
                                     Words Matter 

 

We at First Followers, regardless of our background are first and foremost full human beings.  

So we try to avoid the labels the criminal justice system puts on us: 

We are NOT felons, offenders, criminals, convicts, inmates, parolees, we are PEOPLE.  

We may be PEOPLE who have committed crimes or been incarcerated, but we never lost our 

status as human beings.  So we prefer to call ourselves formerly incarcerated men and women 

or returning citizens. We are not ex-anything.  We are moving forward. 

Easy Waters, a formerly incarcerated man from New York who now works in re-entry expressed 

it like this:  

“we talk about people, people convicted of crimes, people involved in the criminal justice 

system, people in prison, people on parole, etc. If we begin our reentry work with the above in 

mind, honoring people's humanity, then the people we work with will respond as the humans 

they are and we can begin to help people transform their lives, their communities, and we can 

all help in transforming the criminal justice system.” 

Eddie Ellis, who transitioned in 2014, spent 25 years in 

prison.  During his incarceration he devoted his time to 

education, earning two Associate Degrees in Paralegal 

Studies; a Bachelor’s Degree in Business Administration 

from Marist College; and a Master’s Degree, summa 

cum laude, in Theology from New York Theological 

Seminary. Once he was out of prison, he founded the 

Center for Nu Leadership On Urban Solutions, a 

criminal justice think tank bringing new thinking to 

outmoded theories that don’t work in the real world. 

Brother Eddie left us his words reminding us how important changing our language is: 

“The point here is not just to change the words we use, but to examine how changing our 

words changes what we can see. We must create new terms and a new language that more 

properly expresses both our understanding of the present reality and our vision to challenge 

and change that reality for the future.” 

 

 


