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The Pedagogy of Dr. Margaret T. 
G. Burroughs

SARAH ROSS

Debates notwithstanding, our se-
rious black artists continue to use 
their art to speak for liberation, as 
they have done through the years. 
Much art in this country, however, 
has long resisted equality for blacks. 
But I say that art has an intellectual 
quality and if you admit that a black 
artist can paint, then he or she must 
be your intellectual equal.1

—Dr. Margaret Burroughs

Almost 15 years ago I started teaching art histo-
ry courses in a prison through a state-contract-
ed community college program. At that time I 
knew little of the history and struggles for ac-
cess to art and education in prisons. I knew more 
about the 1994 Crime Bill, a legislative package 
that locked up thousands more people, partic-
ularly Black and Brown people. The bill made 
many misdemeanors into felonies, made more 
felony charges punishable by death and allocat-
ed billions of dollars in new prison construction 

1  Margaret T. G. Burroughs, Life with Margaret: The 
Official Autobiography (In Time Pub & Media Group, 
2003).
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to prepare for the anticipated filling of cages. 
Another part of the legislation eliminated Pell 
Grant2 funding which supported people in pris-
ons to start or continue college education. Pri-
or to the passage of the Crime Bill, there were 
some 350 college programs operating in prisons 
around the nation and prisons hosted art pro-
grams, theatre projects, concert series and more. 
After 1994, most colleges could (or would) not 
continue their educational offerings without tu-
ition funding. Volunteers and nonprofits who 
extended public programming to prisons also 
started to diminish, perhaps because of funding, 
perhaps because the key that locked people be-
hind fences and walls had turned even tighter. 
Yet, in Illinois, Dr. Margaret Burroughs contin-
ued to teach in prisons and jails.

The particular dates of when and how Dr. Bur-
roughs started teaching in jails and prisons is 
incomplete for me. How she partnered with in-
stitutions such as the Black on Black Love cam-
paign or negotiated with prison officials to get 
in art supplies and have classroom space is only 
found in bits and pieces of documents and in-
terviews. As early as 1971, shortly after the At-
tica uprising, she wrote a letter to the editor in 
the Chicago Defender newspaper, saying, “…
we have become painfully aware of problems 

2  After twenty six years, Pell Grant funding to students 
who are incarcerated was restored in the 2020 as part of a 
stimulus package spurred by COVID-19.
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in our prisons. The DuSable 
Museum of African Amer-
ican History has had a pro-
gram of aid to prisoners. 
We are presently conducting 
classes at Pontiac, IL State 
prison and we have plans to 
publish an anthology of po-
ems by black prisoners in 
the state.”3 In a poetry book 
titled Black Men Speak from 
Behind the Walls, she writes 
that between 1985–1986 she 
was also teaching creative 
writing classes to women at 
Cook County Jail. In an in-
terview with Queen Mother 
Helen Sinclair,4 a former Chaplain at Joliet Pris-
on and lifelong supporter of incarcerated peo-
ple, I learned that every Sunday Dr. Burroughs 
and the prison ministries would go to different 
prisons throughout the state; they organized 
Black History programming in February. Dr. 
Burroughs went into prisons and jails with the 
support of religious organizations, but spent 
her time in prison talking to incarcerated peo-
ple about Black history, Black politics, art and 
poetry. The documents of her life and stories by 
people who knew her tell us that she lived fully 

3  Margaret T. G. Burroughs, “For Prisoners,” Chicago 
Daily Defender, September 27, 1971: 13.
4  Helen Sinclair, personal interview, August 22, 2013.

Figure 029
Cover of Black Men 
Speak From Behind The 
Walls, a chapbook of 
poetry from incarcer-
ated poets edited by 
Dr. Burroughs. Publi-
cation date unknown.
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at the intersections of 
art, poetry, education, 
organizing, building 
cultural institutions, 
and supporting people 
in prison. For each site 
in which she worked, 
the love and desire for 
freedom she felt for 
Black people, her peo-
ple, drove her. How 
she integrated cultural 
work, Black history/
pride, and her solidar-
ity with people in pris-
on created a particular 

kind of pedagogy that still resonates today.   

