, if you try to solve violence, or if you try to solve harm with 
more harms, then you just see a perpetuation of the oppressions and the violence that you. 
You think you want, or that the system so called wants to [word fumbles] stop the prison 
system doesn't really purport to change anything about the conditions that that person 
was living in or about that person themselves. The only thing that really changes is where 
the person is, you know, it's just, let's move this person from their community into a prison. 
And somehow people expect that to do something,  

 
 Amy Tran (She/her): Right, that's enough. Or that they'd serve the violence that they get 
in prison. [Pause] I don't think anyone deserves that. 
 
41:33 Katie Lee (She/they): Right. And I think it assumes that if you like. I think it assumes 
that violence is inherent to particular people, versus this broader understanding of violence 
that can incorporate. You know the state, and your job and, intimate relationships, I think 
violence is so complicated and there's so many ways that people experience it. And I think 
that the one of the problems that we're kind of talking about is that the prison system says 
well this person is violent. Let's pick them up and move them out of this community [and] 
put them in prison. And now that community does not have violence in it. But in fact, the, 
the policing of communities are the over policing and the criminalization of certain 
communities is violence in itself so it's not you're removing the violence from a place by 
breaking a person out. 
 
42:31 Amy Tran (She/her): It also I think erases the human capacity for violence and all of 
us, we really want to believe that there are bad guys and good guys out there, guilty and 
innocent people. But, when have we, I mean, I have not heard of a single person who has 
gone through life without doing a single bad thing or, or even a single illegal thing, you 
know? It's just that the question becomes who are the ones who are being criminalized for 
doing quote unquote bad things, you know? 
 
43:05 Katie Lee (She/they): Definitely! I think there's a lot of really clear examples of that I 
think drug dealing, I think is a really clear specific one that maybe is over talked about but 
the fact that, marijuana is legal in certain states in the United States at the time, and most 
of the people a huge, huge percentage of the people that own those businesses are white 
folks. So, they are able to do this in the sanctioned legal way that allows them to turn a 
profit from it. Well, expungement of drug crimes for Black and Brown people has not 
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happened [word fumbles] on a broad level, like certain states I believe have done it. I don't 
know a ton about that, but but still there's folks who are in jail for possessing or selling 
marijuana. At the same time that people white folks are profiting from that. [Chuckles] 
 
[Relaxed, gentle music fades in] 
 
Sam Koltes (She/they, Co-Host): Hi everybody, I’m Sam Koltes, and I’m your host for the 
Honoring your Mentors Segment. This is inspired by the podcast Irresistible (formerly 
known as Healing Justice Podcast) where instead of breaking for messages from sponsors. 
They give guests an opportunity to shout out projects and related work within the 
community. Our segment is slightly different, in restorative justice spaces you’ll often hear 
folks name mentors, elders, and communities who help form our voices and who we bring 
with us. This bit is just an opportunity to pause, and have guests and bring those voices in. 
 
So to our guests, who mentored you and are with us here today? 
 
Amy Tran (She/her): I have had some wonderful mentors throughout my life that have 
shaped my values and my political analysis. I’m so appreciative of Karis, who first helped me 
think about my identity and its relation to politics. Josh, who encouraged me to question 
everything I knew about capitalism. Julia for showing me how to use empathy and 
kindness in my organizing, my parents for always believing in me, and to Cory for teaching 
the Philosophy of Race class that led me to the likes of Fanon, Dubois, Baldwin, and so 
many other great critical race theorists. 
 
Katie Lee (She/they):  Though I’m pretty young and I’m still working through my politics 
and learning more all the time. I am thankful to have had mentors throughout my life who 
have shaped me and what I believe. And so I want to thank Jennifer and Linda, for their 
instructional guidance on politics and identity and also how to be a badass politicized 
woman of color. And I want to thank all the writers and theorists that have taught me and 
so many others, like bell hooks, Angela Davis Audre Lorde, and Grace Lee Boggs, and to all 
of those that I organized with today for, you know, helping me to push my politics and 
change my understandings of practice and praxis.  I really appreciate that. So, Thank you! 
 
