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In this essay I examine how the identities of male inmates both define and are defined 

by social relations in the Western prison, and can be seen as forming in direct reaction to 

the deprivations inherent within the circumstances of prison. This essay is organised into 

four chapters. The first outlines the types of deprivations the prisoner faces. The following 

three examine the tiers of social relationships involving the inmate, working from the 

“ inside”  to “outside,” : prisoner-prisoner, prisoner-institution and prisoner-society. I discuss 

how inmates construct their identities in terms of masculinity, humanity and ultimately, 

as members of “greater society”  through examination of phenomena, including tattooing 

practices among Russian prisoners, the development of gangs in US prisons, naming 

practices in the prison argot, “shit-tossing”  activities of inmates in solitary confinement, 

prison rioting and the prisoners’ access to communication media. Finally, I will use this 

analysis to examine attempts being made by a UK interest group to win the right to vote for 

inmates and what the implications of such a political change could mean for the identity of 

the inmate. 



Introduction

To see the modern prison objectively, you first have to junk the idea that the prison 

is about punishment. Instead, enter the world of the prison with the same welcome given to 

fresh entrants at Holloway Women’s prison. As an official explains on their arrival: “Your 

punishment is being sent to prison, not being in prison,”  (“Locking Up Women,”  1993). 

The clarification is important: the modern prison is not about punishment, nor is it 

about retribution, rehabilitation or protecting the citizenry. These ideas, ideals and policies 

are abstract concepts common to the rhetoric and discourse over “ justice”—“ justice”  itself 

a term used, however ironically, to describe the formal system society uses to deal with law-

breakers. On the other hand, if the prison can be “about”  anything, it is incarceration.

By definition, a prison is a structure. It is a building designed to contain people, 

particularly convicted law-breakers serving long-term sentences.1 Whatever motivations or 

purposes society assigns the prison, whatever ideals the prison is imagined to symbolise, 

a prison is first and foremost a place. The sociologist, the criminologist and the politician 

are concerned with its effectiveness, often in terms of criminal recidivism, and evaluating 

“what is wrong”  or “what should be done.”  The anthropologist, however, must study 

“what is,”  taking note of the greater society’s intentions regarding the prison system, but 

understanding the prison chiefly as a place where people live, a place where culture forms. 

To the anthropologist, the prison is no less a place than Australia, which, of course, is also a 

place where criminals were once sent as punishment. 

Seeing, then, the prison in this light, the question becomes what matter of place is it? 

How do its inhabitants live? What sort of social relationships exist and how do they form? 
1 In many countries, including the US, “prison”  describes an institution housing inmates serving sentences 
longer than a year, whereas “ jail”  is reserved for arrestees awaiting trial and convicts serving sentences 
less than a year. This distinction is important in that the former is designed as a permanent residence and 
the latter a temporary one. These lines are blurring, though, in countries that support the privatisation of 
the prison industry. Companies such as the Corrections Corporation of America has begun building and 
operating “prisons”  that house permanent or semi-permanent inmates alongside “detainees,”  or people 
held in custody for a short period of time, often uncharged, an example being illegal immigrants awaiting 
deportation. 



For pre-eminent prison ethnographer Gresham Sykes the most important feature 

of the prison-as-place is “ the fact that the maximum security prison represents a social 

system in which an attempt is made to create and maintain total or almost total social 

control,”  (Sykes, 1958, p. xiv). This social control begins immediately upon entry: inmates 

are separated from their former identities and issued new ones, traditionally in the form of 

identity numbers, uniforms and haircuts. The prison is different from most places in that it 

is, in a sense, a society of strangers: the inhabitants are strangers to each other and indeed, to 

themselves. As Sykes explains:

The identity of the individual, both to himself and others, is largely 
compounded of the web of symbolic communications by which he is 
linked to the external world; and as Kingsley Davis has pointed out, 
“… the structure of the human personality is so much a product of the 
social interaction that when this interaction ceases it tends to decay,”  
(Sykes, p. 6).  

Sykes’s explanation poses yet another question: what then replaces this decaying identity? 

Many of the traditional prison practices of impersonalised social control, at least 

indirectly, from Jeremy Bentham’s theory that the modern prison as a physical architecture 

and administrative structure, could be used to affect change in the behaviour of inmates. He 

believed the well-run, well-designed prison could succeed in separating the inmate from his 

former, deviant identity and help him create a new one--one that obeys the rules of greater 

society. As Rhodes paraphrases: 

Human nature dictated a predictably self-regulating response 
to the imposition of painful consequences for bad behaviour 
… a ‘useful individual’ would be the product, not of contact 
with other people, but of a deliberately controlled material 
environment. (Rhodes, 2004, p. 38-39)

And believing this to be true, Bentham argued that the prison as a building could embody 

society’s abstract goals and also administer them. It is self-evident that the prison is 

architecture and that the prison coupled with a powerful staff and a strict daily regiment can 

and will influence the personal lives and identities of its inhabitants. The flaw in Bentham’s 



theory, though, is an underestimation (or perhaps ignorance) of a human being’s capacity 

for resistance and innovation. He underestimates the holes that appear, the gaps in the 

disciplinary routine that leave room for inmates to socialise, organise, create their own 

hierarchy and ultimately reconstruct their identities. While certainly influenced by the 

architecture and organisation of the prison, these cannot be the sole determining factor of 

the creation of the inmate self. The society that frequently emerges within the prison is not 

one where “self-regulation”  holds nearly as much as importance as “self-preservation.”  

Perhaps some readers will object to this sort of argument in which the criminal 

personality is treated with the same consideration as the non-criminal.  One may be tempted 

to argue that the inherent anti-social and criminal nature of the minds of inmates precludes 

their consideration with that of a “healthy”  human mind; that somehow the environment 

of the prison works differently upon those who suffer from already deviant identities. Or 

perhaps argue even further that there is something naturally “wrong”  with the criminal that 

sets him apart from the “normal”  individual. Obviously, this is without merit whatsoever: 

arguments based on the cranium and facial measurements of inmates have been long 

exposed as bogus. In fact, the only thing universal to convicts is that they have all been 

convicted of a crime; in all other regards they are human beings and criminality is but one 

factor of many in the development of sub-societies and roles in prison. While this essay 

endeavours only to look at criminal incarceration, many of the features and themes this essay 

deals with are prevalent in non-criminal prisons: POW camps, political prisoner institutions, 

and concentration camps. 

One need look no further than the infamous Stanford Prison Experiment for evidence 

of the severity and speed with which the prison can transform the identity of the average man, 

regardless of the prior criminal history. However dubious a psychological (and certainly not 

anthropological) study the experiment may have been, it  provides a one-of-a-kind opportunity 



to see the human personality suppressed, “decay”  and begin to be replaced. In the experiment, 

volunteers were recruited and split into two groups: guards and prisoners and asked to play out 

the roles. Within five days, the director called off the experiment due to results so surprisingly 

extreme and immediate that to proceed any further would put the volunteers at too great a 

risk. Under the strain of incarceration and the strain of social control by the guards who used 

techniques of humiliation and deprivation to punish insubordinate inmates, the roles became 

increasingly real and the inmates started to forget it was an experiment and actually believe 

they were in prison; several inmates suffered nervous breakdowns and another developed a 

psycho-somatic rash (Zimbardo, 2004. http:/ / www.prisonexp.org). As “416,”  a participant in 

the experiment, explained afterwards:

I began to feel that I was losing my identity, that the person that I 
called “Clay,”  the person who put me in this place, the person who 
volunteered to go into this prison—because it was a prison to me; it 
still is a prison to me. I don’t regard it as an experiment or a simulation 
because it was a prison run by psychologists instead of run by the state. 
I began to feel that that identity, the person that I was that had decided 
to go to prison was distant from me – was remote until finally I wasn’t 
that, I was 416. I was really my number (Zimbardo). 

In prison this issue of identity stretches well beyond the definition of social roles and 

personal awareness, but right to the core of philosophical debate: what does it mean to be 

an individual, a man, a person, a human being, alive? Anthropologist Lorna Rhodes, in her 

ethnography of maximum security prisons in Washington State, observes: 

As I got to know prison staff and prisoners, it became increasingly 
clear that what is the stuff of classroom debate elsewhere was the 
content of their everyday lives … Prisoners and prison workers who 
struggle over the interpretation of behaviour engage long-standing 
and deeply rooted dilemmas about what it means to be a human—
and a social—being. (Rhodes, p. xiii). 

The prison is a place where these issues are brought into an acute and indeed violent state of 

flux. It’s a site where the self is constantly in conflict, where the individual struggles physically 

to define himself against those (both prisoners and prison staff) who would physically force an 

identity upon him. 



In this essay I examine this recreation of self, how it defines and is defined by social 

relations, and more than that, defined by the deprivation inherent within the circumstances 

of the prison. The dilemma, however, is how to analyse the multiple levels of identity in a 

system where different rules for social behaviour exist depending on the vantage point of 

the observer. For example, from the point of view of the inmate-institution relationship, 

violence is an unacceptable behaviour, but from the point of view of inmate-inmate 

relationships it is a necessary transaction that establishes respect, maintains stature and is 

often necessary for self-preservation. To partially solve this dilemma, I will organise this 

essay somewhat artificially by working from the “ inside”  to “outside,”  in three sections: 

prisoner-prisoner relationships, prisoner-institution relationships and prisoner-society 

relationships.

In Chapter 1 I explain the problems of defining the prisoner experience, dissect the 

assumptions the observer may make and outline the series of “deprivations”  which Sykes 

argues govern the creation of the inmate identity. 

In Chapter 2, the central issue will be one of identity as “a man,”  not solely in terms 

of gender or sexuality, but in independence, respect and self-security, and the economic 

system that aims to meets these needs.  I detail and examine the emergence of roles and 

identities in the social relationships inmates form between each other, treating the prison 

systems an environment, the rules and the regulations as natural forces, perhaps, like the 

weather. I pay particular attention to argot, organisation and labels in what is regularly 

referred to as the “general population,”  the sections of a prison where inmates are relatively 

free to associate with one another. 