During the 1990s, as access to higher education 
and creative opportunities were dwindling and 
more and more people were locked in cages, a 
few programs around the nation organized to 
fund themselves, keeping open that small, but 

Figure 030
Black Black by Dr. Burroughs, 
in Faheem Majeed’s 2013 instal-
lation for Unfurling: Five Ex-
plorations in Art, Activism, 
and Archiving at the Gray Cen-
ter, Chicago, IL. Photographer, 
Sarah Ross.
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critical window of opportunity. At Stateville 
and Pontiac prisons, Dr. Margaret Burroughs 
taught classes by paying for supplies herself, 
often selling her own artworks and poetry chap-
books to raise funds. At Bedford Hills Prison in 
NY, Judy Clark and other incarcerated women 
organized friends and colleagues in New York 
City to raise monies and continue college edu-
cation in that prison in the 1990s. For the most 
part, it wasn’t until the mid-2000s that private 
funding was made available and, in some cas-
es, the gears of the carceral machine slightly 
opened for artists and educators to get back into 
prisons and re-create art and education projects 
across the country. At that time, I too was teach-
ing in prison and became part of larger conver-
sations around what teaching in prison could or 
should look like. I remember the words “rigor” 
and “excellence” often being used to articulate 
the kinds of programs or classes that should be 
offered in prisons. I also remember talking to 
some established college programs who insist-
ed that the education offered inside of prison 
should be the same as that offered on our free-
world college campuses. There was a frequen-
cy and insistence of this academic rhetoric that 
made me suspicious. While this sounded okay, 
my experience of teaching inside didn’t bear out 
that reality. 

Prison is not a college campus and, I would ar-
gue, should not be called one. Students on free-
world college campuses, no matter their daily 
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stresses of work, paying rent and tuition, or rais-
ing children, do not live locked in cages. Free-
world students do not eat each meal, daily, un-
der a loaded gun, share a shower with dozens of 
other people, or parent their children in a tightly 
monitored visiting room. The prison, including 
the classroom in the prison, is born out of slav-
ery (some prisons are literally situated on for-
mer slave plantations), Jim Crow laws, Truth in 
Sentencing laws, 1994 Crime Bill Act, gang da-
tabases, stop-and-frisk, and many other policies 
that make the fact of a prison classroom a para-
dox. These profound differences don’t make the 
people inside any less intellectual or creatively 
rigorous, nor their work less excellent. Instead, 
these facts mean teaching in prison necessarily 
has to be different. 

My commitment to students in prison is more 
like a family commitment, and the needs of my 
family are paramount. This I learned through 
the work of Dr. Burroughs. Some of the first 
stories I heard about her were about her stead-
fast commitment to incarcerated people and the 
number of times she got kicked out of the prison 
and worked her way back in to teach. Teaching 
in prison with a critical attention to history and 
pedagogy, as Dr. Burroughs did, makes the ed-
ucator, dare I say, an insurgent of sorts, always 
working to get over or around the mountain of 
restrictions. The “dangerous” tools of pencils, 
erasers, paint, books, articles or tracing paper 
in a prison mean the artist or educator must be 
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persistent––we always 
walk the line of foster-
ing a radical imaginary 
and getting kicked out 
for having an imagi-
nary. The pedagogy of 
Dr. Margaret Burroughs 
is a critical model for 
practice that does not 
suggest the prison is a 
college campus, but is 
rather a site of political 
refusal.

The first time I visited 
artists at Stateville pris-
on, in 2011, they imme-
diately started educat-
ing me on the legacy of 
Dr. Burroughs. I have 
learned so much about 
her persistence in get-

ting to and in the prison every Tuesday and her 
radical care as an educator. What requires par-
ticular mention here is that many artists that Dr. 
Burroughs would have worked with (as I do now) 
have life or long-term sentences. When she was 
teaching at Stateville and Pontiac prisons, laws 
like Truth in Sentencing went into effect and 
overnight doubled the time people would spend 
in prison by 10, 20, or 30 years. Draconian mea-
sures allowed young people to be sentenced to 
death (or life without parole), and new enhance-

