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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





  PRISONS: PLACES OF


  PUNISHMENT, PROTECTION,


  AND POSSIBILITIES




  This is my home now. I’ve grown up here. The people inside are my surrogate family. I try to keep my thoughts more on the inside. When I think about the outs—the world beyond the walls— the pressure starts.




  I realize I can't experience the small things in life. I can't go outside. I can’t feel the grass beneath my feet. I can’t smell a new rain. I can’t be brushed by a breeze. I can’t touch a tree.




  Sometimes it gets so hard, I think about killing myself. I get nervous knowing people on the outside judge me. They think I'm a monster.




  But I'm still a person.




  I have feelings.




  And I am so sorry.




  —seventeen-year-old Sean, incarcerated for murdering his mother, as quoted in Hard Time: A Real Life Look at Juvenile Crime and Violence.




  I can still remember the first time I entered the death-row cell I was told would be mine. I saw a tiny, dingy white room, four by four feet, with steel bars, a sink, a toilet, a bunk, and a concrete floor.




  I was surprised the cell was so small. To step through its barred door, I had to turn my bulky body sideways. In fact, I looked bigger than the entire cell. When I tried to do some push-ups on the floor, I couldn't do them. The gap between the wall and bunk is too narrow for my torso. So I have to do my exercise on top of the bunk, which is the widest space in the cell.




  There are no tables or chairs to sit on in the cell, so I have to invent what I need. I sleep on a mattress on the floor because the bunk—a flat rectangle of solid steel welded to four short metal legs, each bolted to the floor—is only six feet long, two and one-half feet wide. That's too small for my body. So I sleep on the floor to keep from falling off the bunk at night and hurting myself. I use the top of the bunk as a table to study, write, draw or exercise. When I need a chair, I roll up the mattress and use it for a seat. It's very uncomfortable at times, but it's this or nothing.




  In addition to the cramped quarters, I had to get used to the noise.... If the noise doesn't bother you in prison, then surely the funk—or smell— will.




  —San Quentin inmate and Nobel Peace Prize nominee Stanley "Tookie" Williams, in his book, Life in Prison.




  Behind me the steel door hissed and rolled—thwunk—a tomb being sealed. I climbed up on the steel bed, which was bolted to the concrete cell wall. Grateful to be unshackled for the first time since my arrest, I stretched out on the steel slab, waiting, wondering if the cop would come back with some kind of mattress or sheets or even a blanket.
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    Tookie Williams was executed on December 13, 2005.


  




  Closed my eyes.




  And wept like a lost child.




  —forty-seven-year-old Jimmy A. Lerner, a husband, father, and former corporate strategic planner incarcerated for voluntary manslaughter, on entering his first cell—Suicide Watch 3, or SW3—as quoted in his book, You Got Nothing Coming: Notes from a Prison Fish




  Though the experiences described in these comments may be foreign to you, they are made by real people who never thought they'd end up behind bars. Their experiences are more common than you might think.




  The U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) Bureau of Justice Statistics recorded that as of October 2002, more that two million men and women were living in incarceration facilities in the United States. That's about 715 adults per 100,000 of the U.S. population, or nearly one out of every fourteen adults living in the United States. A year earlier, according to Canada's solicitor general, Canadian prisons housed over 36,024 inmates, or about 116 adult prisoners for every 100,000 Canadians. That's equivalent to nearly one out of a thousand. The International Centre for Prison Studies' World Prison Brief ranks the United States and Canada first and second in highest prison population totals in North America. When looking at the entire world and its 210 countries, Canada is number forty-one— and the United States is number one. The Land of the Free imprisons more people within her borders than any other country on Earth.
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    Prison conditions are often dismal.


  




  How can that be? Some experts suggest that many people in North America end up in prison because, since they can't afford lawyers, they plead guilty to the crimes for which they've been charged. Others suggest that high incarceration rates result from so many repeat offenders (people who have been jailed, are released, then commit crimes again) returning to prison for lack of adequate alternative placements that would help them transition to life in society. Still others insist that repeat offenders want to go back to prison because the security and opportunities they experience behind bars are greater than what they have on the street. While these assumptions may be true in part, none paints the entire picture. The root of high North American incarceration rates is a complex issue that won't be solved in this book, but one thing is for certain, no matter what the cause: people don't plan to go to prison. Children don't want to become prisoners when they grow up, the way they hope to become doctors or models or basketball stars. No one makes prison his life's goal or ambition. It's never a person's first lifestyle choice.




  Prison is not fun; it isn't glamorous; it isn't cool; it isn't a manly right of passage. It isn't a free ticket to medical care or education as some people think. Most prisoners will tell you that life behind bars is less than they hoped it would be and far worse than they imagined, especially early in their prison experiences while they were still “fresh fish," or “yellow fish," as new prisoners are called.




  Though the daily life of a prisoner varies depending on the prisoner's age, physical size, appearance, health, education, gender, criminal record, sentence, and type of incarceration facility, all prisoners share some experiences in common: fear, isolation, loneliness, loss of freedom, boredom, intimidation, anger, the drive to survive, and the need to learn the rules of “doing time."
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    Life behind prison fences is not easy.


  




  And that's just it: they are all "doing time" for something. To be in- carcerated—put in prison or confined to jail—an individual must have been arrested for or have committed a crime. Some prisoners are only detainees who are kept—detained—in holding cells while they wait for their trials. (They've been arrested but have not yet gone to court.) Most prisoners are "convicts" or "cons" who have been found guilty—"convicted"—of a crime and sentenced to live in prison or jail for various periods of time. What kind of sentence, where it will be served, in what type of facility, and for how long are determined by sentencing guidelines used by the judge and jury who served in the convict's trial.
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