Ethnographic evidence of prison conditions from the inmate perspective is always 

sketchy at best. When dealing with sub-Saharan Africa or Melanesia an anthropologist can 

succeed, to an extent, in living “as the natives do”  and achieving some sort of acceptance 



into the culture that allows him access to daily routines and private rituals.  In the prison this 

is, of course, impossible. For obvious ethical, political and safety reasons, the anthropologist 

cannot become a prisoner and therefore cannot experience firsthand the violence that occurs 

within prison. Furthermore, if an anthropologist were to undertake such an ethnographic 

study, he would have to assume the role of “ jailhouse snitch”  and therefore be treated 

with more caution than a formal interviewer.  Nor can the anthropologist work as a guard 

without biasing his objectivity. Interviewing itself is a problem, as Sykes writes, in that “ the 

observer is constantly in peril of being ‘conned’ by highly articulate, glib prisoners who 

seek some personal advantage. Such inmates are quite ready to talk—I fact, they are far 

too ready—and the observer must make a great effort to shake them loose and to get at 

their more reticent, inarticulate fellow captives,”  (Sykes, p. 136).  And so, I have chosen to 

supplement the anthropological data with literature written and published by inmates in 

order to detail further “ insider practices”  and insights. This serves a dual role as will become 

evident in part three. 

 In Chapter 3, I will look at the relationships the prisoner, as an individual, forms 

with the institution or system itself, focusing on the main identity theme as the prisoner’s 

“humanity.”  While the system is designed to treat prisoners uniformly and not as individuals, 

the prisoner is nearly always alone in his relationship with the system. Following this line of 

inquiry, I will look almost exclusively at Lorna Rhode’s 2004 ethnography Total Confinement, 

the first major in-depth anthropological examination of the circumstances of solitary 

confinement or “close custody”  inmates in the United States. , especially those in solitary 

confinement studied by Lorna Rhodes

Finally, in Chapter 4, I will look at the inmate’s relationship with greater society. The 

inmate is frequently kept at a distance, if not hidden from society. I will look at conventional 

and emerging way in which inmates are allowed to communicate with and build connections 



to the outside world. I will look at the phenomenon of prison writers, whose voices reach 

beyond the walls. I will also touch briefly on organized strikes and riots by prisoners and 

how these are used to garner the attention of greater society. And finally I will look attempts 

being made by a UK interest group to win the right to vote for inmates and what the 

implications of such a political change could mean. 

In this essay, I focus primarily on Western prison institutions and Western concepts 

of identity and individualism.2 Some may find fault with this type of ethnocentrism that 

forces Western assumptions on groups that may not “have it.”  I counter that the prison 

itself is a Western institution and while inmates may hail from a wide variety of cultures, 

once inside the prison, the prisoner is molded to fit such western concepts. 

Lastly, the research in this essay revolves primarily around US prisons, but also 

draws from work done in Russia, Kazakhstan and England, which share many key features 

and themes. It is important to note that certain sections of my study would not apply to 

all prisons, particularly those in Latin America that allow conjugal visits. A final word of 

caution: I deal here with the traditional closed prison run by the state--a study of “open 

prisons”  and “private prisons”  is an emerging phenomenon to be left open for further 

academic research.  

2 After a cursory survey of female prisons, it has become clear that I must limit my scope to male prisoners 
since an easy comparison is impossible: women: they are treated differently by the system, different types 
of groups and identities form, much of which has to do with the gender roles they assumed outside the 
prison.



Chapter 1: Assumptions

When looking at the prison there are certain assumptions an anthropologist must 

make. To start, that human beings are social creatures: upon this truth anthropology hangs. 

And while it is easy enough for the anthropologist to categorise at institution that restricts 

socialisation as inhumane, we must not do so without first examining our assumptions, if 

only to reaffirm then. 

To say that prison is an unpleasant place seems obvious enough, but it is 

nevertheless an assumption. For the most part this is probably a true enough statement, 

prison being notorious, both in artistic representation and propaganda, for its poor 

conditions, severe social control and perilous environment. And as we look at various 

relationships between inmates, Hobbes’ idea of the natural man, a short and brutish life, 

comes to mind: the inmate-inmate world is one where no law except the natural one. As 

Sykes puts it, “ if a war of all against all is apt make life ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and 

short’ for men with freedom, as Hobbes suggested, it would seem to be doubly true for men 

in custody," (Sykes, p. 108). 

That said, it is not inconceivable—in fact, it is oft documented—that while prisoners 

may not “ like”  prison, some may prefer it to the outside world. In the documentary film 

“Experiment of the Cross,”  one inmate relates the story of a 14-year-old boy who refused 

his release, explaining it was better inside than out (“Experiment of the Cross,”  1995). At the 

very least, the prison fulfils the most basic of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs: food and shelter, 

and neither would have been available for the inmate on the outside. According to inmate 

journalist Ron Wikberg, a 106-year-old inmate who spent nearly half of his life refused 

parole in order to stay within the world he’d become accustomed to (Rideau, 1992, p. 238). 



Another example of a situation in which prison would be preferable to whatever awaits the 

inmate on the outside is outlined in prisoner writer Eddie Bunker’s novel The Animal Factory. 

Bunker’s lead inmate character, “Earl”  is confronted with the choice of escape or assuming 

the most powerful inmate position in the prison administration, a job that would a guarantee 

him the prison equivalent of the lap of luxury. In pondering his choice, the character 

paraphrases Milton: “And what had Milton’s Satan said when God hurled him from heaven 

to the abyss? Something about it being better to reign in the pit than serve in heaven,”  

(Bunker, 1994, p. 192). There are also some former inmates who admit that prison could 

have been the “best thing to happen to them,”  especially when the prison is the site of 

reform or discovery of religion. This most notably the case for Malcolm X, who said (with 

the help of Alex Haley), “ I knew right there in prison that reading had changed forever the 

course of my life,”  (X,  1968, p. 274). 

 At the same time, though, there is another belief common among guards, certain 

members of society and perhaps some inmates themselves. This idea is that criminals want or 

choose to be in prison in the sense that they have chosen a life associated with crime. Prison, 

then, is but one part and a calculated risk the prisoner has knowingly accepted in choosing 

this life. In other words, if they did not want to be incarcerated, they would not have 

committed the crime. As one guard tells juvenile inductees in the Kazakhstan prison in 

Experiment of the Cross, “No one invited you here. You came on your own,”  (“Experiment” ).  

There is much truth to this, yet even this conclusion requires the assumption of reason and 

sanity in the prisoner/ criminal, which is an untenable position, as demonstrated by Lorna 

Rhodes in the main string of her ethnography Total Confinement. The idea of choice is a 

vague, complicated, multi-interpretational action; impossible to determine, impossible to 

assign, and impossible to judge. 



Can we however justify the assumption that the prison is a place “no one wants to 

be”  by looking at the very purpose of prison? As I have outlined before, the purpose of the 

prison, at its most fundamental level, is to keep inmates inside. The inference, therefore, can 

be made, is that prisoners would otherwise prefer not to be inside. The anthropologist must 

enter the prison with sensitivity and the understanding that prison culture exists among men 

who share the common feature of being dislocated from their native environment, forced 

into submission and unable to leave. Whether they want to be there or not may be of little 

consequence in the long run—but it is crucial to consider the prison always as part of a 

binary system: the inside versus the outside. Without this duality, any investigation into 

relationships and identity would fail. 

Sykes, in his classic prison ethnography The Society of Captives answers this dilemma 

of assumptions by outlining five types of deprivation facing the inmate,  and the inmate’s 

identity forms in reaction to these constraints. These five main problems are: 

A) The Deprivation of Liberty - “ the prisoner’s loss of liberty is a double one—
first, by confinement to the institution and second by confinement within the 
institution”  (Sykes, p. 65)

B) The Deprivation of Goods and Services - “The average inmate finds himself in a 
harshly Spartan environment which he defines as painfully depriving “ (Sykes, 
p. 68)

C) The Deprivation of Heterosexual Relationships “ If the inmate, then, is rejected and 
impoverished by the facts of his imprisonment, he is also figuratively castrated 
by his involuntary celibacy”  (Sykes,  p. 70)

D) The Deprivation of Autonomy - “He is subjected to a vast body of rules and 
commands which are designed to control his behaviour in minute detail”  
(Sykes, p. 73)

E) The Deprivation of Security - “ there are a sufficient number of outlaws within 
this group of outlaws to deprive the average prisoner of that sense of security 
which comes from living among men who can be reasonably expected to 
abide by the rules of society.”  (Sykes, p. 77)

Although far from mutually exclusive and all encompassing, these five set an interesting 

groundwork for studying the social roles and organisations assumed by inmate. Sykes’ 

formulation of the issue of inmate culture agrees well with what the inmates themselves 

believe, if you can take the inmate-operated newspaper The Angolite as the voice of 



the prisoner.  Inmate Wilbert Rideau, the Angolite’s echoes Sykes’s assertion that these 

deprivations are the driving force behind the prison social system, stating flatly that “The 

deprivation of basic human needs and the effort to find substitute gratification are the 

forces that shape the world of prison, its culture, its values, and the roles of those trapped 

within it,”  (Rideau, 1992, p. 81). In the next chapter we’ll look at basic elements of prisoner-

prisoner relations: group organisations and individual roles and how these relate to Sykes' 

five problems, which will also carry on into further chapters. What I hope to show is that 

in this Hobbesian world, new to all entrants, identity, respect, security, humanity and most 

importantly, manhood become issues of primary significance. As such, it is not surprising 

how meticulously, strongly and violently defined, enforced and defended these identities 

are. . In using these deprivations as our basic assumptions and truths of prison life, it is not 

difficult to understand how inmates’ social roles arise in respect to issues of manhood and 

the economic transactions involved with fighting these deprivations. 



Chapter 2: Identity Among Inmates

In the contemporary world, a free individual’s identity exists on my many planes. 

Officially, a person’s identity may exist in the forms of resumes, social security cards, 

insurance numbers, work records, medical records, educational transcripts or drivers 

licenses. A personal identity can be found in possessions (clothing, book or record 

collections, cars) or in expression (writing, singing, etc). Identity can revolve around 

occupations, family roles, romantic relationships, club membership and the likes.  The 

identity that the free individual assumes or chooses to embrace or emphasise depends on the 

situation and sensibilities of the individual. In prison, however, maintaining this sort of 

identity becomes impossible. Prisoners rarely have possessions in the way we know them 

and while they do have records, they are composed and controlled by their custodians. Their 

personal expression is limited and censored and even the way in which they dress their 

bodies and hair is controlled. And yet, somehow, the identity expresses itself. As Sykes writes 

of the material void, “ In prison the obvious symbols of social status have been largely 

stripped away and we find new hierarchies with new symbols coming into play,”  (Sykes, p. 

xiv). 

