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sexual violence in 2011–2012 (Beck, Berzofsky, Caspar, & Krebs, 2013, p. 8). And it is 
true that certain groups are much more likely to be raped in prisons than other groups. 
As was discussed in the chapter on jails, females, nonheterosexuals, and the mentally ill 
are much more likely to be victims of sexual assault in prisons and jails than are other 
inmates.

RIOTING
Rioting is another form of violence. It is group violence. Rioting presents a direct threat 
to the security of the institution and the inmates in it and is often met with reciprocal 
force by the staff and administration of the prison. Prison riots have existed as long as 
there have been prisons—in fact, before there were prisons. Recall the Newgate “prison” 
of Connecticut (see Chapter 2), where inmates were confined to a copper mine for much 
of their incarceration. Inmates at Newgate repeatedly rioted throughout the history of 
its operation. In fact, virtually every maximum- and medium-security prison with any 
longevity has experienced some form of rioting by inmates. Rioting—and violence in 
general—is engaged in by inmates to achieve some end, like better food or housing or 
power, or inmates might riot out of anger or frustration. When violence is used to achieve 
some end, it is known as instrumental violence, but when it is just an angry outburst, 
then it is known as expressive violence. Of course, inmates engaged in violence or a riot 
could be involved for both instrumental and expressive reasons. An inmate who wants to 
protest the overcrowding of his or her institution may riot to let the world know about 
the conditions of confinement (instrumental violence), but he or she might also be angry 
about the effect such crowding has on housing and the ability to sleep and become vio-
lent as a means of expressing it. When enough inmates engage in this violence together, 
it is called a riot.

The two most notorious instances of inmate rioting to date occurred in the Attica Prison 
Riot of 1971 in New York and the New Mexico Prison Riot of 1980. At Attica, the riot 
began with a spontaneous act of violence by one inmate against an officer when the offi-
cer tried to break up a fight. The violence spread when other inmates became involved 

*Most recent data available.

Source: Beck and Rantala (2014).
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Attica Prison Riot 
(1971): The bloodiest 
prison riot in 
American history. 
Ended when the prison 
was retaken by law 
enforcement, leaving 
10 hostages and 29 
inmates dead and 80 
inmates wounded.

New Mexico 
Prison Riot (1980): 
Prison riot over the 
conditions of 
confinement and 
crowding. The state 
eventually retook the 
prison. Over 3 days, 
33 inmates were killed 
by other inmates.




