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Preface

The prison should, were the world not full of paradox, be a
very paradigm of the rule of law.
—Norval Morris, Future of Imprisonment (1974)

In a democratic society, the very idea of prison is a paradox—or rather
a series of paradoxes. After all, how can such a society ultimately
justify continuing to keep people, even prisoners, in a condition of
political and economic servitude? How can this society instill, in
people who have shown such fundamental disrespect for it, the sense
of democratic community that makes it work? How can the society
find a way to extend the democratic rights guaranteed other citizens to
those convicted of serious felonies?

Prisoners are the most powerless of people. Legally, histori-
cally, and in the popular mind, they are noncitizens, nonpersons.
From the society, they can demand nothing, not even minimal condi-
tions of respect and safety. Why, then, should society extend them
democratic rights?

There are three justifications—philosophical, historical, and
psychological—for extending democratic ideals to the daily conduct
of the prison.

Philosophically, it can be argued that all human beings
deserve respect, no matter what they might have done to society or its
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members. It can also be argued that the prison’s punitiveness and
denial of prisoners’ political and economic rights are simply not just,
as might be suggested by Rawls (1971), who states the conditions
under which he feels a just society may restrict liberty or permit
equality in its citizens.

Historically, there has also existed an obscure but important
movement to reform prisons by extending democratic process to
prisoners. As we shall describe, Alexander Maconochie’s mark sys-
tem, Thomas Mott Osborne’s Mutual Welfare League, and Eliot
Studt’s C unit study are representative of this tradition.

Psychologically, developmental psychology (as embodied in
the works of such thinkers as George Herbert Mead, John Dewey,
Jean Piaget, and Lawrence Kohlberg) offers a conception of learning
that may be appropriate here. Kohlberg, for example, suggests that
people evolve through six stages of ethical or moral development and
that this moral development is stimulated by, among other things,
participation in democratic life. Clearly, traditional prisons fail to
provide an environment likely to allow such development.

On the basis of these premises, in 1970 we initiated, in collabo-
ration with Harvard University, a small-scale effort in which prison-
ers engaged in democratic dialogue about management of living-unit
discipline, recreation, and the like, in the hope of demonstrating that
inmates would respond positively to such an environment and would
recognize that its rules and procedures were fairer than were those in
the traditional prison. In addition, we were interested in exploring
the use of the Kohlberg measure of moral judgment as a tool for
measuring democratic learning in the prison. We were also interested
in the impact of such a democratic intervention on the political and
social culture of the prison.

After a year of preliminary work, we launched a project to
create a democratic prison environment that would, we hoped, be
perceived as fair by inmates and staff and that would actively stimu-
late the moral thinking of the people involved. We also hoped the
program would aid inmates in leading successful lives following
their release from the institution. The Just Community program was
initiated in 1971 at the Niantic Correctional Institution for Women in
East Lyme, Connecticut. There had been a near riot at the institution,
and feelings between staff and inmates were generally hostile. In spite
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of these antagonisms, inmates, staff, and administrators all expressed
a willingness to explore the possibility of atleast working together to
create a new set of living unit rules. Inmates and staff members agreed
to propose, institute, and enforce rules for a single “model cottage,”
as well as to work toward a positive sense of community. Implicit in
this agreement was the recognition by prison administrators that
inmates and line staff could legitimately discuss and attempt to
restructure existing institutional arrangements.

Once operational, cottage meetings were held several times a
week, and grievances, program suggestions, and parole and furlough
petitions were brought up for open discussion by staff and inmates.
Even such potentially explosive issues as contraband, escape, and
assault were talked about in these meetings, and in only a few cases
was a community decision directly overruled by the prison adminis-
tration.Besides the meetings, residents also attended several weekly
counseling sessions, led by trained cottage staff members, which had a
more personal focus than did the larger meetings. In both encounters,
inmates and staff were trained in methods of democratic management
and discussion.