Among the most creative systems of symbols is the case of criminal tattoos in Russia. 

A prison guard and amateur ethnographer,3 Dansig Baldaev collected diagrams and photos 

of prison tattoos over the course of thirty-odd years working in Russian prison camps. 

In his collection, the Russian Criminal Tattoo Encyclopaedia, he presents a key into the 

social hierarchy and self-definition of Russian inmates through the tapestry of tattoos 

with which they ornament their bodies. It is an idiomatic language of imagery, encoded in 

3 Due to political circumstances under the Soviet state, Baldaev was unable to train formally, and instead 
learned the practices from his father, an accredited ethnographer and academic collector of folktales, 
(Baldaev, dust jacket). 



sexual, religious and political logos and mottos, unreadable to the outsider, yet extremely 

significant to the prison and criminal populations. In discussing what he calls “a tail coat with 

decorations,”  co-author Alexei Plutser-Sarno writes: 

Anyone not initiated into the secret meaning of thieves’ tattoos takes 
them for a chaotic jumble of symbols, but in reality, a thief’s body is 
anything but a random assortment of unrelated ‘pictures’ … Tattoos 
most often represent the language of the entire world of thieves, they 
are a means of socio-political communication, a kind of thieves’ mass 
media and a ‘courier’ often carries on his body a message from the 
community of thieves to the entire zone [prison population]. Tattoos 
act as symbols of public identity, social self-awareness and collective 
memory. (Baldaev, 2003, p. 29). 

Plutser-Sarvo descries the tattoos as the criminals “biography,”  his “service record,”  

“passport,”  “case file,”  “awards record,”  “diplomas,”  and “official bureaucratic documents,”  

and they include the criminals “achievements and failures, his promotions and demotions, 

his ‘secondments’ to jail and his ‘transfers to different types of work,”  (Baldaev, p. 28-29). 

These criminal tattoos represent the ultimate expression of identity among inmates- their 

sole possessions are their bodies, and therefore their bodies then become the document that 

records their identities.

So important are these tattoos to the life of the prisoner, that without them, a man is 

without social status and is identified by other inmates as a “petushok”  (cockerel) or a 

“chuckahn”  (stooge), each name an insult representing the inmate’s literal lack of identity in 

their terms, and this opens the unmarked convict up to exploitation (Baldaev 28). Meanwhile, 

an inmate with a significant amount of tattoos is referred to as a “ rakovye sheiki”  (crayfish 

neck or old hand), terms of respect that may ensure the inmates safety and esteem within the 

prison (Baldaev, p. 28). Entrants into prison found with forged tattoos can be killed or forced 

to undergo the dangerous procedure of removal: 

The question that criminal ‘authorities’ in the zone ask new arrivals 
in a corrective labour camp or colony is: “Do you stand over your 
tattoos?”  and if his tattoos do not reflect his rank, they force the 
prisoner to remove them a knife, sandpaper, a shard of glass, or 
a lump of brick … All this indicates that the tattoo is regarded as 



part of universal “ tattoo text.”  Any deception here is considered 
a blasphemy, a violation of the true sacred language. The intimate 
corners of the human body are transformed into a forum for the 
public “politics”  of thieves, (Baldaev, p. 31). 

The idiomatic nature of the tattoo makes it difficult for prison administrators to 

decode, and thus the tattoos may also be seen as means of resistance, or of encrypting the 

identity in an impenetrable code of images. This is but one interpretation of the tattoo, 

which is ultimately a form of prison “argot.”  Other theorists might see prison argot as form 

of social cohesion. As prison writer Eddie Bunker implies in his assertion that “  ‘Convict is 

the term that solid dudes prefer,”  whereas “an ‘inmate' is a weak snivelling punk,”  (Bunker, 

p 85), that language separates the convicts from the guards and establishes a linguistic 

solidarity among prisoners. Sykes, however, argues neither is the case: the parlance of 

prisoners does not primarily function as a way to maintain secrecy since use the argot in 

the presence of a guard is to give away your affiliation. Furthermore, prison guards are 

frequently just as fluent in the language, which is why Sykes says the argot does not “serve 

as an expression of group loyalty and group membership,”  (Sykes p, 85). This final point is 

supported (and the first point thwarted) by the fact that author of the “Encyclopaedia”  was 

himself a prison guard, and much of his work was used by Soviet intelligence organisations4, 

(Baldaev, p. 23).

Instead, Sykes says, the argot reflects the lines of interests, problems, and concerns 

that the group faces, and these groups attach distinctive names to the typical social roles that 

develop. The language used in prison is an exclusive tongue used to describe new 

developments in social structure. “ In short,”  Sykes writes, “different experiences mean a 

different language and the result—in prison at least—is argot. The society of captives 

4 His work on tattoos and slang was published by the Criminal Investigation Department of the State office 
of Internal Affairs of the Leningrad Region. Baldaev also found support with the KGB: “They realised the 
value of being able to establish the facts about a convict or criminal: his date and place of birth, the crimes 
had committed, the camps where he had served time and even his psychological profile.”  While working 
for the St. Petersburg Criminal Investigation Department, Baldaev “caught more than three hundred thieves, 
robbers, murderers and rapists,”  (Baldaev, 23). 



exhibits a number of distinctive tags for the distinctive social roles played by its members in 

response to the particular problems of imprisonment,”  (Sykes, p. 86). In other words, the 

various deprivations with which the inmate is faced. 

As such, the prison tattoos can be said to reflect (a) the inmates deprivation of goods 

and services, by which he might define himself in terms of possessions and documentation, 

(b) the inmate’s deprivation of security, the tattoos verifying the inmate’s position of 

authority and respect within the prison and (c) finally  his deprivation of autonomy; while 

the prison can sets out to control his life within its walls, his body is a testament to his 

identity based on his own self-determined actions and opinions: the ultimate reminder of 

who they are. 

Organizations in the General Population

“To the uninitiated observer, the yard looked like an anthill, but despite the sameness of the clothes and the 
fact they’d all been convicted of a crime—there was infinite variety and conflict. Indeed, sometimes murderous 
hatred smoldered for years like hot coals beneath cool ashes, flaming into murder at some small provocation, 
or when the balance of power shifted. So although Earl was at home, it was in the way that the jungle animal 
is at home—cautiously. He had no enemies here who posed a threat, at least none that he knew, though some 
might have been threats if he didn’t have the affection of the most influential members of the most powerful 
white gang, and friendship with the leaders of the most powerful Chicano gang. Of course, that marked him 
in the eyes of the militant blacks—but it was better than being powerless.”

Ethnographer Aida Hasaballa presents a picture of the prison as “an extension of 

free society,”  where inmate groups create a network of rules and conventions that revolves 

around an economic system (Hasaballa, 2001, p. 63). As a by-product, a sense of family and 

brotherhood among the prisoners develops. This mass encroachment of the prison gang 

(or in prison administration terminology, “security threat group”) over prison life developed 

several decades after Sykes conducted his 1958 field work in the New Jersey Maximum 

Security prison. Nevertheless, his formulation of the “problems of prison”  as deprivations, 



as well as the resulting effects of these problems on prison life, still rings true in an era of 

gang organisation. The prison gang or “clique”  provides the inmate with a way to alleviate 

his helplessness through emotional, physical security and goods and services. 

These conglomerations of inmates develop within the section of prison known as 

the “general population,”  where inmates are relatively free to associate with one another in 

the yard and other prison facilities such as the mess hall, gym, showers and library. Even 

within the hegemonic control system of the prison, socialisation is often advocated by the 

prison administration. As Hasaballa notes, the Central facility in the Lorton Correctional 

Complex in Washington, DC explicitly states in its basic operations and procedures that 

one goal is “ to divide large numbers of inmates into well-defined groups, whose members 

are encouraged to develop a common identity and close association with each other and 

with unit staff,”  (Hasaballa, p. 56). While it may not strictly adhere to Bentham’s formula 

for social control, it is subject to the same unforeseen consequences: gaps in control have 

emerged, creating room for a thinly veiled underworld of illicit and violent, formal and 

informal organisations among inmates. 

The economic system within the prison may be seen as a reaction to the forces 

Sykes describes as “ the deprivation of goods and services,”  wherein the inmate finds himself 

caught in a Spartan existence of painful deprivation. Although the inmate’s basic needs are 

met—food, shelter, medical care, and so forth—an inmate is still deprived of the necessities 

to maintain his identity. This is especially true of inmates in Western cultures, where 

“material possessions are so large a part of the individual’s conception of himself that to be 

stripped of them is to be attacked at the deepest layers of personality.”  (Sykes, p. 69). Sykes 

further explains the prisoner’s plight of forced poverty in terms of identity: 

A standard of living can be hopelessly inadequate, from the individual’s 
viewpoint, because it bores him to death or fails to provide those 
subtle symbolic overtones which we invest in the world of possessions. 
And this is the core of the prisoner’s problem in the area of goods 
and services. He wants—or needs, if you will-not just the so-called 



necessities of life but also the amenities: cigarettes and liquor as well as 
calories, interesting foods as well as sheer bulk, individual clothing as 
well as adequate clothing, individual furnishings of his living quarters as 
well as shelter, privacy as well as space,”  (Sykes, p. 68). 

As a result, a black market operated by the inmates (often in secret cooperation with guards 

and collaborators on the outside) develops beneath the official face of prison regulations. 

Seen through the prism of economic activity, the prison gang depends on the supply and 

demand of illicit goods and serves much in the same way organized crime and rackets do in 

greater society. As Hasaballa observed, these transactions and the illegal activities associated 

with their movement 

… have come to dominate all aspects of inmate social life and are 
based upon a complex and extensive sub rosa economic system that is 
intertwined with clique and gang activity. All inmates become involved 
to certain extent and in varying degrees in many different forms of 
inmate contraband economics. (Hasaballa, p. 65.)