Figure 031
Chicago Defender, August 2, 
1975. Article about Nathan 
Wright, a wrongfully convict-
ed artist, who was furloughed 
from prison to attend his ex-
hibition and fundraiser for 
his defense committee held at 
the South Side Community Art 
Center. Dr. Burroughs headed 
his defense committee.
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ments for gun charges or 
certain drugs added years 
onto people’s sentences. 
By the time I started teach-
ing at Stateville prison, I 
was told that most people 
would not leave the pris-
on alive. Laws and policies 
made during the ‘tough on 
crime’ era had turned their 
prison sentences to death 
by incarceration. 

To learn more about how 
Dr. Burroughs taught in 
prison under these condi-
tions of despair, I would 
normally go straight back 
to those inside teachers—
the artists and poets at Stat-
eville who were Burroughs’s students––the peo-
ple serving those life and long sentences. But 
COVID-19 has made communicating with them 
a huge challenge, only done through correspon-
dence classes, only when people living on per-
manent lockdown in a small prison cell have the 
energy to put pen to paper, only when the panic 
of a deadly pandemic raging within the prison 
allows the psychic time to do homework. I won-
der what Dr. Burroughs would be doing today to 
continue her connection with artists and poets 
inside in these desperate conditions. 

Figure 032
Chicago Defender, Sep-
tember 27, 1971. Edito-
rial by Dr. Burroughs.
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Over the summer of 2020, several of Dr. Bur-
roughs’s students who had been sentenced to die 
in prison, walked out as free men. Some were 
released after 20 and 30 years of incarceration 
because of a Supreme Court ruling overturn-
ing cruel and unusual punishment for juveniles. 
Others were released because of COVID-19. I 
connected with them to learn more about the 
pedagogy of Dr. Burroughs. Sherman Morisette, 
Tiberius Mays, Cedric X Cal, Arkee Chaney and 
Carl Williams are just some of the many, many, 
many people Dr. Burroughs touched over the 
more than 25 years she taught and visited Illi-
nois prisons. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, I 
interviewed each of these men remotely, but I 
organized the interviews below in a conversa-
tional style, as if we were all together. All of 
these men know each other and they spent time 
together in Dr. Burroughs’s classes and during 
their decades of incarceration. I want to start 
with the last question I asked each person and 
the answer from Carl Williams because it speaks 
to the beautiful fruit of Dr. Burroughs’s labor 
and the beauty for freedom she held for each of 
them.
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SARAH ROSS
Is there anything else I 
should have asked you 
about Dr. Burroughs? 

CARL WILLIAMS
I think you should have 
asked, If she had to 
speak about us, what 
would she say? I think 
we were definitely a 
handful! But at the 
same time, we are what 
she was proud of. We 
are what she dreamed 
of and what she hoped. 
We are what she imag-
ined we would become. 
She would always say 

to us: “I didn’t come in 
here to judge you and 
to worry about what 
you’ve done. I wan-
na know the person 
that you are today and 
who you are right now. 
That’s what is import-
ant to me. And if you 
will be active in your 
growth, what you will 
become if you were re-
leased tomorrow.” 

SARAH
When did you first 
meet Dr. Burroughs 
and what was your im-
pression?

Figure 033
Dedication to Dr. Burroughs outside of the Warden’s office at 
Stateville Prison. Photographer, Sarah Ross.
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ARKEE CHANEY
I don’t remember what 
year it was but it was 
in Stateville, I think it 
was the late 1980s. She 
came over and started a 
class of her own and I 
joined the class. 

CARL
My first encounter 
with Dr. Burroughs 
was in Cook Coun-
ty Jail through Moth-
er York [a mission-
ary]. Mother York had 
come to Cook County 
Jail. They would hold 
a church service, feed 
you, bring you the ne-
cessities that you need. 
Whether it was soap, 
shampoo, whatever. 
They would give you a 
home cooked meal as 
well. I would always 
come because she 
would bring these peo-
ple who would take the 
time to talk to you. I re-
member one time, Dr. 
Burroughs was talking 
to us about life. Just 

telling us about staying 
in the fight but realiz-
ing that a change needs 
to be made in your 
life. There is no better 
time to be victorious 
than right now. Those 
types of things would 
just sit with me. Here 
was a lady that had this 
fire and I was like, you 
know, who is this per-
son? She had this ener-
gy about her that was 
kind but, for me, she 
was a revolutionary. 
She was a radical. 

