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A o ABSTRACT

H . ‘ -/

% Maneuverings: The Prisoner's Tattoo as, .~ =
: . Signifying Practice

o~

Elizabeth P. Seaton < / , '”"‘1‘;‘

*

This thesis examines the prisoner's tattoo as a ' o 5§%

3 1] 1] 13 v g ! v . K

signifying practice which subverts and maneuvers through the ) B
normative discourses and meanings of society. It considers

the prisoner's tattoo as a polysemous text which shapes and

\\\iositions the priséner, while always itself remaining in
process; generatiﬁg a -multitude of diQezse meanings which
break with the fixity or unity of society's né;matibe
meanings. | 1 ‘ \

Towards this end,'the thesis 'examines the nature of
society's normative discourses and of ﬁow they interpret .
meaning for individuals. It theh inspects the prison as a

.specific institution whose punitive practices are resolutely
caught up and maintained by these discourses and meanings.
The positioning of the prisoner within these discourses and
these practices is then identif{ed with the intent of
demonstrating how the prisoner's tattoo acts as a signifyiné

-Practice which breaks with this positioning.

iii
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R \ T, o Chapter’ One

- _Introduction
/ .

Why does the prisoner tattoo his body? What is the ) }

3 \
' . . : .
E ' . FY

nature of this colorful imagery‘etched across the skin, these

[ETU SIS R R

» ‘ epidermic insctiptions which move so incongruously against A
the closed and grey architecture of the prison. Why, when
the public spectacle of physical pun1shment has been

abolished for the sober and hidden operation of the penal

1nst1tutxon, do these infamous 3Frks reappeatr on the body?
why this return to pain which the needle imparts and makes
pleasurable to the eye?
All of these marks signify; soﬁé te}l a story of lost
leve or announce a membership. But many other tattoos of the
prisoner are simply inscriptions, not yet a meaningfui ’ | '
s}mboiic, " not yet despotic,jnot serving oral speech"
{Lingus, 1983:'24). ‘This is inscription withoﬁt transcriptipn°,'
without the imitation of language. These are marks not yet
subord1nated by the, logic. of grammar, yet marks which are 'of °
a presence that remains expression. These are the
‘

" colldges of color and line which descend from the prisénef;s

crown, sheilding his eyes from the figuration of his face,

N v
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.extending down his neck, heeding to no borders.

1

Here there is movement. °

o

Alphonso Lingus writes:

L4

It bélongs to the nature of graffiti not to. pay heed to

borders, to spread right over obstacles, to make walls

of different angles, doors, openings, all, the support of

one inscription that pursues itself. The inscription

extends the erotogepic surface (1983:37).

The tattoo of the prisoner also ignores
borders. Within our culture, the tattoo is still largely
Faboo, a 'non-thing' which refuses to bow to taxonomic )
éontraint. It defies the most obvious catagories: it is
niether wholly natural nor wholly‘ciéilized,\niether‘gll skin
nor all sign. Instead it” inhabits the interstices inbetween.
This tattoo is ambiquous. . . ¢ o
Tt is the ambiguous which "stands betwéen the
catagories of an existing ciéssification éystem ;.. which
cannot be definea in terms of any given catagory ... which
belongs to more than one domain at a time" (Stewart,
1979:61) . Réther than oﬁey the catagories of meaning, the

prisoner's tattoo confuses and mixes them, creating a potion:

of its own which _consists of bricolége, rather than a purity

of type. Hence society's condemnation of the tattoo as tabod:;“

Taboos are “unclean", matter out of place, "imperfect members
; .

of their class, or whose clésslconfoundslthe gene:é; scheme
of the world" (Douglas, 1966:55), Is it not suprising then
that thé’prisoner should mark himself with the gattoo? Fbr}
the éiisoner is taboo too, the deviant ganished from society,

3
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- who nevertheless serves society's normative function in his

banishment. Outcast from the body of society, he is as if

8

.} the outcasts of our very bodies; "those exudations of the

human body that mediate betweén self'ané.non-self, the
maglcal outcast xngredxents of witch's brews such as feces,
urlne, semen, menstrual blood, nail parings and spittle®
(Harpham, 1982: 4). Fascinating and yet hortrifying, the
prisoner .and his tattoo are as alien be1ngs, inhabiting ‘the
1nterst1ces between soc1ety s 11m1ts.

And yet this presence between limits is not simply a
vague and inconcious suspension without consequence. The
prisoner does not tattoo his body out of a resignation to hi$
predicament, as if é powerless dissent was all he could ever
wish for. Instead; his tattooed body ig an attempt at

.alteration or charige, for while it floaés and sljides between
society's limits, refusing to be caught within.its‘
boundaries, it also punctures these limits, fracturing\the
frames of knowledge and discourse which power operates from.
There is a subtle violence within this tattoo which attempts
to match and subvert the éotential vislence invested within
thé symbolic powers of society. The prisoner's tattso is &
deliberate’:esting of the salience of society's limits, of
the walls which not'only physically imprison, but those walls
which define, clasify agg control. IE attempts - to make <chaos
out of the symbolic order, to subvert its manifestjmeanings

g ”
and to confound its cherished catagories.

-



There are a number of institutional discourses and -
s ) practices which lay claim to and inscribe themselves upon the ;Lj"
\ ‘ prisoner's boéy. And yet it is the pris&ner‘s‘bbdy which is .
| located as the site' for denying and‘sdbvertf;g these
discourses and practices. His body stand; at the nexus
betweeh the cohpetipg diicourses of thé prison, the law, and

a "democratic and free'society, and it is only fitting that -

P his inscriptions of dissent and resistance should appear on ) -

;his_gite. One may consider his marked or ‘written' body as
pﬁe ﬁtterance of a discourse which has not yet departed from
fhe grounded site Oof the corporeal, but which'at the same
‘Itime enters into a process of‘fébstitution and transference. ¢
In this sense the marked boqy may be designéted as an

'oxyméron; a figure‘which stands at the équator of the '»

23

contradictory discourses and practices which compete for

" control of the body. For the ﬁnscribed body cannot evér be

S ’ fully subsqméd into that idgglogy of repreééntati&n whicb .
supports society's institutioﬁs of power. It "cannot be |
brought to the 1eJ21 of,(TTGgionist transparenc;"

\ (Thevoz, ;1984: 8). The marked body of the prisoner utilizes

J its ‘own skills of conduct: instead of yeilding tq a

’\péescribed function, its images stand upright, permanently

“

4

inscribed andeunswaying in the face of wﬁzF they may be

\ supposed to represent. It constantly recdlls representafion

: ‘ ‘ to its own'corporiety, to its own original i?d initial

-
frefo ot s b E s merrn

epicentre - the body itself.
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o " This thes1s attempts to examine a pract1ce of marking

the body, the tattoos of male prlsoners, as a "movement that :
eludes the deminant means of 1dent1ficat1on, that produces
[its] own referentlal axis (Guattarl, 1984: 269). For the
tattoos of tﬁe prisoner are essentially the mark§ of a
devxant' culture, applied deflantly to a surface which our
culture considers taboo.,_They serve to symptomize and . ‘ :
symbolize the contradictions and tensions gmherent within the
power apparatus of the prison in particuiar, and society in 4»
general.: As such, the tattoos of the tisoher act as
"gtrategies for control™, These markspﬁson the oody
encompaes a semiology which both enlightéps one to the
contradictory nature of discourses and apoaratuses of power, .
and‘which poees~a gigticular practice.of reésistance against N
them. These marks upon the body are an‘impo;tant symbolic ]
strategy'in which the prisoner makes the unseen seen, and
.makes power his awn.

Mang methodologies for studying the prisoner's tattoo
can be justifiedt. Communications and social theory,
semiotics, aesthetics, and cultural stodies all contribute
> interesting perspectives by which the tattoo‘cén be
- considered. But even if thesstudy is confined to these five,

one still confronts an.array of possibilities. The tattoo

Py

~may be the stigmatic mark of the convict, or awmark which

denies stigmatic meaning. Pt may harken back to the

“

K
1
A

§
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primitive, or impale the spectator on the present moment,
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drawlng one into the prlsoner‘s expetlence of contradlct1on.

it may be irony, saelxe, parody or pathos. All of these » .

tributary ideas may be valid, but they don't necessarily

LY

funnel into one cohesive statemént or pronouncement about
. 2
the prisoner's tattoo.

