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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



  AN INTRODUCTION TO PRISON


  What started as only a joke ended up ruining a life. He was only seventeen, about the age of the pretty girl behind the Photo Mat counter, and he wanted to say something funny to get her attention. He pulled out the toy gun found a few minutes earlier and told her, “Your money or your life,” or something like that. She quickly turned around, opened the cash register, and gave him fifty-three dollars. Speechless, the boy took the money and ran home. The six-pack of beer he had that day did not help his impulse control. His lawyer told him it did not matter that the gun was not real because as long as the girl behind the counter thought it was real, any judge would consider it armed robbery. The authorities gave the young man four and a half to fifteen years at Jackson Prison in southern Michigan—a facility holding 6,000 of the state’s most violent prisoners.
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    A condemned inmate at San Quentin Prison would face this long walk to his new housing.

  


  
    
WHAT ARE PRISONS?



    Prisons vary in security: from double-barred steel cages inside high-walled, high-security fortresses to unlocked rooms in buildings surrounded by open fields. Prisoners’ experiences of discomfort vary from living in windowless, tiny rooms with sensory-deprived isolation to living at work camps with no physical adversity. There are prisons that are like farms where prisoners spend their days working, unwatched, in the community. There are “weekend prisons” and “day prisons,” and there are prisons with tediously boring routines broken only by flashes of violence and cruelty. There are prisons where the only exercise allowed is an hour of walking in an outdoor cage several times a week, and then there are prisons with tennis courts. There are prisons that are remarkably crowded and prisons of isolation. The most common prisons are overcrowded ones near large cities where the boring routines are interspersed with outbreaks of abuse and violence.

  


  He tried to look tough as he walked to 7 Block, but he did not look tough enough. Some older men pretending to be friendly invited him that first night to have some homemade liquor. They spiked it with Thorizine, and the boy became the evening’s entertainment: the men gang-raped him. From that night on, one of the prisoners forced him to be his boy. He could not tell the guards because inmates kill snitches in prison. The complacent guards and administrators saw things and did nothing about them. The prisoner, who is now a free man, told the Stop Prison Rape (SPR) Web site,
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    Responsible and ethical prison guards can make all the difference in the conditions inmates face.

  


  
    I wish you could see how I’ve paid for that stupid opening line and fifty three dollars over a quarter of a century ago. I wish I could allow you inside my experience for just a few minutes to see, and feel and fully understand the hell that lives with me every day … my shame, low self-esteem, self-hatred, deep-seated rage, and inability to trust have gone unabated for years.

  


  According to SPR, inmates rape approximately one in ten males. SPR attributes this in part to the overcrowding and understaffing in many prisons.


  BACKGROUND


  Writers often use the terms “jail” and “prison” interchangeably when describing places of incarceration. Prisons are generally federal or state institutions that house convicted criminals serving long sentences, whereas cities or counties usually run jails. Authorities place people in jails who are awaiting a trial, a legal disposition, or serving a short sentence.


  Different surveys report different numbers of people incarcerated, but all agree there are now more than two million U.S. citizens who are prisoners. According to Bill Moyer’s report on PBS, “Prisons in America,” in 1970, there were 338,029 inmates in the United States, but by mid-2004, the amount had soared to 2.1 million. The United States takes the lead for incarceration internationally with approximately 700 prisoners per 100,000 people; Russia follows in frequency of incarceration with 680 prisoners. Canada is eighth in the world at 116 prisoners. Both the United States and Canada have most Western and European countries beat where the incarceration rates per 100,000 are lower: Australia (110), Germany (95), Switzerland (90), and France (80).


  Why the huge increase in the number of prisoners during the last few decades in the United States? According to Marc Mauer in Americans Behind Bars: U.S. and International Use of Incarceration, one cause might be a high rate of violent crime for which the country believes offenders should be imprisoned. Another cause could be stiffer punishments than those given for similar crimes in other nations.


  Norval Morris, in The Oxford History of the Prison, suggests that the rise in U.S. imprisonment is largely because of sentencing reforms. Because of a rise in crime during the late 1960s and early 1970s, a mentality of “get tough on crime” caused more criminals to be sentenced to prison for longer terms, and stiffer policies for drug arrests came into being. According to the FBI, almost 60 percent of federal prisoners were in prison for drug-related offenses by mid-2001. “Three strikes and you’re out” laws for repeat offenders and “truth in sentencing” laws restricting early release also raised the prison population. Where once a parole board could release a prisoner at an earlier date than his maximum sentence, this became less likely in the 1980s. The public accused judges and parole boards of being too soft on criminals; consequently, parole officers began cracking down on parolees—oftentimes returning them to prison at the first sign of a parole offense. Through the 1980s, the public experienced a growing fear of crime. Politicians noticed they could boost their popularity by opposing crime because no powerful group of voters is usually against a “get tough on crime agenda.”
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