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ble products of the current system of corrections. Further, I have become
convinced that humanitarian reforms within prisons effect no substantial
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monograph—a study of race relations in a reform-oriented prison
—provides, I believe, abundant evidence for each of these assertions.

A radical transformation of the correctional system is in order. But how
likely is such a transformation in a society in which nearly half of the
prisoner population are members of oppressed minorities? The analysis of
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names used in this report are fictitious, and any resemblance to names of
people working or confined in prisons is coincidental.
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Introduction

*“‘Nothing is more powerful than an idea, and they have the idea that they
are victims of a racist society, repressed by racist pigs and racist
institutions.’'* These are the words of Russell G. Oswald, former Commis-
sioner of Corrections for the State of New York, who regards the issues
posed by black prisoners as the most awesome challenge he has faced in his
twenty-five years in corrections. Four months after he had spoken these
words, Oswald confronted the issues head-on. On September 19, 1971 he
ordered the New York State Police to retake the Attica Correctional
Institution by assault. Thirty inmates were killed, most of them black.

More recently, following several weeks of disorder in Florida’s correc-
tional system, a white inmate filed a suit asking for a return to racial
segregation in the state’s prisons.? Commenting on this suit and the disor-
der that preceded it, Louie Wainwright, Director of Corrections, said: “‘It
is an extremely hazardous situation. White prisoners are begging to be
locked in cells because of the increasing aggressive activities by blacks.""
Superintendent K.D. Conner of Florida's Sumter Correctional Institution
observed that in a racially integrated prison, ‘‘the tension is directed more
against the other race than against the staff.’™*

These are only two incidents in a wave of racial disturbances that has
swept the nation’s prisons in recent years. Most often this conflict has
come to public attention in the form of violent disturbances in which black
inmates are pitted against a predominantly white prison staff. The observa-
tions by Florida officials make clear, however, that these dramatic confron-
tations are only the tip of the iceberg. Beneath these outbursts, contained
and hidden by the walls of the prison, are a myriad of conflicts that involve
black prisoner against white prisoner as well as black prisoners against
staff.

Despite the obvious racial tension in prisons, there has been no
sociological analysis of the problem. Research in race relations tends to be
guided by a melioristic interest. By and large it has concentrated on what-
ever has seemed to be the important problem of the moment. As the
spotlight of public attention has illuminated one problem area after another,
the focus of research has shifted. Thus, in succession since World War II
research has concentrated on integration in the armed forces, discrimina-
tion in business and industry, residential segregation, school desegrega-
tion, and most recently urban violence. The importance and scale of these



issues dwarfed the problems surrounding the forced racial integration of
the 600,000 incarcerated adults.® Moreover, until 1970 the prisons seemed
to be islands of tranquility in an ocean swept by racial turmoil. Thus, while
there have been a few studies of racial discrimination in law enforcement,
there have been none of race relations in the prison.

There is a substantial body of sociological research on the prison. Yet,
in all of this research there is only incidental reference to the fact that
prisoners differ in racial identities. As will become clear later in this
chapter, this oversight may actually be a reflection of the fact that until
recently racial identities have been of little importance to prison social
structure. Whatever the reason, however, the fact remains that studies of
the prison offer virtually no information regarding race relations.

In view of the gaps in our knowledge concerning race relations in the
prison, the research reported here was undertaken as an exploratory case
study. By delving deeply into the situation of one prison, it seeks to provide
some understanding of how race relations are organized in prisons. More
concretely, the aim of the study is to describe the structure of race relations
as it existed in one prison during the period of study, and to identify the
conditions that maintained the structure and that may therefore cause it to
change.

Prison Social Organization and Race Relations

I have observed that few of the many studies on the prison have considered
the fact that inmates and staff alike differ in their racial identities. This
omission may be an oversight due to the theoretical orientation of this
research. Or, in fact, it may be an indication that race is of minimal
significance within the prison. In this section, after reviewing the literature
on inmate social organization, I offer an hypothesis concerning this ques-
tion.

