THOUGHTS ON THE IMPACT OF PRISON CULTURE
About the lives of people who are in prison:

· As horrible as it is, in a sense, it creates a “family” of sorts. If you have lived most of your adolescence in state institutions with people and then you get reacquainted with those people in adult prisons, it’s like a “homecoming” with long lost relatives.  This family life includes knowing who is the authority figure, having clear codes of conduct, holding trials, instructing the young and passing on the code.  There is no consideration given to people who were virtually raised by the “state”.  These are people who have never experienced anything other than the raw, harsh, impulsive, and often violent response to problems.  They don’t have a belief in another reality outside of prison culture.  These state raised people have never experienced security, serenity, mercy, forgiveness and peacefulness. These are only words to them.  Rather, normal are feelings of defiance, alienation and mustering the strength needed for survival.   That is what is real and normal to them.  In fact, mercy, forgiveness and the like are seen as “weaknesses” and a person promoting them would be seen as unprincipled because these things imply escaping punishment and not “riding your beef”.  To avoid being seen as “soft” and therefore a target, things like mercy and forgiveness must be avoided at all costs.
· Children who were born into a war zone intrinsically know that it isn’t their fault that they got messed up. And, they are 100% right.  It is that core belief that makes it impossible to sing chorus “I did this to myself” in the being accountable song.  Yes, everyone is responsible for their actions but why isn’t someone taking responsibility for the insanity of child neglect and abuse.  And, what about the insanity of solitary confinement or racism or allowing people to live in poverty?  Why does all the talk about taking responsibility end when these subjects come up?  From the moment of arrest and every step of the way, we are told how our suffering was caused wholly by our defects.  So, if a guard beats me literally for no reason, it’s my fault.  If I talk back to a guard who is disrespecting me and I go to the hole, it’s my fault.  If I am killed while in prison, my record of violence automatically proves my assailants innocence and no one will question what happened.  The guards, of course, know this. But I must, must, must proclaim that I am responsible for every bad thing that happens. I am the criminal after all, right?  Am I responsible for getting twisted by years of solitary confinement?  If I had put myself in that torture chamber, I supposed I’d have to say yes.  I did not create this system of punishment that pushes people over the edge. I did not hire people needing to dominate while seeing themselves as “the good ones”. I am not responsible for the decisions that allow abuses in prison or that remove opportunities for me to rehabilitate myself.  
· Where is the exposure to culture or heritage?  What do they take pride in? The hardest heart? The slickest scam?  Where are their role models?  The state employees who oversee their lives minute by minute?  
· Prison grinds down the weak.  The strong are forced into becoming like steel to survive which of course, distances them from their own humanity.  

· A life without liberty seems normal.  People who have been born and raised in cages actually forget specifically why and how they got there.  Since the first memory people have always barked orders like: get up, strip, turn around, bend over.  All this becomes insanely normal.  Metal has been my furniture, not wood with fabric.  
· For people who don’t ever imagine themselves ever in prison, the stepping stones from adolescence can be to go from high school to college, maybe military, then to marriage and a job and maybe parenthood along the way.  That is the pattern that is expected.  But, for the people profiled by the criminal justice system, the pattern is more like school, streets, maybe parenthood, sometimes marriage, prison, streets, prison, and maybe a job thrown in for a while…  The saddest part is that the prison life pattern feels so normal to people who were just unfortunately born into this harder path.  Prison perpetuates this pattern because it tears down dreams and it destroys confidence.  No matter what your crime, it is one strike and you are out.  You are out of society’s good favor forever.
· And all this business about being a “man”.  Society sets extremely high expectation for men like; always being the one “in charge”, being responsible for everything, needing to always be the important one and the ultimate problem solver.  But when you try to be those things in prison, you are knocked down because in reality the man in prison is nothing more than an adolescent child.  They are told when and where to eat, sleep, and bathe.  They are told to strip naked and show their most private parts to other adults.  The only option available to the incarcerated man-child is submission.  They are not encouraged to mediate or negotiate.  No difference in perspective is tolerated.  Guards are constantly barking orders like “Tuck in your shirt” or “Walk faster,,, or slower.”. The incarcerated man-child must always obey the “always right by definition” authorities.  Just as a child is given a time-out or a grounding for misbehavior, solitary confinement awaits the misbehaving incarcerated man-child, even for minor misbehavior.  And, just as the child learns to avoid leaving evidence of wrongdoing, so it is with the incarcerated man-child who spends his intelligence and creativity finding ways to beat the system.  Prison games of “hide and seek” and “tag you’re it” are every day occurrences.  The only difference is that the price for losing the prison version of these games is your sanity, your manhood or your life.  So there you are the incarcerated man-child in this family where all the grown-ups have guns and all your siblings are just as vulnerable as you.  And when the incarcerated man-child explodes due to the humiliation of being treated like a child?  And, the authorities judge you based on your demonstrated ability to “adjust to prison” when, in fact, being a well adjusted adult would require not being able or willing to adjust to prison!  Talk about a dysfunctional family!  
· What about the fears about becoming “institutionalized”?  