Because one action of the prisoner:; tattoo is to dr¥w
the spectator into ggps.of ambiquity, iEs very action is
often confused “and incoherent. For this reason, thfs thesis .
does not attempt to locate a unified strucéure beneath the.
spectacular style of the qélsoner s tattoo, but rather ,
endeavors to bring a multiplicity of p0351b1e interpretations

to the fore. For the prisoner's tattoo stands as a "spe01es

" of confusion"; .an "obstacle to structured thought" QHafpham,

.1982: 56), which contorts }ogical}yi ontological eEtegeries

and displaces hierarchy. And for’ this reason, it will not

submit to an orderly and progressive interpretation which

would wind the prisoner's tattoo up into a neat conclusion

-

after subjecting it to analysis. The vefy action of. the™

: \ : ,
tattoo escapes‘categorization. Y

In view of the multiple. and polysamous nature of the
tattoo, this thesis presents the reader with . several
examples of its action. The examples are limiked;

’

necessitated out of restrictions of space and time. But the

. examples chosen are by no means meant to be exemplary

-

examples. They are.meant as perhaps merely instances which

hopefully show the myriad qualities which may be attached to

A e

A R
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“t prison and disciplinary soc1ety. It also btlngs to llght the

i

the; tattag. By no means do the limited examples He;e 66'

L., . L
tconstructed, and how they impinge upon and penetrate afl of~" :

.our bodies, prisoner or not. This questionfng is "to arrive g

: pr1son. Using primaktily Foucauldlan descrlptzons, thls

‘chapter examines the 1ntr1ns1c :elatldnshlp betweenfthe

'
- . R . <

. « ! - N f

I

justice‘tqﬁthe'plethora ofipossible\inferpretationq by which
: - ‘

\ .
the tattoo can be viewed. - . W

If any one thing can perhaps be attributed to providing ' ?

-

’ v ‘ [ 3 x‘
the practices and assumptions. which may determine the !

«

prisoner's tattoo, it is society. For society establishes A g%g}* .
the condltlons of ordetr and coherence, and the discourses andw
practlces which spec1fy who we are and what we’meant Lp be. ff'
In order to fully comprehend how the prisoner's gaftoo . - ‘

v

subverts and resists institutional discourses and practices,

‘one must first understand how and why these discourses are

Y 2

at the very locus of meaning itself; of how meaning), .our’
construction of it and our obedience to ik, locates and

. ) - ) ] \ =
positions us all. We'must first come to understand the T

w
e

nature of soc1ety s fxctlve and. constructed limits; of the

meaning~conta;ned and the power invested within them, and the-

‘ M . ‘ N
positioning an&‘positions which these limits demand. This is . .

the intent of the following chapter.

-

Chapter Three narrows the prev10us chapter s dlscusslon of v -

poqgr, knowledge ang meanlng to the spec1f1c site of the

o

S oW R Frar A e

spec1f1c h1stor1cal ‘and societal dlscourses which acts to
& ¢

I -

.
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sppport the institution of the prison and how these discourses

extend throughout society, c;egting in Eoﬁcault's‘words, "the
carceral continuum",

Chapter Four examines the pfisoqer's experience of
incarceration, aétempting to ground the previous theoreticalf
representatlons of dlsc1pllnary soc1ety into the concrete
realm of the prison. Of particular emphasis in thls‘chapter
is'the manner in which the prison attempts to delimit the
social communication of the prisoner iﬁ,brder to assure i;s
Primacy of meaning and experience. Towards this end,
descriptions of this specific mechanism oflcontrol are spéken

‘as much as is possible, from the prisoner's own

interpretations, rather from abstract, theoretical é::-—”//ﬁ/

-

propesitions.

Chapter: Five is»the most speculative, It attempts- .

to explofe tgejrange of the prieener's tattoe from its
position‘eithrn the prisq? culture, and how it is used‘ﬁy ’
this culture to break from the pOSE%iqning'ef the prison.
Theachapteraled?ﬁ at the signifying practite of the tattoo,
and'of_what this. signifying practice means to society fnd to

the_pgisoneg. It outlires several examples of how the tattoo

4

‘yorks' for the prisoner. in repudiating and confusing those
F ] * .

. Meanings which imprison him. Each.of these examples are

v

’1ntended to serve as, arguments for the s1gn1fy1ng practlce

of the tattoo, but no one of them 15 pr1or1tlzequvér the

)

other,’
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This thesis thus. spirals in from a general description-

!

of the power of meaning in éoSiety’to the prisoner's specific

practice of subverting meanindg™® In one sense, this movement

attempts to be faithful to its sdbject, for the prisoner's
tattoo also calls attention to meaning, to its ihcqnguitieé‘a

and céntradictions, and. then deconstructs meaning. ‘It moves

"‘ from that whféh is confined and enclosed to an eipression of

-non-closure, of a floating within the margins of ambivalence,

“a

spiraling in and out among society's meanings.-

N
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Chapter Two S

Censorous Limits: The pPower of Positioning

There are many kinds of eyes. ‘Even the Sphinx has, eyes, ’
And consequently there are many kinds of truths, and
consequently there is no truth.

F. Nietzsche
The Will to Power < L
/ .

“ §

Society has its limits. ' Everywhere there are
imperfectly structuréd thresﬁolds which tenuously demarcate
teriitories of thought ;nd action. 'Eike the maps of ancient
Eartographers whose drawings dépict the boundaries of the
inown world against a vast unknown teeming with grotesque
\beasts, qur‘constructed and fictive Mason-Dixon lines act in
mugh the same manner. The boundaries run though and slice
the whole; separating oné side‘fkom the other and identifying

\

both as opposites. In identifying what has ﬁben ;ejected and
excluded on one side (the unknown ﬁérld, the prison), the
bounéaries thus. establish what is acceptablelwithin the
._other, (the‘knawn world, the "land of the free"). Nothin§
"real"™, "true" or-tangible lies on ‘either side of the
"boundary line; both lie vacant until one side is occupied at
thé direction of the other. The "real" side can only be made ™
conceivable with the complicity of the "false" side, the.

presence with the absence, human order with natural chaos.

These binary oppositions which we have constructed signify
W3 . ) B ’,

}
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conflict, but as Heidegger tells us, "The conflict is not a
rift as a,mere cleft is ripped ofen; rather it is the o
intimacy with which opponents belong to each other "

(Heidegger, 1971: 63). Such is the manner in which ‘meaning and

Savdae T AT, e e

‘sense is ‘conferred upon reality: by asserting what it is not,
‘the world thus asserts what it is.

Philip Daudi writes: .
_The face of the world is illegible. 56 too is the face
of power. The 1egibili§¥ of the face is made possible
by its reverse image - the invisible in the visible. The
former constitutes the basis for the latter (1982: 276).

PRETPRIE ISR Y, PR -

Thus we stand enclosed within an invented binary world,
a "world structured like a cognitive arena" (Levin, 1986:
32), where seemingly‘there'is no perceptiop.without the
reverse image of the mirror. Somthere within this map of

oo contradictions, power lies; the power which confers meaning-
1. M o 1

e e e A S e Tt b

by use of this “"epistomology of separation and difference"
the logic by which the production éf under;tanding, knowledge
and cdlture is govétned. This power has no center; instead
it invests itself in meaning and diécoursé, in the ‘ o . '
- representatiﬁn of what shall be and what shall not be. Power

draws the'map; the map which acts as the surface structure

for institutions of rationalism:and their correlatives --

!
4
?

4
i
.

4
‘3
¥
H

abstraction, specialization, fragmentation, catagorization --
and for the social institution of language, whose ‘laws

organlze the economy of meanzng into discourse, marking the
4 7

outer limits.of thought and experlence for society, thoég

4 N ' . : .




rational limits beyound which meaning and experience dissolve,

"5y !

into nothingness.

