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THE POLITICS OF THIS BOOK

Prisons are instruments of social control. They always have been and they continue to
be such today. We had read many books about prisons before we started work on this
project and have read many more since then. Some of these have been about one
particular aspect of prisons (e.g., industry, censorship) or one particular struggle (e.g.,
Attica), while others have been about the entire range of prison issues. In the course of
this reading we have been impressed by the fact that few studies of contemporary
prisons see them as institutions of social control. This is not to claim that all previous
books have failed to notice this aspect or that they deny that it is of some interest and
worthy of some mention. It is to claim that few of the authors that we have come across
have defined their books on this topic or have written on it extensively. In fact, virtually
all discussions of prisons as institutions mainly concerned with social control are
historical studies. This suggests that this is an issue that once prevailed but no longer
does.

In the United States, white supremacy is the main form of social control. W.E.B. DuBois
famously wrote in The Souls of Black Folk that the problem of the 20th century would be
the problem of the color line. We believe that DuBois was correct and we make every
effort to have our ideology and activities flow from the centrality of this belief. This book
is thus structured around the issue of white supremacy. While the authors of chapters
in this book would no doubt disagree on any number of topics, we believe that most of
us are in agreement about the centrality of white supremacy being the essence of
prisons. Thus, the issue will emerge as the central them of the book, to be found in its
structure and virtually every chapter as well.

We would like to set the tone for the book here with a brief discussion about the
relationship between prisons and white supremacy and/or social control.

White Supremacy

We believe that the United States is built on a foundation of white supremacy. By white
supremacy we mean the system generated by and embedded in economic, legal,
social, political and cultural relations, the system devoted to oppressing people of color
and conferring privilege upon white people, although not all white people share in the
privilege equally. White supremacy is thus a system that attempts total control: it
attempts to control Black people by forcing them to the bottom of every aspect of life;
and it attempts to control white people with the threat that they will lose their relative
privilege if they do not fall into line with the ruling elites.

We have chosen the words white supremacy as opposed to the more commonly used
racism for a specific reason. Racism is a set of beliefs held by the dominant race that



suggests that the subordinated race is inferior and ought to be treated that way. Thus,
racism is the ideology of white supremacy. Even institutional racism remains only one
part of white supremacy, since such a concept omits power relations and the systemic
dynamic that we believe is operative.

It is not relevant here to explain what we think our position on the centrality of white
supremacy implies for progressive theory in general. A recent series of articles in Zeta
Magazine that culminated with a roundtable discussion of a dozen or so left intellectuals
went around and around trying to determine if only class was dominant or if other
relations--like race and gender--could also be dominant. Similar debates are common
elsewhere. There is no reason to try to add to this literature. It seems sufficient for the
purpose of this book to simply state our perspective and to emphasize its connection to
prisons. Since white supremacy is central to our analysis of U.S. society as a whole, it
is certainly central to our analysis of U.S. prisons, which incarcerate people of color at
far higher rates than white people.

Because the U.S. is built on a foundation of white supremacy, it is people of color who
struggle most energetically against the system. White people have been so adamantly
opposed to breaking with the elites, and so fervent in their pursuit of the relative
privileges of white supremacy, they have rarely been regarded as reliable allies of the
struggles of the liberation of peoples of color (e.g., see Reluctant Reformers, Allen and
Allen, 1975). These struggles, shaped by the creativeness that has maintained a
wholeness of a people, and also by the opposition of virtually all white people, have
continuously taken the shape of struggles for national liberation (Harding, There Is a
River, 1983). Among these struggles are those of Black'people, Puerto Rican people,
Mexicano/Chicago people, and Native people.

It is obvious that prisons serve as institutions of repression against movements? that
threaten the existing order (see the discussion below). Since people of color are the
most intensely rebellious, they will be most imprisoned. Not surprisingly, the activities of
people of color within prisons over the past twenty years have overwhelmingly shaped
our perspective on prisons. They have inspired us to work in this area and have
informed the manner in which we have constructed this book.

Have Prisons “Failed”?

In 1790, the Pennsylvania Quakers completed their 14-year struggle to reform the
Walnut Street Jail. No longer would corporal punishment be administered. Now
prisoners would be locked away in their cells with a bible and forced to do penitence in
order to rehabilitate themselves (Eriksson, The Reformers, 1976, p. 44-46). This was

! We capitalize “Black in this introduction-- and some other authors will do the same in their chapters-- not
to demonstrate our sympathy with Black people and our respect for their movement but because we
believe that Black people living within the borders of the U.S. constitute a nation. Consistent with this
belief we view the struggle for Black liberation as a struggle for national liberation.