Prison Social Organization

Since the publication of Clemmer’s study of a Midwest prison® in 1940 there
has developed a rich body of scholarly literature on the social organization
of the prison. Most of this research concerns the informal social organiza-
tion of prisoners. Two questions dominate these research efforts: (1) the
nature of prisoner organization, and (2) the origins of this organization.
Some studies depict prisoner populations organized as collectivities;
others characterize populations as organized into primary groups; and a
few studies portray prisoners as unorganized. With regard to the second



question some researchers view the prisoner subculture and social organi-
zation as emerging within the prison; others argue that inmate culture and
social organization have their origins outside the prison. To a large extent
the answers to these two questions are correlated. Those who portray
prisoners as collectively organized in a symbiotic system are inclined to
view this organization as indigenous to the prison. Those who portray
prisoners as affiliated in primary groups usually argue that inmate culture is
imported from outside the prison. In short, there are two models of inmate
social organization: (1) adeprivation model and (2) animportation model.”

The Deprivation Model. The major premise of the deprivation modelis that
inmate culture and social organization are collective functional responses
to the deprivations imposed by incarceration. Sykes and Messinger iden-
tified five such pains of imprisonment: loss of freedom, deprivation of
material comfort, loss of autonomy, denial of heterosexual contact, and
physical insecurity.® To this list McCorkle and Korn have added rejection
by society.® Prisoners can never escape completely the impact of these
deprivations, but inmate solidarity is one means by which the pain may be
reduced for the greatest number. Thus, it is argued, there emerges within
the prison an inmate culture, the major characteristic of which is a norma-
tive code of solidarity. The code enjoins prisoners to ‘‘do your own time,”’
‘“‘don’trat,”’ *‘don’t bring heat.’’® These norms are articulated in a system
of interdependent though not necessarily cohesive roles. ‘‘Real men’’ are
those prisoners who exemplify the code in their prison behavior and en-
force adherence to it. In opposition to ‘‘real men’’ are role types such as
““merchants,’” “‘toughs,’’ ‘‘fags,’” and ‘‘rats’’—all of which stand in viola-
tion of one or more maxims of the inmate code.!! Thus, the inmate social
system stands in precarious balance between a collective solidarity
founded upon conformity to shared norms and a state of complete disrup-
tion, a war of all against all.

Implicit in this model is a conception of the prison as a closed system, a
total institution impermeable to influence from the outside. The inmate
culture emerges through the interaction of prisoners within the walls and
new prisoners are socialized into it.’? Predisposing inmates to the socializa-
tion process is a ritual series of degradations that is part of the formal
induction into the prison.!® Through such defilements pre-prison identities
are extinguished and a new identity, that of the convict, is conferred and
continually affirmed.

Despite the hypothesis that prisoners are socialized into a pre-existing
inmate culture, studies supporting the deprivation model have largely
shown prisoner populations to be organized as collectivities rather than
into primary groups. In Clemmer’s study for example, only 18 percent of
the population were affiliated in primary groups.!4 In Wheeler's study of



socialization, only 43 percent of his sample were involved in primary
groups.'® Likewise, in four of the five institutions studied by Glaser there
was a tendency for inmates to remain uninvolved in primary group
relations,!® and in a federal narcotics hospital studied by Tittle!” less than
half of the male patients reported having one or more good friends.

In sum, the deprivation model adopts a conception of the prison as a
total institution. Life within the institution presents prisoners with a series
of deprivations to which they adapt collectively by means of an indige-
nously developed code of solidarity. This code is articulated in a system of
interdependent roles. While primary group affiliation may be present, the
prevailing mode of organization is symbiotic rather than cohesive.

The Importation Model. A number of researchers have criticized what they
regard as the restrictive scope of the deprivation model. While agreeing
that inmate culture and social organization are adaptive responses to
the problem of incarceration, these critics attack the conception of the
prison as a closed system total institution. In essence, they argue that the
quality of inmate adaptation is influenced by pre-prison experiences. From
this perspective the existence of a well-developed and integrated inmate
culture is an example of a latent culture.'® It is one that has its origins and
supports in groups outside the prison and is imported into the prison
through the interaction of people from similar backgrounds in the face of
common problems to which they must adapt.

