




















JS 104










5/5/04

Sample Media Review

"In Texas, management changes forced on the department of corrections …led to a massive increase in inmates' acquisition of makeshift weapons for self-protection" (Bottoms, 1999, p. 230).   "In two separate incidents on the same day, two [prison correctional] officers were killed and four others injured.  Other staff members were told they'd be the next to die" (Ward & Werlich, 2003, p. 57).  What might be the melodramatic opening to the latest inmate mutiny film are research findings on actual prison violence.  The public may wonder who is in control of the American prison; guard or inmate?  A secondary question might be how is that control maintained?

If one believes the view of prison life as it is presented in the film Animal Factory (Buscemi, 2000), then the inmates are indeed running the institution.  If the autobiographical book In the Belly of the Beast (Abbott, 1981) is one's guide, the opposite is true; vicious guards reign over hapless inmates.  Both film and book focus on violence, inmate discipline, and officer corruption with respect to that discipline.  The answer to the question of control seems to be a function of who one asks.  In any case, order is tenuous, and either guard or inmate can fall victim to attack at any time.  

Animal Factory illustrates the prisonization process of Ron, a newly incarcerated average citizen. The corrections officers here are portrayed as ineffective and unable to obtain compliance. The inmates freely control cellmate arrangements and work assignments, but do so in an atmosphere of deprivation, violence, and rage.  Inmate relationships are volatile, and weapons readily available to settle differences.  Ron is transformed from a vulnerable young man into a tough, emotionless convict who knows he cannot depend on his guards for assistance or guidance.

For Abbott, however, the officers were all-powerful, and accountable to no one.  They inflicted beatings and revoked privileges without reason, oblivious of prisoners' civil rights.  There was little freedom and no exercise of personal choice.  Jack Abbott wanted the public to understand that prison meant the destruction of his humanity.  Ordered about arbitrarily, offered no rehabilitative services, Abbot deteriorated emotionally and physically.  He had lived in correctional facilities from the age of thirteen.  The suffering he described at the hands of punitive guards correlated with findings of recent research into prison life and guard behavior. 

Studies of prison conditions have focused on these same issues of control, guard behavior, and the incidence of violence.   Research terminology may not be as colorful as Abbott's prose, but the message is the same.  There is indeed wide-scale inmate violence, as imported knives and homemade shivs are ubiquitous, and maintenance of discipline is problematic.  And while episodes of torture cited by Abbott did not appear in the research, nonetheless there was corroboration of inmate abuse by guards.


Prison officials speak of management from the perspective of administrative rather than inmate experience.  The question is one of control and order, and how these can best be maintained.  The guest speakers we have had and the videos we have seen in class likewise discuss control, and compare levels of violence and disobedience among the different sections of their institutions.  Order is kept through lock-down and limitation of movement, and revocation of privileges.  


Inmates obey in return for good parole reports, and for small leniencies in prison discipline.  Guards may give in on minor issues, but there is never any question that they are in charge.  An inmate's emotional experience of prison life is considered primarily in the context of certifiable mental illness; the average convict's thoughts on control measures are not an issue.  


However, the research I examined addressed both the guards' and inmates' attitudes, and how they impact control.  If the inmate feels he has been treated unjustly, he will strike back. The worst case is a riot.  Our text illustrates this concept with George Beto's administrative control theory (Clear & Cole, 2000).   There must be strict adherence to routine and discipline to avoid the circumstances that might lead to such feelings of injustice.  His thoughts are echoed by John DiIulio, who believes "governance", the strong management of both staff and inmates, is key, along with provision of services and a decent living environment.


These theories on leadership may not result in the most positive prison conditions, however.   The research I examined stated that prison violence is a function of the character of the inmates and the physical prison environment, but most important, it is a reflection of the quality of interaction between prisoners and staff.  Inmate aggression is a natural byproduct of the restrictive atmosphere of the prison.  It is further fueled by the guards' ill-treatment.  Exacerbating the situation is the importation of the convict's "street culture of violence", and the development in prison of a hypermasculine persona (Bottoms, 1999).   
Our text describes this constellation of circumstances as prisonization, and the formation of the inmate role.  In order to make his incarceration bearable, the inmate learns the expected modes of behavior.  Being disrespectful to guards is simply one expectation.  One must appear tough and emotionless to avoid being exploited by other inmates (Clear & Cole, 2000).  Discipline is discussed on a theoretical level, with reference to compliance and various ways it might be gained.  That the inmates have little incentive to obey and may not place much validity in the guards' position of power assure that control will remain an ongoing problem.  
Kurki (2001) compared British prison philosophy with that of the United States in his discussion of American prison violence.  The British prison aspires to provide its inmates with choice, responsibility, and self-respect.  For its American counterpart, control, safety, and supervision take precedence.  These concerns are identical to those used to determine the validity of prisoner lawsuits: Civil rights take a backseat to maintaining institutional order and safety.  