In drawing the map, the-immediate ?pd'physical world
wﬁ%ch lends no totalizing perspégxive is ébandoned for an
abstract level on which "truth contradicts falsehood, ;nd
meaning is confined to the immaterial® (Harpham, 1982% 54).°
From this autonomous site, méaning is charted: distinctions
are defined, cgtegories are constructed, and disciplinary
frontiers are set up in an assertion of dualist values; an
assertion of what is properly the inside and what is properly
the " invader ouﬁgide. Here boundaries are well-defined and
identities clearly distinguiship, and yét these boundaries
are but semantical métaphors, convenient fictions fromAwhich
we may know the world by separating ourselves from it. It is
this distance which objectifies and masters our meaniﬁgs and
hence our reality. 1In removing ourselves from the world‘we
repFeseqt it; it is ours to draw and ours to control. But we
all éon't get to draw the map, ceztain1y<the prisonbr'ig
meaﬁt to have little hand in it; tﬁat~task has already been
dane‘or is being done by sémeone or something else. "“The -
establishmént of meanings, of what is to be underétood, haS
to‘remain the business of authority"™ (Guattari, 1984: 88).
Hence, pgwer‘manifests and jnvests itself within the order of
representation, the recreation of a world whereiﬁ, "we are’
.coded by the false appearance‘of antinomic iecip£ocities
between nature ané culture” (Kroker, 1986: 58), between true

12
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and false, between the bad and the §ood, between the prisoner

and the Just.

r

. - ) /
Caught within the. thought-cage: PBwers of categorizatioﬁ

/
1 /
A frame is in essence congtructed and therefore fregile,
this is the essence or thé truth of the frame.
Jacques Derrida /
‘The Parergon'

’ | /

/ ‘e
But we can conceive of the power invested wiﬁpin this

/

v

logic of separation and difference and the,visuay/
representation of meaning in other than absgraﬁé terms. An
imagingtion may conjure up the image of a woyiﬁ positioned as
spectacle, packed tight with a multiplicit,/bf varying frames
and categories, but ,the eyes may also seg/t%;se objectifying
frames and categories for themselveé. /Within the plastic
arts -- paradoxically a “discipline' iherein sahctioned
subjectivities may flow and inflamg/-— the tectangular frame'
has long proclaimed itself as an/érbitrary convention. The

frame's power lies in its construction of each work of art as

/

an autonomous object, announc{ng its separateneés and
individualism, and hence its alienation, from the world at
largé.l In marking off the~boundarie§ of a work of art, the
%tame also demarcates’a,formal schism between the participant
and the work, preventing the acfive participation between thé
two which could gossibly yeild to the creation of Aintensive

multiplicities" of meaning. Instead, by removing the ‘

’ ~
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work from the temporal and spaéial specificity of its site,
and hence the participant's site, the frame articulates a
logic of separation and difference, and demands that any
undzzgtanding or interpreta;ion of the work must stem frqm a
"pre-established area of exclusive bi-polar values"
(Guattari, 1984: 105). Hence, the frame deﬁénds that the work
of art become as object, within the realm of the.abstract,
and the participankt become spectator/subject, within the
realm of the concrete. This is the function (and thelpower)
of representation and its accompanying frames: to render
iméﬁtent connections between a multiplicity of meanings and
expressions which normally overlap and flow onto one another.
The frame fixes these fluxes of meaniné by means of
separation: the work of art is placed upon aﬁ autonomods
level, removed from the ground which the spectator stands
‘upon 3 . In sculpture, this fictive and constructed
separation resides within the base or pedestal supporting the
piece, lifting_it from the earth in oéposition to the space
of the spectator. "The very axis of verticality declares the
apartness of the sculpture's representational field from thé
world of actuality" (Krauss, 1983: 73).

chiety's institutions answer to this logic of
representation. Whether insects under a microscope or
planets through a telescope, indeed for all beings, social or
natural, the world is perceived and’madeqknown from a
distance. ﬁere there‘is no visibility without the separation

VU\ " 4
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of the watcher from the watched; no representation without

the imposition of a frame, In these circumstances, within -

art and science, within all dﬁ{?ﬁr institutional contexts,

there are no known things other than fepresented things; that

AY

‘- is, entities which have been exempted from their own

P

substances, rende#ed as autonomous fragments which can be
manipglated ané‘controlled. The categorization, ’ g
" objectification and disé;nce which our constructed frames é
imply, be they artistic, scientific or carceral, appreh?nd
people and things as nothing but that type which the frame
defines. Categorization bestows an ontological and total
status upon humans and things - -a typificaﬁion which ‘ ‘ %
objectifies but a segment of the whole self. Its goal is to
render whatever caught within its limits as unidimensional. A
And yet the‘substances of;life are always in flux,

\

always embodying a kinetics of motion which refuses to be

held stationary. This life is formless, ambivalent and
elusive; based upon a cyclical time which can‘t be caught.
It is full of dirt, disorder ana decay, as well as beauty. :

4 .
It is a world which: is constantly “becoming' ; where the
difference between nature and culture, the grotesque End\thg

. ! , R - .
sublime, true and false, inside and outside, are not placed:

{
i
i

'ai‘fixed abstractigns, but are constantly in flux as o
_ befitting a uniQn of opposites. The lines of ‘demarcation
between the two are forever shifting, the mirrors forever

“filting to accomadate the. reverse image.




We have constructed a symbolic universe in order to
keep the chaoticlflux of life at bay. It polices and
disciplines all éhe "jntensive multiplicites" of a perplexing
and complex world. Classifying, categorizing and controlling
them, it regiments them under an aegis of strict definition
and specified objectification. Our fictive and constructed
universe reduces the myriaa qualities of a life conbtantly in
flux to a stable and conventional order where everything and
everyone has a proper place. The frames we const;uct |
reassure us that what is caught inside corresponds to our
assumptions: of orderliness and can be rationally tested.
Apples are not to be confused with oranges and the square
will not fit inside the circle. The world 3¥“flux’shall be
made to mean, to be. And, "To impose upon becoming the
charactér of being, that is the supreme will to pbwe:"

(Nietzsche, 1968: 330).

Reductive visions: The power of laﬁguage

In a world of flux, language is one mechanism of

fixity, which occupies a. place of .primacy in the framing of

symbolic systems. It is the architect which designs and :

places becoming, and within whose dwelligg we define and name
our reality. Language follows the functioning of the

 semiotic of representation)\ig\:Z:t it works from the same

Procedure of distancing and enclosure, but it also extends

IRy R
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further. Like the frame, language marks off and/&pxders the

fluxes, the "intensive multiplfbities“ of a world in .

/ .
- becoming, yet it does so, as Felix Guattari explains:

' by means of a limited collection of discrete .
% ‘digitalized' signs - and retaining only fluxes of
' information that can be decoded. The role of the sign

‘ machlne is to produce, in Hjelmslev's terms,

‘ semlotlcally formed substances', that is to say strata
of expression which form connection between the two
domains formalized at the level of expression and that

) of content)} for linguistic analysts, this operation

.7 produces an effect of s1gn1f1cat1on. -The totality of
1nten51ve eality is then ‘processed' by the formallz1ng

ifier/signified; the totality of fluxes is held

*snapshot*' of 51gn1f1cat1on which places an

facing a subject; the movement of desire is

sterilized by a relationship of representation; the

image becomes the memory of a reality made impotent, and

its immobilization establishes the world of dominant
significations and received ideas (1984: 87-88).

aAnd yet szgn1f1cat1on does not act as a conv1v1a1
bridge upon thch .the suﬁQect described (the signified) and

that which desc;lbes it (the signifier) connect and co-join

- to form meaning. There is no rendezvous between the ground of -

actuality and the sign, no Qirect contact ﬁf the material
— with the semiotic. In fact, the signified has already'beeﬁ‘
ordered into the dominant reality; its "intensive
‘multiplicétes" have already been bordered off and emptiea by
a formal'rep{esentation. There is then only the "sigpifying

semiotic" which "sustains the illusion that a level of the

‘signified' exists in order to delay, or interfere with, or 4

t

even prevent a direct éonjunétipw betweén sign machines and

€

real machines" (Guattari, 1984: 91). It is signification

1

which conceals the erudite incongxuify between content and

P
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'everyth1ng that could represent it through a p:ocess of

! i 4
| -
: , ‘[ il T - o ST
| N
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1
\ . .
form and between gignified and signifier, and which masks <he
. i
fabricated nature of social reality. !
Signification then, operates: from a relation of i
representation to representation; a constant routine of - : g
1

redundancy which enables anyone to see any sign as identical

to. any reppesentation. By first reducing all the fntensities '

of a life in flux to conform to a represented version- of
itself, and then demanding that this representation conform

to the 51gn1f1er, "whose despotlc ambitlon is to put

¥

O I S A

repetition that always brings it back to itself" /Nﬁfenswwl~w*”““”““' 1
(Guattari, 1984: 92), the intensities are controlled, emptied !
and flattened. These intensit{es can now only be addressed
from a distance, "connoted as having to remain outside the -
semiotic sphere, which means, in the,iast resort, out’side the
political sphere" (ibigdj. . .