Irwin and Cressey have provided the clearest statement of this
position.!® They argue that inmate culture is an accomodation among three
diverse subcultural orientations: ‘‘thief,”’ ‘‘convict,”” and ‘‘do right.”’ Each
of these orientations has its origins outside the prison. The ‘‘thief’” subcul-
ture derives from the subculture of professional crime and extols the values
of loyalty and trustworthiness. The ‘‘convict’’ orientation originates both
in reform schools and the culture of the ‘‘hard core’’ lower class. The
central value of this orientation is utilitarianism; ‘ ‘convicts’’ are oriented to
achieving wealth, status, and power within the prison community. The ‘‘do
right’’ orientation has its origin in the conventional values of the middle and
working classes. In the prison it is characterized by an attempt to achieve
the goals set for prisoners by the staff.

Irwin and Cressey hypothesize that in the typical prison the subcultural
orientation of the ‘‘convict’’ is dominant, with those of ‘‘thief’’ and ‘‘do
right”’ adjusting and accomodating to it.?° As a result the prison population
is organized as a congeries of cliques having diverse orientations and
existing in some sort of balanced accomodation. Irwin, for example, has
depicted convict social organization in California prisons in the following
manner:

The convict population in California tends to be splintered. A few convicts orient



themselves to the prison social system and assume roles in regard to the prison, and
afew others withdraw completely, but the majority confine their association to one
or two groups of convicts and attempt to disassociate themselves from the bulk of
the population. These groups vary from small, close-knit primary groups to large
casual groups.?!

Additional support for an importation model is found in studies of
prisons for women. Ward and Kassebaum characterized the female prison-
ers at Frontera, California as organized into primary groups and dyadic
homosexual alliances, with little collective solidarity existing between
groups.?? At the Federal Reformatory for Women in Alderson, West Vir-
ginia, Giallombardo found the cornerstone of inmate organization to be
pseudo-marriages linked together in an elaborate substitute kinship
system.%?® Both studies interpret this form of adaptation as the result of
prior socialization into the traditional female roles of wife and mother. It is
the dispossession of these roles and the consequent absence of security,
intimacy, and affection that women experience as the most deprivational
aspect of confinement. Organization into dyadic homosexual alliances and
close-knit primary groups evolves as a response to these pains. Thus, an
ascriptive identity, sex, is viewed as structuring what is defined as depriva-
tional about prison, and structuring the manner in which prisoners organize
to alleviate these deprivations.

In contrast to the deprivation model, then, the importation model does
not view the prison as a closed system total institution. It interprets inmate
adaptations to imprisonment as conditioned by factors external to the
prison. Within the prison inmates are organized into primary groups and
cliques composed of prisoners sharing similar orientations, with little col-
lective solidarity between groups.

Contradictions or Complements? The deprivation and importation models
commonly are viewed as opposed models of inmate organization. But such
a view may represent undue polarization. Rather than being contradictory,
these models may in fact be complementary. Each may be a representation
of the sources and form of inmate organization as it exists under different
conditions. Prisons vary greatly in the balance of deprivation and control
they impose upon inmates, and the balance of deprivation and control is a
crucial condition in the deprivation model. As the argument runs, the
greater the deprivation imposed and the more rigid and oppressive the
authority to which inmates are subject, the more likely there is to emerge
within the prison a normative code of solidarity. The converse of this
argument is that the less harsh the deprivations and controls, the less likely
itis that a code of solidarity will emerge. A worthy hypothesis, then, is that
collective solidarity among prisoners is directly related to the degree of
deprivation and control to which they are subject.



A low degree of deprivation and control is likely also to result in
increased primary group affiliation. Humanitarian reform in prison usually
includes such measures as extended and less supervised visiting privileges,
less restrictions on access to the mass media, increased time for recreation,
and the modification of prison uniform and hairstyles in the direction of
styles current in the outside world. These and similar changes increase the
permeability of the prison and facilitate the prisoners’ continued attach-
ments to external reference groups and their affiliation in cliques with other
prisoners sharing similar orientations. In brief, lessened deprivation and
control may weaken collective solidarity and simultaneously facilitate
involvement in primary groups and continued attachments to reference
groups external to the prison.

