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From Nonviolence to Social Justice:

Women Respond to Attica

This is a Northeastern, New York State, Niagara Frontier story, because Attica State Prison has dominated the village and region since it began--until now it symbolizes punishment and state vengeance in the United States.  “Attikkka Is All Of Us!” is more than a slogan of the Brothers who led the 1971 rebellion and suffered the subsequent massacre; it is a truth about the intertwined lives we lead, about war and justice, about class and race connections, only now perhaps becoming visible

Just now, 26 years after a lawsuit was brought on behalf of the Attica Brothers, a settlement has been negotiated.  Tom Wicker, the NY Times reporter who was an Observer during the rebellion, said that, without the intervention of Judge Telesca, the state would probably have held out forever trying to avoid paying the victims.  I would argue that, in addition to the judge, the women I will speak about here (and the organizations they founded) helped to keep an ongoing public awareness about the uprising and prisons in general and thus helped to counter the powerful forces of the status quo (state & employee unions).  I believe they helped keep history from being narrowed as well as justice from being totally subverted.


This is a small piece of a larger work about the dedication of primarily middle-class European American women in a struggle initially fought by poor African American men.   It is a history of legacies of the civil rights movement and the anti-war/peace movements; it portrays people with a sense of oppression broadened by class and gender as well as race.   The women who responded to the Attica cry began their struggle and persisted despite the corrosive influence of racial and gender stereotypes and the mammoth engine that is the prison industry today.  Who these women are, why and how they began and persisted, and how they connected with each other provide a glimpse of intersecting paths on one road to justice.   I share this history with these women and will not, here, argue methodology or objectivity.  I am attempting to keep our voices alive in the history (and future) of one struggle for justice.

I will introduce you briefly to three women in upstate New York whose dedication, organizational savvy and apparently endless energy have roots in peace and justice groups.  I can only hint here about the foundations of their anti-racism and pacifism and of the history of the New York State Coalition for Criminal Justice, one organization they helped to create to carry the struggle forward.   I will but outline how they wound their ways to each other and to the Coalition and how they persevered.

In her quest for alternatives to violence and vengeance both personal and institutional, Faye Honey Knopp, a Quaker feminist pacifist-activist, articulated the vision that inspired Margaret Stinson, Clare Regan, and Charlotte Frantz, the women you will meet here.  Honey framed the challenges in 1993: 

Faye Honey Knopp


I do not need to recount to those sitting in this room that the U.S. is the world’s most violent industrialized nation.  We know that.  That our murder rate far exceeds those of comparable countries.  We know that.  That we have the highest rates for sexual and other forms of personal assault.  That minorities are at greatest risk for victimization by violence--both directly and by unjust institutions.  That minorities are shockingly over-represented in jails and prisons.  That thousands upon thousands of men and women are raped each day in prisons and jails.  We know all of these things.  We know about the guns and drugs and gangs, the killing of children on our street, often by other children.  We know that in addition to the astronomical fiscal costs of our nation’s futile and reckless response to crime, the psychic toll of racism and oppression of the underclass on our quality of life and our attitudes is immeasurable.


The struggle for most of us has never been whether to continue or give up, but rather: how to lead a life of integrity with the fewest of contradictions in a culture that often devalues, inhibits, negates, or co-opts the principles we support; how to stay rooted in the spiritual while actively pursuing justice, while being oppositional and confrontational, while being outraged, while all the time trying to reduce the pain in pain-filled people and a pain-filled society.  Oftentimes I tell myself that may be my only mission: to reduce pain, and not increase it.


The struggle has been to lead a life of integrity while all the time challenging our systems and also trying to get those systems to lessen or relieve the pain of its victims; trying to be both revolutionary and relief provider; trying to reconcile liberty with social control, especially where threats to human safety in the violence of the here and now are concerned.  How much social control?  How much safety?  For whom?  Who decides?


How do we live with integrity in the now, before or while institutions are changing; in the now, before racism and economic violence are rooted out; in the now, before we have an inclusive society; in the now, where justice is more a state of mind than a reality, more a promise than a fact?

Margaret Stinson

Margaret Stinson had been a member of the Presbyterian Church in Albany, New York, during the time that church was involved in civil rights and minority issues, initially welfare.  Then, Margaret recalled, 

We had just moved from Albany, New York, to the Syracuse area in 1971, and Attica happened about a month after our arrival. . . . . I said to the pastor as we were leaving [church], “If the church isn’t going to do anything about Attica, it ought to close its doors.”  And that week there appeared at our door the minister saying they were going to have a committee meeting on Attica.  So I went. . . .

