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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.


  
[image: images]



  
CHAPTER 1



  POLITICAL IMPRISONMENT


  “Now I swing between the deepest resentment and the sincere wish to feel no more hatred. Hatred eats you up…. Hatred will never enable me to make up for the lost years.”

  —Malika Oufkir


  Malika Oufkir has experienced things few people in twenty-first-century North America could even imagine. For a few years, she lived a fairy tale, and then for two decades, her life was a nightmare. She, her five siblings, and her mother were political prisoners held under unbearable conditions as punishment for her father’s crime.


  Malika, whose name means “Princess” in Arabic, was born in 1953 in the Kingdom of Morocco. Her mother loved movies, shopping, horse riding, and Elvis Presley; her father was head of the Moroccan police and close to the king. When Malika was five years old, King Muhammad V saw her playing with his daughter. The king told Malika’s parents, “I wish to adopt your daughter”; he wanted her to be a playmate for his child. Immediately, she moved into the palace. She had the best of everything—education, toys, and royal treatment—yet she could not leave the palace.


  When she was sixteen, Malika rebelled against the limitations of living in the royal court, and the king allowed her to leave the palace. For the next few years, she lived a dream, as her parents were wealthy and famous, and she was young and beautiful. She traveled to Paris and the United States, where famous politicians and movie stars paid attention to her. She dreamed of making movies in Hollywood, and she might have done so if cruel fate had not intervened.


  On August 16, 1972, Malika was relaxing with friends in her house in Casablanca when she switched on the television; in a single moment, her life changed forever. The news announcer said an unsuccessful coup had taken place against the king, led by General Oufkir—Malika’s father. Shortly after, her father called Malika, telling her that he was proud of her and loved her. The next day, Malika was staring at her father’s bullet-ridden body, and almost at once, the king took her, her siblings, and her mother into custody.


  On Christmas Eve of that year, a big car with blacked-out windows, escorted by armed police, drove the survivors of the Oufkir family to a secret desert prison. Malika writes: “This was a country where they locked up young children for their father’s crimes. We were entering the world of insanity.” At age nineteen, Malika was the oldest child; her youngest brother, Abdellatif, was only three years old.


  From 1973 to 1977, the Moroccan government imprisoned the Oufkirs in a ruined fortress named Tamattaght. The summer heat was stifling, and the winter cold biting. Huge rats crawled into the prison, where the mother and children beat them off with sticks. “I thought there were limits to human suffering,” Malika Oufkir writes, but at their next place of imprisonment, “I was to discover there were none.”
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    Malika grew up in Morocco’s royal palace.
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    Morocco’s King Hassan

  


  For ten years, King Hassan II held the Oufkirs at Bir-Jdid Prison, near Casablanca, each in solitary confinement. The children had smuggled pigeons from Tamattaght to Bir-Jdid, as these pets helped them to feel less lonely. The guards at Bir-Jdid discovered the pigeons and made a cruel game of killing them in front of the children. Little Abdellatif, who had just turned eight, tried unsuccessfully to kill himself.


  The family lived in wretched conditions: wounds, illnesses, improper sanitation, lack of privacy, cockroaches, mosquitoes, mice, and rats plagued them. On top of that, the guards practically starved them to death. “Hunger humiliates, hunger debases,” Malika writes. “Hunger turns you into a monster. We were always hungry.”


  For almost a decade, the mother and children fought against insanity. Malika made up stories they passed secretly from cell to cell as a way of remembering their humanity and relieving the maddening boredom of solitary confinement. Finally, they were all at their wits’ end. The mother and oldest brother attempted suicide, but they were too weak to succeed. At that point, the Oufkirs decided their only hope of survival was escape.


  Using a spoon, a knife handle, the lid of a sardine tin, and an iron bar from one of the beds, they began to tunnel between their cells and under the walls of their prison. Each morning, they carefully replaced the stones atop their tunnel so guards would not notice. On April 19, 1987, Malika and three of her siblings shoved their bodies through the narrow tunnel, under the walls, and up into the dark desert night—they were free!


  Although they had escaped, the four Oufkir siblings had to endure almost a week of terrifying, frustrating efforts to make contact with people who could help them reach asylum. They attempted to contact family members, former friends, and foreign embassies, but their efforts to find refuge failed repeatedly; when they most desperately needed help, it seemed no one would assist them.


  The Oufkirs’ salvation came about due to an official visit to Morocco by French president Francois Mitterrand. The four siblings contacted a member of the president’s party, and President Mitterrand sent them a message: “You should be very proud of yourselves because while there are millions of children who are persecuted, massacred and imprisoned in the world, you will be remembered as the only ones who did not give up and continued to fight to the end.”


  France publicized the Oufkirs’ plight, and though the Moroccan police soon found them, King Hassan II did not dare send them back to prison while the world was watching. He released their mother and the other two siblings, and they all lived for the next five years in what Malika calls “a strange kind of freedom,” officially free to go anywhere in Morocco yet continually followed by police, their phones tapped, their friends interrogated, and every step of their lives under surveillance. Finally, as the twentieth century neared its end, several of the Oufkir children managed to marry citizens of other countries and obtain legal emigration for the other family members out of Morocco. They were genuinely free at last, but the scars of decades in prison would continue to haunt them.
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