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I Have Been in Prison
Yes, I’ve been in prison. I have been in juvenile prisons, men’s prisons and women’s prisons. I’ve been in juvenile prisons (California Youth Authority, CYA) in Stockton and in Ione, California. I’ve been in men’s prisons from Folsom State Prison to Pleasant Valley Prison and I’ve been in CCWF, Central California Women’s Facility. I have been in prisons teaching workshops and seminars for both inmates and guards.

I have seen their eyes. I have and listened to the inmate’s stories and to their goals and dreams. “I have learned my lesson.  There is no way that I am going back to prison.” I am sure that each and every one who said that, truly believed it. 

As I listened, I was aware that over ¾ of the prisoners released would be rearrested (National Institute of Justice). And yet, if you were to give these prisoners a lie detector test; I’m sure they would pass with flying colors. For as long as we have had prisons, we still struggle with recidivism rates of over 75%!  I suggest we take another look at what we are doing.

What if we looked at criminal behavior as an addiction? Human behavior is much too complicated to suggest that there is only one answer, but it is at least one of the issues that we should consider.

All addictions have three common components. To be addicted to a substance and/or to a behavior, it must contain one of a combination of the following:
1. The ability to produce high highs and low lows. No one has ever been addicted to a glass of milk.  Addicts will often talk about “chasing the high” and the urge to use. The urge to use, whether alcohol, drugs, smoking, or criminal behavior, will pass if you give in to the urge and use. The urge to use will also pass if you do not use! The only difference is that if you use, the urge will return in a shorter time. If you choose not to use, it will take longer for that urge to return.
2. The high highs and low lows are then intermittently reinforced. The addict never knows for sure which it will be. The anticipation creates a sense of agitated anxiety. “At least I’m not bored.” “I feel lucky this time and will not get caught.” Criminal behavior can certainly produce high highs and low lows.  Criminal behavior is often intermittently reinforced, with most criminal behavior only getting a slap on the wrist or the criminal behavior goes undetected.
3. The addict sees the source of his highs as outside of himself.
The research on addiction has demonstrated that the treatment (medical detox versus going cold turkey) is not as important as where you go, and who you associate with after being released from “treatment.” The AA 12-step organization knows this concept to be true. They often tell their new members that they need to go to 30 meetings in 30 days. The idea is to stay away from the people and the areas that are associated with their alcohol use.

When I was working at Pleasant Valley State Prison, one of the “frequent flyer inmates,” told me his story. He said that he was very confused by his own behaviors. He said that when he was released and on the bus to his hometown, Fresno, that he was very excited. “I was convinced I would never use again. I planned out exactly how I was going to find a place to live, get a job, and maybe even meet a woman. But, within 12 hours of getting off the bus, I was totally wasted.” Within a week, he was headed back to prison. He pleaded, “What went wrong?”

Have you ever had a time 
when your good intentions 
got hijacked?

I asked the inmate, “Once you were out of prison, where did you usually go to get your drugs?” He told me it was down town, near the Metropolitan Museum. “Where did they let you off the bus when you got out of prison.” He looked at me with this puzzled look of surprise. “It was downtown, by the Metropolitan Museum! Is there a connection?”

The most addictive part of alcohol, drugs, and criminal behavior are the triggers. It is not the chemical makeup of alcohol or drugs. Triggers can be an area of town, a liquor store, people you got high with, feelings of loneliness, anger, hunger, or boredom, just to name a few.

Let me give you an example. The nicotine from a cigarette, once you stop smoking, will be out of your system in a week to 10 days. It is not the nicotine that makes the cigarette so addicting, it is the triggers associated with smoking. The smoker gets in the car to drive home and immediately reaches for his pack of cigarettes. After finishing a meal, the smoker immediately reaches for his cigarettes. After leaving a building that is non-smoking, the hand immediately goes for the cigarettes. All of these, and many more, are triggers for the smoker.

Is it no wonder that when an inmate is released and returns to his old neighborhood and old friends that he soon reoffends? As I mentioned before, this is only one element in the high recidivism rate that we are experiencing. However, this is the one element that I do not hear being talked about or considered when releasing an inmate.
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