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Introduction

The primary objective of this Master’s Thesis is the construction of a model of the prison world.
With regards to structure, the thesis is composed of two parts. The first part serves to
contextualise the rest of the work, and is itself subdivided into three sections (and many sub-
sections). These larger sections treat the following topics, in order: the historiography of prison
research, and the respective definitions of the key terms prison world and model. The sub-
sections also comment on various considerations relevant to these topics. The second part of this
work is subdivided into six sections (also with numerous sub-sections), of which the first five
concern the actual elucidation of the different components of the prison world model, as well as
certain of their intra-relations. The sixth section amalgamates the various components into a
cohesive whole, and also comments on their interrelations. The sixth section also supplements
the prison world model via the use of Juri Lotman’s concept of the semiosphere (2005). After the
central points of the thesis have been summarised, suggestions for the possible directions of
future research shall be provided.

The purpose of the sixth section must be clarified. Because the research object of this
thesis is the prison world as such, the latter section will be concerned with applying the
semiosphere concept to the newly-constructed model (of the prison world). Though mutually
complementing one another, the construction of the prison world model and the application of
the semiosphere concept to this model are nonetheless two independent procedures. Since in this
scenario one model is being applied to another model — the model of the semiosphere being
more abstract than that of the prison world — this section of the work may be understood as a
bridging of the two in the form of a metatheoretical analysis. The application of the semiosphere
concept as described by Lotman to the prison world model — in order to better conceptualise the
prison world as such — may be seen as a secondary, complementary objective of this work.

The research question of this thesis could be formulated thusly: “What are the main
features of the prison world, and what are the nature of their relations?” Modelling the prison
world is the attempt at answering this question. The construction of the prison world model will
be reliant on a diverse range of research materials. These materials are limited to print sources,

but include a wide variety of different types of writings whose content pertains explicitly to the



prison: academic-historical overviews, biographical commentary, governmental or institutional
reports, journalistic investigations, legal or penological studies, literature (literary art of various
genres), official institutional documents, and of course the many works of prison ethnography,
prison sociology, prison subculture studies, or accounts that could be seen as belonging to a
general field of “prison studies” (and of course, many texts fit into more than one of these
categories). On the theoretical level, the construction of the prison world model will be informed
by ideas taken from anthropology, literary theory, and semiotics, amongst others. With regards to
methodology, then, the following must be made clear: this work is not based on empirical
research done by the author (such as an ethnographic survey inside of an actual prison).

This thesis is also characterised by the conspicuous omission of a section dedicated to the
history of the prison as such. To mitigate this absence, instead of having one section providing a
historical overview of the prison, the entire thesis itself shall be permeated with a wide range of
historical notes. That is, in the first part of the thesis contextualising the prison world model to be
constructed, historical considerations shall be “sprinkled” throughout. And since this model to be
constructed purports to be universal (applicable to any and all prison worlds), in constructing this
model as well as illustrating its universality in the second part of the thesis, examples shall be
taken from prison worlds of many types and from many different historical contexts.

For now it shall do to provide a few key resources pertaining to the history of the prison.
For an overview of “prisons in the ages before the prison” — or the use of imprisonment as a
punishment in the ancient and medieval worlds, prior to “the large-scale period of prison
building and imprisonment that began in seventeenth-century Europe” and the subsequent age of
the “birth of the prison” in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries — see Edward M. Peters
(1995). For an overview of the birth of the prison proper — positioned in the rise of the
“disciplinary society” — see Michel Foucault (1995). For the further evolution of the prison see
H. Bruce Franklin’s argument that the new, post-seventeenth century development of the prison
is a very much “made in America” phenomenon (1998a), as well as additional minor comments
by Tom Wicker (1998). Finally, for a very brief overview of the contemporary era of
“hyperincarceration” — rooted in the shift from the Foucauldian disciplinary society to the

Foucauldian “security society” — see comments made by Manuela Cunha (2014).



Part I: A Preamble

1.1. On Historiography

1.1.1. On Prison Historians

In 1995, Norval Morris and David J. Rothman — the editors of The Oxford History of the Prison
— wrote in their introductory article that this large publication was only made possible by the
scholarship of “pioneers in the field” whose research began to appear in the 1970s (1995: vii).
The two contend that there were three main reasons that historians were inspired to take up the
study of the prison (ibid. vii-ix). The first was “the emergence of a keen interest in social history”
inspired by Emile Durkheim, a tradition where in order to understand the hidden and
unarticulated norms of a society it was useful to study “deviance” from it (as in the case of
prisoners) (ibid. viii). The second reason was that — on a wider scale — the study of social
history began to merge with the study of political history “to explore how societies and
governments maintain social order” (ibid.). It thus became fruitful to study non-elite, ordinary
people — minorities, women, workers, those outside of leadership in business, diplomacy, or
government, etc. — and their activities in public settings (including punitive ones such as
executions), and it was within this tradition that the work of Foucault was seminal, but also not
without its critics! (ibid.). And the third reason was because of the prison’s “declining
legitimacy” in the United States (USA) and Europe, beginning in the 1960s and exemplified by
the 1971 Attica riot: “Once established organizations become suspect, the curiosity of historians

is immediately stimulated” (ibid. ix). It was also throughout this period that the federal “hands

! Morris and Rothman write (1995: viii): “Not by training or temperament a historian, Foucault used history as a text
on which to ground a discussion of power and authority in Western civilization. As exemplified by his book
Discipline and Punish, he eschewed archival research and had little appreciation for nuances of time and place. He
wrote as though phenomena separated by decades were one and as though all the universe were France. Most
important, he frequently conflated official rhetoric and daily realities; let public officials announce a program for the
surveillance or the reform of criminals, and he presumed its realization. But however serious these flaws, Foucault
endowed the history of incarceration with a special meaning. The prison became the representative institution of
industrial society, the perfect realization of the modern state. Study the prison and understand bourgeois society: this

enticing formulation inspired a number of historians.”



off” approach towards how American prisons were run began to be replaced by direct federal
intervention, instigated by the prisoners’ rights movement and prisoner litigation (ibid.). On the

basis of such historical scholarship, Morris and Rothman came to this conclusion (ibid. vii):

“[Prisons] appear so monumental in design and so intrinsic to the criminal justice system that it is tempting to think
of them as permanent and fixed features of Western societies[.] Meting out punishment by a calculus of time to be
served seems so commonsensical today, that it becomes difficult to conceive of a moment when prisons were not at

the core of criminal justice.”

The two editors stressed that prisons do indeed have a history, and that prior to the eighteenth
century “the prison was only one part, and by no means the most essential part, of the system of
punishment” (ibid.). Furthermore, it is not just the system of criminal justice that has undergone
massive changes; once implemented, the prison itself has undergone “fundamental alterations in
appearance and organization” over the decades and centuries (ibid.).