A particularly interesting case in my own research is that of the United Samoan 

Organization (or “USO Family” ), a Hawaiian prison gang that had de facto control over 

the Florence Correctional Facility in Arizona.5 The gang recruited members through force 

and intimidation, ultimately growing to 100+ members. Hawaiian investigators found 

that " every recent major assault that happened was related to the USO family," and the 

gang was trafficking drugs, brewing their own alcohol, running a prostitution ring and 

manipulating violent attacks on inmates and staff. Hasaballa specifically mentions five 

specific market categories: food, drugs, weapons, “ the rackets”  (which include loan-sharking 

and gambling), and indeed, sex. Based on the USO, I find it necessary to add several more 

market categories: the gang also was found to control work details and other administrative 

decisions, manipulate violent attacks or “hits”  on inmates and staff and transportation of 

5 The USO developed among a group of Hawaiian inmates transferred to a mainland prison in Arizona. The 
Florence Correctional Center is a privately operated enterprise owned by the Corrections Corporation of 
America, which offers state government’s cheaper incarceration rates by cutting costs and operating prisons 
in areas where land is less expensive and local tax laws favourable. It is perhaps also interesting to note that 
the USO was Hawaii’s first “bona fide”  ethnic prison gang, an irony in that the group developed several 
hundred miles outside their native environment. 



goods between prisons by forcing members to swallow condoms filled with contraband 

(Maass, 2002). Protection itself can be seen as a commodity, whether from enemies or from 

the gang itself in the form of extortion. While these examples may begin to pinpoint certain 

markets within the prison, the truth is that the inherent across-the-board scarcity results in a 

market by which nearly every element, material and non-, from cigarettes to information to 

emotional support, becomes a commodity to be used to gain power, influence or profit.

Who, then, leads these gangs? As Hasaballa writes, a gang leader must have several 

qualities including: charisma, ability to enforce codes and rules, “extensive and broad 

knowledge of the informal institutional structure of the inmate social system from past 

experience in prison,”  a long time left to go before parole, contact with a large number of 

criminals both inside and outside the prison, and have established good relations with both 

inmates and staff and give both sides the illusion of trust and stability (Hasaballa, p. 81). 

In the Kazakhstan youth prison in The Experiment of the Cross, the equivalent of the clique is 

a group organized by the prison administration. The boys are separated by housing pods, 

and one boy becomes the pod’s baron or member in charge. This baron is then in charge of 

administering discipline, enforcing cleanliness and distributing goods, such as tobacco, as the 

goods enter the prison.  While the baron is officially endorsed by the prison administration, 

the baron must earn the role himself, developing his status over a long period of time within 

the inmate social structure. As one member explains:

A boy comes to camp, keeps his head down. Six months go by. 
He watches to see what goes on and how the system works. 
Then he beats up someone who is weaker than he is. He attracts 
attentions. Then he starts, bit by bit, to beat up people higher up 
in the scale. We call it fighting for authority. (“Experiment” )

In the all-against-all world of the prison where egos are hardly scarce, the premium on 

respect that comes with a leadership position makes leading a well-fought over task. In 

contrast to fighting for authority, Hasaballa’s research shows that gang hierarchy is often 



determined by the success of the gang’s economic transactions. Heading Hasaballa’s gangs 

is the major dealer or sugar daddy who controls the flow and exchange of goods with a team 

of assistants helping transport, sell, smuggle these goods and enforce the transactions.  

Similarly to the baron, the sugar daddy or major dealer’s “ role is marked by ruthless, cold acts 

of manipulation, coercion, violence and the-preying upon of individuals who are weak and 

desperate,”  (Hasaballa, p. 82). 

A gang may arise from illicit activities but it also may form as a means of providing 

mutual support and protection among inmates. It is in a sense, a chicken or the egg 

proposition. Gangs frequently serve both functions, which came first fluctuates depending 

on whom you ask. That said, in addition to traditional gangs like the Jamaican Brothers, the 

Mexican Mafia, Aryan Nation and the USO family, Hasaballa points out that cliques may 

also develop based on other forms of association. These would include the group of 

individuals in academic programs (“school nerds,” ) vocational training (“vocational training 

buddies” ) as well as religious groups, most famously, the Nation of Islam, (Hasaballa, p. 81). 

In a sense, however, all five of Sykes’ deprivations can be seen to function in prison as 

economic processes; where needs and desires are high, but supply short, all human 

relationships can be seen as economic transactions. 

The supportive elements of the prison gang or clique addresses Sykes’ idea of the  

“deprivation of liberty,”  in which he groups the inmate’s isolation from family and friends 

(Sykes, p. 65). An inmate tells Hasaballa exactly how his gang assisted in coping with prison 

life: 

I hated life … prison life, but now, I have a group of people that I 
can call my people … they’re the only ones that give a man about me 
in this joint; they’re my family. (Hasaballa, p. 81). 

The clique also then serves as a “means of identification, status, resources and protection,”  

whereby the inmate finds a surrogate family he can turn to help solve his problems, someone 



to share his anxieties and provide emotional support and leadership (Hasaballa, p. 81). 

In exchange, the inmate is required to devote his loyalty to his gang, to the extent that 

association outside the group can result in isolation or even violent retribution. Eddie 

Bunker in The Animal Factory expresses this fact of prison life when the “militant blacks”  

brotherhood in San Quentin Prison organise a prison protest. While a  white character 

sympathises with the black group’s political action, he tells a newcomer to the prison, “ I’d go 

over there if it wasn’t all spooks. My fucking partners would turn on me if I did,”  (Bunker, p. 

59). 

That betraying one’s gang brings violent consequences is consistent with prison 

logic, with loyalty itself framed in terms of violence. As the same inmate from above tells 

Hasaballa: 

How far you’ll go with each other makes you a clique or a gang; would 
you slash someone for me, take the wrap for me, cover my ass on a 
debt … that sort of thing. I would do anything for my buddies. You 
can’t be considered part of the gang if you’re not willing to do that … 
They’re like brothers, real brothers. (Hasaballa, p. 81-82). 

The threat of “crossing the line”  in the Bunker reference then can be seen as a dual one: 

the inmate who associates with other gangs is betraying his gang in terms of friendship and 

support, but also in terms of economic gain: while the act of joining in a protest may not 

have immediate economic benefits for the black inmates, in the long run, it increases their 

strength and thus their respect in the eyes of the prison population. 

The frequency with which terms like “brotherhood”  are repeated in prison dialogue 

is not to be overlooked: these relationships and roles are inherently grounded in issues of 

masculinity. To be a “brother,”  as we will see, one must first be a “man.”  This term, more 

than any other, is lucidly defined by inmates. As such, the masculine roles found in prison 

lie in the space where economic function meets the needs of the identity. As Hasaballa 

discovered, the prison is:



a world of social roles and interactions that revolve primarily on the 
successful operation of illegal activities. Some of these roles reflect the 
behavior and personality characteristics of the inmates that play them. 
Others are simply the product of the special prison argot assigned to 
individuals who perform certain activities. (Hasaballa, p 80). 

Individuals in the General Population

In a single-sex environment the link between sexuality and manliness becomes 

complicated and vague, and to an extent must be severed. Sykes explains the phenomenon: 

Proof of maleness, both for the self and for others, has been shifted to 
other grounds and the display of “ toughness,”  in the form of masculine 
mannerisms and the demonstration of inward stamina, now becomes 
the major route to manhood. These are used by the society at large, it 
is true; but the prison, unlike the society at large, must rely on them 
exclusively. In short, there are primary and secondary characteristics in 
terms of social behavior just as there are primary and secondary sexual 
characteristics in terms of biological attributes; and the inmates have 
been forced to fall back on the secondary proof of manhood in the 
area of personal relations; i.e. “ toughness,”  since the primary proof, in 
the form of heterosexual intercourse, is denied them.”  (Sykes, p. 98). 

Eddie Bunker’s writing illustrates the paradox between sexuality and manliness by reciting a 

popular credo that illustrates the disassociation machismo and heterosexuality:

After one year behind walls it was permissible to kiss a kid or a queen. 
After five years it was okay to jerk them off to ‘get ‘em hot’. After 
ten years, ‘making tortillas’ or ‘flip-flopping’ was acceptable, and after 
twenty years anything was fine. So the banter said. (Bunker, p. 86)

Bunker goes onto explain this credo is not taken absolutely seriously: prisoners condemn 

“anything that didn’t ignore the male physiology.”  Instead, Bunker writes, the credo “ reflects 

a general cynicism about roles played in the privacy of a cell,”  since otherwise tough men are 

so frequently caught in homosexual acts (Bunker, p. 86).  

Time and time again, in paging through prison literature and research, the reader 

finds a simple dichotomy in prison roles: On one end of the spectrum is the “man,”  on 

the other end, something that isn’t quite woman, but is certainly “not-man.”    As Angolite 

editor Wilbert Rideau writes: “An inmate is always identified by his place on the continuum 



of passive and dominant, weak and strong, with the weak and passive viewed and related to 

as ‘female,’”  (Rideau, p. 81). What develops is a hierarchy of traits associate with manliness, 

at the top of which is the ability for a prisoner to stand up for himself and “pull his own 

time,”  by finding a balance between how much he can resist and how much he can handle. 

On the other end are the weakest, who are frequently those forced into female roles. The 

line between the two sides is clear and straight: a man resists and stands up for himself, the 

not-man submits.

On each side of the line, however, is a whole stream of greys. In this section we will 

look at the “Man”  end of the spectrum, as collected by Sykes, in which various roles and 

identities form based on reactions to various deprivations. Many of these roles function 

within the economics of goods and services, others a part of the economics of status and 

self-respect, while others are for simply self-defence and personal benefit within the prison.

These roles and identities are called “ jackets,”  which means labels in the inmate 

argot. The jacket is something that the prisoner has both earned and forced to wear (to be 

“ jacketed”  is to be labelled or marked) and as Eddie Bunker writes, a jacket, particularly a 

negative one, will stick with the inmate wherever he goes (Bunker, p. 110). 

“ Real Men”  
 
“All a man in prison has is his name among his peers,”

Earl, The Animal Factory (Bunker, p. 110)

By choosing the term “ real man”  of many available in prison lexicon, Sykes presents 

an interesting opportunity for identifying the features of masculinity held in the highest 

regard by the inmate population. This “ real man,”  is the inmate ideal, the ultimate in 

masculinity because of a stable coping mechanism that allows him to exist in a homeostasis 

that neither gives up or rebels. Sykes elaborates: 

 “The real man is a prisoner who ‘pulls his own time’ in the phrasing 
of the inmate population and he confronts his captors with neither 



subservience nor aggression. Somewhat aloof, seldom complaining, he 
embodies the inmates’ version of decorum. (Sykes, p. 101). 