) * This is .language - a system of signs which are detached
from the real and which function only by operating as an
“autonomous’semiological substance". By operating at an
autonomous -and distanced'level, by claiming the power to
objectively describe, language ney implicitly sanction norms,
codes to'follow and rules to abide. It proclaims itself as
universal: that all must’ fall under its direetion; that‘all
symbolic exgressiens will be made translatable beneath its‘
explanatory net. All expressions must conform.to its
constructed‘world of dominant significations. . £

v
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Thus we may understand the primacy of language as both >

-~

the expression of meaning and the logic by which Ehe .

production and reproduction of meanings is govefned. while

it would Bé'"naive... or brash to assert that ‘language as a

whole' is thé exclusive determi;ant of perception"

(Levin, 1986: 28), we can conceive of the far-reaéhing

""political power invested in language in'its éapacity to
produce ﬁeaning via a gprmalization andtsepaxation of the

— ~

"intensive fluxes" of expression., With language, the

polymorphous and multiple characteristics of symbolic\

expression become reduced to an annotation, in which one

%}gnifiér may act as the priviledged sign for an ontological
presence. Naturally, such a reduction entails a hierarchy of

meanings, for those meanings which refuse to -be indexed or

catalogued are either treated as minors or are excluded from

>

the confines of language, left on their own to flounder.
Similarily, ‘this hierarchy implies a subjectign to meanings \\\¥\
. which may or may not be meaningful to us. Hence, the so-

called, "despotism of the signifier". The capacity to ﬁ;, ‘

<

translate experience into discourse, to reduce a myriad of:

meanings and expressions into an isglated and autonomous
. N ;

~ economy of signs is a very.powerful one indeed. Lahguage is

both beaytiful and creative, it is those important words

wherein we may express our subjectivities in this world, but

it is also those authoritative words which can be spokenﬁfrom

the oppressor's point of view rather than our own; it is also
] ! « . ”

e,
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an intrinsic element in the political and ideologital power . C

of rulers. As Guattari tells us, "This operation of

CR P e

o} .cnntrolling all the intensive muLsiplicitiesnconstitutes the
' first act of political violence. The relation between the

signifier and the signified (thctheirce sees ‘as i .

conventional, Saussure as arbitrary) is at root merely the

expression of authority by means of signs" (1984: 88).

Significatibn, like the fréme, appears to be arbityary only

-

because "power manifests itself arbitrarily".

' 1t is nnt easy to ignore or negate one's inhh#vemenf ‘j .
ﬁithjn the'boliticel domain of signification aha~ ? e B
representhtign. We are all “gubjects 1mpr1soneq 1n a<k> 7; é

Y

v,81gn1fy1ng ghetto" (Guattarl, 1984: 92), born 1nto a world of
voices that never cease to bend the ear and signs that never
cease to puncture the eye. Nietzsche has teld us -that "our
belng is the product of cla551f1c§%1on"- from the first
recognltlon of thé object thhln the frame- from the first ‘, "

gaze at the reveérse imagé. Language, like the mirror in X

Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonderland, stands as the threshold

A\A

which demarcates the real from the unreal, and the known from - L

the unknown. The ﬁbanlng of thlngs - tree, book, pipe -- .is

[

not resolved by their bearing to any physical~grdund of the

>

real, but by an)immaterial system of language which is
directed by rules of likeness and difference: "This is not a

3
1 - pipe"; I am a woman because I am not a man. To question
‘ .

. ~
these definitions,-to attempt to draw atteption to Ehéfi/jrif~“’ S
Loe / - 1 )

A . ‘ 20

/
4'7,7{ PO T IDUSLE PO
/

i e ot

> fa

F3



L ambiguous‘and contradictory nature, to point out the
political issues at stake, or to simply refuse to operate

_‘under dominant significations is to be seen as either

actively tejecting the Law, or to be condemned as deficient

*c

and dismissed as nonsensical. To return once more to
g " e

Guattaris-

Tools of expression are provided for those who use 'them
in the same way as picks and spades are handed out to.
prisoners. The pens and exercise books given to.
schoolchildren are tools of production, and teaching is
" programmed to produce only a certain type of
. significations. There can be no escape. The first
\ .. commandment of the law, of which no one may plead ‘
' ignorance, is based above all on the need for everyone 7
= ) to realize the importance of dominant significations. ,
All the intensities of desire must be subject to the rule '
of the formalizing duo, expression and content, as
-elaborated in the context of prevailing production
relations. Apart from madness and other escapes from the
mean1ngless of the system that is. (1984: 88).

i
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An undetstand1ng of and comp11ance to language is . .

essential for anyone to exist "normally" within our society.

.In this manner, language becomes a cardinal constltuent of

the realities of everyday iife and of the customary

é . Y ~ comprehension of this reality. Language is normative; it

v

'yepecializes and directs the 'unfolding expressions of

N

subjectivity into igé‘stable enviroment of the social order.
It also maintains and transmits these expressions as - ) *i
Objectlvely available to others, 11ngu1st1cally integrating

subjective experxences 1nto the social reality. All these

Ve I
oy -
oM
Ay v

subjectlve experiences, now made objective and available to

others, are freqnently repeated, shared and cast into a

pattern, they "become habitualized and 1ncorporated 1nto a

*
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general body of knowledge, or "dominant significations". . ~
i, They become institutionalized; typifieg meanings that Eequire
, ’ . '

a minimum of reflection or analysis.

¥,

‘Soéiet&vis’in fact an assemﬁly of institutioué.‘ By y
theig very nature, thes§_institﬁtions emfody habitualiz%tion.
historicity.and control. The habitualizatiqn,of shared p
meanings’ of which 1 just spoke is not created out of thin
aiz; bu; is built up in the course“of a shared history{
“Institution; hlﬁays have a yiétoryt.of which they are the

products"™ (Berger and Luckmann, 1967: 54). It.is impossible -

JRRTETRRREY WP SICIPEE Rt R
+ .

cs

.to‘underatggg an institution sufficiently without an

understanding of the historical.context in which it was

4

A , - S:

produced and continues to produce itself. In a later-section A
.of this thesis I shall be examining the specific historical : i

Jprocess of‘the prison, but for the moment I wish‘to stress\
the controlling characteristics inhgrent within
'institutionalizatiﬁnlh As Berger and Lhckmann‘point out, "To -
say that a segment of human activity is institutionalized is
. ’already to say that this segment of hdman a¢tivitylhas been o o

subsumed under social control" (1967: 55). It is to the

. . ¢
. Social control manifested by institutions that I shall now -

turn, in an examination of the construfted realitiés or

truths of institutions and how these realities confront tHe

4

S » . .
~individual as coercive and external facts. In this manner,

e Lt

it is hoped that the particplar positionings, discourses and %
. 4
] ‘n .t .- 3 . N ﬁ
" shistories experienced by prisoners in regards to the * 4
\ | L
22
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institution of the prison will be better understood. ) i
¥ «

— A

! Established rhythms: The power of institutions ) R

"phis is how things are done here™. A world so ‘ IR

.regérded’appears as given, unchangeable and self-evident. . It

. . .
is an institutional world, experienced as an objective and , - ;
external reality, an undepiable fact, x - DY
- It is impdrtant to bear in mind that despité€ this

. objectivity that marks the institutional world, it QOes nof'
'acquire an ontological status aparf from the hdmap aztivity
" that produces it. The reiationship"between humén beihgsefnd
their constructed institutions is a dialectical one, ﬁn thét
each acts upon the other. There are three moments in this
s dialecticdl process, each one‘corre55p9nding to an essential
disposition of the social world. "Society is a human
product. Society is an objective reality. Human beings are
.. ™% _“Bocial products™ (Berger and Luckmann, 1967: 61). An
' gnalysis of the sociallotder tha£ does_Pot include ali three

Pl

, of these moments would be misleading.