Sam Koltes (She/they, Co-Host): Thank you for bringing your mentors into the space with 
us. Now let’s go back to our previous conversation and continue 
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[Cool, ambient music fades in and out] 
 
Katie Lee (She/they): We can talk about COVID! 
 
Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah.  
 
Katie Lee (She/they): I don't know what, what do you have to say?  
 
Amy Tran (She/her):  Well just, just that given all of the things we have talked about, about 
the conditions in prisons, the, the ways that inmates are treated in prisons. We know that. I 
think we hit, or at least I can assume that people don't really they don't [long pause]  think 
about the inmates who can get who can contract COVID-19. And in some ways, it feels like 
people don't care because of the ways that inmates have been dehumanized. And I think 
that conversation should change, obviously.  

 
And I think it's another reason it's another reason why prisons should be abolished 

because if we know in normal circumstances that healthcare is so hard to come by in 
prisons. And we know, how easy it is to contract the virus, and how lethal it can be, then 
why would we keep prisons open? You know, it's just it just doesn't make sense if [pauses] 
yeah, it just doesn't make sense.  
 
Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, yeah, absolutely. [Pauses to collect thoughts] Yeah, I totally 
agree and I think the COVID-19 pandemic stuff it's the disproportionate infections of Black 
folks specifically, is very obvious like, obviously points to the way that, our housing systems, 
our healthcare systems, and our prison systems are so racist because the virus is not going 
around infecting Black people on purpose, that is the result of the way that our society is 
set up to allow Black people to have the worst health outcomes.  
 
Amy Tran (She/her): You know, bring a positive light to all the bleakness  
 
Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, so, anyway prisons are terrible [laughs], we've talked about that 
So Amy, what do you think, what does abolition look like? And what do we need to do to 
make prisons obsolete? 
 
Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah. So, I'm gonna quote Angela Davis, again, in her book, Are 
Prisons Obsolete?, and she says  
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“...that an abolitionist approach that seeks to answer questions such as these would 
require us to imagine a constellation of alternative strategies and institutions with 
the ultimate aim of removing the prison from the social and ideological landscapes 
of our society.” 
 
And I really liked this quote, because, a constellation of alternative strategies and 

institutions, it's so beautiful. I think in the way that she writes it because individually, you 
can see, you know, stars shining in the night, but a constellation is how you connect them 
all. And I think that's really beautiful. 
 
Katie Lee (She/they): I love that. 
 
Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah, so I really wanted to point to that quote. But yeah, I think the 
question isn't what do we replace prisons with, you know, it's like we just have to [cuts off] 
we have to just do a whole lot of reframing of how we address harm in our communities. 
And I think that speaks a lot to transformative justice, which is trying to look at the 
conditions that have produced. The current conditions that allow a violence and allow 
harms to be perpetuated. We know, for example, that health systems are are not accessible 
to people of color, and to poor people. So if we can provide available,  free health services, 
especially mental health services to everyone. Then, that would help make our 
communities feel more safe, and supported.  
 

So I think that the question is how do we make prisons obsolete? How do we build a 
world where interpersonal violence or just violence in general, is unimaginable? And that 
starts, I think, with viewing people as… you know, human beings deserving of respect and 
dignity, using empathy and compassion instead of retribution and punishment.  
 
Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah. That's, I absolutely agree with everything you said. And I think 
that for me, I initially when I was learning about prison abolition I think I was confused 
about the idea that you needed to just replace prisons with something else, or that the 
priority of prison abolition would be to say, what do we do about these particular people, 
you know, but I think that the answer, again going back to the Angela Davis is that it's 
about making prisons obsolete and understanding that like… the reason people are 
criminalized is because of social conditions that criminalize people. And that a lot of crimes, 
as we talked about a lot are about survival.  
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And so these things are not they're not necessarily things that should be punished at 