And by doing so, Sykes argues, the real man is able to successfully survive the deprivation 

of autonomy and in a sense regain it by, “denying the custodians’ power to strip him of 

his ability to control himself,”  (Sykes, p. 102). This roll, Sykes writes, serves an important 

function within the prison social system, setting a standard for  “endurance with dignity… 

is the man who can stop himself from striking back at the custodians that wins their 

admiration and thus their image of the hero functions wittingly or unwittingly to maintain 

the status quo,”  (Sykes, p. 102). Eddie Bunker’s character, “Earl,”  in The Animal Factory, 

embodies the “ real man”  archetype: he makes a life in prison, he goes to the prison shows, 

he fills his time with books and self-education, he finds a cushy job and engages in casual 

drug use, and defines his role in prison through friendship with gang members and staff thus  

assuring his safety and access to goods within the prison, without formally joining or giving 

into the pressures of gang membership. He finds a way of coping with prison life, in fact 

creating a life and identity for himself in prison that “ isn’t so bad,”  and thus gains the respect 

of much of the prisoner and staff population. 

Within the supportive structures of the gangs and cliques, the inmate is, at 

least ideally, able to achieve something akin “pulling his own time,”  and find a balance of 

sorts between the deprivations and his own sense of identity. In fact, it is for that reason 

inmates come to join and identify with their gangs. However, not all inmates choose (or are 

allowed) to engage in such membership, and are left alone to cope with the deprivations of 

prison and the problems these deprivations pose for the identity. In addition to the real man’s 

“doing time”  by “maximizing his comfort and luxuries and minimize his discomfort an 

conflict and to get out as soon as possible,”  John Irwin mentions two more paths of 

adaptation an inmate may follow: “ jailing,”  which involves cutting himself off from the 

outside world and attempting to carve a new life of power an influence in the prison, and 



“gleaning,”  which mean to use the “educational vocational training an treatment programs 

and opportunities within the prison in order to improve themselves,”  (Irwin, 1970. p. 68, 74, 

83). The inmate argot has found names for many inmates who react to the deprivations 

independently, and can be ordered, if not vaguely, in terms of respect and status within the 

prison. These outsiders are considered men if only because they all feature an independent 

coping mechanism that, while not always respected, shows that the inmate is actively 

resisting the deprivations of prison. If the “ real man”  is at the top, then beneath him are 

inmates most similar to him. Where the real man’s reaction is balanced, the reactions of 

those below him, although similar, are not. 

The Loner, The Tough and the Ball Buster

After the real man, the inmate most respected by the prison population is the loner, 

old timer or pops. In a sense, loners are former real men “who have gone in and out of prison 

over many years and are just tired of being part of the system,”  (Hasaballa, p. 86). The loner 

has more or less mastered coping techniques within the prison and therefore the only thing 

left to do is wait. And so, the loner isolates himself, avoiding involvement with other inmates, 

illegal activities and any behaviour that could cause trouble for himself.  As one loner told 

Hasaballa, “You never accept prison as a way of life… you just deal with it,” (Hasaballa, p. 

8787). Hasaballa’s idea of the loner is an inmate with a short sentence of many to fill, but 

the characteristics of her loner vary little, especially in this last sentiment, from that of the 

lone long-termer (an inmate who has spent decades in prison) as written about by Wikberg.  

The long-termer,” spends time alone, however, because he has “so little in common with the 

average inmate serving a lesser sentence,”  (Rideau, p 237). In both the cases, rather than 

showing the ability to “pull his own time,”  the loner/ long-termer has pulled it, and it is this very 

trait that earns his respect in the inmate population. And as such, Hasaballa notes, “ they 

are often sought out by other inmates for advice in tough situations and even occasionally 



arbitrate between two inmates in settling a dispute,”  (Hasaballa, p. 87). 

If the loner is the real man “matured” , then the tough is the “ immature”  real man—

the phase a real man goes through before achieving stability. In prison argot, tough refers 

to an inmate who is “quick to quarrel,”  that is, he will fight any inmate, weaker or stronger 

than he, once he feels his status is being challenged. As Sykes rephrases it, “his assaults flow 

from the fact that he feels he has been insulted rather than a desire to exploit others and his 

violence is directed against his companions in misery rather than against the custodians,”  

(Sykes, p. 103). 

The real man “Earl,”  in Bunker’s novel is said to have been a tough of sorts when he 

was younger; fighting anyone who would challenge his manhood, which Bunker intimates 

is what saved Earl from becoming a “not-man”  sexual slave when he first entered prison 

(Bunker, p. 55). It is this characteristic, that earns the tough respect. As Sykes writes, “ the 

tough exhibits the active, aggressive ‘masculinity’ so valued by inmates,”  in reaction to the 

deprivation of autonomy (Sykes, p 103). However, it is also an extreme reaction to the 

deprivation security, in which the inmate who “backs down”  opens a precedent for other to 

exploit him.

Ironically, the tough who assaults fellow inmates is held in higher esteem than the 

ball buster who directs his aggression at their captors. The behaviour of the ball buster is 

characterised by “blatant disobedience, physical and verbal assaults on the officials, the 

constant creation of disturbances,”  (Sykes, p. 99-100). In essence, the ball-buster is an inmate 

who rebels against the prison administration on every front.

The recovering autonomy is what drives the ball-buster, he refuses to acquiesce, 

whereas real man finds a balance where he can cope. The ball busters has “ refused to come 

to terms with their helpless ness, their loss of autonomy, and they continue to shout their 

defiance despite the ultimate hopelessness of their position,”  (Sykes, 101).  As a result, the 



ball buster is considered a “ fool”  by his fellow inmates who see his antics as childish and 

misguided. His behaviour also alienates him from the rest prison society (and it’s economy)

because “he disturbs that delicate system of compromise and corruption which the prisoners 

have established with the guards,”  (Sykes, 101).

The Gorilla and the Merchant

As opposed to the tough and the ball buster, who use aggression to assert their 

autonomy, the gorilla uses force to gain goods and services within prison. Simply put, the 

gorilla is an inmate who takes what he wants from other inmates by force or with the threat 

of force. Ostensibly the inmate is reacting to the deprivation of goods and services, but it 

can also seen as assertive reaction to the powerless of the inmate: by threatening others, he 

is able to reconcile his deprivation of autonomy by becoming the depriving authority over 

another inmate. However, as Sykes, notes, the gorilla may cease to act as such when goods 

flow his way “once he has established his position in the pecking order which organizes 

much of the interaction among prisoners,”  (Sykes, p. 91)

The merchant or pedlar is similar to the gorilla in his preying on weaker inmates, 

however, the merchant avoids violence and instead utilises tactics of manipulation. Sykes 

describes the merchant as “as a man so alienated from other prisoners, so selfish in his pursuit 

of material advantage, that he is willing to thrive on the misery of his companions,”  (Sykes 

94).  He does this through a variety of means, but mostly by subversion of the typical 

code of generosity among inmates and by bleeding other inmates dry for things they need. 

Obviously, the merchant is most concerned with the deprivation of goods and service. While 

one could argue that the merchant exploits in order to ease his own depravation, it is more 

likely that the merchant understands how the deprivation of goods and services affects other 

inmates, and exploits this in order to ease his own loss of autonomy.



The Center Man and the Snitch

Although many of the above roles disrupt the social system of inmates, each of the 

roles is considered to exist on “ the same side”  as the inmate population. The Center Man 

and the Snitch differ from the roles previously mentioned in that, while the roles are still 

male roles, and they are roles that are on the side of the guards and therefore contemptible.

An inmate that takes on the “opinions, attitudes and beliefs of the custodians,”  Sykes 

writes, is called a “center man,”  (Sykes, p. 89-90).  Sykes theorises about the phenomenon, 

saying that it could be “deliberate Machiavellian attempt to flatter those who have power in 

order to gain favors,”  or as, the inmate believe, an attempt to side with officials “not because 

he thinks he can hoodwink his captors but because he actually shares their viewpoint,”  

(Sykes, p. 89-90). The case could very well be that one center man is motivated by the prior, 

and the next by latter, and in both cases the jacket fits. 

If the center  man is despised for his open disloyalty, the rat, squealer, or snitch is hated 

for his deception: he is a man “who pretends to be on the side of the inmates and yet 

betrays them,”  (Sykes, p. 90) and “not just one inmate or several: he has betrayed inmates in 

general by denying the cohesion of prisoners as a dominant value when confronting the 

world of officialdom,”  (Sykes, p. 87).  When Sykes conducted his research in the 1950’s, he 

noted that these terms carried an enormous emotional significance for these very reasons: 

never used jokingly, the terms “ represent the most serious accusation that one inmate can 

level against another,”  (Sykes, p. 87). Nearly four decades later, Hasaballa concludes that the 

term is even more significant and dangerous. The rise of drug trafficking within prison, 

Hasaballa notes, has created a new informer-custodian dynamic, by which addicts caught 

with drugs are pressured to “snitch”  on their fellow inmates: “ these type of snitches, if 

known, are considered ‘marked for dead’ … individuals suspected  of being snitches 

are ‘roughed’ up a little to avoid any problems they might create,”  (Hasaballa, p. 85). 



Sykes writes that “ the society of captives is so polarized that anything but 

unwavering contempt for the guards is defined by the inmates as sign of abject weakness,”  

(Sykes, p. 90). Be this as it may, there are worse and weaker jackets for the inmate to wear 

within the prison hierarchy and have little to do with the guards. 

“ Not Men”

When long-term inmates talk about how their behaviour when they first arrived 

in prison aggravated their chances for release, an interesting theme emerges. Each inmate 

relates to Wikberg how they fought murderously for their manhood in prison, with fists and 

blades: 

Inmate Parnell Smith: If you did not stand up as a man, you would end 
up being treated like a woman. (Rideau, p. 222)

Inmate Henry Patterson: I never wanted nor started any trouble but, 
when I got here, Angola [Prison in Louisiana] was a jungle … the 
security captain told me ‘son, get yourself an ole man, do what he say 
and be a good prisoner.’ Well, the problem with that was my mama 
raised me to be a man and I wasn’t about to disrespect her by letting 
these people up here turn me into a galboy, a prison whore … I was 
ready to do whatever it took to make sure it didn’t happen…. I had to 
be macho to survive and maintain my manhood. (Rideau, p. 224). 

Donald “Frog”  Buffett: I had to fight every damn day. I told them they 
weren’t going to get these drawers! (Rideau, p. 231).