The first article in this publication was illustrative of these points. In it, Peters gave an
overview of the practices of imprisonment and types of prisons used amongst the Babylonians,
ancient Egyptians, antique Greeks, Philistines, Hebrews, Assyrians, and Persians, through to
developments found within the Roman Republic and Roman Empire, and up to early medieval
Europe and the role of the prison in the criminal justice of the Angles, Franks, Lombards,
Ostrogoths, Saxons, and Visigoths (1995: 3-26). Following that, he traced the development of the
prison in the canon law of the Latin Christian Church — regarding the evolutions stemming from
both monastic as well as inquisitorial prisons — from the fifth century onwards, relating it to the
development of the prison in the context of the secular law developed in both the “proto-
modern” worlds of England as well as continental Europe (France, Iberia, Germany, the Low
Countries, Scandinavia) (ibid. 26-45). Eventually, the argument goes, the prison as such
centralised within Italian criminal justice from about the thirteenth century onwards, from

whereon it became a model for the rest of European and Western civilisation (ibid. 36-45).

1.1.2. On Prison Sociology

While historians began publishing their works in the 1970s, according to Wayne Gillespie in the

USA “[s]cientific inquiry on imprisonment [had already] commenced during the first half of the



twentieth century,” being by now divisible into two broad historical phases (2003: 35). The first
of these phases refers to roughly the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, and is known as the
period of classical correctional research (ibid.). According to James B. Jacobs this tradition
began with a handful of sociological prison studies in the 1930s, and then developed into the
“core prisoner subculture tradition in sociology” in 1940 with the publishing of Donald
Clemmer’s The Prison Community, reaching its pinnacle with Gresham Sykes’ 1958 work
Society of Captives (1979: 2-3). The Clemmer-Sykes paradigm of classic research created a score
of concepts which became central to prison sociology, on the basis of which not only their works
but also a plethora of future works were written (ibid.; Gillespie 2003: 35, 64).

The first of these concepts was the prisoner subculture, which these authors attempted to
define, positing it as a subsystem of the wider socioculture, “a unique, subterranean social order
inside prison” involving an illegitimate “system of power and interchange,” which “includes
specific normative expectations, values, and [behaviours]” (Gillespie 2003: 35, 39). Behaviour
specifically was meant to be aggressive and predatory — especially regarding money, property,
and sex — while primary values were posited as in-group loyalty or solidarity, physical strength,
and violence (especially sexual) (ibid. 40). This normative system hinged on the second central
concept of the Clemmer-Sykes tradition: the inmate code (ibid.). The inmate code was posited as
the Magna Carta of prisoners, or the inclusive system of special beliefs and norms that prisoners
must adhere to and which represented an organisation of criminal behaviours and values in
clearcut opposition to those of conventional society and its out-groups (ibid.; Jacobs 1979: 2,
20-21). And seeing as prison officials were understood as representatives of society, relationships
with them could only be exploitative or manipulative, never cooperative or supportive; those
who stood most opposed were given the most prestige and status (Gillespie 2003: 40, 42).

The inmate code was a system of rewards and sanctions, of prescriptions and
proscriptions (ibid. 42). It was a system of ‘values and norms in the form of injunctions (“do’s”
and “don’ts”) guiding prisoners’ behavior and defining typical social roles that could be found
across diverse prison populations’ (Cunha 2014: 224). These social roles were called argot roles
by Sykes — defined as the functionally interlocking system of distinctive and unique social roles

found in prison (Jacobs 1979: 2, 20-21) — and they composed the third central concept of the



classic Clemmer-Sykes paradigm. Argot roles are a network of positions found in the prisoner
subculture (Gillespie 2003: 42), of which Sykes identified eleven: rats and center men, gorillas
and merchants, wolves and punks and fags, ball busters and real men, and finally toughs and
hipsters (in Jacobs 1979: 2). Each grouping of argot roles is organised according to “the primary
axes of prison life” — or what Sykes described as the deprivations of the prison — which came
in the form of five pains of imprisonment: deprivation of autonomy, of goods and services, of
heterosexual relations, of liberty, and of security (ibid. 2-3; Gillespie 2003: 41).

Sykes’ description of the deprivations of the prison tied in to the efforts of classic
correctional research to determine the etiology of the prisoner subculture (Gillespie 2003:
35-36). This tradition thus originated a fourth central concept, that of the deprivation model —
also the “indigenous influence theory” or “indigenous origin” model — understanding of the
prisoner subculture, in which “the inmate subculture emerged as a direct result of the adjustment
problems that are particular to life inside prison” and “arose in order to compensate for [its]
deprivations” (ibid. 41; Jacobs 1979: 3). That is, “prison culture [was theorised] as a collective
response to obviate an array of material and moral deprivations entailed by imprisonment, thus
as a mechanism with roots in prison itself” with the “entire machinery of the inmate subculture
[being] an attempt to alleviate deprivations” (Cunha 2014: 224; Gillespie 2003: 42).

Within this model, the prison and criminal justice in general were seen as directly
attacking the inmate in response to his violation of the law, a situation which the inmate felt
profoundly; thus labelled, inmates and their “problems of adjustment [...] require a collective,
subcultural response” (Gillespie 2003: 41). Jonny Steinberg emphasised Sykes’ idea that the
inmate is not frustrated “as an individual” but as “one of the many” (2004: 14). That is, Sykes
wrote that as frustrations — and the “profound hurt” in the form of “threats or attacks which are
directed against the very foundations of the prisoner's being” — build, the “individual's picture
of himself as a person of value” or “morally acceptable, adult male who can present some claim
to merit in his material achievements and his inner strength” thus “begins to waver and grow
dim” (in 1bid. 13). This leads to two possible scenarios: new inmates either cultivate solidarity
with fellow inmates by appropriating the inmate code to regain agency, or enter into a personal

“war of all against all” (in ibid. 13-14).



The second historical phase of prison-sociological research — its contemporary
scholarship — refers to roughly the last third of the twentieth century (Gillespie 2003: 35). Its
earliest articulation was in 1962, when John Irwin and Donald Cressey broke with the underlying
assumptions of the deprivation model by arguing that the prisoner subculture was “rooted in
criminal and conventional subcultures outside the prison,” thus positing an importation model
(also called the “importation hypothesis” and/or “cultural drift theory”) (ibid. 42; Jacobs 1979:
3). Regarding the importation model, Cunha noted (2014: 224):

“Irwin and Cressey [...] would later argue that although [the prisoner subculture] provided a means to cope with

imprisonment, it was not generated by prison-specific properties but was instead a coalescence of external

s

subcultures imported into the prison.’