CEDRIC X CAL
I first met Dr. Bur-
roughs in 1998. I was 
23 years old. They had 
a poetry spoken word 
concert that she had put 
together for the prison 
and I was able to get on 
the list. I got on there 
to meet Dr. Burroughs 
because I knew she 
had founded the DuS-
able Museum. So, I 
just wanted to see her, 
wanted to meet her. 
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SARAH
How did you know 
about her founding the 
DuSable?

CEDRIC
Just being a student of 
history, being a student 
of Black history and 
trying to learn more 
about myself, my histo-
ry, my people and their 
struggles. Civil Rights 
Movement. Black his-
tory beyond the Civ-
il Rights Movement. 
Beyond our presence 
from the slave plan-
tation. And she was 
part of the Civil Rights 
Movement. 

TIBERIUS MAYS
I knew that she was the 
founder of the DuS-
able Museum because 
when I was in grammar 
school, for Black his-
tory we always studied 
the famous people, and 
she was one of the fa-
mous Black people out 
of Chicago that we had 

studied. So, I had prob-
ably heard about her 
since the third or fourth 
grade. I first met Dr. 
Burroughs in prison at 
Pontiac. I want to say 
around ‘90 or ‘91. She 
was coming in to do art 
class at that time. One 
day I talked to her and 
I found out that she 
was the sister of my 
first cousin’s grandma. 
That’s when we started 
talking more. Then, at 
that time I hadn’t start-
ed writing—I was in 
college, I don’t think 
I thought of doing any 
poetry. I started writ-
ing poetry in ‘92 when 
I got on the newspaper 
[the Pontiac Pen]. Lat-
er on, when I went to 
Stateville in ‘98, she 
was doing the art class-
es there. She would 
sometimes talk about 
what was going on with 
her family. I’m not re-
ally in tune with parts 
of my family which is 
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her family. She would 
say “he’s doing this” or 
“I heard this.”

SHERMAN 
MORISETTE
I met Dr. Burroughs in 
1995. She was this pe-
tite woman. She was 
such an impression on 
me because she was 
just starting, that was 
when she was just 
starting [back1] at Stat-
eville.

SARAH
Over the years I’ve 
heard so many stories 
about Dr. Burroughs 
coming to Stateville 
with mountains of art 
supplies and that she 
taught both art and po-
etry. I also have heard 
stories about her de-
manding, in a loving 
way, that people pro-
duce work. How did 

1  There was a break in programming at Stateville and 
other Illinois prisons because of a statewide lockdown that 
lasted some six months,  over the controversial video tapes 
released by lawyers of Richard Speck.

she teach? What was 
her style? 

SHERMAN
One thing I could say, 
she was, how can I say, 
high on writing po-
ems…She had a flair 
for everything that she 
did as far as teaching 
arts, showing us tech-
niques of how to write, 
and art…We would go 
back [to the cellhouse] 
and try to write from 
or expand on the form 
because she would 
want us to bring some-
thing back to express 
ourselves before the 
[next] class. For some 
of the guys it became a 
competition thing, who 
could write the most––
the best poem or the 
best article. That really 
inspired a lot of us.
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CARL
I used to always say 
that I don’t draw. I’m 
not a drawer, and she 
would say, “You defi-
nitely are an artist so 
let me see what you 
got.” I’m more of a 
stick man type of draw-
er. The one thing that 
she said is, “Whatever 
you put on that paper, 
whether it’s stick fig-
ures or what, your art 
[should] be able to tell 
the story to you and the 
person who’s viewing 
it.” 