all or that the harm that some people who are called criminals are experiencing the harm 
isn't something they're inflicting upon someone else, it's a harm that they are themselves. 
experiencing due to their lives and their social conditions so yeah so it's for me prison 
abolition is less about saying, “Oh, well maybe we put wristbands or whatever on people 
and track that: you know, that's not that's another form of this same system, but more 
about, you know, thinking about public housing, widely available public housing as an 
answer to getting rid of homelessness, as a crime, and you know solutions like that, 
although they may not appear on the surface are actually steps towards prison abolition. 
And you brought up healthcare, free health care is a huge one. Better available social 
systems for food like things like that are actually steps towards prison abolition, even 
though they may not initially appear so right. 
 
Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah, it goes back to how they're, how they're industries that we don't 
typically associate with prisons, being tied to prisons, it's the same way. I think when we 
think about prison abolition. We need to think about all the. We need to think about all the 
needs that humans have, in order to feel safe and supported. We need to think about all of 
those things first. And once those needs have been met, prisons will become obsolete. 
 
Katie Lee (She/they): Right. Yeah. And once those needs are met, then you have way less 
“criminals” to deal with, you know what I mean, then it really does become about 
addressing harm when harm happens and less about just incarcerating huge swathes of 
Black and Brown people and Queer people. 
 
Amy Tran (She/her):  Yeah. Yeah, I think another thing. We could talk another thing that 
should be touched on, is decriminalizing sex work. If we just, you know, decriminalize sex 
work, then, which is a survival. What is it? A survival work. as we call it yet, if we 
decriminalize survival work sex work, then that that also is part of a step towards an 
abolitionist future. 
 
Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, absolutely. And we know that a lot of Queer folks do sex work 
they're that's a huge portion of the informal economy and the way that many Queer people 
use sex work to survive. Right. I mean some so many very famous Queer activists were 
[fumbles words] sex workers as well. And yeah when. And I think that also kind of goes into 
this kind of broader question about discrimination and who has access to particular jobs 
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particular education, and what kind of work is available to people based on who they are. 
Yeah. Yeah. 
 
Amy Tran (She/her): Agreed. I think another hot topic these days has been, not just 
abolishing prisons but also abolishing ICE (Immigration and Customs Enforcement). And I 
think one of the ways that we can work towards prison abolition is also decriminalizing 
immigrants who entered the country without documents. Because, that would address the 
rampant you know xenophobia that's also in our. That's also in our state policies. Yeah, I 
don't know if a lot of people connect prisons to detention centers, but they're essentially 
the same thing. If you look at the inhumane conditions within immigrant detention 
centers. You'll see that a lot of. There are a lot of [fumbles words] sorry, there are a lot of 
similarities between detention centers and prisons as we know them. 
 
Katie Lee (She/they): Absolutely, and it has to do with who gets criminalized, who is 
viewed as inherently violent, who is a threat to. I suppose white safety is kind of the thing. 
 
Amy Tran (She/her):  Yeah, totally. [pause] So yeah, there's, I mean, people think of prison 
abolition as this sort of nebulous goal, but if you look around you people are doing the work 
today. And you can also be a part of that today.  
 
Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, totally. Yeah, and I think it's not like [word fumbles] they're 
intermediate steps that are abolitionist steps, moratorium on building new prisons, we 
don't want new prisons, because as we've talked about, then you need to fill them and that 
increases incarceration. And then following no more new prisons, how do we get people 
out of prison? People often will go in for one offense that you know is supposed to have 
them in for a certain number of years, but then over time, the way that things often go for 
folks and especially for Queer people, you know, they might be, you know, using self 
defense to protect themselves from violence especially Queer people who are exposed to 
more sexual violence in prison. And then that is, “Oh! Well you were fighting so now you 
have “x” number of additional years onto your sentence.” So it's thinking through things 
like the way that those play out in terms of decarceration people that are already in there. 
Right, right. Yeah, so I think that those are some kind of initial steps that are specific to the 
prison system that are missed. Yeah. 
 
