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RACISM AND RACIAL DISCRIMINATION IN PRISONS 

I . The problem 

R a c i a l d i s c r i m i n a t i o n i n p r i s o n s seems to be a. matter i n v/hich the Sub-Commission 
could use i t s e x p e r t i s e to make a s p e c i a l c o n t r i b u t i o n to the Ra.cial Decade. In 
the matter of the human r i g h t s o f detainees, the Sub-Commission i s unique i n the 
United Nations as a body of ex p e r t s , and i t could, respond as no other United. Nations 
body can to the request of the Commission on Huma.n Rights f o r suggestions on e f f e c t i v e 
ways and means and concrete measures to implement United Nations r e s o l u t i o n s on 
racism and r a c i a l d i s c r i m i n a t i o n . 

The p a r t i c u l a r forms that r a c i a l d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ta.kes i n the narrow confines of 
a p r i s o n are both an important cause and an important e f f e c t of more widesprea.d 
r a c i a l d i s c r i m i n a t i o n i n s o c i e t y . 

I I . An example 

To make t h i s p o i n t c l e a r , ISMUN reminds Sub-Commission members of some of the 
we11-documented re p o r t s of r a c i a l d i s c r i m i n a t i o n i n United States p r i s o n s . By no 
mea,ns i s the United States the only country v.fhere r a c i a l d i s c r i m i n a t i o n e x i s t s i n 
p r i s o n s . But the United States provides a.n i n s t r u c t i v e example of a. country where 
the Government and the people have fa.ced the f a c t that t h i s i s a serious problem, 
have taken some steps to help c o r r e c t the s i t u a t i o n , but s t i l l have great d i f f i c u l t i e s 
to overcome. 
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A. Racig.l d i s c r i m i n s . t i o n i n United States p r i s o n s begins v?ith the f a c t t h a t 
while blà^cks, chicanes and native Americans comprise a r e l a t i v e l y small p r o p o r t i o n 
of the t o t a l United States p o p u l a t i o n , they make up over h a l f of the p r i s o n 
p o p u l a t i o n , according to some s t a t i s t i c s . As the unemployment rate has r i s e n , 
so has the united Sts.tes p r i s o n p o p u l a t i o n . The unemployment rate i s 
p a r t i c u l a r l y high among, groups.most h e a v i l y represented i n p r i s o n s , such as young 
black ma,les. 

B. The r a c i a l c i s c r i t n i n a t i o n a l s o i n v o l / e s the a d m i n i s t r f t i o n of j u s t i c e . I t 
i s widely and sadly admitted i n the United States that the c r i m i n a l j u s t i c e 
system ( i n c l u d i n g p o l i c e , magistrates, judges, lav.yers, j u r i e s ) i s o f t e n weighted 
against the non-vmite defendant from the s t a r t . 

C. W i t h i n p r i s o n s , r a c i a J tensions e x i s t i n g outside are oft e n aggravated. 

- Irtiile large numbers of United States p r i s o n e r s are non-vhite, most 
guards a,re white. Some are members of the Ku Klux Klem or 
neo-Nazi groups.. 

- P r i s o n s repeatedly a l l e g e th8,t guards provoke and encourage tensions 
betv/een d i f f e r e n t r a c i a l groups i n p r i s o n . ' For example, a guard 
may pretend to warn a bla.ck p r i s o n e r that chicano p r i s o n e r s are 
planning to attaclc him, l e a d i n g the black and h i s f r i e n d s to make 
a pre-emptive s t r i k e against p r i s o n e r s who i n f a c t \rere planning 
nothing. Whether or not the aJlega-tions of d i r e c t provocct-tion 
are always well-founded, i t i s i n d i s p u t a b l e that b a t t l e s between 
r a c i a l ga.ngs are a common. feauture of. United States p r i s o n s and very 
o f t e n r e s u l t i n death. 

- In San Quentin P r i s o n , one of the most famous i n the United S t a t e s , ' 
the e x e r c i s e yard i s d i v i d e d by w a l l a i n t o three pa.rts - one f o r 
ea.ch major r a c i a l group i n the p r i s o n . 

,- In A t t i c a "Prison, another w e l l known i n s t i t u t i o n , job t r a i n i n g and 
vrark a.ssignments have been p u b l i c i z e d as a ' c l e a r example of how • 
rac i a . l d i s c r i m i n c i t i o n w i t h i n p r i s o n s cs,uses f u r t h e r discrimina'tion 
on the o u t s i d e . D i s c r i m i n a t o r y job t r a i n i n g a f f e c t s a p r i s o n e r ' s 
a b i l i t y 'o survive, when eventual~.y released i n t o s o c i e t y . 

United States p r i s o n e r s i n some cases have been prevented from r a i s i n g • i s s u e s 
l i k e these i n p e t i t i o n s to the United l i a t i o n s . Some pr i s o n e r s are c u r r e n t l y i n 
punishment c e l l s f o r having such a p e t i t i o n i n t h e i r possession. Others have 
never had a chance to s i g n the p e t i t i o n because p r i s o n a u t h o r i t i e s turned i t 
awa.y , i n the m a i l . 
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I I I . E f f e c t i v e ways and means and concrete measures 

One reason United States p r i s o n e r s t r y to p e t i t i o n the United Hâtions 
regard-ing r a c i a l d i s c r i m i n a t i o n i s that domestic methods aJone have not brought 
adequate improvement. 

- Court a c t i o n s seeking p r i s o n reform are one domestic technique 
used i n the United S t a t e s . For example, the f e d e r a l government 
l a s t year f i l e d a s u i t charging I l l i n o i s s tate o f f i c i a l s w i t h 
d i s c r i m i n a t i n g against black inmates i n state prisons by denying 
them equal use of p r i s o n f a c i l i t i e s and by a s s i g n i n g p r i s o n 
housing on the b a s i s o f race. But past United States experience 
shows tha.t the r e s u l t s of such a s u i t probably w i l l be very l i m i t e d . 
A recent study by the American Bar A s s o c i a t i o n concluded that 
recent p r i s o n reform s u i t s " d i d l i t t l e to move those i n s t i t u t i o n s 
i n the d i r e c t i o n of reform" because the r e l i e f gained x\'as "narrox^/ 
and t r a d i t i o n a l " . 

C l e a r l y the United States has not found the s o l u t i o n to the problem of r a c i a l 
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n i n p r i s o n s . But i t has been and i s t a k i n g steps to t r y to improve 
the s i t u a t i o n . 

The Sub-Commission as a group of independent experts could begin the much 
needed work o f l o o k i n g at the problem of r a c i a l d i s c r i m i n a t i o n i n p r i s o n s from 
an i n t e r n a t i o n a l p e r s p e c t i v e , using the i n t e r n a t i o n a l human r i g h t s instruments 
and the experience of many co u n t r i e s with t h i s same problem. I t could examine 
how governments and orga.nizations i n various c o u n t r i e s have handled the qu e s t i o n , 
where they have been s u c c e s s f u l and where they have not been. 

Then the Sub-Commission could use the informat i o n and i t s own considerable 
e x p e r t i s e to suggest e f f e c t i v e v/ays and means and concrete measures to implement, 
i n p r i s o n s , the United Nations r e s o l u t i o n s on racism and r a c i a J d i s c r i m i n a t i o n . 
I t might be a h i g h l y e f f e c t i v e way f o r tVie Sub-Commission to combine i t s 
p a r t i c u l a r e x p e r t i s e on detention and on d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ! and i t could be a 
p r a c t i c a l c o n t r i b u t i o n to the R a c i a l Decade. 
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