Importations were posited as being from “the latent [...] street culture to which most prisoners

belonged prior to their incarceration” (Gillespie 2003: 42). Gillespie wrote (ibid. 42-43):

“[In 1980] Irwin [...] suggested that the inmate code was itself a prison adaptation of the thieves’ code [by
observing] that thieves were the most frequent criminal type imprisoned in the Big House. They had a strong
communication network which ensured that their values would be imported from the outside and become permanent
fixtures of the inmate subculture. Their code dominated the correctional facilities of the early twentieth century. The
inmate code could easily be extrapolated from the thieves’ code. Specifically, [thou shalt not snitch] became [do not

rat], do not openly interact with the guards or the administration, and do your own time.”

The logic behind the earliest formulation of the importation model was that a member of the thief
subculture would necessarily end up in prison at one point in their life, so the “thief code” and its
prison-house adaptation gave thieves a way to survive their situation (ibid. 43). The inmate
subculture was therefore an “institutionalized version of the outside, criminal subculture” and
“drifted inside prison from the outside” (and therefore “did not originate in response to problems

encountered inside prison”) (ibid.).

1.1.3. On the Transition from Big Houses to Jungle Prisons

After the Quaker-inspired Walnut Street Prison — the so-called “cradle of the penitentiary” —

was built in Philadelphia in 1790, in the 1820s two other American prisons were built which



“served as models for prison construction throughout Europe and the northern United States”:
Cherry Hill in Pennsylvania and Auburn in New York State, the former being the prototype for
the so-called separate system, and the latter being the prototype for the so-called silent system
(Franklin 1998a: 3). By the end of the nineteenth century, the Auburn system had become the
dominant prison system in the northern USA (see Megan Fowler 2015: 373, 375). While
imprisonment in the post-Civil War South was characterised by the gradual transformation of
slave plantations into actual penitentiaries, the context of the North was characterised by what
Franklin called “the early modern American prison” (1998a: 4-8).

It was within this context that the Big House style of prison was born, a term originated
by Irwin (Gillespie 2003: 36-37, 65). A Big House was a repressive, yet relatively-safe style of
prison, and in Irwin’s view the “Big House was the source of images and illusions that continue
to obscure the contemporary prison. Some of these images and illusions were created by
sociologists who began investigating the prison in the 1930s and have since become the
authorities on life there” (in ibid.). Gillespie noted: “In sum, the Big House was a context that
exerted its influence upon both the inmates doing time there and the sociologists who studied
them” (ibid. 37). The Big House was thus the “context that most scientific inquiry on
imprisonment began” and wherein Clemmer, Sykes, and their followers first posited the notions
of a prisoner subculture, inmate code, argot roles, and the deprivation model (ibid. 36-37, 65).

The importation model, however, was born at the time of the prison’s “declining
legitimacy,” what Franklin called the time of “the movement” (1998a: 11-12). The general
American context of the mid-1960s was a time of protest and rebellion — a time when political
and social movements such as the black liberation movement, the civil rights movement,
“movements for peace, the liberation of peoples of color, women’s equality, gay rights, and
economic democracy” were all merging into “one side of the culture wars of late-twentieth-
century America” — characterised by various paradigmatic events: the Mississippi Freedom
Summer murders, uprisings of the “long, hot summers” and the murder of Martin Luther King,
the Vietnam War, etc. (Franklin 1998a: 11-13). Wicker wrote: “American society was torn by
protest — against the oppression of blacks, the war in Vietnam, unresponsive government,

fossilized society, predatory capitalism” (1998: xii).



This general “movement” was “fed in complex ways by the nation’s prisons”; it was at
this time that prisoners — and those who would later become prisoners — became extensively
radicalised by surrounding events (Franklin 1998a: 11-12). For Wicker, one example of such
revolutionary radicalisation was the 1971 Attica prison uprising; he also noted that it ‘was not
surprising, therefore, that the rhetoric of prison orators was heavily Marxist: “Oppressed peoples
of the world, throw off your chains!” * (though he also warns that the political consciousness
developed in prisons was oftentimes no more than a fight for the improvement of local,
situational comforts without any regard for wider societal ills) (1998: xii). Regardless, that an
awareness or consciousness did develop is clear: in the context of the movement prisoners were
no longer viewed by “reformers and even revolutionaries as victims to be rescued by progressive
social movements,” but as a “potential revolutionary vanguard” (Franklin 1998a: 11-12). This
vanguard was anchored not in the traditional proletariat, but in the lumpenproletariat “as the true
revolutionary class” (exemplified by the release of Malcolm X’s autobiography in 1965) (ibid.).

As the racial discrimination and segregration characteristic of American society began to
be challenged in the 1950s and 60s, the unique vehicle of this challenge in the confines of the
prison was the Black Muslim movement? (Jacobs 1979: 6-7). As chronicled by Jacobs, the
Muslims initiated a new era of federal court intervention in the running of prisons via litigation
(which they often won) and written demands — for Arabic Korans, group meeting and prayer
possibilities, Islamic ministers, Muslim newspapers, pork-free diets, religious medallions, and so
on, but most of all to be treated as a bona fide religion not to be censored or unfairly disciplined
(called a “cult” and put into punitive separation on the pretense of “violating basic rules”) — as
well as the holding of in-prison protests (ibid. 6-9). The Nation’s successes hinged on their
claims that “American blacks had been repressed and degraded by white society [and that] white
prison officials [were] continuing that repression” (ibid. 8-9). The “ideology of black

2% ¢

superiority” “appealed to many black inmates” because it “provided a vehicle for venting

2 For an overview of the history of the Nation of Islam and its predecessor Moorish Science Temple outside of
prison — as well as the Nation’s role in many paradigmatic events: the proliferation of temples, conversions of
Cassius Clay (Muhammad Ali) and Malcolm Little (Malcolm X), the Watts riot, and the crystallisation of a general
black pride, nationalism, and radicalism made manifest in both the black liberation movement as well as popular

culture (books, music singles, etc.) — see Mark Hamm (2007a: 11-18).



frustration and hostility against the prison officials who had assigned blacks to second-class
status in an institution which had already denied its inhabitants the rights of citizenship” (ibid.).

The work of the Muslims at the time of the movement politicised African-American
inmates (as well as other minorities) and contributed to the new social organisation of the prison:
the “balkanization of prisoner society,” which became “a salient characteristic of [the] prisoner
subculture ever since” (ibid.). This scenario was now a far cry from the prisoner “community,”
“society,” or “subculture” posited by the earlier sociologists of the Big House.