Amy Tran (She/her): Yeah, either. I mean, right if. So if you're listening to this podcast, and 
you want to get more involved. There are a number of groups that you can check out. I'm 
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just going to throw some names out there, Critical Resistance, INCITE! Women of Color 
Against Violence, BYP 100, Project NIA,  MPD 150, which is based in Minneapolis, 
generationFIVE, Bay Area Transformative Justice Collective, all of those are really good 
groups that you can start looking at for you know you [inaudible] you should look at their 
about me. And also look at the work that they've been doing and hopefully you're inspired 
to also join them in their work. 
 
Katie Lee (She/they): Yeah, hell yeah! I would add, IWOC, the Incarcerated Workers 
Organizers Collective. Yeah, they have chapters, all over the United States. 
 
Amy Tran (She/her):  So when I think about Queer justice, I think about how we organize 
around issues linked to our identities, identity politics, as the Combahee River Collective 
called it. I think about how both terms Queer justice and identity politics have been co 
opted to mean more about pride parades or more Queer Queer people in the military, 
which we talked about more Queer CEOs. What we don't realize is that these changes all 
continue to serve capital, and so aren't actually meaningful change at all, they don't 
actually address the root causes of violence and oppression that Queer people face Queer 
people are still incarcerated and criminalized at rates far higher than straight people, 
they're more likely to be homeless more likely to be to rely on criminalized substances and 
criminalized work, they're more likely to be ostracized, and more likely to have mental 
health issues.  
 

So do pride parades, Queer military servants, or Queer CEOs address any of these 
problems? Of course not. So instead, I think [word fumbles] I think, Queer justice should 
mean less policing of Queer communities and less criminalizing of Queer youth. We need 
free health care and shelter in our communities. We need better support networks. All of 
this would lead to more freedom of being able to exist without fear to just exist with the 
same amount of joy afforded to their street counterparts. Queer justice would mean 
organizing against the root causes of violence in the Queer community, not just more 
rainbows flags everywhere. It would mean organizing against police prisons and capitalism 
itself. 
 
Katie Lee (She/they):  [Processing thoughts] Yeah, no, nice, yeah. I didn’t write anything I 
don't I don't know what to add but I agree with everything you said. Oh, I think, yeah, 
absolutely. I think for me Queer justice is very anti-assimilationist, and as a person of color, 
and a model minority, I also, in that sense, very anti-assimilationist and I don't know I'm 
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stuck now. I can't really wrap it up so nicely. And I think, yeah, justice, looks like all of us 
being able to love and make family and community in the ways that feel right to us to not 
have harm in our communities and to not have to experience violence at the hands of the 
state, or at the hands of capitalism. And, Yeah. Yeah. 
 
[cool, ambient music fades in and out] 
 
K McClendon (Co-Host, they/them): You just listened to a conversation between Katie Lee, 
and Amy Tran, thank you so much for our guests for joining us today on the envisioning 
Queer justice podcast. We are grateful for your voices, visions, and values. Thank you to 
Hamline University Center for Justice and Law and PeaceFirst for their financial support on 
this project. The opinions expressed on this podcast while they reflect the individual 
speaker.  
 

The Envisioning Queer Justice Collaborative is a digital platform that seeks to disrupt 
punitive and exclusionary conceptions of justice and uplift people in the Queer community 
who envision justice as healing creation and transformation. Through research storytelling 
and content curation. We offer resources that bring people together for safer, more 
inclusive liberated communities to read our research findings from the LGBTQ+ youth 
justice circles community toolkit, or curated resources, please go to our website at 
www.envisioningqueerjustice.org and check us out on social media, by searching 
“Envisioning Queer Justice Collaborative. Thank you to everyone listening.  
 
[cool, ambient music fades out] 

 
Page 21 

 
Episode audio and show notes at envisioningqueerjustice.org/podcast 

 
 

Rough Transcription by https://otter.ai | EJQC Transcriber: Conner S. 

https://www.hamline.edu/center-justice-law/
https://www.peacefirst.org/new-home
https://www.envisioningqueerjustice.org/
https://otter.ai/

