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When President Bush said that “what took place in that prison (in Iraq) doesn’t represent the America that I know,” I felt great sadness. Unfortunately, for over two million Americans and countless undocumented immigrants living US prisons, this is the America that we know.  As a human rights advocate on behalf of prisoners in this country for the past thirty years, brutality, humiliation, physical and sexual abuse are realities with which I am more than familiar. Each year, our offices receive thousands of complaints from incarcerated children, women, and, men throughout the country. Our work is to document the abuses, advocate on behalf of the individuals, and call public attention to harsh realities which must change. 

The children in juvenile detention facilities speak of being physically and sexually abused. They tell us that children as young as twelve are placed in isolation.  One  youngster noted that, “The guards call you names. If they don’t physically abuse you, they mentally abuse you. One guard was calling me names and I didn’t even know what they meant.” Another said, “Two guards in intake told me to strip naked and then they watched me.” Another talked about being fourteen years old when he was placed in “the hole,” “where it was freezing and dirty.”

We hear from women in prisons testifying about being forced to engage in sexual acts.  As one woman put it, “This was not part of my sentence to engage in oral sex.” Another woman wrote that, “the guards sprayed me with pepper spray because I wouldn’t take my clothes off in front of five male guards.”  The women report racism, being beaten, and “being gynaecologically examined every time I’m searched.” 

We hear from men who have been sprayed with pepper spray and then put out into the sun so the chemical agent continues to re-activate. One letter from a social worker to us said, “John was directed to leave the strip cell and a urine soaked pillow case was placed over his head. He was walked, shackled and hooded to a different cell where he was placed in a device called ‘the chair,’ where he was kept for over 30 hours resulting in extreme physical and emotional suffering.” I am currently working with a number of people who have been held in sensory deprivation cells in American prisons for over 20 years! 
 
The AFSC has become so concerned about treatment of US prisoners that we have gathered hundreds of haunting testimonies from throughout the country into a pamphlet, “Torture in US Prisons – Evidence of Human Rights Violations.” A number of children who spent time in Essex and Union County detention facilities contributed to “Our Children’s House,” which provides poignant testimonies of their own cruel experiences. Over the years, these testimonies have taught me that the Department of Corrections is more than a set of institutions; it is also a state of mind, one which apparently has traveled overseas. 
 
The conditions of confinement in many American prisons violate national laws, and international laws to which the United States is committed - the United Nations Convention against Torture (CAT) and the UN Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD).  CERD clearly says, “The Charter of the United Nations is based on the principles of the dignity and equality inherent in all human beings, and that all Member States have pledged themselves…to promote and encourage universal respect for and observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms for all, without distinction as to race, sex, language or religion.”  US prison practices also violate the UN Rights of the Child, which every country in the world – except the US – has signed.  In 2000, the UN Committee Against Torture noted egregious violations of international law going on in US prisons, including the use of electric stun belts and restraint chairs, prison chain gangs, sexual assault of women and detention of minors. Those violations continue every single day in US prisons and speak of an attitude of demonization of “others.” 
 

The AFSC recognizes that the unconscionable mistreatment of prisoners represents a profound spiritual crisis. It is a crisis which legitimizes torture, total isolation of individuals, sensory deprivation, and physical and sexual abuse of power.  With the treatment of Iraqi prisoners we see that it is a crisis which extends beyond prisons themselves into wider society. 

  
 Unfortunately, the America that President Bush doesn’t know is the one many of us experience daily. My soul is shaken by the testimonies that come daily into our offices. The tragic abuse of the Iraqi prisoners serves to cast a bright light on shameful American prison practices. I am hopeful that the current glare in which this country stands will spur a cessation of human rights violations for people in prison throughout the country, and that this cessation will be extend globally for people in prisons everywhere.
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