Gillespie noted that in general events outside of prison walls are crucial to understanding
those inside of prison walls, and vice versa (2003: 35). Inside of prison, the polarisation of the
prisoner subculture instigated by the Black Muslims entailed the separation of this subculture —
once posited as a uniform formation — into a multitude of subcultures appearing in the form of
race-based groupings’ (Jacobs 1979). In this in-prison scenario, instead of opposition being
posited between prison officials and prisoners as a whole, a group of prisoners may have an
opposition “divided between custodial staff and rival groups,” with solidarity being “more
specific and less general” (Gillespie 2003: 60-61). As for the outside of prison, the influence of
the Muslims meant that Muslim identities began to “spill over” into “the great urban slums of
Chicago, New York, and Los Angeles” (Hamm 2007a: 18). The Muslims were also directly
connected to the birth of external groups such as the Black Panther Party, and it was indeed the
Black Muslim protests that spurred on the prison’s “declining legitimacy” — or what Jacobs

called the “crisis in corrections” — primarily on racial grounds (1979: 7, 18):

3 Hamm has noted that opinion on the Black Muslim phenomenon within American prisons is divided into two
arguments (2007a: 16-18). The first takes a positive view, stating that — after many of their demands had been met
and many gains had been made by the late 1960s — the Muslims became less aggressive and morphed into a
stabilising force within prisons, an articulate and well-organised group spearheading the nascent prisoners’ rights
movement (see also Jacobs 1979: 10). As a “distinctive group” or “sizable faction” behind bars — one with a
“formidable recruiting presence” — the Black Muslims are a “vital presence in the nation’s penal system” and an

>

important “instrument of criminal justice peacemaking,” evidenced by the mediational role they as well as the
Moorish Science Temple played during the Attica riot. The second view is a cynical one, and sees the Nation of
Islam as “part of a shifting pattern of deviant social exchanges that provided inmates an explanation for their
criminal behaviour by removing individual guilt and shifting it to the oppression caused by white racism,”

essentially providing mainly African-American criminals an excuse for their criminal behaviour.



“[P]rison officials have lost confidence in themselves [and] [a]uthority has [...] been lost to the courts and to
outside agencies, including centralized correctional bureaucracies. In addition, the legitimacy of prison regimes has
been sharply questioned on racial grounds. Several national commissions, academic critics, and numerous prisoner
petitions have attacked the hegemony of whites in elite as well as staff positions in the prisons/.] [...] Affirmative
action efforts have slowly increased the number of minorities [...] but it is questionable whether this has increased

>

the legitimacy of prison regimes in the eyes of the prisoners.’

The time of the movement then begat what Franklin called the “American Gulag” (1998a: 15):

‘One response to the political and social upheaval of the 1960s and 1970s has been an immense political and social
reaction in the 1980s and 1990s. Central to this countermovement has been unrestrained growth of the prison
system, harsh mandatory sentences, a “lock ‘em up and throw away the key” media campaign, “three strikes and
you're out” laws, a stampede towards capital punishment, the creation of “supermax” penitentiaries, and

abandonment of all pretense that prison should be designed for rehabilitation.’

The movement as such was met with stiff resistance, and alongside the plethora of awarenesses
that developed in its context there also emerged “hardline” drug laws and policies affirming
more convictions and harsher sentencing for drug offenders (Gillespie 2003: 35-36, 60-65). Just

prior to the American Gulag characterising the contemporary USA* — and in line with the

4 Between 1980 and 1995 the American prison population tripled, with the “blatantly racist™ nature of the American
penal system very apparent: by 1993 blacks were imprisoned at a rate nearly seven times greater than whites (nearly
two thousand per one hundred thousand blacks imprisoned, and only about three hundred per one hundred thousand
whites, a situation which in 1998 was only growing exponentially) (Franklin 1998a: 15-17). For example: Wicker
noted that in Bill Clinton’s America “[b]lacks [...] [got] longer sentences for smoking cheap crack than [did] whites
for sniffing expensive powdered cocaine” (1998: xiv). For an overview of racist policies leading to the incarceration
of blacks in the USA — a strategy rooted in the idea that “[o]ne way to deal with unemployed black men was — and
is — to keep them from either competing on the labor market or from having children by sending them up for long
terms, no matter what the crime” — see Franklin (1998a). Furthermore, Franklin’s concept of the American Gulag
was constructed via analogy with the Russian Gulag; Franklin noted that it was only in Russia — “where the rate of
incarceration doubled within three years of the collapse of the Soviet Union” — where the prevalence of
incarceration was anywhere the USA (ibid. 16-17). Indeed, the state of California itself held the world’s third largest
prison population in 1998, spending more on imprisonment than on higher education (ibid). That is, by the era of the
American Gulag the USA had a prison population greater than most other countries of the world combined: “In the
twilight of the twentieth century, the United States, birthplace of the modern prison two centuries earlier, has
transformed the prison into a central institution of society, unprecedented in scale and influence” (ibid.). This era is
also one of oppression: “Son of Sam” and similar laws block free speech and “anti-establishment” views, keeping

“the American people in the dark about the American prison” (ibid. 14-15).



reorganisation of the prisoner community following the practices of the Black Muslims — the
contemporary prison or modern correctional facility was birthed, with its characteristic features
being: dominance of minorities, prevalence of drugs, prevalence of gangs, and severe
overcrowding (ibid.). These prisons were — and are — highly unstable and violent, and have

often been called jungle prisons.

1.1.4. On the Race Relations Approach and the Integration Model

As the early modern American Big House was transforming into the dangerous jungle prison,
research began to emphasise its new features. Writing in 1979, Jacobs saw prisoner subculture
scholarship as deficient — though moving in the right direction — because of its historical
ignorance in relation to what he saw as its most salient feature, one which came to be in the
context of the Black Muslim era: race relations (1979: 1). Jacobs wondered why a feature
obvious to employees, inmates, the media, and visitors was ignored by sociologists in a kind of
“color-blind approach®” (ibid. 1-3). It was only after Irwin himself in 1970 supplemented the
earlier “Irwin-Cressey hypothesis” (importation model) “with explicit attention to the subject of

race” that a race relations perspective came to beb (ibid. 10). Jacobs wrote (ibid. 1):

“The oversight [of race relations] is significant; prisons have a long history of segregation and racial
discrimination. Descriptions and theories of prisoner subculture which do not take racial cleavages into account are
incomplete and need to be reconsidered. Since the late 1950s race relations have precipitated enormous changes in
prisoner subcultures and in prison organization. [...] Present-day prisoner subcultures are characterized by racial
polarization and conflict, and by the dominance of blacks and other minorities who now constitute the majority of
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the national prisoner population.’

5 He offered possible reasons for this oversight: white sociologists were not sensitive to the prison’s racial caste
system, perhaps in prison race relations were actually more “progressive” than in other social contexts (because
blacks and whites were integrated to a greater degree than on the outside), or that prisoner subculture research was
always a mirror of the “dominant concepts and theories” of sociology (Jacobs 1979: 19). For instance, while
Clemmer used popular sociological terms like “culture” and “primary group,” Sykes described the prisoner

subculture in terms of the structural/functional paradigm that was dominant at the time (ibid.).