The weak inmate who is forced into a homosexual relationship, as Sykes writes, has been 

turned into a woman in the eyes of the inmates, “by the very act of his submission … his 

sacrifice of manhood is perhaps more contemptible than that of the fag [proper homosexual] 

because he acts from fear or for the sake of quick advantage rather than personal 

inclination,”  (Sykes, p. 96-97).

Sykes’s interpretation is perhaps too simplistic. Although the weak are described 

in female terms, they are not truly considered women. The otherwise heterosexual inmate 

ceases to be a man, not because he is forced to play the female role, but because he is too 



weak to resist it. As Bunker phrases it, “Any sign of weakness invited aggression, and the 

greatest sign was to get buggered,”  (Bunker, p. 110).

This idea can be further drawn out when one considers homosexuals and 

transvestites who live their lives as women within the prison. Weakness is not a characteristic 

applied to true homosexuals and transvestites in prison. For them, their sexual identity is a 

choice—a male trait, a trait of strength. While it may not earn them respect as men, within 

the social structure of the prison, their status is somewhere comparable to that of “ real 

men,”  (or perhaps, “ real women”): they “pull their own time,”  by living the way they want to 

live (Rideau, p.100). 

The weak inmate’s failed masculinity sets him to play the part of a slave—the sexual 

nature of it is certainly the most demeaning element of the slavery, but the status of not-

man is the ultimate deprivation. As inmate editor Wilbert Rideau of prison newspaper the 

Angolite writes, in his award winning essay, The Sexual Jungle: 

“The act of rape in the ultramasculine world of prison constitutes 
the ultimate humiliation visited upon a male, the forcing of him to 
assume the role of a woman. It is not sexual and not really regarded 
as “ rape”  in the same sense that society regards the term. In fact, it 
isn’t even referred to as ‘rape.’ In the Louisiana penal system, both 
prisoners and personnel generally refer to the act as ‘turning out’, a 
non-sexual description that reveals the nonsexual ritualistic nature 
of what is really an act of conquest and emasculation, stripping the 
male victim of his status as a “man” . The act redefines him as a 
“ female”  in this perverse subculture, and he must assume that role as 
“property”  of his conqueror or whoever claimed him and arranged 
his emasculation. He becomes a slave in the fullest sense of the 
term.”  (Rideau, p. 75).

Terms for the inmate forced into the feminine role include “whores,”  “ turn-outs,”  

“galboys,"  “bitches,”  and “punks,”  (Rideau, p. 81). These jackets are among the worst an 

inmate can wear, as Bunker’s character Earl explains to his prot�g�, “ If you get a jacket as a 

punk, you’ll have that wherever you go. It’ll come up twenty years from now. It’s the next 

worse thing to being jacketed a stool pigeon,”  (Bunker, p 110).



 To support an argument that ultimately calls for the introduction of “conjugal visits”  

in US prisons (as occurs in many Latin American countries), Rideau describes this crisis of 

identity as one based in prison economics. The deprivation of heterosexual relationships, 

both as a sexual release and for reaffirming manhood, becomes a highly sought-after 

commodity subject to the  laws of supply and demand. Rideau continues: 

So, while homosexual rape in prison is initially a macho/ power 
thing, slaves are created because a need exists for slaves—to serve as 
women—substitutes, for the expression and reinforcement of one’s 
masculinity, for a sexual outlet, for income and/ or service, for the 
sense of self-worth and important, and so on. Slaves are “property”  
and, as such, are gambled for, sold traded and auction off like 
common cattle.  What results is a widespread system of slavery and 
exploitation created and maintained by fear and violence…(Rideau, p. 
81.) ]

When the prison administration “ removes”  the exploited from the general population, 

Rideau continues, there is an immediate demand for replacements. “Wolves,”  or “studs,”  

which are best described as gorillas focused on sexual gain or profit related to prostitution, 

“will just turn out some more,”  according to Angola warden Frank Blackburn, (Rideau, p. 

94). 

To be a slave, or a not-man, is the ultimate suppression of identity: the inmate, in 

order to survive, becomes exactly what his owner desires, becomes an object rather than a 

person. If the sexual slave is at the bottom of the prison hierarchy, does this mean there is 

nothing worse? Rideau argues that the facts show there is. At Angola, the inmate who 

requests protection from the staff will find himself solitarily confined in “protective 

custody,” :

 Usually this more restrictive situation eventually forces the weaker 
inmate to reach a point where he decides that he would rather permit 
himself to be sexually exploited and enjoy a certain amount of freedom 
than suffer the mental and physical anguish of solitary confinement. 
The punitive and painful nature of “protection”  is one of the major 
factors in rape victims’ decisions to accept the role of a “ female”  … 
(Rideau, p. 94-95).  



The question then is: why is freedom as a slave somehow more desirable than 

security in isolation? In Chapter 3, I look at the relationship between the single inmate and 

the prison system, framed within the practice of solitary confinement.  



Chapter 3: Identity in Inmate-Prison System Relations

In describing the ball buster, Sykes writes: 

“Fully aware that the custodians hold the upper hand in the last 
analysis, knowing that solitary confinement awaits the inmate who 
angers the guards beyond the point of endurance, there are some 
prisoners who none the less flare into open defiance,”  (Sykes, p. 99). 

The ball buster once he enters solitary confinement, and perhaps, becomes a fixture, is left 

unchecked by Sykes and most other prison ethnographers until earlier this year, when 

anthropologist Lorna Rhodes published an ethnography on the high-tech “control units”  in 

Washington State prisons. 

What then happens to ball-buster within the isolated cell, where his only social 

interaction is not with people, but with the instruments (albeit, in human form) of a larger 

bureaucratic custodial system? Immediately, Rhodes’ research indicates that what once was 

a battle for autonomy and manhood is aggravated to a fight for humanity with those outside 

his cage and for sanity within himself.

Rhodes’s ethnography paints a darkly vivid picture of the physical, high-tech 

incarnation of Bentham’s panopticon. In visiting the super-maximum security units she 

discovered a “sharply individualized form of custody” : central control booths where guards 

can control nearly every element of the isolated inmates environment, electronic monitors 

that allow the guards to watch every moment of the prisoner’s life, and “can display not 

only the space itself but the history and photograph of every inmate,”  (Rhodes, p. 23). It’s 

a place of stun guns that threaten to turn the inmate into the animal, anal searches which 

threaten to make him nothing more than a body, and permanent identification wristbands 

that can reduce the inmate into nothing more than a handful of biographical facts, (Rhodes, 

p. 92,135-36). It’s no surprise then, when one officer tells Rhodes, “We are just like the guys 

who work loading docks—we’re trying to move stuff.”



Classification

In trading the “general population”  for solitary confinement, the prisoner does not 

find himself free of “ jacketing” . The systems’ classification system is a complicated mix of 

security, administration, social work and psychology that is no easier to shed than the simple 

masculine gradation of the inmates’ role-assigning. 

 Solitary confinement houses the “worst of the worst”  offenders, that is, the most 

violent prisoners who continue to commit violence regularly within the prison system. Due 

to the extreme nature of both the solitary environment and the violent behaviours that put 

the inmate, psychological evaluation and treatment become part of the regular routine of the 

inmate. One particular method prison psychologist use to “separate the mad from the bad”  

is the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM):

The diagnostic definitions of the DSM do not refer to individual 
persons, their histories, or even their personalities in any specific sense; 
instead they provide a language for describing sets of features that 
should be clear to any trained observer. Disorders are divided along 
axes, broad taxonomic categories that differentiate between diseases (or 
“states” ) and character (or “ traits” ).  (Rhodes, p. 141)

This classification system and other similarly used create contradictions and paradoxes 

for the inmate. “Classification separates and homogenizes inmate while at the same time 

attending to individual characteristics that allow them to be clumped into workable groups,”  

Rhodes writes, and seen in this light, one can understand why a prison, charged with 

managing a large and diverse group of inmates would choose to classify inmates, (Rhodes, pg 

138.). 

As we have seen in the previous section, within the controlled environment of the 

prison, the identity an inmate is given is often the one he must accept. While this sort of 

classification system may ultimately help provide the inmate with better, more 

individualized treatment and services, for the prisoner who receives a mental condition 



classification it may become another identity thrust upon him that will ultimately harm 

him when he is brought up for review, (Rhodes, p115). But perhaps what’s also 

frustrating is this new paper existence that may threaten to keep the inmate in solitary 

indefinitely:  As an inmate expressed to Rhodes his frustration with a member of the staff: 

“ [When you] bring me in for a five minute interview … I know how 
you’re looking at me … All you’re doing is making a determination 
based on the paper in front of you.”  (Rhodes,  p. 136). 

In turn, this impersonality can serve to escalate the inmate’s resistance. 

Dehumanisation

Interactions are so neutral and impersonal between inmates and staff within the 

control unit, that one inmate described it Rhodes as “  like dealing with automatons,”  

(Rhodes, 29).  The control unit inmate spends 23 hours a day in a cell, at largest, the size of 

a small university dorm room, where the only interaction with other human beings is with 

their guards, who, as one inmate explains, “you try to talk to them, they don’t give a shit,”  

(Rhodes, p. 35). And to a certain extent, automatons are how the guards are supposed to 

act and have long let sympathy fall away. The staff-inmate relationship is not one between 

people. Instead, it’s more similar to that between machine and product. 

As a result, Rhodes writers, “prisoners go to extreme lengths to fill the void with 

human attention in whatever form it is available,”  (Rhodes, pg 35). As one inmate told 

Rhodes: 

Behavior problems get the most attention, like if you kick the door, 
they respond, or you can your needs met by going on a hunger strike. 
Then they label you a manipulator. Holding trays, things like that are 
the only you can get the guards’ attention. (Rhodes, p. 35).

Inmates are not allowed to keep trays in their cells, and so refusing to return a tray 

becomes an “act of will:”  it places the prisoner in the position of creating the action, a 

small victory against his deprivation of autonomy.  



As Sykes puts it: “ In a very fundamental sense, a man perpetually locked by 

himself in a cage is no longer a man at all; rather, he is a semi-human object, an organism 

with a number,”  (Sykes, pg 6).  His actions increase in extremity as he attempts to assert 

himself as a social being by any means necessary, for better or worse, using the basest 

means necessary, most commonly faeces and urine. 