· Prison creates constant pressure.  People who have spent most of their lives in prison have dreams about life outside and these dreams are experienced similar to the dreams a free person might have of heaven.  It is all vague and ideal.  Things that are tangible in free life, are only thoughts in prison; the Grand Canyon, trees, and a pet ferret.  Physical life is instead experienced as a daytime nightmare, with constant pressure.  When released, outside life is so foreign that it is like swimming on land.
· Prison is not supposed to be punishment, it is supposed to be as punishment.  But, doesn’t torture force things out of people.  Doesn’t it strip a person of their stamina to maintain their own self interest?  Clearly solitary confinement strips a person of everything.  It breaks down the mind and body in an attempt to capture the soul and destroy the being.  It forces a person to distance themselves from their own feelings, needs and desires.  This distance separates the person from themselves to the point of rupture of self.  So, this is torture.  As with any torture it takes psychological and endurance and stamina to survive.  But everyone is impacted by this experience.  Prison attempts to break people down so that they surrender their will and reason to forces they don’t even respect.  It causes people to break down morally because to survive requires a “do what it takes” approach.  The system is so organized and so immense it causes an individual to draw on anything they can find inside themselves to resist this overwhelming force bearing down on them.  Every person has some darkness deep inside themselves. Prison brings the darkness to the light when it could have been left alone if society had other ways of dealing with social ills.
· What does solitary confinement feel like? You are doing what you normally do but before you know what hits you, you find yourself in a terrible situation. You are physically restrained and forcefully moved to your cell in solitary confinement.  You were stripped of your clothes. Handcuffs now confine your wrists and ankles. You are now in a square cement box with nothing on the walls.  There is a solid steel door that provides access to this cement box.  The light stays on 24/7. Even when you close your eyes, the light comes through your eyelids and causes you eyes to throb.  When you first arrive the air seems to go away and you panic.  You gasp for breath and grab your chest.  You hit the walls and the floor over and over.  You scream. You throw yourself on the floor. You scream some more.  No one hears. Nothing changes.  You get nauseous, your muscles cramp, you head pounds, and your stomach turns over. No one cares.  You feel the walls around you moving in toward you.  You start to sweat and swear.  Then the ceiling starts to move down, you have an anxiety attack and everything spins.  You vomit.  The smell fills the ever shrinking space that traps you.  Death feels very close.  The pain and hopelessness of your life passes by you.  You lie naked on the cement floor.  You wish for death as you lie there all day and all night.  Exhausted and defeated.  You hear someone scream and you realize that it is yourself.  Your mind wanders to the reason you have been put here.  You yelled at a guard because he insulted you. Waving your arms supposedly intimidated him. Maybe you stole a sandwich or had a book that didn’t belong to you. An eye for an eye? How could other humans feel justified by putting you here in the name of justice?  How could society allow that to happen?  Isn’t society’s lack of action against this torture proof of their approval? You squat with your back to the wall because you don’t want to touch any of the bodily traces of the previous occupant.  Despite your resistance, their smells climb into your nostrils; sewage, vomit, dirty feet, and nervous sweat.  You want to be able to see what is there.  You reach that point that inspires writers to compose heart wrenching prose but there is no paper to write it all down.  You can walk twenty or thirty miles a day by pacing back and forth in that pathway that is only about seven feet long.  Four steps this way and four steps back.  Maybe you should call the Humane Society to see if this is humane treatment for zoo animals.   Are you really walking all those miles or is the walking a mirage? The nothingness of your existence reverberates through every cell in your body.  It washes over you like waves as your thoughtless brain notices that you are still breathing in and out but you don’t really know why.  The only way to keep track of time is by counting the times you receive food.  Eventually you get into a daily routine of push-ups and the virtual twenty mile pacing.   Every memory is examined in great detail, over and over.  The philosopher in you examines all the ideals; love, justice, freedom, truth and beauty.  You either decide to die for those ideals or you scorn them.  Your imagination twists and turns with the memories until the movies of the mind exhaust all thought.  Thought become a perverse torturer that must be stopped.  If it isn’t stopped the mind drags you into the land where you are hit with questions like: What am I? Is there really a God?  What is it like to be dead?  What would happen if I put this pencil in the different holes in my body?  How did I get here?  Am I the devil?  How do insects taste?  As you wrestle to limit these thoughts your mind careens towards other revelations like:  happiness is an elusive temptress, there is only cruelty, no one has ever been good to me, everyone is the enemy, no one can ever understand me, everyone wants me to suffer and death is the answer.  Your mind is permanently changed. Time is like the lid on your living coffin which is slowly closing in on you more and more with each passing day, month and year. Banging against the walls, you finally realize that you are now officially insane.  The weight of time passing month after month fuels the lethargy that consumes you.  The smells around you are the smells of the living dead.  They strangle you as you acknowledge that you are forgotten in the cement coffin. No one is looking to see what is happening to you.  No one cares.  You no longer masturbate. You stop doing the pushups.  Why bother? This treatment creates a person whose flesh is extremely sensitive and whose mind is in ultra protect mode. Lives are chopped into little tiny bits of pain by the sensory depravation.  The nervous system is stretched to the max.  Again, torture turns a man’s heart and soul to steel and causes his to lose touch with his own humanity or it turns him into a pile of limp human matter that can’t even move.  All in the name of “Working together for SAFE communities”.  
· When a person is released from solitary confinement they experience something similar to what the person releasing from prison to the community experiences.  For example, if you only see white, tan and grey while in the hole, being exposed to the blue of the guard’s uniform and the brilliant colors of the clothing worn by guests to the prison can over stimulate the mind.  And when you move from the hole where there are no other people and no movement at all, it now seems like chaos to be walking with many other prisons going from their cells to the chow hall and back.  The stimulation of even the restricted prison reality is all of sudden overwhelming.

