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      Re: Imam Jamil Al-Amin (formerly known as H. Rap Brown)

July 7, 2018 

Dear John Lewis:

I am addressing this to you with copies to others because this is both a professional as well as a personal letter. 
I spent almost eight years in the south during the civil rights era, serving in Tennessee under the leadership of 
Maxine and Vasco Smith of the Memphis NAACP and then at Highlander for a year and a half. Professionally, 
I have the privilege of directing the Prison Watch Program for the American Friends Service Committee. The 
AFSC is a faith based Quaker organization with a deep belief in the worth of every person and faith in the power 
of love to overcome injustice. Our Prison Watch Program has been providing witness to conditions of confine-
ment in United States prisons for over four decades, speaking truth to power via publications, public speaking 
and all forms of media.

In my professional capacity as a monitor of US prisons, I am often called upon to document the treatment en-
dured by a specific person in our criminal legal system. Imam Jamil Al-Amin has been of special interest to me 
because of his leadership during that important era opposing the racism with which this country has governed. 
Since then, he has been convicted of serious charges in Georgia, spending the last 18 years in different prisons. 
He has sustained a number of physical transfers away from his family in Georgia, including spending many of 
those years in solitary confinement in both the state and federal systems, with no explicit charges for this type of 
placement. The use of isolated confinement for political dissidents from the civil rights era has been well docu-
mented. It was Andrew Young who, as US representative to the United Nations, noted that the United States had 
what he “would consider political prisoners”. In later years, any number of us noted the differential treatment 
borne by political dissenters who ended up in US prisons. The use of extended isolation was used on many of 
them, including the Imam. The impact of this extended isolation has been medically documented as extremely 
damaging to the human psyche.

This should serve as a letter of human rights concern about the Imam. Of specific and current concern is his 
medical condition, as well as his age. The Imam was diagnosed at the federal Butner Medical Center in 2014 with 
a pre-cursor stage of multiple myeloma, an incurable form of cancer related to leukemia. This disease causes 
weight loss, kidney failure, rib fractures and other skeletal abnormalities. It is a medical condition which needs 
regular medical monitoring. He has been moved twice since his time in a medical facility and is currently at the 
USP in Arizona. His family and supporters feel continuing concern about his well-being. His disease coupled 
with his age make the Arizona weather often difficult for him. The long physical, and therefore emotional, sepa-
ration from family is wearing on the Imam and his entire family. Punishment for a verdict of guilt in the United 
States is removal from society. The isolation and neglect he endured at ADX, and the current isolation from his 
home state of Georgia is beyond acceptable. It is hard for me, as a professional witness, to fathom the rationale 



for this ongoing placement. It also remains difficult for me to understand why this person, or any other person in 
prison, would be denied access to scholars and journalists. Because of his well-documented history of activism, 
there are those who would like to interview the Imam as a way of authenticating and studying this history.

Because I have been an activist since the Civil Right Era, my personal awareness of the Imam’s life has been on-
going during the decades I have coordinated the AFSC Prison Watch Program. I remain profoundly impacted by 
the treatment of the Imam and other imprisoned political dissenters from my era of activism. They have endured 
inappropriate torture in the form of years of solitary confinement. Many, including the Imam, have also endured 
what can only be described as purposeful medical neglect. It seems to me that it is time for legislators of con-
science to investigate our elderly imprisoned citizens, many who have suffered severely for their political beliefs. 
They need to be released. Short of that, they need to be close to home and cared for medically.

On a personal level, I have always felt very attached to my brave generation - from those who served in Vietnam 
to those who marched in the South. My own youthful experience in the south was full of many of those people 
being murdered, being spit at, called a race traitor and feeling unprotected from such hatred. I remember not un-
derstanding what there was to hate so deeply and feeling as if we were in a war against black and brown people. 
H. Rap Brown was an integral part of that very important force to the country towards real social change.

I have been witness since that time to what has happened to so many protesters from my generation who ended 
up in US prisons. You cannot give me a reason for their “specialized” treatment - the poor medical care which 
feels purposeful; for keeping families miles apart for no understandable reason; and for the general cruelty to 
the elderly in our society’s prisons no matter why they were convicted. The Imam is currently 75 years old and is 
serving a life sentence without parole. It doesn’t seem logical to keep him from his family, from Georgia or from 
dialogue with those who seek that with him. It certainly doesn’t speak well of our criminal legal system to not 
provide appropriate medical care.

We need legislators of integrity to consider interceding in what can only be seen as ill-chosen restrictions and ne-
glect. I am specifically reaching out to you because I have imagined a dialogue between you and the Imam, and I 
wondered if even you would be allowed to see him. Aside from his conditions of confinement issues, perhaps the 
most disturbing thing of all is that his voice has been deliberately silenced.

Sincerely,

Bonnie Kerness, MSW
Director
Prison Watch Program

Cc: Ben Chavis
Bennie Thompson


