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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





  WHAT PRISONS HAVE


  TO DO WITH YOU




  Most people have never been in trouble with the law, and many people have never known someone who has been to prison. In fact, most people in North America go about their daily lives rarely thinking about prisons. The occasional crime- related news story may catch our attention, or a corrections- facility sign might catch our eye. But for the most part, prisons and prison issues are not even a blip on our radar screens. So you might think prisons have nothing to do with your life.




  Ignoring prisons as a relevant part of everyone's lives, however, overlooks a basic fact. The incarceration system is an integral part of how North American society runs, and everyone has a stake in that system's functioning and effectiveness.




  All societies are based on sets of rules their members generally choose to obey. Those rules can come in many forms, from voluntary social graces like saying please and thank you, to mandatory laws like bans on littering and the prohibition of many drugs. When members of a society follow the rules, which most members do without even thinking about it, society runs smoothly. When people break the rules, society can suffer a breakdown.




  Inevitably, even mandatory rules do get broken, sometimes in minor ways—like a child stealing bubblegum from a corner store—and sometimes in major ways—like gang members committing murder in a drive- by shooting. For the good of the whole, societies must decide how to deal with individuals who threaten the harmony of the social order by breaking mandatory laws. To deal with the perpetrators of crime, most societies develop penal systems—systems of punishment. The more severe the crime is, the more drastic the punishment.




  Most societies around the world have developed penal systems that rely on methods of incarceration to deal with those who break laws. North America is no exception. In fact, the incarceration system as it currently exists in much of the world was developed in America, and to this day it is North America's number-one method of dealing with people who commit serious crimes.




  The incarceration system that operates in North America and much of the world today has its roots in the late 1600s in Pennsylvania. There, the Quakers, a religious group defined by pacifism, began developing incarceration as a humane alternative to the punishment system of the time, which was defined by corporal punishment—punishment of the body such as whipping or confinement in stocks—and capital punish- ment—punishment by death. Before this time, people were generally only held in jails while they awaited their sentencing; jail itself was not the punishment. The Quakers and others experimenting with the idea of imprisonment as a punishment of its own saw incarceration as an ethical alternative to what they viewed as morally repugnant sentences of the day.
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  In the Old West, the jails were not meant for long-term incarceration.
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  In past centuries, jails were small buildings used as a holding place while the prisoner awaited sentencing.




  Although the first experiments began in the late 1600s, America's incarceration movement didn't really take hold until more than one hundred years later. In the early 1800s, the first great social experiments in imprisonment began, most notably in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and Auburn, New York. The focus of these institutions was meant to be reform; prisoners were to lead a life of isolation, religious contemplation, and physical labor. Through these means, it was believed the individual would be reborn and emerge from prison as a hardworking, law-abiding Christian.




  Within mere decades, the idealism that had fueled the great prison experiments had all but disappeared. Prisons were dank, over-crowded human warehouses where forced labor, and corporal punishment once again ruled. Whippings, stocks, cold-water baths—all things that prisons were supposed to eliminate—were now frequently used as punishment for misbehavior within prison walls.




  

    In the United States, there have always been large social, cultural, and economic differences between the industrial North and the agricultural South. These differences affected the regional evolution of prisons. In the North, prisons became industrial institutions where prisoners labored producing goods — prison factories. In the South, they became agricultural institutions where prisoners labored in the fields — prison farms.


  




  In 1870, the National Prison Association formed. In its opening congress, the association spoke out against the trends that had developed in American prisons stating, “Reformation, not vindictive suffering, should be the purpose of penal treatment of prisoners." Thus, a new age of prison reform began, and prisons continue to evolve and change today.




  Throughout their evolution, prisons have steadily moved from punishment of the body to punishment of the mind. Today, our society views the harshest penalty of prison to be the individual's loss of freedom. Even within prison walls, increasing gradations of loss of freedom have replaced physical punishments for misbehavior. Inmates who behave well earn greater freedoms—privileges like recreation, time spent in the prison library (if there is one), and the ability to see visitors. Inmates who misbehave have their few freedoms taken away; they have privileges like recreation removed, get “keeplocked" (confined to their cells), or placed in solitary confinement.




  This movement from punishment of the body to punishment of the mind is, in many ways, far more humane than the corporal and capital punishments that were the norm before the incarceration system was developed. That does not, however, mean that today's incarceration system is without problems, ethical and moral challenges, and negative costs and consequences. The degree of these problems, challenges, and consequences is directly related to how well an incarceration system is fulfilling its role or function in a society.
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