¢ The race relations approach was itself birthed at a time that sociologists employed conflict theory — a micro-level
antithesis to macrological structural/functionalism — in order to study the politics of imprisonment and the

overrepresentation of minorities within it (Jacobs 1979: 19).



Gillespie noted that the subculture of the modern prison “substantially diverges from the convict
subculture of the Big House” because its social organisation is no longer characterised by an
overarching cohesiveness, but “involves many smaller social units centered around issues such
as race, criminal orientation, shared pre-prison experiences, shared prison interests, and forced
proximity” (2003: 63-64). These “many sociocultural sub-systems” — traditionally called
“gangs” — “[vie] for power, goods, and services” and often have codes different from the
traditional inmate code and its main tenets of prisoner loyalty and opposition to authority (ibid.).
Jacobs also suggested that the old concepts of the Clemmer-Sykes paradigm — which have been
criticised on the “grounds of internal consistency, methodology, and inability to find
confirmation in empirical studies” — might be aided by incorporating a race relations
perspective, asking questions such as: “Is the availability of argot roles racially determined?”
“Instead of one inmate code are there multiple, race-based codes?”” And so on’ (1979: 20).

Depending on what feature is more salient in the prison under investigation, prisoner
subculture research could thus oscillate between the classic and the contemporary: the older
tradition originated by Clemmer and Sykes that emphasises consensus (holism, inclusion,
integration), or the new post-Irwin and Cressey tradition emphasising disintegration (division,
factionalism, self-segregation) (ibid. 20-21).

The tensions between these two historical phases can also be lessened by the use of what
is known as the integration model, the synthesis of both the deprivation and importation models.
Cunha wrote that since the ‘first formulation of the “deprivation-importation” debate discussing
the endogenous or exogenous basis of [the prisoner subculture], [there are now] more or less
integrated versions of the two models in present-day literature” (2014: 224). Rather than
detracting, these two models were actually seen to complement one another in empirical analyses
(Gillespie 2003: 44). Moreover, when stated in terms that negate each other, both models were
also seen to be faulty (ibid.). The main idea behind the integration model is that while the

structural conditions of the prison may create a sufficient situation for the emergence of some

7 Other questions could concern whether prisons with black majorities or large minorities are different than ones
where they constitute a smaller population, what characterises prisons with three or more racial groupings, whether
the same interracial alliances always form in these prisons, and what are the control mechanisms within prisons that

“serve to stabilize prisoners’ race relations” (Jacobs 1979: 22-23).



kind of prisoner-subcultural response, they could never account for this adaptation’s actual nature

(ibid.).

1.1.5. On Prison Ethnography

Jacobs also noted that the “next generation of research should link the prison society, including
its patterns of race relations, to both the unique characteristics of prisons and the culture and
social structure of the larger society” (1979: 1). And on an even wider scale, an area of research
should be how “race relations in prison differ from race relations in other societal contexts”
where different races are “involuntarily thrown together” (such as housing projects, the military,

and schools), as should studies focusing on regional differences (ibid. 4, 22-23):

“It is a mistake to speak of prisons and prisoner subcultures as if only a single type existed throughout the United
States. The distinctive features of each region’s social structure and culture are found in prisons as well as in other
political institutions. A comprehensive history of prison race relations would examine each region (and subregion).
No such history has yet been written. [...] It should make a difference whether prisons are located in the southwest,
with its large Mexican-American population, in the north central states, where native American movements are
becoming significant, or in the south, with its distinctive history of paternalistic race relations. Few, if any, of the

prisoner subculture studies reported in the literature have been conducted in these regions.”

The concepts developed in American prison sociology were highly influential, but the American
paradigm is nevertheless only one tradition in the expansive field of prison ethnography. That
being said, Jacobs’ directives for extending the scope of future prisoner subculture research to
include wider (regional, societal) contexts — to branch out from the prison as such — were very
much in line with the transformations taking place in the general field of prison ethnography.
Cunha has provided an overview of prison ethnography from about the time of Jacobs
onwards (2014). New prison-ethnographic research concerns itself with working on different
analytic scales and frames — from the micro- to the meso- to the macrolevel — and engaging
with aspects such as “forms of power, state governance, and cultural and societal
transformations,” showing how these external influences have an effect on the prison (ibid.
217-219). Like Gillespie noted earlier, “close-up observation of in-prison aspects illuminate

external processes” (ibid.). The aim of new prison ethnography is to study within the prison as



well as around it (ibid. 218). Researching the prison with regards to its surrounding environment
comes in two more or less distinguishable modes: the prison-in-context approach which studies
the actual contextual situatedness of the prison, and the inferface approach which studies
particular “junctures” that “mediate” prison-society relations (ibid. 217, 225, 227).

The underlying assumption of this new research is that the prison can never be divorced
from the wider context(s) or juncture(s) it is embedded in: administrative, cultural, historical,
industrial, legal, penological, political, social, societal, technological, etc. At around the time of
Jacobs prison ethnography in general began to concern itself not only with the wider situation of
embeddedness, but also with the mitigation of parochialism, with “bringing to bear other realities
[and] adding perspective” outside of the Anglophone world and American-centred studies (such
as the Anglo-American prisoner-subcultural tradition) (ibid. 218, 226). Instead of an “eclipse” or
decline in prison research, the focus was on “internationalization” in order to analyse “the

diversity of prison systems” and create a “wider comparative landscape” (ibid.):

“Prison ethnographies in cultural contexts besides Anglo-American ones, where the dominant framing of prison
studies occurred, show how different cultural varieties of incarceration can combine with globalized forms of penal
power. They also contribute to a comparative understanding of the fusing of prison-specific and culture-specific

aspects of carceral worlds[.]”

Prison-ethnographic accounts emanating from countries both non-Anglophone and non-
American have been plenty: Brazil, France, India, Portugal, Spain, and many countries of the
Global South (ibid. 220-226). The new global landscape thus allows for the ability to revisit —
ground, compare, and reassess — specific studies, both of different prisons as well as the same
prison in a different temporal context (including the “systematic articulation of [the prison’s]
individual, intersubjective, [sociocultural], and institutional aspects™) (ibid. 226).