There Margaret met the Presbyterian Synod Executive, who was then also President of the New York State Council of Churches.  Within a year, the NYS Council of Churches selected an Executive Director who had a tremendous interest in criminal justice matters.  [Margaret, not coincidentally, chaired the Search Committee.] Then Margaret met Honey:

The State Council [of Churches] criminal justice task force started to take a look at what it decided was its responsibility. . . . .  Janet Lugo, who served on that task force . . . talk[ed] about a woman she knew by the name of Faye Honey Knopp.  It seemed that this woman was a prison abolitionist, and I thought, “What a crazy idea!”  We invited Honey, who at that time was living in Connecticut, to come to one of our meetings, and from then on, she became a full-time member.  Not only did she have me convinced within 20 minutes of the importance of prison abolition but I think she had convinced everyone in that room. . . .

One of the things that Honey taught to us was this recognition that you can’t reform prisons; of themselves, they are evil.  Not necessarily that the people who work for them are evil, but that when you put a group of people in complete charge of another group of people, something very bad happens to the dynamics of the situation.  And Honey raised that and made it very clear to us. . . .  Honey always distinguished between the offense and the offender: she didn’t call them “violent offenders;” she called them “persons who had committed violent offenses.”  And there’s a difference . . . . 


Seeking to understand more about the justice system, Margaret participated in a court-watching project. 

It was probably Church Women United who instigated it. . . .  I felt our big success was that we got a judge removed from the bench by the Commission on Judicial Conduct.  He was a racist. . . .  

Margaret had worked for the USO during the war, with the YWCA, the PTA, Church Women United, as well as her church.  She met the Rev. Virginia (“Ginny”) Mackey in Rochester, New York, through the Presbyterian Synod Executive.  Margaret and Ginny recruited Irene Jackson from the First Presbyterian Church in Albany, set up an office in that church, and established a rapid communication network.  The networking project evolved into the “executive arm” of the NYS Council of Churches criminal justice task force.  Soon the New York State Coalition for Criminal Justice (known as “the Coalition”) and its Center for Justice Education were born.

Honey Knopp and others issued the kind of “systemic challenges” to criminal justice policy and practice that became the Coalition’s hallmark in Instead of Prisons.  Margaret edited the book, describing it as a “kind of Bible in terms of where we needed to go.”  Then Honey developed PREAP [Prison Research Education Action Project] workshops, which were offered throughout the state by church and concerned community organizations.

Clare Regan


I found Clare Regan in Rochester, New York, in the offices of the Judicial Process Commission (JPC), which was formed in 1972, also as a response to the Attica uprising and massacre.  JPC still serves as the criminal justice arm of the religious community there.  Clare’s path to JPC wound from Pittsburgh to Boston to West Chester, Pennsylvania; through graduate school in chemistry at Duquesne and MIT to mothering six children and caring for a variety of indisposed relatives; from the PTA to political campaigning for a friend; from anti-war activities to prison work; from Presbyterianism to Catholicism.  She outlined her beliefs:

I do believe there is a God, and I believe that we’re put here for a purpose, and I believe that we have an obligation to leave the world a little better than we found it.  So that’s sort of where we come from, but I would do exactly what I was doing even if I believed there was no God.  It’s strictly a question of justice.  So I don’t know that I do it for religious purposes; I do it for justice purposes.

Her prison work began with the Prisoner Assistance Project (PAP)—trying to find jobs for people preparing to be released from prison.  A combination of what Clare called “culture shock” of African Americans from NYC ending up in Rochester and a downturn in the economy of the region ended that project by 1977.  She then began working at the Judicial Process Commission, which, because its representatives did not go into the prisons and jails directly, could challenge the system publicly. 

Clare participated in the first training group for Honey Knopp’s PREAP workshops.  She described Honey:

[Honey] was from Connecticut and grew up in New York City. . . .  I remember in one of Dan Berrigan’s books that he mentioned Honey Knopp had visited him on Christmas day when he was in prison in Connecticut and I thought, boy, that’s strange . . . leaving her family on Christmas day.  I didn’t realize until her memorial service that she was really Jewish.  She had been Jewish and became a Quaker after doing a lot of the peace work. She had started visiting prisons during World War II, conscientious objectors, and then started a prisoner visiting support group.  She worked in the South with blacks and whites together; she went to Hungary during their revolution; she was at the peace talks in Paris for Vietnam.

While her initial focus was on anti-death-penalty work (which still continues), Clare came to focus more on drug policy issues.  The same year she agreed to edit the JPC Newsletter Justicia, her mother died of lung cancer after 50 years of smoking.  Her personal life convinced her to research drug addiction and policy.

I saw the folly of it.  I mean, I come from a whole family of alcoholics; my father was, his brother was, my mother’s father was, his brother was, my husband’s mother was; his brother died of alcoholism, his father wasn’t but his father’s brothers were.  And people smoked, they all smoked . . . and my husband died from emphysema and my mother from lung cancer, and my Dad dropped dead of a heart attack, and he was a heavy drinker and smoker.  The last thing they needed was to be made criminal on top of everything else.