A close examination of the data presented in the few comparative
studies reported in the literature provides support for this hypothesis.
Berk’s comparison of prisoner attitudes in three minimum security prisons
varying in degree of their emphasis upon a treatment orientation revealed
that prisoner attitudes toward the staff and program were the most positive
in the treatment institution, the most negative in the custodial institution,
and intermediate in the mixed goal institution.?* Berk himself did not
analyze differences among the institutions in the extent of primary group
affiliation. A recomputation of data he presents, however, shows that 84
percent of the prisoners in the treatment institution received one or more
sociometric friendship choices as compared to 71.5 percent in the mixed
goal institution and to only 46.8 percent in the custodial institution.?® Thus,
if inmate attitudes toward staff are taken as indicators of collective solidar-
ity, Berk’s data are consistent with the hypothesis I have offered.

A similar pattern was observed by Street, Vinter, and Perrow in their
comparison of inmate organization in six juvenile homes varying in the
degree of their emphasis upon treatment. They found that collective soli-
darity as measured by loyalty to other inmates showed little variation by
institution.?® However, inmates in the treatment institutions had the most
positive attitudes toward the staff and program, whereas those in the
custodial institution had the most negative attitudes.?” Further, inmates in
the treatment institutions were the most highly involved in primary groups;
those in the custodial institutions were the least involved.?®

A study by Wilson compared staff-inmate relations and primary group
affiliation among inmates in three units within one prison.?® The units were
characterized by different patterns of decision-making and degrees of
deprivation. He reported that staff-inmate relations were most cooperative
and primary group affiliations among prisoners were the most developed in
the unit characterized by participative decision-making and high privileges.
Prisoners in the unit characterized by bureaucratic decision-making and
low privileges were reported as evincing the highest degree of alienation
from the staff and having the lowest degree of primary group involvement.



Most recently, Tittle has reported on a study of inmate organization in a
federal narcotics hospital having about as much deprivation and control as
a minimum security prison.3? Tittle characterizes inmate organization in
this institution as weak and fragmentary. Both males and females were
rather highly involved in primary group affiliation, and measures of opposi-
tion to staff and loyalty to other inmates indicated the presence of only a
modest degree of collective solidarity.?' Moreover, among the male pris-
oners collective solidarity and primary group affiliation were negatively
associated, suggesting that at least for this segment of the population these
are distinct forms of organization.®? Further, while cohort analysis pro-
vided only limited support for the view that inmates were socialized into an
inmate culture,®3 there was rather strong evidence indicating that pre-
prison experiences, especially involvement in an addict subculture were
determinants of inmate organization.3*

In sum, evidence from the few comparative studies reported is consis-
tent with the view that the deprivation and importation models are alterna-
tive representations of inmate social organization as it exists under differ-
ent conditions. Conditions of maximum deprivation and control produce a
symbiotic organization among the inmates characterized by high solidarity,
interdependent roles, and low primary group cohesion. Decreased depriva-
tion and control remove the impetus for collective solidarity and facilitate
continued attachment to external reference groups and involvement in
primary groups. Hence, under conditions of minimal deprivation and con-
trol inmate organization is characterized by low solidarity, limited inter-
dependence, and high primary group cohesion.

Prison Reform and Race Relations

I noted above that the fact of racial differences is seldom mentioned in
sociological studies of the prison, and I raised the question of whether this
omission is an oversight of previous researchers or an indicator that racial
differences are of little functional importance within the structure of the
prison. The preceding review of studies on prisoner social organization
suggests that the latter possibility may in fact be true, that the significance
of race within the prison is a recent development brought about by the
coincidence of prison reform and black nationalism. Before proceeding
further, however, it is necessary to consider the sense in which the terms
race and race relations are used by sociologists.

A Social Definition of Race. It has been common in the past to treat race
relations as if they were a special and distinct form of human relationships.
A perspective such as this, however, attributes an intrinsic social signifi-
cance to a physical construct. Such a position is untenable. Comparative