2 We use the term movement here in its most general sense. That is, we understand the Black Liberation
movement, for example, not to be an organization but a composite, continuous struggle by a nation that
persists even when it is at low levels. This is a notion vividly set forward in There is a River by Vincent
Harding (1983).



the birth of the penitentiary. And this book is thus being published during the 200th year
of the existence of that penitentiary. Although the ideas that created the penitentiary
were generated by activists pursuing a humane solution to physically beating prisoners,
and although such pursuits have never ceased (Eriksson, 1976), U.S. prisons remain
among the world’s most brutal institutions. For example:

*The U.S. prison system? has failed entirely to rehabilitate people. An important
recent publication has just demonstrated that the three-year recidivism rate in an 11-
state study was over 40%. This means that prisons fail to rehabilitate almost one out of
every two people-- within three years after release. The lifetime recidivism rate would,
of course, be higher.

*The U.S. prison system has failed to deter crime (see the chapter by Whitman
on White Supremacy and Imprisonment in this book).

*The U.S. prison system is very expensive. It now costs $20,000-$30,000 to
imprison a person for a year (Irwin and Austin, 1989, p.10), much more than to send
him or her to Harvard University. Additionally, states are spending large percentages of
shrinking budgets on prison construction and maintenance. For example, a recent
publication by the Bureau of Justice Statistics reveals that between 1960 and 1985
corrections spending, in constant dollars, increased by 218% while spending for
education increased only by 56% (BJS Data Report 1988, 1989, p.38).

These observations and others like them are discussed in detail throughout the book.
We mention them briefly now only to make the following point. Either the people who
run this country, the most powerful in the world, do not know what they are doing, or
prisons are not about what most people think they are about. We think the latter is the
case.

In the 1960s an organization concerned with health in the U.S., the Health Policy
Advisory Committee (Health PAC), was created. After years of study, Health PAC
wrote a definitive book about the nature of the “health care system” (1971). A special
contribution of this book was the response to health activists who maintained that the
web of institutions attempting to deliver health care was too ineffective and too irrational
to be seen as a system. Health PAC maintained that this was only true if one believed
that the purpose of the “system” was to help generate good health. If instead one
understood that the purpose of the health care system was to make money, then the
web of institutions could be seen as a rational system.

The same kind of thinking is necessary, we believe, to understand the prison system in
the U.S. Itis not possible for the U.S. prison system to have as its purpose “preventing
crime” or “making society a safer place to live.” If crime prevention was the purpose,
then the ruling elites would long ago have abolished the prison system, since it would

% We will use the phrase U.S. prison system throughout this introduction and most of the book.
Technically, there is a federal prison system that is run by the Bureau of Prisons and state prison systems
that are administered by each state. In this sense there are many prison systems. However, in reality
there is just one prison system in the U.S.-- a system guided by a dominant ideology, by similar laws, and
by a common purpose. It is in this sense that we will refer to and discuss the U.S. prison system.



have been an out-and-out failure. This failure of crime prevention is no secret. Itis
understood and written about even by government commissions: “The failure of the
major institutions [prisons] to reduce crime is incontestable. Recidivism rates are
notoriously high. Institutions do succeed in punishing but they do not deter.” (National
Advisory Commission on Criminal Justice Standards and Goals, 1973, p.1). However
crime prevention is not the purpose of prisons. Instead we can suppose that certain
groups of people are perceived as dangerous to the rulers of society and their
advocates, and that these rulers will do anything to crush the threat, including the
overwhelming use of imprisonment. With this view, this system becomes coherent.

It requires a definitive leap out of the dominant ideology to realizer that prisons are not
about crime. Virtually everything we have ever read and heard, including the daily
bursts of propaganda about these issues from the mass media, tells us this is what
prisons are about. We also get the same message from our textbooks. Even most
radical texts will, at most, state that prisons have failed. For example, in one of the best
books on crime and imprisonment that we have encountered, Currie (Crime and
Punishment, 1985), who has no use for the prison system, asks: “If we know as much
about crime as | think we do, why haven’t we already acted more consistently and
constructively” (p. 18). Currie is not prepared to leap out of the dominant ideology.
Therefore, all he can offer in answer to his own question is that the research that
explains the failure of prisons is difficult to understand and difficult to locate in hard-to-
come-across journals. This is patently an unworkable answer for a prison system that
expends billions of dollars but it is the only one available, if the classic assumptions
about the purpose of prisons are accepted.

But it is only true that prisons fail if we believe that they exist to control crime. However,
recent historical analyses of prisons reveal that this has never been their true purpose
(Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 1978; Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum, 1971),
and we maintain throughout this book that this is not their purpose now. If prisons do
not exist to control crime, why do they exist?