{ \ . 3 .
These three moments are of importance when we consider

,the prigoner's relationship to institutions, particularly the

institutions of the law and the prison. While an institution

may appear immutable and tenacious, it is only as strong. as

people believe it to be. This is why the discourses and ~
* \

omre e e

o Practices produced by an imstitution are of crucial

0
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importance to its survival. The discourses and practices . :

" locate and incorporate each individual's personal biography v
into the larger historical chronicle of society. They embody

* meanings and reproduce meanings. For the male criminal,
prisoner or released prisoner, this positioning is

'qroblematic, for while society stands as an objécfive reality -z

for him, by virtue of the fact that he is a social being, it

. also designates him as a social product which is a threat to . 3

the’ordErly functioning of society. This ‘ﬁ}
‘incorporation/exclusion is at the very heart of aa
- institution's existence. In order to justify, to legitimate
its presence, the institution must pose itself as an‘ 3
, irrefutable necessity: prisons are needed to reform bad : é
people back into being good people and the law shall attempt :
to determine who is good and who is bad. The institution
. operates from the nebgssity to know, ana the neceésity to act
‘ Ot’protect égaiﬁst something. Gradually, what is pfotected:
against becomes as known and as real as society itself. The

irrefutable necessities become irrefutable ‘truths'. Prisons

keep bad people away from good people. The law knows who: is

good and who is bad. . / .

We are born into a world.which has a seemingly

6bjective_hiétory, for it ' is constituted out of institﬁtions

which both preceed and overtake our individual lives. Taking

on the nature of historical and objective certainties by

AR e Smpritete. & ] -

' I
means of their discourses aga\practices, the institutions

LN
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confront us as undeniable and coercive facts. They become as

)

o
B 0 P BCA? et e = S

real and as true as our very selves. We may attempt té evade

or deny them, but by the sheer force of their facticity, the

institutions prevail. As our very natures are constructed
out of an agglomeration of institutions, we find it extremely
difficult to refute these same institutienms, for to gefute

them would be as to refute our very selves. 'But for the

prisoner, to not refute these seemingly immutable truths is
also to refute his very being as a sovereign individual

within society. He must somehow maneuver around the

institutional discourses which attempt to pin him and place

him on display as example. He must attempt to either alter ‘
N .
the immutable truths, the legitimations, of these
i
i

" s N ] "
institutions, or he must embrace his status as prisoner, and

hence unconditionally support those same institutions which %

A
imprison him, " 3

For its.part, the institution must interpret its meaning

by way of legitimating formulas in order to evade and resist

P

the dissenting voices -which may shake its,tenuous ' ‘

.

foundations. It must articulate discourses and practjces which

are consistent and comprehensive and which correspond to

other institutions within the soqial order., The priority of

its definitions is of utmost concern,‘fox“any deviance away
. from t;e institutional definition or any attempt at <

rédefinition is extremely hazardous to the authority and

functioning of the institution. .People must understand,

25




accept and follow the conduct prescribed by institutional

meanings. While the "establishment of meanings remain§ the

businesg of authority", this authority must rest upon
sogialization rather than éoercion. The proper conduct »
‘\fjgting to institutionalized meanings must be taught and
occur "naturally"lrafher than be'made to occh by coercive
ﬁeasyres, for the insgitution would be taxéd and its tenous
. N

foundations would soon éive way if it had to rely upon force

and compulsion to institute its meanings. Force and

p
4

compulsion by their very nature deny the "naturalness" of

s

1

.

institutional meanings., - Hence, any outright coercive . i
measures that are applied are done so economically and .
discriminately. "The more, on the level of meaning, conduct

is taken for granted, the more possible aiternatives to the

[P SR Y

institutional ‘programs' will recede, and the more
predictable and controlled conduct will be " (Bgrger and
Luckmann, 1967: 62). |

We are all, in a sense, "manufactured" by institutions . :
to satisfy the orderly demands of society, and the prisoner
here is certainly no exception. vYet, in that he is one
individual who “suffers the coercive application of society's ;

meanings, he stands as aH‘example to all of us. The prisoner

9

functions ag the representative, the typification, of the
. threat of deviance from the social order; he .is the
differentiator, the causal break. In not learning society's,

legsons ProRerly, in resisting or deviating from the social

26
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conduct prescribed by the dominant significations of a ] o E
capitalist society, he is treated with the ‘last resort'. He
is imprisoned and exiled. Paradoxically} in having to be ‘ ¢

dealt with by the ‘“last resort', he stands as both a %

testimony to the tenuous nature of society's

institutionalized meanings, and ds proof to the tenacity of

those meanings, for his very status as prisoner is

indispensible to the legitimation of the “logic' of

< T R B NN

institutjons such as the prison. Thus we are all intimidated

of the physicalldoom that follows from deviating .
from soliety' laws. We are persuaded not to do so by the
pragmatic benefifs of compliance and our own'hoirors of
.imprisonment. Furphermore, we are offered up a whole body of
K discourses whieh attesé to the knowledée, the "scientific
proof', of the folly and the wickedness of the type of people
Qho deviate from society's ‘laws. ‘

It is inte ting to note here exactly who is singled’

out as a typificatiog or representation of the deviant,

specifically the ‘devidnt' found within Canada's prisons,.
Given that within the (anadian legal system no more than 10%

of the prison population
. . 5 .
sentencing laws ,the remaining 90% of offenders are

baccounted for by mandatory co ;
imprisoned in circumstances in which the judges not" only had

!
&
the legal option of not sehding them to prison, but also had ) %
wide discretion as to the actual length of sentence. This i

3

points to a definite process of designation on the part of

'
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the judges, As proof of point, John Hogarth's study of the

sentencing behavior of Ontario magistrates kHogarth, 1971),

e ARSI e =

found that the length %f a prison sentence can be predicted
five times more accurately By knowing something about the ;
;érml’ judgégémd nothing about.the case, than by knowing’ everything “
| about the case and nothing about the'judge. Futhermore, when
one considers that the Canadian prison population is : 1)

markedly overrepresented by age groups 18-29; 2)

underrepresented by those in high status océupations; and 3)

overrepresented by a factor of one to six by Native people,

we are faced with the actuality that prisoners are in fact

w.

selected from a pool of eligible behaviors, and that this
selection is "determined at least as much by who one is as

the particular law one has been found guilty of breaking"

4
3
%
L]
]
:

(Mandel, 1983: 23). Law professor Micheal Mandel finds that .

the most important aspect in regards to who one is, is the

extent to which he or she has broken laws in the past,

toéether with his or her occupational or employment status. : o
And yet, when we consider the underrepresentation of womén in
propor£ion tdo men within our prisons, we are forced to . :

discard any theory of incarceration which is based solely on

econgmic disadvantage.,” The fact of the matter is that there

is a much more sophisticated and integrated selection process

going on here than meets the eye, and wﬂat this selection

Process entails is an assessment of the offender's social

K\« values. It is not only the nature of the offense, but'mére‘

S
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importantly, the nature of the offender as social being -- i
which to a gréatrextent is dependent on how well he or she . Lo
fufills a role within the productive abpa;atus of sociefy - 4 1
which is at stake in determining a prison sentence. Crime in
% Canada is treated as a clash of social values rather than a ' ;
< clash of social interests. It is the individual'svworth, i

rather than the crime committed, which is the prime factor

for consideration, for judgement. - A éarticularly striking %
' * %

: - 3

case in point is that of former Solicitor General Francis Fox
who was- not prosecuted for forgery on the grounds that he had : d

suffered enouigg: Nof long after, he was re-elected and once

again made a cabinet minister with a cabinet minister's ’ l

RN VYR

salary. Who was responsible for the judgement of Francis

Fox?. Was it solely the presiding judge in question? or did
this judgement stem from the whole of Canadian society .
revenging the authority of the status quo? As Foucault has \
told us, "The judges of normality are»present everywhere. We
are in fhe societQ‘of the teacher-judge, the doctor-judge,

the~educator-juége, the ‘socialfworker'-ﬁudge; it is on them

that the universal reign of the normative is based; and each

individbal, wherever he may find himself, subjects it to his

PRI

body, his gestures, his behavior, his aptitudes, his
acheivements" (Foucault, i977: 304). We all take part in
recognizing, assessing and judging the ‘normal' from the

‘abnormai"and participate in the task of punishing and

L
o e AR sl s

‘rehabilitating' those that we find to digiess from the
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bounds of normality. We are. all subiect to the normative
powers of institutions and in turn we subject these'poiers
over others. .

