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Unraveling the Prison Culture

The prison system in America informs us a lot about our country’s values and beliefs
about the world. Our administrative rules, statutes, and case law indicate America’s infatuation
with retribution over rehabilitation, incapacitation over restoration, and deterrence over justice.
This paper examines how America’s religious beliefs influenced the prison culture and concludes
that rugged individualism, institutional racism, and a distorted view of the biblical narrative
justified mass incarceration and retributive justice, thus creating America’s current prison
culture. Overcoming this problem requires patient culture makers to challenge institutional
policies as well as American culture by pointing out that retributive justice opposes rationalism,
practicality, and grace.

The existence of prisons in the world assumes several things about society. First, people
value safety. Second, the most modern and, presumably, the best method to accomplish this
occurs through incarceration. Third, the fact that 95% of incarcerated people eventually return to
the community assumes that people can be rehabilitated, redeemed, or deterred from engaging in
the addictions, habits, and ways of thinking that led to their incarceration.

Prisons are religious in the sense that it shows what society values. The fact that America
incarcerates more people than any other country in the world implies that it values a retributive
form of justice. David Dark, in Life’s too short to pretend you re not religious, declares, “show
me your credit card, I’ll show your religious convictions. What you put your energy into, you
love and are compelled to continue doing.”! America contains 5% of the world’s population, yet
confines 25% of the world’s inmate population. Not only do we have the wealth to accomplish
such a feat, but we also have the ideological underpinnings to justify such a system. America’s
penchant for retribution started in its foundational principles like rugged individualism,
institutional racism, as well as a reverence for the biblical narrative, which includes the Mosaic
law demanding eye for eye justice, that is, Lex talionis. Although the Mosaic law may have been
superseded by the revelation of Jesus Christ, but many American Christians still endorse it as
valid framework for civil authorities on a variety of issues, including the Sabbath, death penalty,
and gay marriage.

According to the idea of rugged individualism, people are the authors of their destiny,
and receive sole responsibility for their actions. This contrasts with behaviorism, which
recognizes that biological, sociological, and psychological forces affect people’s behavior, as
opposed to being the sole product of one’s free will.2 Therefore, those who focus on agency find
criminals and addicts culpable regardless of the circumstances, and thus, worthy of longer
sentences. Thus, the number of people incarcerated and the time they received for the same
crimes have increased dramatically over the past few decades. The primary culprits can be found
in media coverage and political rhetoric. According to Carroll Bogert in “It’s Time to Change the
Way the media Covers Crime,” violent crimes were at the lowest rate in the last 40 years, yet it
remains to be the number one topic in the media.> Therefore, it should not surprise us that people
who watch television news everyday are 16 percent more likely to support punitive criminal
justice policies.
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The biggest change in America’s criminal justice system over this period came about
through Ronald Regan’s war on drugs. Politicians played on stereotypes like the “criminal black
man” to justify targeting African American communities by conversing about “gang bangers,
welfare queens, and crack babies.” Despite the fact that whites are just as likely to use and sell
drugs, police forces continue to spend most of their resources in African American communities.
Although white Americans are becoming aware of this injustice, many of them do not accept the
idea of institutional racism. However, institutional racism is difficult to dispute, as statistics
indicate that most of the people incarcerated for drug offenses are black or brown, despite that
fact that whites are just as likely to use or sell drugs.’ Therefore, the existence of institutional
racism implies that retributive justice primarily affect minorities.

While Whites and/or Christians accept retributive theory under the guise of Lex talionis
or negative stereotypes, Europeans have taken a much kinder approach to drug abusers, as well
as criminals in general. In return, they enjoy lower recidivism rates, a lower crime rates and
much smaller prison population. For example, Norway has a 20% recidivism rate compared to
the 60-70% average that that United Kingdom’s and America’s tough on crime approaches
create.’ Someone might say that we reap what we sow.

While America can afford to essentially warehouse over 2,000,000 people, aging prison
populations and out of control health care costs reduce the amount of money the state can spend
per person on expenses such as food and clothing as well as correctional officer (CO) salaries.
With decreasing resources, tensions rise among COs and prisoners. The groups essentially blame
each other for their problems. Not only does retributive theology justify cutting off comforts
from prisoners, it encourages officers to take on the duty of punishing prisoners by harassing
them and writing them false tickets. Some justify this by believing that they are protecting
society by keeping bad people incarcerated. Thus, the retributive mindset overwhelms all other
goals of incarceration, including rehabilitation, because punishing people for negative behavior
feels good.” This only serves to perpetuate the cycle of crime.