· Thorazine shuffle.  Everything is a blur.  Life takes place in a thick fog. You have no questions any more.  
· Everyone agrees that someone who commits a crime needs to learn new behavior and new ways of thinking.  But isn’t knowledge based on experience?  Isn’t learning dependent upon exposure to new ideas?  Who is the source of new ideas for incarcerated people?  Your celly? Well, maybe. But are all new ideas, good ideas? No. Learning works differently in prison.  It starts with the emptiness and grows to theory and philosophy and finally moves to the specifics of the class content.  Why? Because the details of each class topic fit nowhere in the emptiness of prison and therefore cannot be learned.  Instead, something has to be created to allow them to matter and to provide an organizational structure for them to fill.
· There is another aspect of prison life that rarely gets described.  If you insult someone once or hit them once, that hurts but they can recover.  If you take something that belongs to them, they will be upset but they can get over it.  If you insult someone every day for five, ten or twenty years, that creates a completely different response.  If you strip them of everything that they have ever owned, one thing at a time, and never allow them to have anything, that is a completely different experience to survive.  It is this treatment that makes people ultra sensitive to what happens to them.  The deprivation causes them to see life from different eyes than a person who is allowed to “be”.  And, once the deprived person is released from prison, they typically respond in a self destructive way as they chase after and grab for things missing in their lives. 
· So, to survive prison, you have to be strong but what is strong?  It is being shut down.  It is to be suspicious of everyone so that any loud noise or unusual shift of anything causes an immediate alert and call to action for all the senses. Is this level of justified anxiety, strength or is it coping in a war zone?  Does it build or does it tear down humanity?   Does it take more strength to shut down feelings or to feel feelings?  Prisons are so intense that shut down is the most common coping strategy.  In the end, when you are robbed of your ability to feel fear and you can stand up to anything that anyone can do to you, the whole theory of using punishment for behavior modification goes up in smoke.  The system has only generated an even stronger misfit.  So, what is strength?  
· Prison causes people to think in a way that you never thought you would think but you can’t afford to take the time to understand why.  Everyone expects you to do violence. The standard response is like animals on a kill.  People get into your brain until you are like one of the buzzards tearing up the prey.  You can make it but not without going through the gauntlet first.  If you decide you want to straighten up because you see some light, you can only really do it if you have been tough enough to have earned the reputation that will cause people to leave you alone.  It has been said that you should never distract or disturb a killer in the process of transforming himself into a peacemaker because he may kill you since you are interfering with his chance at grasping for sanity.