Tbus, an entire legitimating and normalizing machinery
is at work which does not find its center within the -
institution, but which is transmitted and coémunicated' |
throughout the entire socius. It is maintained by 'people’'s

reflection of the institution, a "reflective conciousnegs

[which] superimpoées the quality of logic on the

institutional order" (Berger and Luckmann, 1967: 64). We

reflect upon and confirm the necessity and truth of.

lm . -,
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. . @ .
institutions such as the prison and the law because they

.

qonform to that stock of knowleége and language which we have §
been taﬁgh; throughout our lives by an agglomeration of \%
) . 3
institutions and which have become crystallized meanings for - ?
us. The prisoner, like any other entity'made distinc; by a é
-separation, an otherness from the status quo, becomes a i
reductive representation in accordance to the categdries‘of %
) the prevailing society, the prevailing order: that'sghema.of ) E
'dualist values which distinguishes good from evil, normal | é ’
. ;rom deviant, etc. Hence, tpis "refiective conciousness" of { ‘

Lo, .
which Berger and Luckmann speak is not the conciousness of

the individual per se, but the conciousness of the socius
which buries itself within the jndividual. As Michel

Foucault tells us, "Prison coz}inues . « . 8@ work begun

elsewhere, which the whole of society pursues on each

30
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" {ndividual thfough innumerable mechanisms of discipline"

~

(Foucault, 1977: 302-303). :

e A T

Ter

As we have' seen, the operatiorhf institutions is
nomic, or ordering in character. Experiqnceé belonging to
’various sections of reality, all those "intensive
multiplicites” which are in flux, are inﬁégrated into the
'same overarching canoéyigf meaning, a éanopy which retains a-

~

paramount status by making all of these alternative and

diverse subjective meanings knowable, intelligible and hence

less terrifying. For it is the terror of the unnamable, the

s w;{ﬁ-ém Fr B S Dl S e et e Véil&;w& A

undefinable, the unknown, which poses the greatest threat to
the social- and institutional order. These unnamable

“intensive multiplicities" of alternative meanings keep-:

E
&
3
ot
K
i

popping up, whispering in suggestive tones that perhaps this

stablé and orderly reality of ours is but an illusion, that
at any given moment it may be swallowed up by our chaotic
X ‘ desires. 1In order to eounter this threat of realities that
are meaningless in. its terms, “the institutional order must
. incorporate and order these ‘alternative and Aeviant realities | °
= into a cohesive unity. Thus we see the unintelligible
) en?léyes of dreams and madness ordered by the institutional
~‘J/'e;xplanatory realm of psychoanalysis, and the devfancé of
| criminals explained and otdereé’by,the institutions of

criminology, -psychology and the law.

. The fact that the institutional order is constantly

faced .with keeping thg‘threatening choatic fluxes of life at

st
- - L7 d

- “
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- bay brings us back to recogrnize again the deeply embedded

‘ielationship between significa%&on and power. "All

1]

stratifications of power produce and impose eignifications{

S

L}
‘In certain exceptional circumstances people manage to escape

" this world of dominant_ signification. . +" (Guattari, 1984:

.' 84), but genetally the leg1t1mat1ng funct1on»@f institutions

\.1!

catches them up 4nd fits them pnce‘again into the context of

the institutional order.

and rendered harmless by means of either one of two

6

mechanisms: therapy or n1h111sm‘.

Therapy entails the

The one who escapes is brought back

development of conceptual and inst1tut10na1 mach1ner1es which

account for and explaln away such dev1atlons, and hence

-3

maintain the primacy of the social world thus challenged.

1

Thds, institutions such as psychoanalysis, penoldgy and Ehe

law have developed a body of knowledge which includes a

"theory of deviance, a diagnostic apparatus, and a conceptual

system for the

Luckmann, 1967: 113).

*cure of souls'"

(Berger and

t

social reality and puts into question its cognitive and

.normative operating procedures is seen in need of therapy.

In order®for this therapy to

‘work',

it must account for.

..~ abberant behavior by means of a theory of deviance, a

pathology which explains deviant behavior away (say, by

A conduct of deviance which challénges™

. Positing poverty and social maladjustment as explanations for

_ the preponderence of inmates from society's marginal érehps).

There must also bexe diagnostic apparatus which specffies and

32
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//é;tects 9eviant behavior and ensures the prompt dispensation

{ -
+ of preventive or corrective measures (such as the courts of

‘

-law). Finally, there is the curative prgcess itself (the

Iﬁ apposftion to therapy which conceptually atte@pts to
= keep everyone within thé confines of the social order,
nihilation conceptually attempts to liquidate everything
which stands outside the social order. ‘Berger and Légﬁmann
“gesc:ibe;tﬁis procedure as a .kind of reverseulegitimatiog. &
"Legitimation maintaips the reality of the socially
constructed unive:ée; nihilation denies the reality of
whatevér phenoména or interpretations of phenomena that do
not £it intoc that universe® (1967: 114). Nihilation operates

/ -

o /,* by assigning the deviant subject a negative ontological

sfgg;s, regardless of whether~or not the subject hqf been.or
is subjécted—to a therapeutic intent. In this way the threaf
to social reality is neutralized, for the individual -who
deviates, by means of an inferior ontolegical status, is not
to be taken seriously. afhe individual i's made to be \
;“‘*“;_aw less thé? hgman; he is a barbariarmy he is not civilizedéﬁ?e
is a prisoner, and who should believe a prisoner?

The infé@encg is that the deviant or the dissenter is .

not to be listened to on his or her own terms, via hi's or her

i3

'owq semiologiés and actions. 1Instead, any statements made by
% . '

the deviant must be translated into more prapébxterys; that

- is, terms deriving from those same dominant significations

-

. 33

" prison). : ; > \

PR s K R I i e B et ced T
o . -

T Ak AL e



Tu

‘power . Berger and Luckmann tell us éuite crudely that "He

¥

tha; were dissented from or resisted in the first place. 1In .

this manner, deviant conceptiﬁns can be inco;porateﬁ into the
symbolic_unfvereegand thereby pltimately rendered harmless.
Bas;cally. the edges are taken off them and they are
destrOyed, or at least the power of their meanings is

destroyed. Even the athexstlls really deep down a ‘believer.

Even the most hardened criminal is guilty ‘and repentative of

‘ N . : 4
his crimes. . . N

The confrontation of 'alternative semiologies with the
universe of dominant significations implies a problem of
who has fhe bigger stiék has the better'chance of imposing
his definitions of reality" (1967: 109). Therapy and

nihilation are two big sticks utilized by the symbolic

)

universe in order -to keep us all within its seope of

meaningetmaThe'prison is .another. .

There is no moment.when we are not encircled by power

formations. 1In our societies people must not

gesticulate evermuch; we must each stay in our proper ?

place, 51gn on the dotted line, recogﬂlze the signals we

. are given -.and any failure may land us- in prison or
hospital (Guatbmri, 1984: 172).

It is within institutions such as the prison that,;ﬁe

potency of dominant significations manifests itself most

clearly. Simjlarily, it is within-such institutions that the

ental character which denies and repels the terror oﬁﬂ, v

K

. alt :nete semiologies is revealed. For this reason, it is . .

important to see how the prisoner functions within such a

.

|
!
]
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situation of dominance and howc-he poses a fundamental threat

to it. 1In examining the history of the prison and its
‘ * . 7

dominant s;gn;fications, discoufses, and practiceé, we may
better understend~§be specif;d'capadity%of‘prfsoners-toi
dystroy these significatioﬁs, to open up language to
otherwise d1fferent 1ntezpretat1ons and to create dxfferent

meanzngful rea11t1es. We w111 perhaps understand better why

the prisoner shifts and plays with altzrnative meanings,
n ‘ . ' N
while the rest of us "each stay in our proper place, sign on

the dotted line" and are content to.let well enough alone.

"

Futthermore, we will begin to understand the importance of

the body w1th1n the prison; for it is both ,the site whereln

power is acted upon and where the alternative sem1olog1es of

the“prisomer 'are acted out. The body within prison is both
instrument and intermedia®y; caught up in a.system of

discipline and constraint, yet the medium of dissention. 1In

th following chapter I shall attempt to explain the history

. of the priébn against a background of a history of bodies, in

order to eccouﬂt not only for the political powers. invested

upon tﬁe body, but to examine the "revolts, at the level of

_the,bddy,'agéinst the very body of the prison” '

(Foucault, 1977: 30).

-
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Endnotes for Chapter Twoe

P e ’
© -~

-

1 , ' A

see Edward W. Sald's "Opponents, Audiences,
Constituencies and Community" in The Anti-Aesthetic, Bay
Press, Port Townsend, Washington, 1983. pg.155. Said speaks
of "an epistomology of seperation and difference" when

describing the intellectual center of -the U.S. as based hpon‘

»an "unguestioned ethic of objectivity.and realism"™. The
same, of course, could be said to describe how our meanings

and realities are mapped and asserted as true, for the social

sciences have traditionally patterned themselves after this
epistomological construction, .