Even without these factors, the prison environment does not facilitate positive behavior.
For example, Zimbardo’s Prison Experiment demonstrated that the natural power dynamic
between guards and prisoners creates antagonism.® When 21 students from the University of
Stanford pretended to be prison guards and prisoners, they stopped the study after six days
because the “prison guards” were forcing the “inmates” to clean toilets with their bare hands and
smashing food into their faces.” While most prisoner-guard interactions are not so extreme, this
example shows that the imbalance of power can create huge issues in the absence of proper
mediation. In U.S. prisons this takes place through administrators who discipline officers.
However, this may only be done when conduct is extreme according to particular prison
culture’s standards, or if the media somehow attains proof of the conduct. Prisoners find it
difficult to attain media attention because administrators can make proof of misconduct
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disappear, some prisoners have made false reports in the past, and prisoners do not have money
to pay attorneys who would bring credibility to their case.

While administrative rules sometimes resolve issues between prisoners and COs, they
create problems as well. For example, in order to reduce smuggling, the Michigan Department of
Corrections (MDOC) created a policy to remove prisoners from a facility when they seem too
friendly with officers. Often called “overfamiliarity,” this doctrine has been unreasonably carried
out to such an extent that they prevent prisoners and COs from interacting through normal
activities like sports, recreational events, or friendly conversation. The fact that most prisoner-
guard interactions remain negative places prisoners and COs in an “us versus them” stance. This
creates anger and bitterness among both groups, as well as a lens through which everything “the
other” does is interpreted as some intentional act of hostility, when said action may simply be a
normal response to the prison environment. For instance, prison administrators must maintain
their authority in regulating some behavior, as the environment would become very dangerous
for everyone if they were to completely withdraw.

Despite necessities of security, it is the most over-used excuse to treat prisoners poorly.
To ensure that no one gets too large of a head start during an escape attempt, inmates are locked
down for count anywhere from five to twenty times a day, depending on which facility they are
being housed. These counts can last fifteen minutes to four hours. When locked in a room
without a toilet, the only way to get the officer’s attention to allow the inmate to use the
bathroom is to pound on the door. Since officers usually ignore this, prisoners regularly pee in
coffee bags (we often see these on the ground outside the units). Furthermore, benign situations
disrupt normal facility operations. At MTU, administrators shut down the entire facility when an
ambulance arrives on the premises, something that no other prison does in the state.!® These
organizational habits are based on the doctrine of retribution, as administrators will use any
means to justify in their own minds to reduce the privileges of prisoners.

Many politicians, as well as the American public, decry the benefits of what prisoners
receive, from “three hots and a cot” to “free” cable (despite the fact the prisoners themselves pay
for the latter through the prisoner benefit fund [PBF] that taxes most prisoner purchases). Prison
administrators respond by cutting the total amount of money spent on meals per prisoner per day
to less than $2. Meal quality may be poor because lack of resources, but more so because
prisoner workers who are paid pennies have no incentive to do a decent job (like cleaning
potatoes of grit before cooking), and food stewards do not hold them accountable for even the
most blatant of health code violations, including dropping trays on the floor and continuing to
use them to serve the prison population. Furthermore, some COs harass inmates while they are
eating, even forcing some to eat their meals in less than 10 minutes, despite the fact that MDOC
policy states that they have 25 minutes. Officers also agitate prisoners through ruthless
shakedowns, leaving rooms with clothes and books on the floor. They also fan the flames of
resentment among prisoners by punishing all of them for the actions of one person. For example,
the MDOC took prisoner visiting clothes because a staff member mistakenly identified a prisoner
as a visitor and asked him to leave the facility.!! Instead of overreacting to incidents,
administrators need to take in consideration what is most effective for the entire system when
creating policy. Failing to do so finds its roots in the retributive mindset, as anything that appears
beneficial for prisoners is subject to being taken at the drop of a hat.

10 At least, as far as my 12 years of experience indicates.
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