Rhodes writes that “shit-tossing”  at guards is both a common and effective weapon 

developed by men who have nothing left but their own bodies; they mix it with urine and 

eggs to make it easier to throw.  She continues: 

“While one might initially assume that throwing indicates individual 
pathology or regression, Masters [one of her interview subjects] is 
typical of many prisoners who frame it as a distinctly social act. Even 
though it contaminates their own environment and brings down 
the rage of the guards, inmates describe throwing as a particularly 
satisfying form of resistance,”  (Rhodes, p. 44).

Rhodes suggests the appeal goes beyond the fact that faecal matter is the only substance 

available and instead offers the idea that a prisoner frequently sees himself defined as 

“a piece of shit,”  and is able to “hurl into faces of his keepers the very aspect of himself 

that most represents his contaminated status in their eyes,”  (Rhodes, p. 45) and in effect 

contaminating them for at least a moment in time. 

The terrible irony of these negative acts of rebellion is that frequently they 

quicken his dehumanisation. An inmate who throws his faeces is seen more and more 

by the guards and by himself, in hindsight, as an animal, (Rhodes, p. 47). The equivalent 

of Sykes’ ball buster in the control unit is known as a cell warrior, a person who will launch 

attacks from his cell. The guards and other cell block residents react with much the same 

disapproval as the general population does- he upsets an already delicate peace with his 

acts.  The step beyond cell warrior is the monster,  a term used by both staff and prisoners to 

describe a prisoner “who becomes increasingly hardened even as the building he lives in 

is likewise hardened to keep up with him,”  (Rhodes, p. 175).



The other alternative pathway the ball buster may find in the control unit is one in 

which he finally submits:

“ In isolation… I was losing it. They basically broke me. They broke 
me. They had me to the point where I wasn’t getting anywhere 
fighting ‘em back. I … had to stop… The only thing you can do, 
you can go crazy or you can get your mind in a positive direction 
… [it’s about] facing life, head-on, accepting yourself.”  (Rhodes, p. 
74)

From the point of view of the staff, this is the ultimate hope for unit: “ the possibility of 

intervention in the process of self-making,”  (Rhodes, p. 73). 

In the “control unit,”  pain related to deprivation of heterosexual relationships and 

goods and services fall to the wayside as the regime of the administration exerts extreme 

force on the inmate’s autonomy—even the simplest daily acts become heavy with meaning 

as the inmate strives to find a sliver of sovereignty. Most apparent, however, is the pain the 

inmate feels in regards to his deprivation of liberty, not only in the tiny cell to which he is 

confined, but the small social world the cell represents, and again, the simplest encounter 

between inmate and guard is filled with meaning as he attempts to find some kind of social 

interaction.



Chapter 4: Identity in Inmate-Society Relations

“Too beautiful a day to be locked up,” he muttered, liking the bittersweet ache of longing for freedom. It told 
him that he was still human, still yearned for something more than being a convict. He still hoped…”

Earl, The Animal Factory (Bunker, p. 44). 

I begin this essay asserting that if the prison is about anything, it is actively about 

incarceration, the act of keeping prisoners inside. The unavoidable flipside of this is the prison 

is passively about banishment, the keeping of the inmate away from society—or in popular 

phrasing, “putting him away.”  

So far, we have touched upon all five of Sykes’ “pains of imprisonment,”  or 

deprivations. In the “general population,”  the deprivation of autonomy, goods and services, 

heterosexual relationships and security are solved or alleviated through the social 

relationships and economy of the inmate population, and from these relationships, inmates 

derive new identities. In the “control unit,”  the briefest encounters at meal time may become 

crucial struggles over the inmate’s autonomy and existence as a human and therefore social 

being.

Sykes writes that “ the prison as a social system, does not exist in isolation any 

more than the criminal within the prison exists in isolation as an individual,”  (Sykes, p. 9). 

The pain felt by the individual inmate in solitary confinement, removed completely from 

anything remotely resembling a society, is the concentrated version of the same pain felt by 

prison society in relation to the society at large.  To the eyes, the drab walls of confinement 

seem the most oppressive element of the prison, but Sykes argues, this is “ far less serious 

than the fact that imprisonment means that the inmate is cut off from family, relatives and 

friends,”  and indeed, society as a whole; while inmates are in fact allowed visitations, at the 

time he conducted his study, more than a third of the prisoners at the New Jersey State 

Prison had never received visitors from the outside, (Sykes, p. 65). According to Wikberg, 



this has changed very little over the last fifty years; visitation has always and always will pose 

problems for the long-term inmate, whose family members may move or pass away (Rideau, 

p. 217-242). This is exacerbated by the trend of building prisons in remote areas – such as 

the Hawaiian prison in the Arizona desert, or inmates from Northern Ireland transferred 

to Englan or Scotland. Frequently, inmates will also choose to sever ties with those on the 

outside world, explaining – as did Rubin “Hurricane”  Carter, who was later proved innocent 

of the murder he was convicted of, to his wife—that holding on is too painful, and unless he 

cuts the ties for good, he will not survive, (“The Hurricane,”   1999). 

While the intensity of the pain from severing these close emotional ties is not 

difficult to imagine, Sykes writes, “ that what makes this pain of imprisonment bite most 

deeply is the fact that the confinement of the criminal represents a deliberate, moral rejection 

of the criminal by the free community,”  (Sykes, p. 66). It is something close to being “dead”  

in the eyes of society—and the inmate population is confronted with yet another layer of 

identity decay: If in the general population they have their manhood taken from them, and 

in solitary confinement they lose their humanity, by being in prison, it can be said, they lose 

their “existence,”  that is, they cease to be in the eyes of society. 

As in the previous two chapters, here too the inmate resists by forming or forcing 

new types of relationships, this time with the outside world. As Sykes explains: 

In reality, of course, the prison wall is far more permeable than it 
appears, not in terms of escape … but in terms of the relationships 
between the prison social system and the larger society in which 
it rests. The prison is not an autonomous system of power; rather 
it is an instrument of the State, shaped by its social environment, 
and we must keep this simple truth in mind if we are to understand 
the prison. It reacts to and is acted upon by the free community as 
various groups struggle to advance their interests,”  (Sykes, p 8).

These new relationships the inmates attempt to form with outside world aim to reverse 

the flow of action. The inmates aim to assert their existence on the outside world and 

sometimes, change the identity thrust upon them: “ the public’s notion that they are animals 



who are not to be trusted, who will prey on law-abiding citizens, and who are incapable of 

rising above their mistakes,”  Rideau, The Angolite (208).

In this section I will examine three ways in which inmates may form relationships 

with the outside world, by political protest and violence within the prison, through the 

communication media and finally, conclude with the hypothetical right to vote, and how 

each affects, or in the final case, would affect the identity of the inmate. 

Riots

“The Attica Rebellion is more than a prison insurrection. It is also a window 
into the time and culture that produced it. It offers scholars and non-scholars 
alike an opportunity to examine closely a facet of our society that most of 
us rarely see or experience yet which is increasingly viewed by other nations 
and cultures as a fixture of American life. We lock away millions of people 
every decade in penal institutions; occasionally, as in the case of Attica, their 
inmates rebel and become socially and politically visible. When they become 
visible, so do our prisons and our criminal justice system…

…Ultimately, the Attica Rebellion is about us. Revisiting it permits us to 
peer into a world that we, after all, created—and perhaps re-examine our 
penal institutions once again, without waiting for another bloody rebellion. 
By bringing to the public the numerous documents, radio documentaries, 
films, videos, and interviews that were produced during and after the events of 
September 1971, we hope to give teachers, students, and the general public an 
opportunity to directly experience and reflect on the events and participants of 
the Attica Rebellion—and to stimulate debate and discussion of America's 
criminal justice system. 

-Introduction to Attica Revisited, A Talking History project 
(Zahavi, 2004, http:/ / www.talkinghistory.org/ attica/ )

In September 1971, 1,300 inmates took control of Attica prison in New York State and 

demanded a series of improvements relating to their living conditions and educational 

programs. Based on the list of demands, the easy interpretation would be to view the 

prison riot, and ones like it that are used for political ends, as a reaction to the inmates’  

deprivation of goods and services. However, as opposed to the black-market of the 



general population or the “ turning out”  of inmates which are linked to the deprivation 

of goods and services and heterosexual relationships respectively,  the riot itself is not 

inherently linked to a specific deprivation. To understand it, then we must sever the riot 

from the prisoners’  immediate goals, and attempt to find the deeper driving force. As 

Zahavi writes:

 Prisoners rebel for various reasons: because the warden is 
insensitive and cruel, because they are abused by guards, because 
living and sleeping conditions become intolerable, because certain 
prison communities foster group militancy, because social and 
cultural movements outside prisons encourage rebellion. Whatever 
the reasons, the act of rebellion brings public attention,”  (Zahavi). 

From this perspective, it most certainly functions as a reaction to the inmate’s deprivation of 

liberty. 

The Attica incident is widely regarded as a major “ failure”  on behalf of the New 

York prison system, both for allowing it to happen and for handling it improperly, killing 

45 inmates and 10 of their hostages (Zahavi).  At the same time, as the quote heading 

this section suggests, the riot can be seen as one of the greatest victories by an inmate 

population in the history of the modern prison. As is the case with Rhodes’  “control unit”  

prisoners, troublemaking and violence do not occur simply for their own sake; they are 

frequently devices use merely for capturing the attention of the guards. They are not 

necessarily malicious, although the extremity of these acts may be fuelled by the inmate’s 

frustration at being unable to elicit a reaction through positive behaviours. Indeed, as 

Sykes noted: “disturbances within the walls must often be viewed as highly dramatic 

efforts to communicate with the outside world, efforts in which confined criminals pass 

over the heads of their captors to appeal to a new audience,”  (Sykes, p. 8).

One can also choose another perspective through which to the view the riot; the 

same interpretation the guards explain in regards to the “control unit”  inmate practice of 



keeping their dinner trays. The riot, in this light, functions as an assertion of autonomy, 

whereby the inmate is able to cause an action to happen, rather than remain in a never-

ending state of submission. 

As in the case of the solitary inmate’s rebellion, the riot is a combination of 

reactions, as Sykes implies in his analysis of society’s reaction to riots at prisons in New 

Jersey: 

Who was to blame for the riots? In this question the free 
community expressed its indignation and anxiety, for a riot is the 
imprisoned criminal brought back to life, the marked man revealed 
again to the public view. A riot is not one criminal tried in court, 
unknown, unnoticed, and then quietly placed behind the wall. A 
riot, rather, is a disturbing reminder of society’s decision to punish 
some to protect the many and simultaneously records the failure 
of penal policy. The imprisoned criminal, unreformed, has gained 
the upper hand; and the community responds by searching for a 
personal villain in the piece,”  (Sykes, p. 120). 