ARKEE
I told her I didn’t know 
how to paint, and it [the 
painting] looked real-
ly bad to me and she 
would encourage me by 
saying, “That is really 
beautiful Arkee, you 
are doing a real good 
job.” Later I found out 
it was garbage, but I 
got better...She didn’t 
teach me how to paint, 
she encouraged me to 

paint, she encouraged 
me and that was better 
teaching than trying to 
teach me.

CEDRIC
We had assignments 
every week. We had 
to come. Not only did 
you have to write, but 
you had to get up and 
perform it. And ex-
plain it. She helped us 
with our oratory skills. 
To be able to be up in 
front of an audience 
and communicate your 
ideas and thoughts with 
people, that was one 
of the things I learned 
from her class… You 
had brothers that was 
not only poets, but you 
had screenwriters and 
everything. And play-
wrights. All of us were 
doing these different 
works. She would come 
in, point each one of us 
out and you’d have to 
get up. She’d sit back, 
close her eyes and lis-
ten. And she would 
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stop you and say, “Go 
back, let me hear that 
one more time.” You’d 
think she’s not listen-
ing, but she got her 
eyes closed and she 
was listening to every-
thing. 
Every time she came 
to class, I made sure I 
hugged her and kissed 
her, even though that 
was against prison 
rules. But I wanted to 
show her my gratitude 
and that was my way of 
showing my gratitude 
for her coming, for her 
sacrifice, for our peo-
ple, and for us in pris-
on. So, every time she 
came, every Tuesday 
when she came in, I did 
my poem and I’d get up 
and give her a hug and 
a kiss first. Just like 
she’s my grandmother. 
That’s how I treated 
her.

SHERMAN
What she would do––
you had certain things 

you look for in an es-
say or you’re writing a 
story or anything like 
that. She would give 
you how to start it, 
the middle, and how 
to end it, and that is 
something for a lot of 
us working in the law 
in particular. Because 
one’s writing skills was 
our communication 
to the courts. So, we 
were definitely trying 
to work on our writ-
ing skills to commu-
nicate with the court 
because that was our 
way of communication 
in trying to get out. 
She would give us cri-
tiques or ideas for how 
to break it down and 
how to construct things 
in a more––more con-
cise manner that courts 
would understand and 
accept. 

SARAH
Did she know that you 
were working on court 
work? I’ve been told 
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that we, educational 
volunteers, are not sup-
posed to help with any 
of that, but it seems 
like such a critical tool 
people need to get a 
shot at freedom.

SHERMAN
She knew that a lot of 
us were working on 
our cases. Almost ev-
erybody there. Well, 
I wouldn’t say almost 
everybody, most of the 
guys would work on 
their legal work but 
they took the time, al-
ways, to come to her 
class every Tuesday. 
That was Dr. Bur-
roughs’s day, Tuesday 
morning. 

ARKEE
Another thing she did, 
I liked this about her, 
I had a big painting in 
my cell, and she came 
along––this was after I 
had gotten pretty good 
at painting––she came 
along with Mother Sin-

clair and a preacher. 
She looked in my cell 
and saw the painting I 
was doing and asked 
me to hold it up to see 
it, which I did. She 
said, “When you finish 
painting it, what are 
you gonna sell it for?” 
I said, “You wanna buy 
it?” She said, “Yeah.” I 
said,  “Well, it will be 
up to you.” She said, 
“Don’t ever do that 
with your paintings. 
It’s worth money so 
you charge money.” I 
said,  “Give me 75 dol-
lars for it.” She said, 
“No that’s too cheap.” 
I said, “Well, 150.” She 
said, “That won’t do, 
that’s too cheap, too.” 
So, I went to 250 and 
she went along with 
me. 

SARAH
How did she pay you 
for it? Back then were 
there private compa-
nies like JPay or GTL 
to accept money for 
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Figure 034
It’s Now, a mural on the Washington Park Fieldhouse in Chica-
go, designed by artists at Stateville Prison in a 2018 class 
led by Aaron Hughes. The design was enlarged and painted out-
side of the prison by community groups, including formerly 
incarcerated artists and parents of incarcerated children. 
Photographer, Sarah Ross.
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people in prison? 