N -

. 2
see Felix Guattari's Moleculat Revolution: Psychiatry

and Politics, trans. Rosemary Sheed, Penquin Books, New York,

1984, Pg-84. ’
3

t

much has been written on the,objectifying function of the

frame. see for example Reesa Greenburg's "Moma and -
Modernism: The Frame Game" in Parachute 42, 1986, pg.2l1-31.
or Micheal Fried's "Shape and Form: Frank Stella's New
Paintings" in Artforum Nov.1966, pg.18-27. '

4 .
see Friedrich -Nietzsche's The Will to Power for his
treatise on "being® and "becoming™.

s

5 o

‘mandatory sentencing laws are those that are applied
to an "unquestionably"™ serious crime, such as mass murder or
the assagination of a top-ranking politician. They are a

-decision of legislature, and therefore require no discretion
on the part of the judge.

6 ,
x this is Berger and Luckmann's definition of two’
strategies of power which act on behalf of the institution.
. See Berger and Luckmann's The Social Construckion of Reality
pg. 112-117, where they go Into greater detall on the

specific conceptual machineries of universe maitenance.
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. Chapter Three ~

Tpe Carceral Order

Near Kingston, ohtqrio, the train which travels along

)

the Windsor Corridor from Toronto to Montreal pésses Collins

Baf Penitentiary. Onboard, eyes turn with'a mixturé -of

B e PR R R R I
.

fascination and revulsion towards this forbiddipg stone
structure, a gloomy~caste11ateq foliy of turreted gun towers
and fortified entrance gatés. "Disneyland", one pa;enger.
observes, and there are knowing and nervous laughs at this
ﬁetaphorical reading. Indeed, the mock Romanesque edifice
does look as though it 'may belong to a perverse Draconian
- amusement park to which no one wants to gain entrance. We,
ﬁhe respectable and conform?ng population pass by, and while
the. horrors of that plaée visually recéde in the distarce,
they have been made more vivid in the mind. ' N
_Surely hére, “the'frames of our thinking have been

r

translated into actual bricks and mor;;;:/(Hebdige, 197Qi‘}3).

A ' .,

The design of Canada‘'s penal institutions, be they Victorian

or Modern, literally embody within material terms our

} ideological assumptions about what imprisonment is. They .
stand as the incarnate icons of sbéiéty's disciplinary

B powers. The grand scale and formidible appearance of a bleak

PR
RS

’
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Victorian “Big House' such as the Kingston Penitentiary,:
while now functionally anachronistic, still plays a crucial
o . .Symbolic role in representing an image of the sociobathic c ;

criminal set against a normal and ‘just' population. While

P

the ﬁigh stone walls which surround it may have outlived
their original function, their.symbolic qualities continue to

underscore the fact that this building is indeed a prison and

P - SN

one should behave accordingly. The structure still signifies X
‘prison'; it reminds us and reaffirms to us our beliefs of
wha;(pfison is, and should be.

N Like an oratorical discourse, prison architecture is g
sfructured for maximum rhetorical effectiveness. It

communicates messages which we, the audience, come to

e;pect. It dramatizes a silent power to punish, and fér-tﬁe

most part, evokes the proper response of fear and awe from us

in regards to that ‘punishment. In addressing this analg Yy

between oratorical ‘and aréhitéctural composition, Umbe;to Eco

writes that, "architectural discourée starts with stated

premises, builds upon them well known or readily acceptable

‘argaments', and fhereby elicits a‘certain type of consent" ‘ e
(1980: 41) . Thus, prison architecture articulates society's

ethos and T?;als concerning carceral punishment and

encourages its viewers to either change or reaffirm their

behavior or beliefs. The Kingston Penitentiary, Collins Bay, ;

or the new Special Handling Units are examples of .a ‘moral . ‘ :

//Efrchitecture‘ par excellence: their signifieds carved in -

% 38
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stone or moulded in concrete speak to us of exclusion and

segfegation; their ritualized surround&ngs and austere
entrances voice a terrifying language of alienation and
powerlessness; and theirthigh towers from which uﬁknown eyes
survey suggest the existence of an omnipresent divinity
above, to which all must eventually repent.

We are dealing again with the emmense abyss which

separates the two worlds, and the apparent

impossibility of throwing a bridge (brucke) from one

bank to the other. Jacques Derrida

‘The " parergon'
‘ fhe ideological accomplishment of prison a;chitecture

is further aided by the fact that prisons are latgely set off
f;om major centres of the popgla;ion, to be witnessed only
occasionally fy the majority of peoglg in the course of their
travels. We discern the prison from afar, secure in our
knowledgeé®which the discourse of the prison's facade has
spoken to.us. We all know about prisons: we have seen th$m .
from the outside and we have learnt about theii_i}hides from
the second-hand media ingerpretations of poiiticians, the
press, the cinema and television . . And as we pass by on
the train, our beliefs and values are confirmed once more;
our knowlﬁ?ge of this place Es comfortably reaffirmed and
strengthened.

And yet this ‘knowledge‘\is but the knowledge of a myth,
a‘fgb:icated reality, for as the priéon Es strategically ‘

placed beyond people, (and hence their questions), it appearé

as an immutable and portentous given, an awful but necessary

.39 N
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truth dressed in heavy stone. Since the halls of the prison

are largely ungEodden by and rarely visible to the scrutiny of

outsiders, it is able to proclaim itself as a warehouse for

v

dangerous deviants of all kinds without contradiction. And
) !

like a myth, it appears timeless: the prison has always

[

existed and will forevef exist aé long as there are anti- {"}Mf
social offenders whb must be segregated from tﬁe rest of ' 1
society. As Michel Foucau;t has written, "It is the
detestable solution, which one seems unable to do without" ;
(1977: 232). The prison has /become ‘nafural',‘and this self-

evident character is so stfong precisely because the prison

ket

is intrinsically bound to the ‘natural' workings of the

wh

social body. And it.iis only “natural' that the brison should

sit at the edge of soéiety, for it houses those bodies who

have tred outside of the social pact.

T

" Yet the symbolic communication of the prison rests upon

RN W

a greater ensemble of sdciety's ideological operations as

a whole. One must be careful not to emphasize too greatly

RPSP ARSI

the disciplinary practice ¢f the prison without paying
: ", 2
- careful attention to the ideological parameters which

(IR N Y

[
'

proliferate past that practicé._ For 36 fact the prison

does not sit at the ‘edge' of society --)it is located within

the very heart ' and muscle of the socius. It is sinew and.

structure of a web of\power‘and knowledge which permeates the

?

depths of soéiety, each strand of which catches each o

i individual’and each institution. We must recognize the

. B . 40
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prison as a "micro-physics of power“'(?oucau;t, 1977: 26); a
strategy of political power which is "exercised rather than
possessed" (ibid)., It is not only the material substances of
stone and mdrtar, nor the psychological deprevations of
ispolation and overcrowding which distinquisheg the punitive

power of the prison: there is no exemplary or efinitive

centre of power housed, in its Panoptic eye. Instead, the

priédn stands at an ynterdection of relations of power and’
knowledge; which - while these may differ in form,
organization, funct pn'or origin - overlap and interact to
produce a certain ingtitutionalized power which refefs to a
p;rticular'type\of rationalized knowledge. The punitive - ',
power of the prison is one which punishes in secret. It |
cannbﬁobe seen from behind the prison's walls, nor heard frém

its barred windows, for it is a power which conceals itself

23

)
&

behind the forces of knowledge. It is a z:jked power which

speaks” in the faceless voice of mute ston a'"bodile§s

PYSPRY

w. . reality" (Foucault), which, while shadowy and indefinate,

nonetheless exists. \ ' ;

The Leviathan wears-'an iron grin: The prison and society

D T

o >

It's no longer. the criminal mentality which .
abounds, but the police mentality, and all the powers "
of detection, of prevention, of dissuasion, that '
spread their net of repressive anticipation over states

and minds. ' Jean Baudrillard .

