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Total institution is a concept developed 
by Erving Goffman, who is often referred to as 
the most influential American sociologist of the 
20th century, to describe isolated, closed social 
systems designed to control people.4 Goffman 
first used the term in his book Asylums (1961) 
for prisons and mental institutions; other total 
institutions include military schools, monas-
teries, and concentration camps. Imagine wak-
ing up in the morning without responsibility, 
making no decisions, and having no choices. 
Virtually everything you wear, eat, and do is 
determined and scheduled by someone else. 
Imagine every day getting up and following 
the exact same schedule with perhaps an hour 
outside (or an enclosed area with limited view 
of the sky); there are no weekend trips to the 
mountains or the beach, only the drudgery 

of the same events 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Sleeping in an 8-by-10 cell with little  
or no privacy worsens this existence. The strictly regimented routine and isolation represent 
only some of the difficulties associated with serving time in prison. Total institutions also 
remove individuality, erase dignity, and are inescapable.

Danny Madrid retold a poignant story about his time in prison. He described the 
experiences as traumatic and monotonous—year after year doing the same thing 
every day. In fact, he still has nightmares about the confined space. Outside prison life 
he requires windows and is outside at every opportunity. Ironically, one of the lifelong 
consequences of being in prison was Danny’s feeling of becoming a victim of the system. 
He also explained that federal prisons, compared with the state prisons he experienced, 
have better exercise yards, tennis courts, good food, and clothing.

While prison may serve as a deterrent up to a point, according to Danny, one turning 
point was an incident that occurred in Chino prison in the outside showers. While in the 
yard, Danny saw an older, wrinkled, white inmate with long gray hair in the shower. Danny 
described this scene as a “glimpse into the future.” “Will that be me in the future?” His 
decision, after many years of believing he would either be dead or spend life in prison, was 
to take control of his life. Part of his coping mechanism was to begin drawing and creating 
art work that represented a potential for something better. Once Danny was released from 
prison, this became a turning point in his life was the opportunity to build social capital by 
leaving the gang life and relying on positive experiences and family.

Subcultures of Prison
Three models are commonly used to explain inmate subcultures: deprivation, importa-

tion, and situational. Research shows that all three models may work together to explain 
violent prison incidents and inmate behavior.5 The deprivation model relies on the idea 
of a total institution where prisonization occurs as inmates adapt to being deprived of basic 
rights and needs. In other words, the prison environment shapes the inmates’ society, and 
outside influences are soon forgotten. This deprivation may include, for example, the loss 
of heterosexual relationships. Gresham Sykes first identified the poverties associated with 
incarceration in the five pains of imprisonment in his famous book The Society of Captives6:

1.	 The deprivation of liberty

2.	 The deprivation of goods and services

Chino State Prison in California opened in 1941 and has a maximum 

capacity of almost 3,000 inmates. Describe what life may have been like 

for Danny Madrid while he was incarcerated.

CASE STUDY

total institution: Any 
isolated, closed social 
system designed to 
control people.

deprivation model: 
Where prisons require 
inmates to adapt to 
being deprived of basic 
rights and needs.

pains of imprisonment: 
The five primary pains 
that come from being 
incarcerated: deprivation of 
liberty, goods and services, 
heterosexual relationships, 
autonomy, and security.
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