Unlike the prison historian (to a certain extent), the prison ethnographer is very much
concerned with the here and now of their current situation. As opposed to ancient and medieval
worlds, the prisons that developed in the modern world — post-seventeenth century — were
“new, large-scale, scientifically managed and organized” (Peters 1995: 44). Moreover, in all

criminal justices imprisonment was always a marginal form of punishment in relation to others;



the English “Bloody Code,” for instance, emphasised savage punishment as public spectacle, and
prior to the American Revolution “imprisonment was seldom used as a punishment for crime in
England and was rarer still in its American colonies. Even in London, between 1770 and 1774
only 2.3 percent of convicted criminals were sentenced to prison®” (ibid. 35; Franklin 1998a: 2).

The “horrors of pre-industrial punishment” led reformers to create modern prisons rooted
in the Christian conception of penitence® (Franklin 1998a: 3). The idea behind Walnut Street —
and the entire American prison system in its early days — was that “if offenders were isolated,
shielded from the public mockery that had accompanied hangings and the stocks, given time to
repent, and worked hard, they could be turned away from crime and transformed into useful
citizens” (Wicker 1998: xiii). The idea of reforming criminals by “incarcerating them, forcing
them to work, and preventing them from communicating with each other” led to the creation of
the separate system (“where convicts were kept in perpetual solitary confinement”) and the silent
system (“where convicts marched in lockstep from their cells to labor together in factory-like
settings and were whipped if they spoke”) (Franklin 1998a: 3).

The Auburnian silent system became dominant towards the end of the nineteenth century
because “isolating each prisoner in the solitary confinement model had become too costly,
leading to an increased focus on industrial production and vocational training in prisons, which
was expected to lead to character reformation” (Fowler 2015: 373, 375). The original idea behind
the new prisons was therefore that reformation (moral correction or rehabilitation) could be

achieved through prisoner work (ibid.). However, Franklin wrote (1998a: 3):

‘The modern prison was part of the revolutionary transformation of industry and society that took place between the
application of steam power in the 1760s and the American Civil War a century later. As industrial capitalism
became dominant, the reformers’ principle that prisoners should work as a means to achieve “reformation” turned
into a convenient rationale for using prisons as a source of extremely cheap labor. The Civil War itself hastened this

process, as prisoners in the North were forced to produce massive amounts of goods for the Union army.’

8 One common punishment was the shipping of tens of thousands of convicts to the American colonies to be used as
house servants and plantation labourers; alongside the Bloody Code, resentment towards the use of the colonies as a
dumping ground for convicts was a contributing factor to the American Revolution (whereafter England began using

Australia as a convict colony) (Franklin 1998a: 2).

° For an overview of the importance of Christianity in the history of the prison, see Peters (1995: 26-32).



As prison became more popular in eighteenth-century criminal justice, it replaced the “theatre of
horror” exemplified by the Bloody Code (which itself harkened back to the brutality of ancient
Rome) where torture was used mechanically, executions were aggravated and spectacular, and
the “body of the condemned became the map of the offense and the sole subject of legal
vengeance” (Peters 1995: 14-23, 44). Public executions were meant to intimidate and scare, “the
monarch and his subordinates zealously us[ing] the occasion to bolster the authority of royal
government” (Morris and Rothman 1995: vii). But as times changed — because “the crowd had
begun to identify with the victim, not the executioner” and “the spectacle had become revolting,
offending a new sensibility about pain and bodily integrity” — the need for an alternative
punishment was needed (ibid.). However — as evidenced by the crisis of the prison’s declining
legitimacy exemplified by the brutal conditions found in Attica centuries later — the
philanthropic explanation of the prison (that it represented “a burgeoning spirit of benevolence
and humanitarianism” in relation to older punishments) came to be rejected by historians (ibid.
ix). Historians were thus haunted by the following question: “Why the prison?” (ibid.).
Foucault’s answer was that it was precisely the development of industrial capitalism
which kickstarted the emergence of the new disciplinary society. And in the new eighteenth-
century society, the prison became central to criminal justice and also itself underwent various

subsequent transformations. Fowler has summarised Foucault’s central ideas (2015: 375):

‘[...] Foucault wrote about the changing nature of power relations in imprisonment from punishment of the body to
control of the mind and soul, as epitomized in his prime example, Bentham s Panopticon, which Foucault used as a
metaphor for society as a whole. [...] [He] goes so far as to argue that the Panopticon can be viewed as a
“generalizable model of functioning” and a “way of defining power relations in terms of the everyday life of
men.” [He] described the Panopticon as a power mechanism in its ideal form [and] believes that the ideas behind
the Panopticon, so called “Panopticism,” have so pervaded the everyday thinking and functioning of society that it

has bred a “disciplinary society,” a “society of surveillance.” ’

Foucault saw Panopticism negatively, as a form of dehumanising and demeaning mind control
(Fowler 2015: 378-379). The disciplinary society — the age of the birth of the prison — is one
characterised by not only work, but also surveillance. The main goal of discipline as such — a

form of surveillance- and work-based power permeating all of society — is to produce ‘“a



peaceful and useful citizen” (Morris and Rothman 1995: xii). In this context, the rise of the
prison is only natural; on the part of the state, it is an efficient way to “reform the criminal, to
change him from a social danger and an economic liability” into a citizen proper (ibid.).

However — as seen in the rise of the American Gulag — society soon lost this semi-
religious, reformative ideal. The disciplinary society was characterised by two parallel shifts. The
first, as noted earlier, was from isolation — separation leading to self-reflection and contrition in
the prisoner — to work (as a way of reforming the individual), which explains the movement
from the Pennsylvania to the dominance of the Auburn prison system. The second was from
reformation itself to retribution'?; for instance, Fowler has noted that while Pennsylvanian
prisons emphasised reformation, the Auburn system soon began to emphasise revenge, or that
inmates should face a “machine-like [...] severely punishing experience” (2015: 374-375). In a
certain sense, these two shifts became intertwined when the use of prison labour became
distorted in the name of exploitation'!. And these shifts also entailed the movement away from
the disciplinary society to a different type of society as described by Foucault, one that had
already broken its emphasis on reformative discipline: the security society.

It was within the security society of the 1970s onwards that the American Gulag came

about. For Cunha, the “inflated prison populations” of today result from “the rise in incarceration

10 Prison historians are also concerned with the question of the finction of the prison, of which Morris and Rothman
elucidate four: incapacitation (the “original justification of the prison” in the form of the jail), deterrence,

reformation, and retribution (expiation) (1995: ix-xi).