ARKEE
She would write a check 
and send it through the 
mail. I would be sur-
prised when I would 
get these checks. 
She was a globetrot-
ter. She would go to 
Africa and Cuba and 
places like that. She 
would take my art, she 
would ask me if she 
could take it, to Afri-
ca and whatnot. I told 
her she didn’t have to 
ask me about anything, 
whatever she wanted to 
do with the paintings, 
she could do it. She 
took the work to Afri-
ca, Cuba, and then to 
young folks in schools 
in Chicago. She would 
tell all of the kids to 
write me a letter. I 
would get about 15 to 
20 letters from kids in 
the schools who would 
say that when they 
grow up, they are gon-
na be an artist like me. 

Stuff like that. I would 
feel pretty good about 
it. 

CEDRIC
Every time she went on 
a trip, she’d come home 
and write a poem about 
it. She went to China a 
couple years before she 
passed away and she 
had come back with 
pictures and would 
write poems from her 
experience being there. 
So, we got a picture of 
China through her. For 
her to talk about how 
the DuSable was cre-
ated out of her living 
room and why it was 
so important for our 
people to know them-
selves, to know their 
history, so they can 
know their value and 
work for what they are 
capable of doing, it 
was very empowering. 

CARL
I can remember she 
had once given me a 
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book. When we used to 
be in class, I used to be 
talking about different 
books when it comes 
to African American 
history in America and 
just the shape and im-
pact that African Amer-
icans have had on the 
world and in Chicago. 
She got this book full 
of the history of down-
town Chicago and the 
journey from African 
Americans from Mis-
sissippi to Chicago. 
She had this whole his-
tory laid out. And then, 
at the end, when I was 
like “Okay, written by 
who?” And it was writ-
ten by her! She was 
like, “You can learn 
this history through the 
DuSable Museum.” 

SARAH 
So many people teach-
ing in prisons today are 
white people, teaching 
a predominately Black 
and Brown population. 
And still white wom-

en dominate the field 
of education at large 
(except in higher edu-
cation). How import-
ant was it that Dr. Bur-
roughs was a Black 
woman, teaching most-
ly Black people? 

CEDRIC
I think it is very im-
portant. The cultural 
connection, being from 
the same ethnic back-
ground. From the same 
struggles. All of that 
was very important 
because she knew our 
condition, our mind-
set, our spirit, and she 
knew how to handle 
it and weave around 
the nonsense of stuff 
because she was that 
type of wise woman. 
Kinda like Mother Sin-
clair. They were like 
right hand, left hook. 
Mother Sinclair, she 
was a strict disciplinar-
ian, but Dr. Burroughs 
was the loving one. 
The good cop, bad cop. 
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CARL
I think it was very im-
portant. And not just 
for me, a lot of people 
don’t understand that 
when you see someone 
who looks like you, 
you feel like they bet-
ter understand what 
you’ve had to endure 
and go through. That’s 
not to say that no one 
else does. But here was 
a person who under-
stands it because she’s 
had to endure it. I think 
that sometimes just to 
be able to see someone 
else that looks like you 
is to know that they’ve 
also been given the op-
portunity to come in 
and speak on your be-
half as well. 

SARAH
I know many people 
have called her “moth-
er.” And many wom-
en do perform a kind 
of caretaking in the 
classroom because it’s 
part of holding a space 

where everyone can 
partake in the experi-
ence. One might say 
that supporting stu-
dents like a parent sup-
ports their own chil-
dren is part of teaching. 
When hearing stories 
about Dr. Burroughs’s 
work in prisons I felt 
like she was spoken 
of as a mother because 
of her radical care for 
people.

SHERMAN
Well, [pause] now that 
I’m out and now that 
I can talk to you over 
the phone...You know, 
a lot of us had prob-
lems and we needed 
things as far as tooth-
brushes or little things, 
like pens and paper. 
She would bring those 
things to us. She was 
putting herself in a po-
sition where the IDOC 
didn’t want her to do 
that––not that anything 
was illegal.  A pen was 
valuable to us in there. 
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It could be as simple 
as a pen. She would do 
that for us––or a tooth-
brush in some cases. 
She had no problem in 
trying to help us or, in 
some cases, she might 
have seen someone’s 
family and tried to help 
them out. 