Social Control and Order

Ruling elites pursue social control to maintain order. One aspect of this order has
always been a regulation of (not the elimination of) “crime.” Other aspects have
included the suppression of rebellion and the containment of activities thought to be
“incivil,” activities like drunkenness, vagrancy, etc. Furthermore, the pursuit of social
control has never been intended only for “criminals”: “The analysis of the regimes of
punishment has to be placed in the wider context of power relations which are not
restricted to the infraction of the law, and which come to bear on the law-abiding as well
as the law-breaker” (Cousins and Hussain, 1984, p. 174). What this means, and we
believe that this is an essential observation, is that whether or not people go to prison is
not determined by whether or not they commit “crimes” but rather by the needs of those
in charge of maintaining social order.

An illustration supportive of this analysis comes from an article by Cahalan (Trends in
Incarceration in the United States Since 1880, 1979). She estimates that in 1850 the



adult imprisonment rate in the U.S. was 29 per 100,000 population and that by 1880 this
rate had risen dramatically to 115. At the same time Cahalan sites a source noting that
rates of persons confined in poorhouses over that same interval dropped from 217 in
1850 to 132 in 1880 (p. 10-11). A little arithmetic here is informative. If we add the two
rates from 1850 together, we get an “institutionalization rate” of 246. If we add the
same two rates for 1880, we get 247! Cahalan notes: “In a country in which economic
inequality was already well established and employment problematic, this use of
incarceration in effect separated the “deserving poor” from the “non-deserving poor” (p.
11). In other words, as fewer were institutionalized in poor houses, more were
incarcerated.

Even when the pursuit of order was concerned with crime, imprisonment was only
infrequently the technique of choice. As Foucault notes about the turn of the century:
“There is a whole new arsenal of picturesque punishments. .. To be more precise: the
use of imprisonment as a general form of punishment is never presented . . .
Imprisonment is envisaged, but as one among other penalties” (Foucault, 1978, p. 114).

In order for the rulers of society to pursue shifting needs for order, there have always
been constantly changing definitions of crime (Chambliss and Mankoff, Who's Law,
What Order, 1976). It is not unusual for people to have noted this for the “crime” of
prostitution (Chambliss and Mankoff, 1976, p. 92-95) or others that have involved
controlled substances like alcohol or drugs (Duster, The Legislation of Morality, 1971).
And, as we write this, a battle is being waged that will determine whether or not abortion
will once more be a crime. In the wake of the Supreme Court’s 1989 Webster decision,
there has been a rash of new anti-abortion laws as well as a reactivation of old laws.
For example, in the U.S. “territory” of Guam, new legislation virtually outlaws all
abortions and criminalizes “soliciting a woman to have an abortion.” A woman was
recently arrested in Guam for reading in public from the Honolulu yellow pages the
phone number of a clinic where women can get free, legal, abortions, albeit 3,000 miles
away.

An older textbook has noted that: “In 1931, 76 percent of all the inmates of federal and
state prisons had been incarcerated for committing acts that had not been crimes 15
years earlier” (Barnes and Teeters, New Horizons in Criminology, 1959, p. 74). Few,
however, have noted that even the criminal definition of murder is a variable one. Not
only have definitions of crime changed dramatically over time, but the use of
punishment for a given crime has also varied enormously. For example, at times it has
not been a crime for a white person to kill a Black person, as it was in many locales
during slavery, and even when it has been a crime it has often been a crime without
punishment. Of the 3,446 reported lynchings of Blacks that took place from 1882 to
1968, “more than 99 percent of mob members escaped arrest, prosecution, conviction,
and punishment™ (Zangrando, The NAACP Crusade Against Lynching, 1909-1950,
1980, p. 8).

* If one realizes that many lynchings were never reported and if we estimate the average size of such
mobs to have been something of the order of 100 or so, we get a sense of how many white lynchers went
unpunished for their crimes of murder.



Even more illustrative of our point (since we are used to almost anything being allowed
in this country in the name of white supremacy) are the laws of the mid-eighteenth
century South Carolina. It was then the case that when a “gentleman” killed another
“gentleman” it was generally not regarded as a “crime” since those in control maintained
the killing was a well-thought out act and would not be repeated again. In the few
instances when it was treated as a crime, imprisonment wasn’t required. Similar
ideological manipulations have always shifted the meanings and definitions of “crime,”
depending upon the relationship of “crime to the existing needs of social control.

The arbitrary nature of sending people to prison is further illustrated by current events.
There has been a dramatic explosion of the prison population in the past twenty years.
Yet, it is demonstratable that imprisonment does not deter crime, and that in fact crime
seems to have been decreasing during much of that interval (Whitman, this book). The
vast numbers of imprisoned people are thus not a result of more crime but of sending
many more people to prison for drug-related offenses and of sending virtually everyone
to prison with longer sentences.