1 For examples of such exploitation see Franklin, who gave an overview of chattel slavery, the Thirteenth
Amendment (meant to abolish slavery but which in actuality wrote slavery info the Constitution), the “Black
Codes,” convict leasing, the state use method of convict labour (regarding both goods/products and services), and
the state account method of prison production (wherein some state-run plantations “dwarfed the largest cotton
plantations of the slave South in size, brutality, and profitability”) in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century American
South (1998a). He also gave examples of prisoner slavery in the North, and describes its imposition by the American
government for the profits of private manufacturers: “The systematic use of prisoners as slave laborers in the South
was hardly a secret. The scale was massive, chain gangs were everywhere, the prisoners were overwhelmingly
black, and this new form of slave labor played a central role in the economy. In the North, prison slavery was on a
smaller scale, was mostly concealed within the walls of the penitentiaries, was predominantly white, and played a
somewhat different role in the political economy, mainly serving as a weapon to be used against the burgeoning

union movement” (ibid.).



rates in most liberal democracies since the past three decades of the twentieth century,” which
were “led by the exceptional hyperincarceration in the United States” (2014: 219-220). She
further noted that Foucault — who “had not predicted this carceral boom and considered prison
as an analyzer of society, as a condensed instance of a wider disciplinary rationality pervading
society in a specific historical period” — had nevertheless “identified a subsequent historical
shift” from the disciplinary society to a security society “based on risk management” (ibid.)

The aim of the security society “is no longer to change people but instead to keep danger
at bay. It is not focused on correction but on defense and is more concerned with assessing,
managing, and preventing risks than with redressing offenders’ behavior or reintegrating those in
the margins of society through welfare” (ibid.). On the very general level, a security society is
characterised by the standardisation of approaches as well as an emphasis on managerialism:
“organizational performance, measurable processes, administrative efficacy, and cost-
effectiveness” (ibid. 220). The latter society has no thought towards transforming the individual
(ibid.). And regarding prisons explicitly: “Rehabilitation interventions centered on prisoners’
needs are redefined by the assessment and management of the risk they may pose for public
security, together with a postdisciplinary stress on prisoners’ individual responsibility and a
volitionist emphasis on their autonomous capacity of choice as moral agents” (ibid. 219-220).

In the security society, the breaking of the rehabilitative ideal — exemplified by
post-“movement” legislation culminating in the American Gulag — and the new “retributionist
turn” were motivated by underlying economic reasons. Cunha wrote that although the security-
based “rationality harbored a liberal critique to the excesses of coercive and intrusive
disciplinary power, it also fitted well with punitive penal populism, in a growing culture of crime
control that appealed to purely retributionist [...] punishment, devoid of rehabilitation
goals” (ibid. 219). She also noted that some authors “have theorized the current penal expansion

as mainly resulting from an increase in punishment rather than an increase in crime” (ibid.):

‘Instead of analyzing the rise in imprisonment rates within a narrow criminological frame, seeking to connect it with
fluctuations in crime rates, [theorists have] matched it with inequality, the neoliberal transformation of the state,
and the regulation of postindustrial poverty. Market and labor deregulation coupled with shrinking social welfare,

disciplinary social policies, and a stronger cultural emphasis on individual responsibility have converged to



exacerbate social inequality in several countries and to deteriorate the social conditions of an urban precariat,
whose problems and disorders are addressed by the penal system. And if “governing through crime” [...] gains
appeal in postindustrial societies, albeit to varying degrees, it is also because the state reasserts public authority

mainly through the penal system.’

Wicker has noted that the American Gulag is the product of a certain type of thinking in which
‘incarceration is seen primarily as deserved punishment, the harsher the better, for “murderers,
rapists, and thieves,” rather than as an opportunity to redeem the offender’ (1998: xiii). But this
retributionist stance — one could say “superstructure” — is underlaid by nothing more than a
“substructure” of postindustrial economics which create security societies ‘“governed by
crime” (Cunha 2014: 226, 219). And these societies are now seen on a global level (ibid.).

Within these new societal contexts, the role of surveillance and work have changed. At
the level of the prison, prison labour no longer acts on “prisoners’ dispositions, inducing
regularity and self-control,” but has become a way for prisoners to function as economic
participants and “purchase consumer goods” (ibid. 220). And instead of technological
surveillance (“permanent monitoring”) in prison used with an overarching purpose to produce
“docile bodies,” it is now used to “maximize security” (ibid.).

It must also be noted that the shift from the reformative to the retributionist function of
the prison is not a scenario of total replacement; that is, the two do not necessarily cancel each
other out. For instance, the retributionist function of the prison emerged in the context of an era
(the disciplinary society) dominated by its reformative function. And even in the security society,
Fowler has pointed out that while the contemporary American prison system emphasises
punishment, the Scandinavian one has as its primary goal rehabilitation (2015: 377-378).
Echoing this example, Cunha wrote of two dimensions of imprisonment — the economic and the
moral — which coexist in the security society: “The rehabilitative ideal did not disappear with
the [retributionist] turn altogether, and neither did it decline to the same degree everywhere. [...]
Accountability in today’s [prisons] is not [...] limited to an economic dimension; it is also
endowed with a moral meaning” (2014: 220-221). That is, the “prison incurs a fundamental
suspicion of illegitimacy within a framework of human rights that sets limits on punishment and

has periodically inspired prison reforms in most liberal democracies. Expectations of decency,



respect for prisoners’ dignity and rights, and humanization in carceral treatment — also part of a
liberal ethics of power — have motivated guidelines and standards regarding living conditions,
prisoners’ basic opportunities, and entitlement” (ibid.).

Furthermore, rather than dismissing “this orientation as a mere front disguising the
deleterious effects of imprisonment [in] a punitive political atmosphere, it is more productive to
examine the concrete modalities by which this orientation exists with other, contradictory forces
within the [prison]; how it is implemented or recedes in specific circumstances; and how formal
guarantees are not enough to ensure fairness and equity” (ibid.). It would therefore be pertinent
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to study how “formalization” “moderates and contains the excesses of [...] power insofar as it
contributes to minimize overt discrimination and provides prisoners with the means to challenge
blatant arbitrariness” (ibid.). Finally, Cunha concluded by stating that there “is thus a long-term
tendency across liberal democracies toward the moralization of the [prison] through [...]
humanization [...] and stricter regulation [...] of power” (ibid.).

It is noteworthy that in her article providing an overview of the large field of prison
ethnography that Cunha necessarily “sprinkles” historical considerations throughout the text.
Like Clemmer, Sykes, and their followers who conducted their studies in Big Houses — or
Irwin, Cressey, and Jacobs, amongst others, who conducted their studies in the race relations era
(or just prior) — contemporary prison ethnography is contextualised within the larger security
society it is situated in, so the features of this societal context are necessarily prominent parts of
the studies done both in as well as around specific prisons (whether research is being conducted
in a jungle prison, is comparing multiple prisons in the American Gulag, is being done in a non-

Anglophone and/or non-American setting, is emphasising context or interface, and so on).

