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Life in Prison
Not only are there enormous difficulties in 

effectively operating a prison, but the experience 
of incarceration changes the inmates’ worldview. 
Offenders entering prison are required to alter 
their behaviors, attitudes, and language to con-
form to official prison and unofficial convict rules 
and regulations. Inmates must make behavioral 
changes to adapt to the prison environment and 
adopt and understand the prison argot, or slang. 
Some of the prison slang may be familiar because 
of television or movies, but many of the terms are 
unlikely to be heard in our daily conversations. 
Table 12.1 provides examples of a few words and 
phrases, although these terms vary among prisons. 
Dictionaries and website glossaries offer extensive 
lists of this facet of prison subcultures.

In the 1940s, Donald Clemmer developed the 
concept of prisonization. As a prison ethnogra-
pher, Clemmer devoted his career to researching 
and understanding the social and psychological 
effects of prison life and coined the term in his 
book The Prison Community. Prisonization describes 
the socialization process distinct within prison 
subcultures that mandates accepting different val-
ues, customs, and consequences. Inmates must 
adapt behavior to a system with norms that exist 
only in the prison environment. “Prisonization is 
the assimilation process in prison where inmates 
take on in greater or less degree,” according to 
Clemmer, “the folkways, mores, customs, and 
general culture of the penitentiary.”2 Research 
has discovered that an inmate’s level of prisoniza-
tion may vary during the course of incarceration 
and is lowest during the first 6 months and last 6 
months.3 Prisoners likely are adapting to the envi-
ronment during the initial portion of their sen-
tences. Similarly, as they prepare for reentry they 
begin to consider societal expectations of behavior 
and how to achieve community reintegration.

Figure 12.2  n  Likelihood of Incarceration by Gender and Race

All Women White Women Black Women Latina Women

1 in 451 in 181 in 1111 in 56

Source: Bonczar, T. (2003). Prevalence of imprisonment in the U.S. population, 1974–2001. Washington, DC: Bureau of Justice Statistics.

New prisons continue to be built, despite the high costs of maintaining 

and operating the facilities. Private prisons have gained popularity,

though critics suggest they offer less adequate facilities and care. What 

arguments would you present to support private prison use?
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prison argot: Slang 
used in prison.

prisonization: The 
socialization process 

in prison that requires 
accepting different 

values and customs.

Table 12.1  n  Prison Argot

Term Definition

Bone A shank (knife-like weapon)

Brake fluid Psychiatric medications

Cakero A convict who rapes weaker inmates

Car Prison gang

Catch my fade Fight

Catching the square Challenge to fight by one prisoner to another

Convict A prisoner who is experienced in crime and 
prison life; used as a term of respect

Mud Coffee

Punk Homosexual or weak inmate

Soda Cocaine