In other words, violence in American prisons is not a function of the type of offender, but of the type of treatment meted out by the guard, and it is seen as inevitable.  Nowhere is this more apparent than in supermax facilities.  The physical structure of these, plus the strict limits they impose on prisoner movement, should result in lowest incidents of violence.  This is not the case. 

The double homicide described at the start of the paper occurred in Marion Correctional Facility, a federal supermax prison.  Those present at the time described a minor personality clash which escalated over time, to end in ambush, and death.  The guard was belittling and vicious; the inmate, explosive and vengeful.  Research analysis of the incident cites the overly harsh nature of the typical American guards' mentality as contributing greatly to inmate rage (Ward & Werlich, 2003).  The implication is that future attacks, and violence in general, could be reduced by a change in philosophy and procedure.  Control need not be so difficult.


According to the Kurki (2001) study, the purpose of guard-inmate interaction in American prisons is to continually reinforce the lesson of power and dominance.   In incidents of even minor prisoner misbehavior, there is likely to be an over-reaction by officers in pursuit of this lesson.  Rather than tolerate any (probably) temporary mutiny, no matter how small, the correctional officer sees it as an affront to his authority that must be dealt with severely and swiftly.  Perhaps a prisoner refuses to slide his empty meal tray from his cell, for example.  Rather than simply wait a while, or even return tomorrow for the tray, the guard who had requested the tray would immediately summon his fellow officers for an inmate extraction.  Inmates in nearby cells would notice the trouble, and begin shouting and banging on their doors to both disparage the officers and encourage the mutineer to resist.  The interaction would be marked with extreme mutual hostility.

The article continues with the warning that even with the presence of video cameras, guard behavior is largely unregulated and autonomous.  Power unchecked metamorphoses into power abused, and should inmates complain, guards claim the order and security of the institution demanded a severe response (Kurki, 2001).  Prison officials cover for each other, i.e., there is corruption.  


The bleak picture of inmate experience is further enhanced by Ward and Werlich's (2003) descriptions of Pelican Bay, Alcatraz, and the Massachusetts prison of  Grassian.  Men in these facilities are deprived of basic freedoms and human contact.  They complete incarceration either incapable of making choices on their own, damaged mentally or physically, or so enraged at the system that reoffending is inevitable 


That these accounts so closely matched that of Jack Abbott's added to their validity, and to their importance to the correctional system.  The articles point out basic problems in philosophy and treatment that could be repaired.  Our text offers several first-hand, prisoner accounts of the tension between correctional officers and inmates, but includes a more hopeful picture, as well:  Warden Luther's work in the Pennsylvania facility of McKean is as an example of how mutual respect and humane treatment result in a smoothly running prison (Clear & Cole, 2000).  


While McKean is not a supermax facility, Luther's tolerance and willingness to trust his inmates have yielded positive results, and would be worth emulating.  Both Ward and Kurki state the supermax facility is far too widely used, anyway; more respect may lessen the discipline problem, and with it, the need for the supermax prison.


If there was a weakness in the research articles, it lay in their breadth; they ran from 25 to 75 pages.  I do not believe state governors would voluntarily wade through theoretical foundations and criticisms of the various penal systems in hopes of improving California prisons.  Also, I am not sure that administrators would be eager to admit there were problems severe enough to require a state-wide overhaul.   

Movies tend to be overly dramatic to ensure commercial success.  There are parallels between Factory and the research, however, such that the movie has some value.  The passivity of the guards might be inaccurate, but the portrayal of the inmates distrust of authority, as well as the violence they live with, ring true. 

Jack Abbott experienced the worst of prison, the "power unchecked" of Kurki's research.  Though the research is not easy to read, it should be examined by both the public and corrections administrators.  Abbott's account sounds extreme, and the murders at Marion are not an every day occurrence, but both can serve to raise public awareness of the negative state of prison affairs.  There is a need to improve relationships between guards and inmates, for safety and for efficiency.  Mutual respect can ease the continual jockeying for control, and the relationship can shift from adversarial to one of guidance.
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