














any given day, one out of every 1280J.8. adults was incarcerated, while one out of
every 17 African-American adult males was incarcerated.

The differential in sentencing for powder and crack cocaine is one glaring example
of institutionalized racism. About 90% of crack arrests are of African-Americans,
while 75% of powder cocaine arrests are of whites. Under federal law, it takes only
five grams of crack cocaine to trigger a five-year mandatory minimum sentence. But
it takes 500 grams of powder cocaine 100times as much to trigger this same
sentence. This flagrant injustice was highlighted by a 1996 nationwide federal prison
rebellion when Congress refused to enact changes in sentencing laws that would
equalize penalties.

Statistics show that police repression and mass incarceration are not curbing the drug
trade. Dealers are forced to move, turf is reshuffled, already vulnerable families are
broken up. But the demand for drugs still exists, as do hugeprofits for high-levet
dealers in this fifty billion dollar international industry.

From one point of view, the war on drugs can actually be seen as a pre-emptive
strike. The state’s repressive apparatus working overtime. Put poor people away
before they get angry, Incarcerate those at the bottom, the helpless, the
hopeless,before they demand change. What drugs don't damage (in terms of intact
communities, the ability to take action, to organize) the war on drugs and mass
imprisonment will surely destroy.

The crackdown on drugs has not stopped drug use. But it has taken thousands of
unemployed (and potentially angry and rebellious) young men and women off the
streets. And it has created a mushrooming prison population.

PRISON LABOR

An American worker who once upon a time made $8/hour, loses his job when the
company relocates to Thailand where workers are paid only $2/day. Unemployed,
and alienated from a society indifferent to his needs, he becomes involved in the
drug economy or some other outlawed means of survival. He is arrested, put in
prison, and put to work. His new salary: 22 cents/hour.

From worker, to unemployed, to criminal, to convict laborer,the cycle has come full
circle. And the only victor is big business.

For private business, prison iabor is like a pot of gold. No strikes. No union
organizing. No unemployment insurance or workers' compensation to pay. No
language problem, as in a foreign country. New leviathan prisons are being built with
thousands of eerie acres of factories inside the walls. Prisoners do data entry for
Chevron, make telephone reservations for TWA,raise hogs, shovel manure, make
circuit boards, limousines, waterbeds, and lingerie for Victoria's Secret. All ata

6

fraction of the cost of "free labor."

Prisoners can be forced to work for pennies because they have no rights. Even the
13th Amendment to the Constitution which abolished slavery, excludes prisoners
from its protections.

And, more and more, prisons are charging inmates for basic necessities from medical
care, to toilet paper, to use of the law library. Many states are now charging "room
and board.” Berks County jail in Pennsylvania is charging inmates $10 per day to be
there. California has similar legislation pending. So, while government cannot (yet)
actually require inmates to work at private industry jobs for less than minimum
wage, they are forced to by necessity. Some prison enterprises are state run. Inmates
working at UNICOR (the federal prison industry corporation) make recycled
furniture and work 40 hours a week for about $49 per month. The Oregon Prison
Industries prodeces a line of "Prison Blues" blue jeans. An ad in their catalogue
shows a handsome prison inmate saying, "I say we should make bell-bottoms. They
say I've been in here too long." Bizarre, but true. The promotional tags on the clothes
themselves actually tout their operation as rehabilitation and job training for
prisoners, who of course would never be able to find work in the garment industry
upon release.

Prison industries are often directly competing with private industry. Small furniture
manufacturers around the country complain that they are being driven out of
business by UNICOR which pays 23 cents/hour and has the inside track on
government coniracts. In another case, U.S. Technologies sold its electronics plant in
Austin, Texas, leaving its 150 workers unemployed. Six week later, the electronics
plant reopened in a nearby prison.

WELCOME TO THE NEW WORLD ORDER

The proliferation of prisons in the United States is one piece of a puzzle called the
globalization of capital.

Since the end of the Cold War, capitalism has gone on an international business
offensive. No longer impeded by an alternative socialist economy or the threat of
national liberation movements supported by the Soviet Union or China, transnational
corporations see the world as their oyster. Agencies such as the World Trade
Organization, World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund, bolstered by
agreements like NAFTA and GATT are putting more and more power into the hands
of transnational corporations by putting the squeeze on national governments. The
primary mechanism of control is debt. For decades, developing countries have
depended on foreign loans, resulting in increasing vulnerability to the transnational
corporate strategy for the global economy. Access to international credit and aid is
given only if governments agree to certain conditions known as "structural
adjustment.”