· And the question of sanity versus insanity is always on the mind of the incarcerated person. Am I insane?  Have I always been insane? If I’m not insane yet, will I become insane before I get out of here?  
· Like everyone, the thoughts of a prisoner are a predicate to action.  But what do prisons offer that encourage positive thought.
· When in prison, a person must find some place inside themselves to store the fear and other feelings.  Not feeling becomes a habit.  But when you get released, all those intense feelings rise to the surface like a giant practical joke since the outside provides no tools for handling these feelings.  So, the horrors of prison haunt the mind as nightmares.  It doesn’t matter how hard you can become on the outside.  Inside, every single person has an innocence that is overwhelmed with pain beyond the imagination.  People lose themselves in this hardness and this pain.  Did anyone ever mention how anger is a cover-up for fear and sadness and misery in general?  Why are we so surprised by the anger that prison creates?  Anger and hostility heal nothing and no one.  Anger and hostility is fueled by paranoia.  Rational paranoia is a reasonable response to the complexities of survival in prison.  Can you imagine every hour of every day filled with messed up people always within inches of you?  Their constant utterances interrupting your every thought.  Everyone straining to be more macho than the next.  Incessant, metallic, droning noises bathing your every breath can marinate your brain and soul into a toxic stew.  
· Paradox – something with contradictory qualities  

· There is a paradox found in prison. If you are mild mannered or if you are brave, prison conditions moves all people towards a negative place.  The mind mannered person may feel they must become a snitch and the brave person may feel they must become cruel.  There is no naturally positive path.  Prison guts the timid person and breaks and brutalizes the brave.  The severity of the punishment is designed to break and obliterate.  It works as designed.   
· The lack of options for exploring the physical world brings many incarcerated people to explore the intellectual world. Again a paradox exists.  Most incarcerated are undereducated.  But those that triumph must become self made intellects.  They must hunger for knowledge.  Devouring books is the only way to open the doors to the richness of life.  Only through books can the world open up to the incarcerated mind.  But even the most well read incarcerated person can’t get as much out of books as free people.  The well read prisoner may have a huge vocabulary but will still sound foolish when he uses his knowledge because he hasn’t got a clue about how to pronounce all these wonderful words.
· How does the administration control access to books on certain subjects?

· How are groups pitted against each other?

· Another paradox.  Incarcerated people, who are seen as society’s misfits, often develop a strong commitment to ideals such as justice and freedom.  Experiencing intense injustices elevates their commitment to certain values. 