Prison Reform

There is one other theme of the book which should be mentioned here. If we believe
that prisons are instruments of social control, it follows that reforms are not likely to be
substantive and thus pursuing them exclusively is a poor strategy.

This is why all the great efforts at reform, like the Quakers (Eriksson, 1976, p. 44-46)
and the women prison reformers in the U.S. and John Howard in Britain (Eriksson,
1976, p. 32-42) and others as well (Mitford, Kind and Usual Punishment, 1971, 33-63
and 294-325; Hawkins, The Prison: Policy and Practice, 1976, p. 1-29) have failed.
Similar modern reform efforts have virtually all turned into their opposites-- leaving the
prison system bigger and stronger (Austin and Krisberg, 1981, p. 165-197). Perhaps
the most dramatic recent failure at reform has been the indeterminate sentence, in
which a prisoner would be given a sentence with a wide spread, like “one year to life,”
and would theoretically be released as soon as he or she was “rehabilitated.” Thus was
George Jackson murdered by prison officials after spending 14 years on a “one-to-life”
sentence for robbing $70 (Jackson, Soledad Brother, 1970, p.21); and thus are many
hundreds of prisoners apparently doomed to spend the rest of their lives in the lllinois
prison system as rehabilitation has been disregarded as a criterion for release, and only
the original seriousness of the crime, something that can never be changed, seems to
matter. The “top of the spread” will prevail and all of these people will die, rehabilitated,
in prison. As Greenberg (Corrections and Punishment, 1977) noted:

In recent years, reformers have sought to “divert” offenders from

prison by creating “alternative” disposition, not involving incarceration.
Yet, in recent years, prison populations have risen to unprecedented
levels. Moreover, accumulating evidence suggests that many of those
sentenced to diversion programs would not have been sentenced to
prison in the absence of diversion programs. Instead their cases would



have been dismissed, or they would have been granted probation (p.651)

The political implications of the pursuit of reform cannot be emphasized too much as we
often seem to spin our wheels in this rut:

The answers of these criticisms [of prisons] was invariably the same;

the reintroduction of the invariable principles of penitentiary technique.

For a century and a half the prison has always been offered as its own
remedy; the reactivation of the penitentiary techniques as the only means

of overcoming their perpetual failure; the realization of the corrective

project as the only method of overcoming the impossibility of implementing it.”
(Foucault, p.268)

We must break out of this bind: “We are all aware of all the inconveniences of prison,
and that it is dangerous when it is not useless. And yet one cannot ‘see’ how to replace
it. Itis the detestable solution, which one seems unable to do without” (Foucault, p.
232).

This is not to say that immediate gains cannot be struggled for and won. We can and
should do this. Itis necessary for the survival of the prisoners and to keep the
prisoncrats as much on the defensive as possible. Furthermore, each victory facilitates
others and places struggle in the appropriate perspective. In fact, a good deal of the
activity we personally are involved in falls into this category. But such activities can only
be tactical pursuits and should be seen as such. It is in this perspective that the reader
will find little in this book about such topics as prison crowding, unions, health care,
censorship, or other similar prison issues.

We do not believe that the formulations we have thus far set forward are academic
pursuits. Rather, we believe that these ideas set a perspective for viewing the
processes of the “criminal” “justice” “system” and determining the best way to fight
against them. This means that the “War on Crime,” declared by the Johnson
administration, or the “War on Drugs,” declared by the Bush administration, are first
seen by us, and by the authors of chapters in this book, not as what they are claimed to
be, but as attempts to reorganize government efforts and structures to attempt to control
people of color. Whatever facts we are able to elicit get interpreted from this

perspective. Whatever analyses we make are made from this perspective.

It has been suggested that the difference between traditional criminology and radical
criminology is that radical criminology is partisan-- on the side of the prisoners and
opposed to the prisons (Groves and Sampson, Traditional Contributions to Radical
Criminology, 1987). Whether this is a good delineation or not, it must be clear that none
of us are neutral observers-- not even in the sacred science professions (Gould,
Mismeasure of Man, 1977, p. 15). It must be even clearer that none of us are neutral
participants. It thus seemed helpful for us to set forward our perspective early. We are
aware that this introduction has not proven anything. But we hope it has provided a
context for the book. If the chapters that follow have been written in a serious and well-



documented manner, there should be quite a bit of evidence that serves to either
confirm or deny our perspective. That is, we hope that the book will be of interest and
value even for those who disagree with the perspective that generated it. We will view it
as a very positive development if debate and dialogue ensue as a result of this book.