The act of rioting, however, differs from the cell warrior’s attacks on the prison staff in two 

ways.  The first is one of rationality: the confined inmate may rebel for immediate attention, 

a short term goal, despite the fact that this behaviour will ultimately serve to lengthen his 

stay in the control unit. Whereas, with the riot, the immediate consequence is one of violent 

reaction from the staff: a quelling that may injure or kill the rioters, and a lock-down that will 

confine the inmates to their cells for several days to many weeks. In the long term, however, 

as Attica Revisited represents, is one of improvement: more than 30 years later, society is still 

contemplating the prison conditions that Attica brought to light. 

Secondly, violence is not simply a product of need, but of instigation. In studying the 

cyclical nature of the prison riot, Sykes notes that:

The occurrence of riots in the prison depends heavily on the 
emergence of more aggressive, violent, and unstable prisoners into 
positions of leadership and influence in the society of captives. 
Dissatisfaction in the inmate population is encouraged and 
channelled by such men in a spiral of agitation until individual and 
sporadic impulses to strike back at the captors become fused into 
an organised plan of insurrection, (Sykes, p. 124). 



In the same stroke of the pen, he writes that prisoners oriented towards “ the theme of 

inmate cohesion”  or “ inmate solidarity”  are able to rise to leadership roles, the prison 

will remain relatively stable. The difference here, is that the riot is not the only means of 

capturing the attention of greater society. Many peaceful means exist, such as non-violent 

protest including hunger strikes, and the pragmatic use of mass communication media.  

Communication

Kathryn Pugsley, a student of Irish Republican literature, relates the story of the 

intricate communication system that evolved between Irish Republicans in prison and the 

outside world, which could often  ‘get a message in, a reply out and a second message back 

in a single day’:

The ‘comms’ as they were known, usually took the form of 
cigarette papers which, having been covered in tiny writing, were 
rolled up (along with tobacco, biro refills and, on a occasion, small 
radio), wrapped in clingfilm and concealed within a prisoner’s 
body—usually in the anus. At a suitable point during his statutory 
visit (which was often with a female selected by the [Irish 
Republican] organisation), the prisoner would transfer the “parcel”  
from its hiding place to his hand or mouth and, through a swift or 
intimate greeting, pass it to the receiver, who might supply her own 
parcel in return … the system flourished, and became crucial to the 
circulation of creative writings, (Pugsley, 2003, p. 10-11).  

To Pugsley, the writings, which were often published in local and national Republican 

journals, simultaneously represented both the inmate’s confinement and freedom: “ for 

though he was physically shut off from the outside world … he used writing to establish an 

important link with his community,”  (Pugsley, 18).  While the ‘comm’ system was initially 

used for as a way for the external political organisation to maintain a presence within the 

prison, by publishing the inmate’s writing outside, he “ensured that a part of his character 

and experiences –and that of his comrades—remained in circulation,”  (Pugsley, 19). 

The energy and innovation applied in this extraordinary case is a clear example of 

how inmates are able to counter the deprivation of liberty through communication media, 



and ultimately leave a lasting impact on greater society through mass distribution. The 

political affects of the media are not to be under-estimated. In the case of The Angolite 

newspaper, which Angola prison’s warden granted the “ freedom to investigate, photograph, 

and publish whatever its staff desired so long as they adhered to professional journalistic 

standards (Rideau, p. 47), has achieved several major victories for inmates at odds with the 

justice system. For example, Wikberg’s writing on “ long-termers”  serving indefinite 

sentences succeeded in bringing national attention to the problem, which resulted in 

executive clemency being awarded to at least four of the article’s subjects within a year of its 

publication, (Rideau, p. 242). In fact, so powerful is the inmate’s voice once it gains access to 

mass media distribution that many criminal justice institutions have sought to suppress it. 

Perhaps, the most notorious case being that of US inmate Mumia Abu-Jamal, who was 

commissioned by “All Things Considered,”  a radio program supported by federal funds, to 

record a series of radio essays. Senator Bob Dole, who would later run as the Republican 

Party candidate for President, spoke out against the death row inmate and threatened to 

push to cut funds for the radio program if they didn’t “kill”  the radio essays, (CourtTV 

library). The radio dropped the program, but ironically, the very issue of his censorship was 

instrumental in promoting his persona in greater society: His story was picked up by other 

media, and he was able to publish several books, including “All Things Censored,”  the 

transcripts of the cancelled radio essays. 

While initially such forms of communication are similar to the riots in that they are a 

reaction to the inmate’s deprivation of liberty and autonomy, as well, as his individual 

complaints, publication in the media provides another type of identity reconstruction, 

unique in that it does not depend on deprivation. Instead, the dissemination of the inmate’s 

character in the form of writing in the outside world can ultimately form an identity that not 

only exists outside the prison, but whose presence exists stronger outside than in. 



In the case of Mumia Abu-Jamal, his photograph adorns t-shirts and album covers, 

and running his name through the Google.com search engine retrieves more than 90,000 

hits, or occasions in which his name appears on a Web page. Similarly, there is the case of 

George Jackson, who became an iconic character in the civil rights movement of the 1960s 

and the development of the Black Panther Party – not because of any direct involvement, 

but in that his letters maintained an inspiring presence within movement. This presences was 

further strengthen when he was shot and killed in the same year a collection of his letters 

was published by Penguin Books in the US and Europe (Jackson, 1971). 

Edward Bunker, who served 25 years in prison, achieved both a cult and academic 

fan base, which, established him as a “crime writer”  as opposed to an ex-convict. Two of his 

books were adapted into feature films (“Going Straight Time,”  1978, “The Animal Factory,”  

2000), and he has guest starred in films by directors as prominent as Quentin Tarantino, 

(Reservoir Dogs, 1992). The identity of the prisoner is simultaneously freed, and forever 

imprisoned: it exist beyond the walls, but even upon release, it is inseparable, and in fact, 

synonymous, with being a prisoner. 

 
Conclusion: Towards The Right to Vote

“The status lost by the prisoner is, in fact similar to what Marshall has called the 

status of citizenship,”  Sykes writes, “ that basic acceptance of the individual as a functioning 

member of the society in which he lives,”  (Sykes, p. 66-67). This is indeed the case in 

countries which deny prisoners the right to vote or hold office. In England, this is called 

“civic death,”  a term which fully explains society’s ultimate dissociation of the inmate. He is 

no longer person, no longer alive. 

UNLOCK, the National Association of Ex-Offenders in the United Kingdom, is 

actively lobbying to change the law that denies inmates the right to vote. They argue that, 



“Removing the right to vote increases social exclusion by signalling to serving prisoners that, 

at least for the duration of their sentence, they are dead to society,”  (“Barred from Voting,”  

2004). In regards to Sykes’ pains of imprisonment, the right to vote would alleviate at least 

one challenge to the inmate’s identity: the deprivation of autonomy. To Sykes, the inmate’s 

identity is serious danger: 

The important point … is that the frustration of the prisoner’s 
ability to make choices and the frequent refusals to provide an 
explanation for the regulations an commands descending from 
the bureaucratic staff involve a profound threat to the prisoner’s 
self image because they reduce the prisoner to the weak, helpless, 
dependent status of childhood. As Bettelheim has tellingly noted in 
his comments on the concentration camp, men under guard stand 
in constant danger of losing their identification with the normal 
definition of an adult and the imprisoned criminal finds his picture 
of himself as a self-determining individual being destroyed by the 
regime of custodians, (Sykes, p. 75-76).

UNLOCK’s chief concern is also one of identity: they believe that by denying the inmate 

that singular right in a democracy, society “disenfranchises”  the inmate. They note that the 

ideal prison would be one from which prisoners return as law-abiding, socially responsible 

citizens. This policy of “civic death,”  however, further alienates the inmate, and encourages 

anti-social behaviour. As UNLOCK’s chief executive explained to an audience of political 

leaders and activists: 

I have personally been a victim of ‘civic death’ for 13 long years 
while I was in prison. It is an uncivilized and unnecessary law, 
which serves only to fuel hatred between society and offenders 
resulting in a disastrous cycle of revenge without remorse on either 
side. The offender hates society and society hates the offender. 
With neither party having remorse for the damage they inflict on 
each other - Crime can be and is the only result. (Cummines, 2004). 

UNLOCK and Sykes are both making similar statements: the goals of society in regards to 

the prison can only succeed if the inmate learns that he can choose a different path in life, one 

that obeys the rules. By denying the inmate the ability to be heard and counted, and have a 

say in how the prison operates, he will inevitable accept the outcast identity and continue 



to live outside society’s laws. Rhodes observed one control unit guard express a similar 

concern, saying “ [W]e just help people adapt to prison. Do we want them to be better 

prisoners? Or are they citizens? Can we help them learn how to live with integrity?”  (Rhodes, 

p. 132). 

To answer the question, I believe the right to vote is a promising first step. In 

personal experience, both in the US and England, I have found that the status as a citizen 

gives the individual more power than most appreciate. Elected officials are ever-mindful 

of their constituents: they read every letter and email that arrives at their office, they 

return (or delegate an assistant) phone calls personally, they tally these positions and 

consider them when sponsoring or voting for legislation. The inmate population, 

particularly in the US, would represent a formidable voting block: one that if properly 

organised would allow inmates to influence their world. As UNLOCK articulates, 

“Without the vote, prisoners have no formal, organised and protected right to a voice. 

This removes on of the pivotal ways of being heard by a Government on issues such as 

human rights, living conditions and personal safety,”  (UNLOCK). 

The dilemma here, though, is whether such a move would take “ the bite,”  as 

Sykes phrases it, out of prison time: “as Reckless has pointed out, it is the moral 

condemnation of the criminal—however it may be symbolized—that converts hurt into 

punishment, i.e. the just consequence of committing an offense, and it is this 

condemnation that confronts the inmate by the fact of his seclusion,”  (Sykes, p. 66).

 If this is the case, however, I’d argue that this is exactly where we, as a societies, 

need to re-evaluate why we send inmate to prison, a building designed to incarcerate. Is it 

to punish, to rehabilitate, to protect us? Without deciding this, all inmates have to define 

themselves, to recreate themselves and organise themselves is the barren environment that 

surrounds them. All they have is what they don’ t have.
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