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Why does prison social order vary
around the world? 



Collective Action and the Problem of Order

Institutional Change and Social Cooperation 

Ethnic Identity and Conflict



Evidence drawn from a diverse literature in prison 
research – academic, legal, professional, NGOs, etc

These studies necessarily have a narrow focus.





Mule Creek State Prison





Q1: What explains the varying degrees of centralization 
within extralegal institutions? 

H1: Extralegal governance will be decentralized if the 
inmate population is small enough to allow 
information transmission and enforcement via 
reputation mechanisms. 

Case study: most similar systems design 
1. California: past and present
2. Men’s and women’s 
3. California and England



“England…has followed the United States’ punitive 
policy path by virtually every measure except the 
death penalty” (Kruttschnitt et al 2013, 20). 

Tim Newburn on “policy transfer” from US to UK



Q2: What explains variation in the extent of extralegal 
governance institutions?

H2: When inmates lack access to high-quality governance 
institutions (relative to their demand for it), extralegal 
governance will be more important. 

Case selection: 
Sample the range          Bolivia & Nordic prisons





California: past and present







Institutional Change

1851 present1957 1970
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The Convict Code



Never inform. 
Don’t be nosy. 
Don’t gossip.  
Don’t lie.
Don’t steal. 
Pay your debts. 
Don’t weaken. 
Don’t whine.



Gang Governance





“It was my responsibility on the yard to ensure that our 
people were not harmed by another race. 

I took care of the drug debts. If one of our people 
became delinquent in a drug debt to another race, it 
was my responsibility to either cover their drug debt 
or have them stabbed. 

In which case, we would send one of ours to stab him.”









“The Department of Corrections has pretty 
much given over control of the general 
populations to gangs”

Warden, San Quentin Prison



Institutional Response to Demographic Change

1851 present1957 1970

Reputation-based governance
Gang-based 
governance
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Membership is:
restrictive
mutually exclusive
permanent 
race-based

These characteristics facilitate community responsibility. 



“Well, we don’t fight in a riot and stuff unless we have 
to…If I’m locked down, then I’m not working. You can 
make some serious bank in prison and shot-callers 
hate it when you’re in lockdown”



England



“there appears to be no recognizable equivalent of the 
organized US gang” (Phillips 2012)

‘there’s definitely not a gang scene going on’
‘It’s not really like there’s a gang that runs the prison’ 
‘where you heard of this gang thing?, I don’t know nothing 
about that’
‘It ain’t nothing like America with the Bloods and the Crips’



Individual reputations matter 

Loose affiliations with no central organization

Associations based on postcode

No permanent or exclusive membership

Sole proprietorships 
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Women’s Prisons





Some women form “families” 

Fleeting, loose affiliations

Not mutually-exclusive 

Not racially-segregated
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