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as deviant, and mortification, which 
breaks down the individual’s original 
self as the inmate experiences resocial-
ization (Goffman 1961; J. Irwin 1985;  
J. Irwin and Owen 2007). The inmate 
cannot have any personal property. 
Guards allow prisoners only limited 
communication and often verbally abuse 
inmates. Uniforms and standard buzz 
cuts (for men) are required, and inmates 
have strictly controlled schedules.

In a famous study that simulated a 
prison situation, researchers illustrated 
the social organization that develops 
and the roles that individuals play 
within the prison system. College stu-
dents were assigned roles as prisoners 
or prison guards. Within a short time, 
the individuals in the study were acting 
out their roles and behaving in ways 
very different from their normal behav-
ior outside of the prison situation. The 
students playing the role of “guard” 
became cruel and sadistic, causing the researcher, Philip 
Zimbardo, to end the experiment early. Participants had 
taken their roles so seriously that the abuse was beginning 
to have alarming consequences (Zimbardo et al. 1973). 
The recent abuse of prisoners in Iraq and at Guantánamo 
Bay prison parallels the findings from Zimbardo’s earlier 
study of the roles that develop in these social situations 
(Zimbardo 2004).

Conflict theorists believe that social class and the demo-
graphic makeup of prisons reveal that prisons are mostly 
about controlling or “managing” minorities and poor people, 
not about public safety. Black males, for example, are more 
than 5 times more likely to be incarcerated than White men, 

and Black women are 2.5 times more likely than White 
women to be imprisoned (Fathi 2009; Sentencing Project 
2014). Although Whites made up 63% of the overall popula-
tion of the United States in 2011, just 35% of U.S. prisoners 
were White (Sentencing Project 2014). The makeup of U.S. 
prisons is presented in Table 6.2.

The recent decrease in incarceration rates in the 
United States stems from more people being released from 
prison due to overcrowding and fewer lockups for minor 
offenses. Still, the War on Drugs and zero-tolerance poli-
cies (which prevent judges from adjusting punishments to 
fit particular circumstances) keep the prison population in 
the United States high compared with that in any other 

The U.S. has 5% of the world’s population but 25% of all prisoners. Conditions—like this 
in Mule Creek State Prison in California—are not conducive to rehabilitation, and the 
incarcerated are disproportionately minorities.
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Table 6.2  Characteristics of People in Prison

Percentage of U.S. 
Population*

Percentage of U.S. 
Prison Population

Ratio of the 
Population 30–34 

Years Old in Prison 

Chance of Spending 
Time in Prison 

During Lifetime

Black 12.6% 38% 1:13 32%

Hispanic 16.3% 21% 1:36 17%

White 63.7% 35% 1:90   6%

Source: Sentencing Project (2014).

*According to the 2010 U.S. Census (www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-02.pdf).