CARL
She was a mother to us 
all. She had access to us 
in a way that our own 
mothers didn’t for the 
simplest things. It was 
times where there was 
a guy very emotional 
about something. Just 
for her to be able to 
give him a hug and say 
“It’s gonna be okay” 
was powerful in itself 
when he needed that 
from his own mother. 
But also, the nourish-
ment, when it comes 
to their mind and their 
heart, and what she of-
fered is what allowed 
them to see her as a 
mother. 

ARKEE
Let me tell you one 
thing, I came to Dr. 
Burroughs class and I 
wasn’t doing too much. 
I came back the next 
week and she came 
over to me and said, 
“I think there’s some-
thing wrong with you. 
What’s wrong?” And I 
said, “Yeah, my moth-
er died.” She waited a 
minute or so and she 
said, “You got anoth-
er mother. I’m your 
mother.” 

SARAH
Were there other ways 
was she a mother to 
you? 

TIBERIUS
Dr. Burroughs was a 
caring person about 
the people that were 
locked up. Obviously 
she came there, so she 
was showing that she 
cared through her time. 
She would bring news-
papers. I don’t know, 
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she used to bring toi-
letries, stuff like that. 
She was very encour-
aging. She was trying 
to help guys keep their 
minds on something 
positive, like writing 
and artwork, and to 
stay strong. She would 
be encouraging like a 
mother would be.

ARKEE
Well, she brought a lot 
of paintbrushes and a 
lot of paint. She would 
bring the stuff in. She 
brought one canvas in 
that was 6 feet long 
and 3 feet high. That’s 
the one that she asked 
me what I was gonna 
sell it for when I fin-
ished. The only thing I 
can say about Dr. Bur-
roughs is that you don’t 
find people like that, 
too many peoples like 
Dr. Burroughs. She re-
ally is concerned about 
people. She was really 
concerned about pris-
ons. 

SARAH
Dr. Burroughs was 
working in prisons and 
jails as the crisis of 
mass incarceration was 
unfolding. From the 
time she wrote in the 
Chicago Defender, in 
the 1970s to when she 
passed in 2010, some 
1.8 million more peo-
ple were incarcerated. 
It’s clear she had a deep 
love and commitment 
for people in prison, 
from her writing clem-
ency letters for peo-
ple to supporting the 
defense committee of 
wrongfully convicted 
artist Nathan Wright. 
She even dedicated a 
chapter of her auto-
biography to directly 
speaking to incarcerat-
ed people. Did she ever 
talk about her feelings 
about incarceration in 
classes? 

CARL
She used to always talk 
about how she knew 
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there were innocent 
and guilty people in 
there. She understood 
all of those things. She 
would say, “I under-
stand when a family 
only wants someone to 
be punished for com-
mitting a crime against 
their loved one.” She 
would say that, “I’m 
here to provide to you 
something that is much 
needed and to help you 
when it comes to be-
ing restored to what 
you are and what you 
should be. Not from 
what you were taught 
from the so-called 
‘rough neighborhood.’ 
But the person that you 
truly are.” She says, 
“So when I peel off all 
of those layers I get to 
see this beautiful fruit 
and beautiful flower.” I 
used to be like, “I ain’t 
no flower.” She would 
say, “All of y’all are, 
because y’all are just 
a seed that needs to be 

cultivated.” From my 
perspective, she defi-
nitely had a feeling 
about the prison sys-
tem. She will always 
say that, “Listen, many 
of y’all they wouldn’t 
think twice in giving 
you a second chance. 
But I’ve met you for 
the first time and would 
give you any chance 
because I understand 
who you are. When I 
look in the face of you, 
I see you as a human 
being. If you think you 
can fool me, you’re the 
fool.” She always said 
that. “I can see who 
you are. I’ve had con-
versations with all of 
you.” 

