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Term-to-Life Prisoners Converse
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EMPLOYING TACT AND CONCILIATION AT GREAT COST

As everyone begins to come down from
their inspired exaltation in having
elected a new president to preside
over their government, many have
already begun to analyze and
prioritize what needs to be done.
Few of those who have access to
Mr. Obama's ear are ~likely to
ever approach the subject of
domestically held priscners,
although the rights of foreign held
prisoners seem to be high on his
list of priorities. We should remain
mindful of the fact that our current
president is a scholar of
constitutional law and his chosen
careers have included service as a
community organizer.

There are two very specific
obligatory aspects of any
presidency. The first is to serve as
the Chief of State, and the second
would be his service as Commander in
Chief over our armed forces and the
chief political duties involved with
each. His current interest seems to

be primarily focused on foreign
diplomacy.

Has the term-to-life prisoner
population given any real

consideration to what kinds of
things might be done on the national
level to improve the many prison/
parole related dilemma's they face?
It seems that most prisoners don't
believe that the president even
bears any significance on how
prisons, and their parole processes,
might operate. Let's explore that

possibility.

When Bill Clinton was first
elected, he was said to be a left-
wing "liberal™ democrat with
"centerist" tendencies. (Sound
familiar?) By 1996, President
Clinton was trying so hard to

appease the conservative right, he
enacted two of the most draconian,
abominations to this nation's
federal constitution. The first was
known as the "Prison Litigation
Reform Act" (PLRA), and the second
was known as the "Antiterrorism and
Effective Death Penalty Act"
(AEDPA). The PLRA has since become
the primary "tool" utilized by the
Attorney General's army of lawyers
to forbid prisoners their right to
petition the court, and deter them
from even trying.
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at great COST, cont'd

The PLRA requires prisoners to
pay a $350,00 "filing fee" upon
bringing any claim to court, amongst
many other technical obstacles. Many
prisoners earn only $11.00 or less
per month in their prison Jobs.
Therefore, the prisoner must weigh
the prospect of serving time for the
next 2 or 3 years without funds
(i.e., no shampoo for hair, no
toothpaste for teeth, etc.) in order
to file his petition with the court,
knowing that such prisoner initiated
petitions only enjoy about a 2%
success rate - under the strict
standards set forth by .the PLRA and
AEDPA. Also under the strict rules
imposed by the AEDPA, the Attorney
General's office enjoys the ease of
seeking a summary dismissal of your
claim based on several
extraordinarily technical exhaustion
requirements, and various other
strict time limitations.

During the Bush years, we were
treated ' to two additional
abominations of our constitution;
"The Patriot Act" and the lesser
known "Domestic Terrorism Act" which

our current democratic Senate
permitted to  pass. Under  the
Domestic Terrorism Act, many

institutions of higher learning, and
various other justice and advocacy
organizations who litigate and lobby
on behalf of prisoners, are subject
to unwarranted surveillance and
possible arrest.

The effects of these four
horrendous Acts of Congress, signed

into law by two presidents, have
directly impacted the rate of
decline in our nations' prison

conditions and how they operate in
general, and the rates in which
prisoners are provided an

opportunity to contest an illegal

confinement. =-Not to mention the
complete decline of any forms of

' oversight.
The term-to-life prisoner

population can only hope that those
on the "left" will have learned by
now to keep the president's feet to
the fire, and remain wary of any
efforts to appease the "right". We
should always remember that our new
president is a man educated in
constitutional law, with a
propensity toward matters of social
justice. The PLRA and AEDPA need to
be repealed in their entirety, and
the term-to-life prisoner population
should take every step necessary to
lead this effort. Contact whatever
forms of advocacy organizations you
are most familiar with. Tell them
that the man in the Whitehouse needs
to know; We can no longer afford to
sit and watch the continued
Jdeterioration of our prison and
parole systems, as we've done since
1996.

PRINCIPLE

Education

is the process by which

the individual relates himself
to the universe,
gives himself citizenship

in the changing world,

shares the race's mind
and enfranchises his own soul.

JOHN H. FINLEY




PROPERLY ANALYZED PERCEPTIONS

Stereotypes permeate our society,
and each time they are virtually
always based on only a portion of
the truth. One  problem with
stereotyping is it's often the
result of the actions of a very few
people within the <class being
stereotyped. If you happen to be one
of the "few" then that's a fact of
life you've brought upon yourself,
but for the rest of the associated
class, it creates a stigma that's
hard to remove and sometimes
difficult to live with.

Cne aspect of the stereotypical
convict is that they're all
untrustworthy. This is an immediate
response and is all-encompassing for
anyone who is designated a convict.
Yet, we know there are many convicts

who also happen to be very
trustworthy people. They have
committed themselves to being
honorable men and have proven
themselves again and again, each

time showing the absence of deceit
in their actions. However, they
again and again are included with
those convicts who aren't even
trusted by other convicts.

There are times, for example,
when prison staff will become lost
in their duties or overwhelmed with
their work. Often, they will turn to
a convict they believe can be
trusted to help them, instead of
turning to another staff who might
embarrass them or misinterpret their
lack of experience for incompetence.
It's also true that whether the
convict is serving their first day
in prison, or the last day in
prison, they're equally treated with
the same level of distrust. Is the
stereotype apparent by these

examples? This all tends to show
that the distrust is not warranted
in every situation, and the behavior
of distrust is a learned behavior,
acquired perhaps through training or
a few bad experiences. It's a little
like getting to know the people
you're working with, and how this
can change your perceptions over
time.

Another aspect of the
stereotypical convict is the
misconception that they're all

uneducated and come from broken
homes. This is simply a deceptive
view of the facts. Many citizens in
the free society are uneducated and
come from broken homes, but that
doesn't signify anything except
perhaps a willingness to prescribe
excuses for someone's anti-social
behavior. Yet these stereotypes
persist and the fact that there are
uneducated people in our society
doesn't change or improve.

It's true that the few
educational and other positive
programs that exist inside prisons
are highly valued by the majority of
the population fortunate enough to
be enrolled in such classes. The
problem is, there simply aren't
enough of these programs for all who
desire:. and need them. On the
other hand, much of the prison staff
have not been educated beyond the
high schoecl level, and see no reason
for further improvement or
advancement. For many, prison
employment was their first job after
high school, and they see no need
for further improvement because
they're content with the job
security and good wages they're now
experiencing. Their elevated sense

of social propriety also tends to
discourage any desires for self-
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