1.2. On the Prison World

1.2.1. On Containment
The above considerations also hint at the following truism: on both a synchronic as well as
diachronic scale, prisons as such come in a diversity of forms. It is obvious that a plantation

prison and a Big House prison of the early twentieth century are non-identical, just as a Big



House prison is non-identical with a later jungle prison, or a twenty-first century American
prison is not identical with a twenty-first century Portuguese prison (Cunha 2014: 226). Each and
every prison possesses specific contours, often determined by context: antiquity, Middle Ages,
Foucauldian era, etc. The aim of this work is to construct a model able to subsume the specificity
of these contours; the model to be constructed also purports to be a model of the prison world.

A prison world is to be understood as nothing more than the world inside of a prison. The
prison itself is to be understood as a closed and isolated formation, a bounded entity distinctly
separable from its surrounding context (the outside as such). Every prison has its own prison
world. Though there is a nuance which differentiates the two terms, they shall nevertheless be
used more or less interchangeably in the context of this thesis (both retroactively and as follows).

In her overview of prison ethnography, Cunha used a variety of terms — “carceral context,”
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“carceral field,” “carceral site,” “carceral scene,” ‘“carceral world,” “confinement setting,”
“prison premise,” “world behind bars,” etc. — as synonyms for “prison,” understood exactly in
terms of being a closed formation with its own internal world (ibid. 218-227). To speak of the
prison world is misleading; such an entity can only ever be an abstraction — a generalised or
“idealised” composite — of many different prison worlds. The model of the prison world to be
constructed is therefore nothing but this abstraction, an attempt at consolidating the features of
any and all prison worlds. But the construction of this model carries with it two major obstacles.
The first of these may be called the problem of containment. This “problem” pertains to
the branching out of the prison into the external world, and how in-prison processes oftentimes

reflect processes of the outside (and vice versa). As the context and interface approaches

demonstrate, the central premise of contemporary prison ethnography is that the prison is never
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“autarchic,” “authoritarian,” “closed,” “self-contained,” or “self-sufficient,” but always exceeds
its “local margin of discretion” and pours out into mainstream society, with regards to living
conditions, standards, and the “goods, services, and communications [...] that flow through
prisons” (ibid. 222, 224, 227). For instance, in twelfth-century England many prisoners were
dependent on Christian charity — on the alms, bequests, endowments, donations, services, visits,
wills, and general goods and services of confraternities, hospitals, and religious orders — for

their very survival (Peters 1995: 26, 35). Regarding communications, out of plantation prisons



emerged “an astonishing contribution to American and world culture” via the “metamorphosis of
slave songs into prison work songs and blues, which then became the tap root of later blues, jazz,
and rock, as well as a prime source of modern prison literature” (Franklin 1998a: 7-8, 12). Such
communications — especially at the time of the movement — were signs of a “dialectic between
the consciousness emerging inside the prison and the forces at work in the larger society” (ibid.).
And prison conditions and standards have long been a source of debate, visible in the tension
between the principles of normalization and less eligibility'? (Cunha 2014: 221-222).

There are many more examples of the dialectic between prison and the outside world:
Fowler has pointed out that the system of criminal justice and prison policy are always
intertwined with those of media portrayals, politics, and public opinion (2015: 376). And Wicker
has noted that the de-emphasis on rehabilitation in the security society also entailed the cutting of
educational opportunities in prisons, such as when New York State “abolished its twenty-year-
old program of financial support for twenty-three colleges that had offered opportunities for
higher education to inmates in forty-five state prisons'3” (1998: xiii). Defining the prison world
in terms of its closed and isolated nature (its separation from its surroundings) thus runs
countercurrent to contemporary prison studies. The problem of containment may be theoretically
“solved” by acknowledging that prisons and their internal worlds are necessarily embedded in a
variety of contexts and interfaced junctures, but for analytical and heuristic purposes — as in the

construction of their model — they can and will be taken as a bounded formations.

1.2.2. On Heterogeneity

The second obstacle or problem that concerns the construction of the prison world model is one

of heterogeneity. Again, how can the universality of an abstract generalisation be invoked when

12 In Europe, normalization (understood in a non-Foucauldian sense) ‘refers to the prison as one among many
institutions that provide a public service and as a “normal” subsystem of society’ while less eligibility “inversely
advocates the permanence of prisons below mainstream society standards in order to remain aversive and deterrent”;
in normalization, prisons should “aim to reduce the gap between the inside and outside worlds and to mirror free

society in central aspects of human existence (from civic to sexual aspects)” (Cunha 2014: 221-222).

13 Wicker further specified that the ‘approximately 3,500 “criminals” who had annually taken advantage of these

opportunities later composed a recidivism rate of 26 percent against 48 percent for inmates in general’ (1998: xii).



speaking of formations which may differ one from the other in radical manners, both
diachronically as well as synchronically? First, one must decide what “the” — or “a” — prison
actually is. As seen, Irwin noted that the Big House was — and possibly still is — the archetype
of the prison as such: the authoritarian source of all illusions and images concerning the prison,
or the classic, most obvious idea that people (including sociologists) have of the prison (in
Gillespie 2003: 36-37). But prisons exist in many non-archetypal sorts. Therefore, is it truly
possible to construct a model that subsumes formations and their internal worlds as varied as the
Roman /atumiae (“‘quarry-prisons”), the Tower of London, and a plantation penitentiary?

Already one encounters difficulties in defining the prison as a place of imprisonment, if
imprisonment is defined as “the public imposition of involuntary physical confinement” (Peters
1995: 3). Firstly, prisons need not necessarily be public. For instance, the first written laws of

ancient Rome, the Twelve Tables — as well as other sources — emphasised the private nature of

imprisonment in the Roman Republic (ibid. 15):

“The only instance of imprisonment in the Twelve Tables occurs in the laws concerning debt. Debtors who could or
would not pay were to be held in private confinement by their creditors for sixty days and were to have their debts
publicly announced on three successive market days, on the last of which they might be executed or sold into slavery
outside the city. Narrative sources add one further category of imprisonment. The limitless powers of the male heads
of Roman households included the right to maintain a domestic prison cell to discipline members of the household.

This cell, the ergastulum, could be a work cell for recalcitrant slaves or a place of confinement at the pleasure of the
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father for any family member for any infraction of household discipline.’

Secondly, prisons also need not necessarily be involuntary. In sixth-century Frankish Gaul, for
instance, St. Hospitius voluntarily chose to live chained inside of a tower with sealed entrances
for the purpose of penance (ibid. 23-24). Similarly, in 1913 the prison reformer Thomas Mott
Osborne spent a week in Auburn penitentiary to “find out what prison was really like” before
becoming chairman of the New York State Prison Reform Commission (Franklin 1998b: 57).
Another problem connected to heterogeneity — as well as containment, for that matter —
is that prisons can be just one aspect of a larger formation. The hnrt wr (“Great Prison”) of
ancient Egypt, for instance, was a prison which also housed the Egyptian criminal courts (P