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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





  WHY DO WE NEED


  ALTERNATIVES TO PRISON?




  In 1967, when he was sixteen years old, George B. stole $60,000. He didn’t steal it all at once, though. Instead, he took it a little at a time: fifty dollars here, a hundred dollars there. Sometimes he got it by robbing strangers. If he saw someone walking down a Manhattan street looking a little scared, he would push her up against the nearest wall and threaten to hurt her if she didn’t give up her money. George was six feet tall and weighed about 250 pounds—and since he only picked on people smaller than him, no one fought back. He had never, he said, been in a fight in his life.
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    Drugs are a costly habit.


  




  He got most of that money, though, from stealing and then cashing people’s Social Security checks. He knew what day the post office delivered the checks, he knew what color they were as he peered into the locked mailboxes, and he knew how to use a stick and a little chewed gum to slide the envelope up out of the mail slot. He also knew how to get the checks cashed at some of the numerous check-cashing businesses throughout New York City.




  But he didn’t use the money he stole to buy a fancy car or to live in luxury. Instead, he spent that money—all of it—on just one thing.




  Heroin.




  He lived like that for several years, stealing and robbing and getting high. Heroin was his only interest. It kept him warm, made him feel safe, and gave him a reason to live. Back then, he said, heroin was his only friend.
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    Paraphernalia for shooting heroin.
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    Heroin is a poor friend.


  




  One night in the early 1970s, George was shooting up on a Harlem street. He said he was so high that he didn’t know he was high, so he kept jabbing the needle into his arm again and again and again. In his drugged-out haze, he didn’t see the police officer until it was much too late. George was arrested and charged with heroin possession. Since he had just made a big buy and had a large amount on him, he was also charged with dealing heroin.




  Things looked bad. But the judge didn’t know George had stolen so much money. She didn’t know that all those people had missed their Social Security checks. She only knew that George was young (he was just twenty years old at the time) and that he had never been in trouble with the law before. As a result, the judge gave him a choice: twenty years in Attica State Prison, or rehabilitation.




  George chose rehabilitation.




  

    
THE RENAISSANCE PROJECT





    The Renaissance Project, which began more than thirty years ago, is just one of hundreds of substance abuse programs in the United States and Canada. Based in New York State’s Westchester County, the program provides care, education, self-help, and support as it helps guide its clients to constructive lives. It has a hundred-bed inpatient facility in Ellendale, New York, as well as several outpatient facilities throughout the county. It also provides a twenty-four-hour telephone hotline and counseling services to the 1,200 people it helps every year.


  




  First, he went through the Renaissance Project’s substance abuse program and got himself off heroin. Then he went to Westchester Community College, where he got a degree as a radiologist. He got married and landed a job taking X-rays at a hospital in Beacon, New York. After his divorce, he went back to college but found that he didn’t like it anymore. Instead, he traveled, first through the southwestern United States and then the Caribbean and Central America. He fell in love with Belize, a small, English-speaking country on the Yucatan Peninsula just southeast of Mexico. Eventually, he moved there permanently.




  George B. enjoyed his life. He ate mostly fish and fruit and gave visitors guided tours of the Gulf of Mexico in his twenty-one-foot boat. In 1990, when he was forty years old, he died suddenly of a brain aneurysm.




  Although he died young, George B. was one of the lucky ones. Instead of spending the last half of his life confined to prison, he spent it on the outside—learning, loving, and traveling. The judge had offered him an alternative to prison; taking it made all the difference in what remained of his life.




  Most of us think that if we break the law and a jury convicts us, we will spend a certain amount of time in jail or prison. But that’s not always true. Today, many convicted criminals are offered alternatives to prison. Some, like George B., might be given probation and sentenced to attend a drug rehabilitation program. Some go to jail or prison but are released early on parole. Some might be sentenced to community service and work (for free) for a government agency, perhaps, or a nonprofit organization. Others might be sent to a “boot camp,” where they undergo military-style discipline. Still others receive “house arrest” and serve their sentence under electronic surveillance at home, or perhaps they’re ordered to serve part-time at a day-reporting center.




  THE NEED FOR ALTERNATIVES




  Why are there so many alternatives to prison? One reason is simple practicality. The United States, for example, has almost three times as many prisoners as it did just twenty-five years ago. According to the U.S. Department of Justice, just under two million Americans were under correctional supervision in 1980. By 2003, that number had risen to almost seven million, and there just isn’t enough prison space to have them all incarcerated.




  Canada was facing the same sort of trouble in the mid-1990s. Its prison population was increasing at twice its former rate. But in 1996, the Canadian government changed its criminal code. These changes gave judges the ability to give more alternative sentences. As a result, Canada had fewer prisoners in 2002 than it did ten years earlier. “Not everybody has to go to jail,” says David Daubney, who was the head of Canada’s sentencing reform committee. “There are other ways of punishing people.”




  The cost of keeping someone in prison continues to rise as well. In 1988, Americans spent $20 billion on prisons. That was roughly ten times what they had spent just ten years earlier. The U.S. Department of Justice reported that in 2004, the day-to-day operations of all state prisons cost $28.4 billion dollars per year, an increase of $5.5 billion over 1996.
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