
Jail Solidarity 

Jail solidarity may be defined as complete unity of 
purpose of those incarcerated or imprisoned. The ul-
timate objective of that unity is for everyone com-

mitting the same act to be treated equally and fairly in 
jail and in sentencing. Refusing citations, bail, fines, or 
probation keeps us together as a community with the 
potential for collective bargaining to meet the objective. 

For jail solidarity to be 
most effective, the issues 
surrounding it must be ad-
dressed and resolved to the 
greatest extent possible be-
fore reaching jail. Jail au-
thorities are not going to 
patiently wait for us to 
reach consensus on solidar-
ity agreements before they 
start employing "divide 
and conquer" tactics to 
weaken our bargaining 
power. 

One divisive tactic used 
by the prison/legal system 
is different treatment for 
certain individuals or 
groups. The people risking 
harsher treatment usually 
include non-cooperators, 
repeat offenders, known or-
ganizers, people of color, 
lesbians and gay men. Dis-
cussions of solidarity 
should always include the 
issue of how to give these 
people the extra protection 
they need. 

Coming to agreements 
about solidarity goals and 
tactics is a powerful but dif-
ficult process. To reach true 
solidarity with the greatest 
number of participants, 
people must have enough 
information and time to 
make wise decisions. Soli-
darity tactics that are em-
ployed successfully are empowering. Ill-considered, 
unfocused uses of solidarity tactics are less successful 
and drain our energies. 

Jails and prisons are designed to make people feel 
powerless. Jail solidarity is that way we empower our-
selves and each other, by making our own decisions, 
acting in harmony with each other, and committing our-
selves to safeguard each others' well being. 
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Jails and courts are intimidating places. The authori-
ties expect that, out of fear, people will obey the rules 
and accept conditions and injustices. When we exercise 
solidarity, we make our own rules. At times it may seem 
as if we are acting against our own self-interest, but we 
know that we are protecting our larger interests in at-
tempting to assure equal treatment and fair- sentences 

for all who participate in 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
have the power to choose 

our action. 

what form your sentence 
will take. You have the 

To some extent, you 

right to refuse fines and 
probation; however, the 
only alternative may be jail 
time. You must decide 
what kind of sentence will 
best serve your political 
objectives. 

People sometimes ques-
tion the need to struggle in-
side the jails when our ac-
tion's primary goal is 
something else. Some peo-
ple, because of outside re-
sponsibilities, cannot af-
ford the time jail solidarity 
may demand. Others find 
jail conditions physically 
or emotionally intolerable. 
Jail solidarity must never 
become coercive. The 
strength of our solidarity 
comes from the free agree-
ment by all who take part 
in it. Those who must leave 
jail are not betraying the 
group — there are many 
ways they can continue 
supporting those inside: by 
speaking to the media, to 
the movement and to the 
public about why people 
went to jail or about the 
morale of people inside, by 

fulfilling responsibilities for those inside, by carrying 
messages to family, friends, and employers. 

The prison and court systems, however, should not 
be regarded as separate from the military or the 
weapons industry. If the jails and courts did not exist to 
protect the military's interests we would not be prepar-
ing for a possible stay in jail. 

Jails and courts also serve to control the most directly 
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oppressed in our society. More than half the people im-
prisoned in this country each year have not been con-
victed of any crime — they are awaiting trial and are 
too poor to make bail. People of color are imprisoned in 
disproportionate numbers. The crimes of the poor and 
desperate — drug addiction, prostitution, petty theft —
are often punished by jail sentences, while white-collar 
crimes of embezzlement or fraud often are not. And the 
worst crimes — the manufacture of mass murder ma-
chines, the systematic robbery of the earth's resources 
and human beings, the long term destruction of our en-
vironment — aren't even illegal! 

Some of the issues that cause the most controversy 
around solidarity include interpretation of the nonvio-
lence guidelines, and under what circumstances, if any, 
we will keep solidarity with the blockaders who have 
previous records, are on probation or have not followed 
the nonviolence guidelines for that action. 

People's motivations for participating in CD will af-
fect their attitudes toward the police and jail guards. 
Some people are motivated to blockade as a protest 
against the multiple structures in society which work 
together to create a weapons industry. The prison/judi-
cial system is seen as one of these structures. 

The effect of this political viewpoint on behavior in 
jail can be very dramatic. Often people refuse to cooper-
ate with the authorities at all. Some ways they do this 
are by going limp during arrest, not abiding by prison 
regulations, and refusing to participate in arraignment. 
Some of these acts serve personal moral goals; others 
are initiated as levers to make the legal system mete out 
equal and fair sentences to all. 

The differences between these approaches will fre-
quently lead to conflict among blockaders. The stress of 
the jail experience tends to intensify conflict, but, by dis-
cussing differences beforehand, their effect on jail soli-
darity can be minimized. Conflicts that arise in jail must 
be acknowledged and dealt with at the time or they may 
become divisive. Conflict is an expression of opposing 
viewpoints and should not be confused with violence. 

Strategies 
Citations releases: Some people may need to "cite 

out" of jail as soon as possible for personal reasons, or 
may want to gain time to join other actions and do im-
mediate organizing. Signing citations tends to split up 
the group, especially if they are not offered equally to 
all. The united presence of people in jail is usually the 
best leverage for insuring equal treatment. 

Bail and fines: Paying bail or fines puts money back 
into an unjust system and drains the limited funds and 
resources of the movement. They are a major way the 
judicial system discriminates against lower-income 
people and divides groups; those who have money get 
out and those who don't stay in. Refusing to pay bail is 
a means of demanding that all be released on OR (own 
recognizance). 

Probation: Probation gives the court system the right 
to interfere in our lives for many months, and makes us  

liable for longer sentences should we be arrested for civ-
il disobedience in its duration. This creates problems for 
individuals as well as creating a possible excuse for dif-
ferential treatment of people in future actions. Proba-
tion is often offered as a personal "way out" and can in-
terfere with the group's demand for fair sentencing or 
control of legal choices. 

Pleas: The decision to plead Not Guilty and pursue 
further legal proceeding is a political one. Keep in mind 
what you are trying to achieve and evaluate whether le-
gal proceedings will advance these goals; the time, the 
money and energy committed to a trial might be better 
invested in organizing and education. People may also 
plead No Contest or even Guilty out of a conviction that 
courts have no authority to determine innocence or 
guilt on the issues at hand. 

Trials: Some people arrested in CD actions feel they 
have a real legal basis for arguing their innocence in 
court, or want to use the court system as a forum for 
discussion of the issues. For most actions, any trials are 
organized and paid for by the individuals or groups in-
volved and are not the responsibility of the overall or-
ganization. 

Nonviolent Solidarity Tactics 
• Refusing arraignment. In some cases, blockaders have 

sat in a circle within the jail and refused to move until 
assured by their legal team that demands have been 
met. In other cases, people have stood silent or re-
fused to enter a plea at the arraignment. 

• Calmly encircling a threatened sister or brother, and 
physically protecting her or him from being taken 
away. 

• Refusing to give the guards identifying information 
about individuals. 

• Refusing to work or participate in jail routine. 
• Refusing food. 
• Refusing to get dressed. 
• Holding a prayer, meditation, song or chanting vigil. 
• Be creative; invent new solidarity tactics. 
• Regarding sentence demands: one powerful tactic is 

to communicate to the judge and District Attorney 
that if our demands are not met, we will all plead not 
guilty, ask for individual jury trials, and not waive 

• Don't abuse solidarity: Its use in trivial matters mini-
mizes its impact. Save it for what really matters. 

our right to a speedy trial. 

From BASTA: A Pledge of Resistance Handbook. 
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