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INTRODUCTION



  by Larry E. Sullivan, Ph.D.


  Prisons will be with us as long as we have social enemies. We will punish them for acts that we consider criminal, and we will confine them in institutions.


  Prisons have a long history, one that fits very nicely in the religious context of sin, evil, guilt, and expiation. In fact, the motto of one of the first prison reform organizations was “Sin no more.” Placing offenders in prison was, for most of the history of the prison, a ritual for redemption through incarceration; hence the language of punishment takes on a very theological cast. The word “penitentiary” itself comes from the religious concept of penance. When we discuss prisons, we are dealing not only with the law but with very strong emotions and reactions to acts that range from minor or misdemeanor crimes to major felonies like murder and rape.


  Prisons also reflect the level of the civilizing process through which a culture travels, and it tells us much about how we treat our fellow human beings. The great nineteenth-century Russian author Fyodor Dostoyevsky, who was a political prisoner, remarked, “The degree of civilization in a society can be measured by observing its prisoners.” Similarly, Winston Churchill, the great British prime minister during World War II, said that the “treatment of crime and criminals is one of the most unfailing tests of civilization of any country.”


  Since the very beginnings of the American Republic, we have attempted to improve and reform the way we imprison criminals. For much of the history of the American prison, we tried to rehabilitate or modify the criminal behavior of offenders through a variety of treatment programs. In the last quarter of the twentieth century, politicians and citizens alike realized that this attempt had failed, and we began passing stricter laws, imprisoning people for longer terms and building more prisons. This movement has taken a great toll on society. Approximately two million people are behind bars today. This movement has led to the overcrowding of prisons, worse living conditions, fewer educational programs, and severe budgetary problems. There is also a significant social cost, since imprisonment splits families and contributes to a cycle of crime, violence, drug addiction, and poverty.


  All these are reasons why this series on incarceration issues is extremely important for understanding the history and culture of the United States. Readers will learn all facets of punishment: its history; the attempts to rehabilitate offenders; the increasing number of women and juveniles in prison; the inequality of sentencing among the races; attempts to find alternatives to incarceration; the high cost, both economically and morally, of imprisonment; and other equally important issues. These books teach us the importance of understanding that the prison system affects more people in the United States than any institution, other than our schools.
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CHAPTER 1



  A TALE OF TWO COUNTRIES


  TURKEY


  On December 19, 2000, the government of Turkey invaded its own prisons. The problems there began in the late 1970s. It was a time of extreme political violence in the country, and the government began filling its prisons with political dissidents. But they didn’t just arrest violent bomb throwers. A person could be put in prison simply for hanging a banner with a revolutionary slogan.


  
[image: ]



  The Turkish government’s soldiers


  Because they were housed in large open dormitories instead of small two- and three-person cells, it was easy for prisoners to organize into small bands and take control. Weapons and drugs began to move freely through the prisons, and the authorities were powerless to stop it. By 1996, the Turkish minister of the interior, Ülkü Gülcügil, admitted that political revolutionaries controlled the now-overcrowded prisons, and that the state was no longer in command there.


  Believing the problem stemmed from the design of their prisons, the Turkish government decided to redesign them. They would eliminate the large open dormitories and replace them with individual cells, making gang control of the prison population much more difficult, if not impossible. This would allow authority to return to the state and its prison guards.


  The gangs, of course, did not see this as an improvement. They feared the new prisons, called “F-type,” would isolate inmates from one another and make it easier for guards to beat and brutalize them. In an effort to prevent any transfers to the new-style prisons, many inmates went on a hunger strike. In October 2000, about 800 inmates began refusing food. Relatives and members of various human rights organizations joined them.
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  Individual cells give more control over prisoners—but also make prison abuse more common.
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  The Turkish flag


  The Turkish government began to worry that some of these prisoners would actually starve themselves to death. The government was also growing increasingly concerned about the effect of this hunger strike on its international reputation. So on December 19, the order was given to attack twenty of the prisons and restore the government’s control of them. Though the prisoners initially resisted, they were eventually defeated. By December 23, the transfer of prisoners to the new F-type prisons had begun.


  
    
TURKEY



    Turkey is located on the eastern edge of the Mediterranean Sea, just north of Syria and Iraq. For more than two hundred years, from 300 until 565 CE, its city of Constantinople, now called Istanbul, led the world in art and culture. Its modern government was established in 1923.


    In 1980, civil violence killed more than 20,000 people, and as a result, the government declared martial law. General Kenan Evren seized power and forcibly restored order. In the late 1990s, more than 30,000 died during a rebellion in some of the eastern provinces, and in 1999, thousands more died when two major earthquakes struck the northwest.

  


  VENEZUELA


  A few years earlier, in 1992, prisoners took over the Retén de Catia prison in Caracas, Venezuela. Fifty-seven inmates were killed when the guards took it back. Most of those inmates were shot in the head at close range. About forty-five other prisoners were injured. One guard was killed and another injured. At that time, Retén de Catia held between 3,400 and 4,200 people, even though it was designed to hold only 700 to 900. Two years later, more prisoners died at the Maracaibo National Prison when inmates there firebombed neighboring cell blocks that housed rival gangs. About 150 people lost their lives in the fighting. Some were shot to death, others were stabbed. Several inmates drowned, and some literally lost their heads. Although this riot was especially bloody, its cause was not unusual. Like both the Turkish prisons and Retén de Catia, the prison at Maracaibo was very overcrowded. It had been built for 800 inmates, but in 1994 it held 2,500. And, also like the Turkish prisons, the government had lost control of the prison to the inmates. As a result, many of the prisoners were heavily armed.
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  The city of Caracas


  As these events show, prisons in other countries can be very different from those in the United States and Canada. Although convicted and incarcerated, American and Canadian inmates still retain many of their rights, both as citizens and as human beings. They generally receive three meals a day and a warm, clean place to sleep. They are allowed visitors and have access to gyms, libraries, television, and fresh outdoor air. They receive health and dental care. Most have the opportunity to rehabilitate themselves. And they can be reasonably sure they will not be tortured or murdered—at least not by prison guards.


  
    VENEZUELA


    In 1498, on his third voyage to the New World, Christopher Columbus became the first European to set foot in Venezuela. This country was the birthplace of Simon Bolivar, who helped liberate not just Venezuela but also Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia from the Spanish in the early 1800s. Unfortunately, its government has been unstable ever since. From 1908 until his death in 1935, Juan Vicente Gómez, one of the longest-lasting Latin American dictators, ruled Venezuela. In April of 2002, President Hugo Chavez Frias was briefly removed from office by a coup, but he was returned to office after many demonstrations in his support. In May of 2004, several civilians and military officers were arrested and charged with planning another coup against Frias.

  


  While concerned Americans and Canadians have often quite rightly criticized their governments about conditions and abuses in their own nation’s prisons, the United States and Canada treat their prisoners quite well compared to many other countries. This is primarily because these nations have two things many others lack. First, Canada and the United States have had stable, democratic government for hundreds of years. Because there is no open warfare over who controls the government, there are fewer political prisoners and less hatred toward the government’s opposition. Also, both countries have long traditions of respecting individual rights. Although they are incarcerated, inmates are not forced to live in squalid, subhuman conditions.


  This, however, is not the case in much of the world. Stable democratic governments are relatively rare. And respect for the rights of the individual is certainly not universal.
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