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People always want to talk about the American Prison Ingustrial Complex
(PIC) as if there's only one thing wrong with 1it, or if they do acknowledge
that there are multiple problems, they speak about them as if they're easily
fixed. Unfortunately, the simple fact of the matter is that nothing coula be
further from the truth. At the eng of the day, the PIC has evolved into a
series of complex issues, each worse then the one before, and each somehow
connected 1n such a sticky, twisted mess that no one who hasn't been
incarcerated in the system for a number of years can figure cut where cne enas
and another begins. It's an issue made even worse by the fact that the private
sector has openly acknowleagea what those of us who are 1ncarceratea have
known from the very first day those doors clanged shut, that we're nothing
more than a number on an account leager, to be profitea off of, not
rehabilitatea and reintegrated, and this only l:ssens the incentive to fix a
system that's so broken that 1i1t's become self sufficient, not tc mention
lucrative, especially during periods of recession. It's no wonger no cne's
been able to implement a fix. Too many pecple have too much to lose, but
difficult does not mean impossible. While it's true that the PIC is hopelessly
mired 1n tragedy ana turmolil, corruption ana controversy. there is hope, and
1t comes with first educating the public, followed by convincing them to
become more 1nvolvea.

“Insteau of trying to fix the prisons' problems from the outside looking
in, perhaps what we need to be colng 1s coming up with ways to providge the
inmates with the tcols needed to fix them from the inside locking out. After
all, it's the inmates who best know what these problems are, where the bodies
are buriea (sometimes literally), amnd how to best adaress the issues facing us
on a gaily basis. The best way to do this is to give us a voice, and the only
way to give us a meaningful voice is to restore our right to vote. Voting is
more then just determining who gets to be the next mayor or city councilman,
senator or presigent, it's about letting those 1n a position of power and
authority know what's working, ano what's not, ana who better to speak about
what's clearly not working in the prison system then those currently serving
time? This is the only way the voices of the inmate population can ever be
heara over the pailid lcbbyists representing the prison inoustry's private
sector.



American's prison system is often referred to as the "Prison Ingustry
Complex," or "PIC." This isn't cone to be facetious, but 1s instead meant as
an attempt to educate as to the prison's reason for existing ln a mocern day
society: an unenaing source of legalized slave labor. The lgnorant ana
unsuspecting naively believe that slavery was enced, at least in America, by a
constitutional amendment. The truth, however, 15 that the l3th amenoment
dian't end slavery, it merely cdefined the terms and conditions under which 1t
coulo exist. Specifically, it stated that slavery and 1lnvoluntary servituce
was hereby abclished, "with the exception of those who have been convicted of
a crime." In a single sentence, our representatives devised a way 1in which
they could ease the collective conscience of the American people, while at the
same time, allowing big business to continue on as usual, but with one major
benefit. Mow, instead of slave owners having to constantly invest thelr own
money into the purchase, training ana upkeep of their slaves, the government
would oo it for them. People would be sentencea to "haro labor," forced to
work in the fields, ditches ano anywhere else slaves had previcusly workeg,
and the former slave owners wouldn't even have to pay for thelr upkeep! It was
& win/win for everyone involved, except, of course, the people convicted oL a
crime. Sudcenly, conviction rates began to rise at an astonishing rate, and
without the right to vote, which many haa never haa in the first place, the
convicted were powerless to bring about any meaningful change, a problem that
still exists tcoay.

Referring to the American priscn system as a profitable enterprise isn't
merely an act of supposition. When labor crganization attemptec Lo pass what
would later become known as the Hawes-Cooper Act, now codified as 49 U.S.C.
Section 11507, the Missouri Uepartment of Penal Institutions issued 1its
1927-28 biennial report in which it stated "it 1s our opinlon that the passage
and approval of [the Hawes-Cooper Act] strikes a ceath blow to the
manufacturing industries now conducted by the Penal Boara at the penitentlary
and ... will result in the state being forcea to asbandon the employment of
convict labor in any profitable enterprise." bhelieve 1t or not, government
profit off of forcea convict labor wasn't anything new 1n America. 1n
Kentucky, a merchant by the name of Joel Scott offered to pay the State 51,000
per year for the labor of the ilnmates conflnec 1in the Frankfort prison, an
offer that was so successful that he was ultimately rewarcea with a 5-year
lease, anc cne that allowed him to take full control of the prison. During the
course of his lease, he expanded the prison by adding new cells (slaves had to
sleep somewhere), a dining room (slaves had to eat, too), a chapel (religion
was an excellent way of keeping the slaves 1n line) anc of course, new
factories (slaves had to “earn their keep"). Both Scott ann his successor.
T.5. Theobold, were able to turn a remarkably hanaosome profit forcing lnmates
to work for them, but it shoulc be pointec out that, while Frankfurt was the
first “"pure" leasing arrangement, 1in which a private person or company would
take control of a government's prison system 1n America, 1t was by no means
the first time a private entrepreneur enterea lnto some sort of financial
arrangement with a prison system to profit oft of forced labor. In ancient
Greece, criminals were often forced to slave away on public and private
projects, including working 1in privately ownea silver mines. It was a huge
undertaking, with as many as 10,000 convicts slaving away 1n conditions so
brutal that deaths were frequent ana brutal. In mocern times, States like
California might not use convict labor to teil thelr nours away 1n a silver
mine, but they use them Just the same to wWork 1n even more dcangercus
conditions, such as fighting the massive forest fires which freguent
California's countrysice, for little to no pay.