SARAH
I was just thinking, 
as she was doing this 
work, if or how much 
the abolition move-
ment was visible in 
Chicago, and how vis-
ible it is today. And I 
think if she were alive 



THE PEDAGOGY OF BURROUGHS084

she would be part of 
the prison abolition 
movement today. 

TIBERIUS
Of course she would. Of 
course she would. She 
definitely would be a 
part of it. Because that 
is what she was a part 
of back then. 

CEDRIC
If she was alive right 
now, she’d be part of 
the Black Lives Matter 
movement. That is how 
much she felt about the 
injustice of our people 
and the prison system. 
I got a letter right now 
that she wrote on my 
behalf for my clem-
ency, for my wrong-
ful conviction, so that 
is in my archive. So 
that is how much she 
believed in the injus-
tice and inadequacies 
of the prison system. 
And, she would soften 
a lot. She was like a 
mourning mother com-

ing to see her children. 
That’s how she’d look 
at us. She was coming 
to prison and she was 
elated to come but also 
heartbroken to leave. 

SHERMAN
She was an activist. 
The way she looked 
upon prisons was not 
anything that was, you 
would say, correct. Be-
cause when someone 
gets to come in, they 
get to see a lot of the 
injustices or how the 
law was being imple-
mented. Now, I’m a 
Vietnam Veteran and 
I haven’t killed any-
one and they gave me a 
life sentence. This was 
something that would 
have never done to a 
white man at that time. 

SARAH
I have heard from 
many folks inside that 
she talked about leav-
ing a legacy and would 
ask you all to write 
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about what your lega-
cy would be. She left 
an amazing legacy in 
the institutions she 
co-founded, the pub-
lic markers to her like 
at the 31st Beach or 
the Washington Park 
Fieldhouse, and her 
artwork and poetry in 
people’s homes and ar-
chives around the city. 
Yet, I also know that 
her work in prison was 
less documented, de-
spite her decades of 
work in prisons with 
incarcerated people. 
So, what do you think 
her legacy is?  

SHERMAN
What do I think her 
legacy is? I think her 
legacy is that she was 
someone that was try-
ing to inspire oth-
ers for education, for 
growth, to have an in-
quisitive mind, to bet-
ter themselves, to go 
beyond their limits of 
what they can accom-

plish. That’s how I saw 
her. But also, she was 
someone that would 
inspire you to try oth-
er things. Don’t just be 
red, white, and blue. 
Try purple, pink, and 
green as well. That was 
what she was about.

CEDRIC
Well, she always want-
ed us to write. She said, 
“Write.” She’d drill it 
in all of us. “Write it 
down. Write it down” 
[laughs]. She did a 
poem called “What 
will your legacy be?” 
and she made sure that 
everyone had a copy of 
that poem. She was an 
institution––she left us 
an institution behind. 
So, she will always 
be remembered. Like 
at the Stateville gate, 
they have a little hom-
age to her when you 
come into the facility. 
That is how important 
she was to their prison. 
Because she was com-
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ing for so long.
She was so commit-
ted to coming to pris-
on that she would take 
the train and a cab to 
come to Stateville ev-
ery Tuesday. It was 
faithful. We believed 
her like God, we knew 
she was coming. On 
Tuesday we knew Dr. 
Burroughs was com-
ing. We made sure we 
were ready and we al-
ways came dressed to 
impress. I made sure I 
was clean-shaven and 
I had my best clothes 
on. That is how import-
ant she was to me. She 
was committed and she 
made that sacrifice. 
Once she had eye sur-
gery so she couldn’t 
drive, so someone had 
to drive her there. The 
beauty of one of the 
other brothers in the 
class was that once 
she told us how she 
wasn’t coming when 
Mother Sinclair wasn’t 

coming, so his moth-
er made the commit-
ment to bring her every 
Tuesday. Yeah. 

Paul Robeson used to 
call her “my girl Fri-
day.” Because she 
worked with him every 
Friday. So I thought, 
Paul Robeson calls you 
his girl Friday, then 
I’m going to call you––
you’re going to be our 
girl Tuesday [laughs].
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Figure 035 
Dedication to Dr. Burroughs outside of the Warden’s 
office at Stateville Prison in Crest Hill, IL.