The Just Community program has lasted for eight years. In the
following pages, we describe its background, methodology, proce-
dures, its successes and failures, and, we hope, its ultimate justifica-
tion. We realize that, in our supposedly pragmatic age, articulating a
theory of prison reform that upholds an abstract notion of social
justice runs the risk of sounding soft-headed and romantic. Others
concerned with prisons may argue for “tough-minded’’ ways of “cor-
recting the illusions” of rehabilitation and reform, citing promises of
lowered recidivism. Our justification has little to do with lowered
recidivism, although we hope it helps. Rather, we feel the reason to
reform prisons stems from a commitment to social justice: That is, a
just society should seek to guarantee social rights for all its people,
and inmates simply should not be subjected to the degradations,
cruelty, hopelessness, and despair that most experience in American
prisons today. The right to democratic participation in prison is
more than a psychological or educational technique; it is a funda-
mental political right. Further, we insist that, far from being soft-
headed and romantic, the extension of rights to prisoners is the only
way to ensure justice to all citizens, particularly the victims of crime.
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Chapter One is an overview of three major historical efforts to
create democratic prison programs. In reviewing the efforts of
Maconochie, Osborne, and Studt, we emphasize both the promise as
well as the constraints facing efforts at prison democracy. Historians
interested in the evolution of criminal justice should find this chapter
particularly rewarding since we have deliberately chosen three inter-
veners who utilized self-government for different reasons at different
times.

Chapter Two offers a conceptual rationale using psychologi-
calresearchas philosophical criteria for the developmental reeduca-
tion of prison inmates. This research played a vital role in developing
several classroom interventions, and our efforts at moral education
among school-aged children served to expand our own technology in
several areas. We have included several sample meetings illustrating
our basic educational strategy for psychologists and educators con-
cerned with the issue of moral education.

Chapters Three and Four outline our intervention project as it
evolved through two phases. Initially, our self-governing units were
conceived as rehabilitative instruments. It soon became clear, how-
ever, that prison reform was the more pressing issue if the democratic
ideal was to be viable. The units, therefore, became laboratories that
not only served inmates but also explored the inner workings of the
prison. The inevitable conflicts between a minidemocracy and the
larger bureaucratic autocracy served to sharpen the conceptual as well
as the practical inconsistencies implicit in both prison management
and bureaucracies generally—and we hope that this and subsequent
chapters will provide political scientists with a fresh perspective on
the human consequences of bureaucratic decision making.

Chapter Five describes in detail the community meetings and
small group meetings of the project. Besides their educational value,
they can serve as a basis for comparative group studies, thereby
furthering theory integration in the clinical area.

Chapter Six, containing preliminary research results, deals
with inmate perceptions of prison moral atmosphere and moral stage
change during their participation in our democratic living units.
While the findings are generally positive, they inevitably raise more
questions than they resolve. We hope our work will spur others to
pursue some of those areas.
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Finally,Chapters Seven and Eight discuss the constraints we
identified in the interaction of democracy within prison. We have
attempted to report our findings and recommendations in such a way
as to attract the interest of sociologists and political scientists familiar
with the traditional literature on total institutions. We hope our
views and recommendations will renew interest in the central ques-
tion: How should a society that espouses democratic ideals undertake
to punish its criminals? We argue that it can and should be done
through the democratic process itself and offer what we believe to be a
workable framework by which individual rights and responsibilities
can be exercised. We await the reaction of the growing number of
social philosophers concerned with the issue of human rights and
legal ethics to our extension of the Rawlsian paradigm to prisoners.

We believe a complete rethinking of America’s penal process is
needed as never before. Such issues as victimology and victim com-
pensation have gradually taken on new significance with little in the
way of practical results. Similarly, the matter of prisoners’ rights has
lain dormant, perhaps reflective of the nation’s general social
malaise. It is time, it seems to us, to get on with the job of pursuing
justice and restructuring our legal system accordingly. Toward that
end, we would hope that legislators and administrators alike will
consider our proposals carefully. Although we do not claim that our
work is complete, we are confident that careful pilot applications will
prove them worthwhile.
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