| When the 13th amenament was ratifleq, African-Americans were, at least
in theory, supposed to be releasea overnight from the physical bonas of
slavery. Unfortunately, the psychological bonos that remainec were cften much
harcer to break then the irons that had hela them chalnea for so long. AS
"free men" (ana women), they were suddenly responsible tor provicing for their
own needs and the needs of their families, b it foca, shelter, clothing or
anything in-between. The only problem was that many of them ocion't have a
doller to their name, and even if they cila, they weren't exactly living 1n a
time or place in which the average person woula have been willing to ao
business with them. Resorting to crime was only natural, not because of tne
color of their skin, but because many of them were, quite literally, left with
no otier option if they wanteg to survive, which was perhaps the true purpose
of the 13th amendment. The drafters of this amencment, all white maies who
owned land, knew, beyond a shacow of a goubt, that wany of the newly releaseaq
slaves would, gquite literally, have no cholce but to break one law or another
Jjust to survive, and in the process of going so, they coula be legally
enslaved again, only this tiwe, they coula o 1t without a public outcry. And
since extreme poverty tends to be passea along from one generation to the
next, this would ensure a continuing source of cheap labor for the foreseeable
future, which could explain why the 13 amendment was passSed during a perioa of
time in which the drafters were all white males who ownea land. One can't help
but wonger whether or not this amencment would pass if voted on tooay. which
is why the rights to vote neea to be restored to all American ciltiZens,
regaraless of their conviction status.

For the average inmate, getting out of prison 15 very similar to the
African-hsericans being released from the bonas of slavery immedlately
following the Civil War. Most of us have nothing savea up, cespite having
toilea away for someone else for years on end. We have nowhere to go, no place
to call home, no roof over our heads, no safe place Lo sleep, and many of us
can't even apply for government beneiflts because our criminal offense
automatically excluges us. Having been lncarcerated for so long, we con't have
any marketable skills, and those who go have marketable skills often find
that, even though they've been doing this work for years while behlna bars,
their felony conviction prevents them from oolng the exact same work as a
"free man." With odds like that, it's no woncer the recidivism rate 18 SO
high, which leads one to believe that this is intenticnal.



Most people who don't have any experlence with the prison system
erronecusly believe that inmates exiting the prison system are providea with
everything they need, clothing, housing, transportation. medical care, etc.,
but the simple truth of the matter is anything but. Most States give the
geparting inmate a few dgollars, and then take from that what's needed to pay
for the newly releaseg inmate's clothing andg bus ticket to his (or her) county
of convicticn, which often deoesn't even leave encugh to get scmething to eat,
ana yet, we're expected to not only aajust to a life outsice of prison, but to
somehow thrive, despite such a dismal start. With ccds like that, the guestion
isn't why the reciaivism rate 1s 70%, it's why it's only 70%.

while it's true that there are some programs available to help the newly
releaseq prisoner make his (or her) way into scciety; these programs are few
ana far between, with funas extremely limitea. As 1f this wasn't baa enocugh,
there's a list of aisqualifying factors making 1t impossible for most to be
acceptea. Those convicted of certain arug offenses, for example, can't apply
for most government benefits, while those who have to register as a sex
cffender can't stay in halfway houses that are within 2,000 feet of a scheool,
park, playgroung or any other place where chilaren might congregate. 1n
Floriga, it's so bad that there are horges of convicted felons living under
bricges, people who simply have no other place to go. For many, ceturning to
the prison they fought so hard to escape 1s a blessing 1n disgulse, as they'll
at least have a roof over thelr heads ang fooo to eat.

The right to vote, particularly for a comnwvicted felon, can't be
overstatea. With 1t comes the power to vote on a myriaa of issues that will
potentially impact, not only their stay in priscn, but also their ability to
truly prepare themselves for a successful integration intoc society. 1t means
not only belng able to exercise that right to put an end to the slave labor
we're forcec to enaure, but alsc co seek compensation for the fruits of that
labor, so that we can actually walk out of here with something we've earned,
and use 1t to ensure that we gon't return. Without that right to vote, ana all
1t implies, we're only fooling ourselves into believing things will actually
change. For most pecple, the right to vote 1s something they take for grantea,
S50 much so that the options are rarely fully explorea, but in here, that right
coulc mean the difference between life anu ceath, success or failure, not Jjust
for us, but for those who come after us. That one simple right is the vehicle
to begin to change not only our predicament, but alsc the conditions of our
surroundings. The results of that right improve not only our chances for us to
have a successful future, but for you tc have a more successful future as
well, as our success means we're a proouctive, and contributing, member of
soclety. Perhaps this 1s why the PIC has fought so hare to restrict the right
to vote, because they know that, with so many pecple atffectea, restoring the
right to vote on such a large scale woulu mean an end to the PIC ana all it
represents. It represents a threat to all they stanc for, or rather, all that
goes 1nto their accounts.