Clare’s research led her to Licit and Illicit Drugs, a book she described as “absolutely wonderful” and “really well researched,” and to an analysis of the mandatory and infamous New York Rockefeller Drug Laws, enacted in 1973 and 1978.   Yet Clare attributes the main motivation for her prison work to her son’s being a draft counselor—she wanted to “clean up the jails” before he got there!  Clare was also a draft counselor and witnessed at the Seneca Army Depot against war and the “things of war” every Tuesday for years, simultaneously with her criminal justice work and while her husband was suffering from lung cancer.


Clare connected with the Coalition in the late ‘80’s, when she became the Judicial Process Commission’s representative to their Board. 

Charlotte Frantz

Charlotte Frantz has been involved with so many social peace and justice projects and people as to make younger women weep.  Her enduring social activism is founded on a theology and an ideology of the basic oneness and connectedness of all people, while reveling in their cultural differences; a love of creativity, music, fun in the offerings of compassionate service; an inspiration born of (“propelled by,” Charlotte would say) people working together, joyfully and in small groups and neighborhoods; an absolute opposition to war and violence and an equal, passionate adoption of nonviolent resistance and activism when required.  


Charlotte described her childhood in Johnstown, Pennsylvania, interweaving personal history with that of her “home” Church of the Brethren:

I had come out of this religious and social background where the assumption was, if a law was unjust, it should be protested and resisted . . . that religious Church of the Brethren teaching which had come out of the old 15th, 16th century European resistance to organized religion and to the military. . . . 

I suppose since I’ve grown up with this antipathy towards the militaristic system; I rather quickly developed an antipathy toward the correctional system, which is highly militarily run.  It’s built just like the army, for the same reasons.  It gets that way and stays that way, because of individuals’ needs to control other people, rightly or wrongly.

Charlotte worked in Brethren and Quaker and International YWCA service projects and work camps, with the Heifer Project.  She pursued graduate work in anthropology and married an anthropologist; they adopted three children.  The practical demands of peace and justice work as well as family interrupted her formal study.  She was engaged in “respectful anthropology” in West Africa when Attica erupted; she heard about it there.  After her return to Western New York, she became a part of a weekly Quaker worship gathering at Attica. 

That made me more conscious of the long history that Quakers had had of doing prison ministry and advocating on behalf of prisoners, which goes back more than 300 years to the very earliest of Quakers in England who were conscious of the conditions in the prisons because many of their numbers spent a lot of time there because they were resisting what they saw as unjust laws.  So this was intrinsic to Quakerism, which I more and more identified with in my adulthood. 

Charlotte looked for other organizations that were “doing something about these things.”   She had learned about Honey and, in the 1980’s, she found the Coalition (NYSCCJ).

Think Globally/Act Locally/Keep Going

I will close with the women’s words about their unflagging dedication. 

Charlotte explained what she thinks motivates or enables activists generally:

[T]hey probably have a personal experience of being fulfilled and they probably have had very affirmative lives. . . .  I suspect they also had models who were social activists, whether this was in a religious setting or in a school setting. . . .  I don’t know what makes some people more empathetic than others or some people more self-confident than others.  But the collegiality that arises in social action propels a lot of people.  The simple collective genius, modeling for each other and stimulating each other, rising to the occasion with new ideas and solutions creates a synergy, keeps people going. . . . 

Clare spoke of her own dogged spirit and faith:

What keeps me going?  The arrogance that I know I’m right!  As the PREAP people used to say with Honey Knopp, it took a hundred years to abolish slavery and if somebody hadn’t started it, it wouldn’t have happened. . . .  As the Bible says, those who planted were never promised to be around for the harvest.  I just have to accept the fact that I can’t see what’s happening.  I just know that somebody has to do it.  

And Margaret:

What keeps me going?  I guess hope, “the greatest of these is hope.” . . . . Pretty soon there’ll be more and more people who will see the injustice of it all and want a change.


The Christian faith is all about possibilities for the future, for redemption. . . .  As the Quakers would say, there’s that of God in every person and that is what we have to be working for. . . .  I think the God that some of us have come to know thinks no one is hopeless.


And then people like Honey were such a tremendous inspiration, not just to me but to so many people.  Honey did the unusual, the most unusual, because all her life she kept going into those prisons, but at the same time, she kept working for systemic change.  I’ve tended to take the “Ginny Mackey” route, which in the beginning was to go into prisons, but then to put the effort into the systemic change piece.  I don’t think everyone is cut out to do both.  I think it was what kept . . . [Honey] real and kept her going, because she sensed the injustice of what was happening to people behind those bars.


I’m sometimes encouraged by the historians who claim there are cycles.  I figure we’re in the bad cycle now, and it will get better.  I hope so.

� Charlotte gave me Carolyn Heilbrun’s Writing A Woman’s Life to read, with this passage underscored:   “. . . with highly gifted women, as with men, the failure to lead the conventional life, to find the conventional way early, may signify more than having been dealt a poor hand of cards.  It may well be the forming of a life in the service of a talent felt, but unrecognized and unnamed.  This condition is marked by a profound sense of vocation, with no idea what the vocation is, and by a strong sense of inadequacy and deprivation.” (Pp. 52-53.)
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