- . \\\ "the Child in the Bubble"

g
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Several publications 6n the prison devote their opening
remaxkswto a graphic account of the barbaric punishments .
which were once metted out upon the body of the condemned.
The re;ng is treated to a host of diagrammic corporal
_torments: the convicted criminal “sk"flayed, impaieﬁ,
‘crucified, burned, drawn and quatéred, beheaded, strangled,
buried.alive, pressed to death, boiled, broken on the wheel,

shot, starved, and blown out of the mouths of cannons”

(Correctional Services Cénada,"i985: 1). These horrific
- % . ’

which, with tﬂe growth of rationality and humﬁnity, we have
moved so-graceful away from the cruelties of public torture
to an eqlighteneg}zra of modern ‘corrections'3 The author
appeals to‘the slide-shows of our morbid imaginations in an
attempt to foster feelings of supérior{ty in relatigy to the
’brutalities of the past and the eas;pess of apéthetic virtue
in regards to gpe present. To péraphrase E.M. Forster, it is
as if “we can r;coyer self-confidence by snubbing the dead'.
| -We are told by corporate offenders such as hockey club
owner Harold Ballard that time séent'in the Bath minimum is
"better. than.a'héiiaay at the Ritz" (MacLeané, June 6, 1983).
We are meant to rest easy in a state of complacent
humanitarianism: secure in a faith of science to cure the

evils of crime and the. capacity of the penal systeﬁ to

infinately adjust its rehabilitative techniques to those who

b . . -
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descriptions éré’ﬁhen followed by an attibution to the way in .
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- are ‘maladjusted'. And the power of the “system' language
used by penal authorities further serves to distort and )
disguise the rea11t1es of a life beh1nd prison walls. Thus, b
k
the Correctional Service of Canada is the new name. for what ’
. was once the Canadian Penitentiary System, despite the fact

ek bt

that its main modus operandi is still to imprison people

within penitentiaries that "fail dismally to ‘correct' even

/ . the most outrageous features of the System or Service"

P Lt
r o 3

(Culhane, 1935:‘20). Prisoners, meaning people who are held
in captivity and denied‘freedom and liberty, are called
“inmates', an institutionalized nomenclature defined as
: "occupant" (Oxford English Dictionary), and stripped of
' political connotationé. Guarés, the watchers and keepers of
these ‘inmates', are now called Correctional Officers,'Living'
Unit Officers or Case Management Teams, even though their
function as watchers and.keepe:s remains unchanged. And the
‘ prison iéself, a place of confinement, is now termed’a i
éorrectioﬁal Facility, Centre or Ins;itution, names which

“only camouflage their restrictive and secretive role" . '

(Culhane, 1985: 20). It appears Lhat only the most severe of

the federal prisons, such as the maximum B.C. Pen.,

Dorchestez, Mlllhaven or Archambault, still retain "the nomen

v

of pen:tent1aty. ' _ f . :
Found within generally all of these prisons is & cell of

" solitary confinement, aptly pamed by the prisoners as the’

‘hole', but referred tofby correctional authorities as
L] '
\
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Administrative Dissocliation, Segregatiaﬁ, or the Quiet Room
(for juvenile.detedtion). .The rationale behind these Quiet
Rooms is carried to a perverse extremity in the newly ciQated
Special Handling Unit (S.H.U.), a "minimum two-year programme
of regulated solitary confinement in top security, heavily

guarded, specially constructed prisons" (ibid: 19). The

-horrors of twenty-three hour days spent in solitary
, confinément lie concealed behind a pseudonym which implies

care rather than neglect, And the S.H.U.s are not

only symbolically, bﬁt physicélly hidden, such as the one
near Montreal which is enclosed'within‘the Corréctional
Dvelopment Centre at Archambault.

. This change in penal denOminatibn points to something
much more profound'than simply its denotative capqpity. for
it represents not only a substitution of deﬁinition, but
ultimately a subsiitution in the object of p;nishment - from
the offender’s body to his mind; from that which
could once be seen to that which ié now hidden. The function
of is prigbn *newspeak' is two-fold, for while it serves to
further mystffy and conceal the "cruel and usual punishments™
(Mitford, i979) of the prison, it also renders these same
pudishments much more palat;ble, dressed as they‘now are in a
ratiogal, scientific 1angﬁage. In the same sense; theséi
punishments appear to be less violent and more humane as the
Prisoner's body -~ indeed, the prisoner himself - is largely
gbsent from the discourse of the prison. As Foucéu}t,wrjtes,

. - : )
8
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"Physical pain, the pain of the body }ésglf, is no longer the
'constitugnt eleﬁent of the ;énalty" (Foucault, 1977:11). 1In
leaving the domain of the body, pynishment is‘ﬁow understood
. ot by viéuaf perception, but enters the hidden reaim of the
subconcioys. It is there, but its visible intensity is kept
at a far distance, and thus ocur understanding of its depth
anq force is kept at a minimum perception as well. We might
well boast of surviving a prison term relatively unscathed,
but we would never dream of extending that same boast to the
corporal gunishments of the past;

And yet theré remains the horrors of torture within our
modern and Sanitizedrprisons, tortures which are no less
inhumane than their péeéecessors( but which are "enveloped,
increasingly, by the non-corporal nature of the penal system"
(Fouc;ult, 1977: 16), The contemporary torture of the modern
corrections system is based upon non-bhysical‘punishmentsz

* ’ -
punishments which no longer invofve the iron fist, but the

pPunishments which no ldhger scgigthe body, but the mind;
velvet glove of surveillance, segregation and isolation.

It is é disciplinary power which "is exercised through its .
invisibility"; yet, contradictorily enough, "it imposes upon
' those whom it 'subjects a prigciple of compuisory visibility"™
(ibid: 189/187). Thus-we have Administrative Dissociation or
“the hole'; a prison cell of constant isolation and

surveillance which is characterized by the non—éorporal

tortures of madness, .fear and self-mutilation. Dr. Richard

" 45
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“Korn has described its effects while testifying in a Canadian

,

s

v

, courtroom: "This/procegs is foolproof ... if you keep it up

Lpné'enough.it wi epk anybody ... It is a form of murder"

1). I1t\is a form of murder committed on the,

Z‘Culhane,'1985:
mind; one which is so cunningly disguised behind awcompleiity
of discourses and practices that the contradictions behind
. it, like the many contradictioﬁgﬂgxistent within power, 1lie
- obfuscated. It is a tortuous murder, which, while not as
spectacular as the public aéénies of the past, remains murder
ﬁonetheless..llt is not a form of murder for which the
executioner, the expert of pain, is responsible, but a
muitiéude of other experts of multiform kinds - the doctor,
the Psychiatrist, the éociplogist;’the penologist, th%
~criminologist, ‘the archiééct, the social worker. "By their
.very presence near the prisoner, they sing the praises tﬁ%t
the law néeds:,they reassure it that the body and pain a;;
ndf the ultimate objects of its éunitive action" (Foucault,
1977: 11).” These are the new éxecutioners of peﬁal
diSCipiine, and their duty and justific§tory objective is not
ﬁo inflict pain against the body, but to cure, correct and
rehapilitate the soul, as befits an ideology of

humanitarianism, ‘ )

'
1

These are the experts of complexity who help(to conceal
and disguise, and yet extend, the powerful punitive nature of -
the prison and society. They are- the intermediaries who act

,to protect society from a guilty complicity with the

P R

o A

L AL JPC VISR VwY. 2 ¢ SR ArY

sechadd il v 2T

Bhar, s gy of s ot SRR



v
»

bunishménts it imposes; Ehe people who make up the dense
monkey-fist of knowledge from' which "the power to punish
derives its bases, justifications and rules, from which it

, .extends its effects and masks its exorbitant singularity”

PRSI T VY 3

Coa . . -
(ibid: 23). It is from thelr numerous voices of authority

that the prison, as the primary instrument of society's -

punitive power, attempts to distinquish itself from its

~
A et

! barbarous antecedent. It is from their scientifiw

U

discourses, techniques and actions that the punitive power‘of

the grison is locat;d} an intricate and manifold machine

o ' whose-dpefations are based upon ﬁower and knowledge_rather
than power and pain; a vast corpus of knowledge whose limits
- extend far beyond the prison's walls to create the wcarceral o
archipelégo" (Foucault, 1977: 297).

. Jacques Donzelot (1979) has called them the "specialists
of\Ehe invisible"™; a cadre of professionals who march under v, "
the banners o£ reform, mercy and compassion, while evermore
extending the power to control and punish. One way to
understand this apparenf contradiction is to perceive the
penal system's inherent need for failure in order to
:ationalize.énd gain stronger, albeit more subtle, means of

control. Michel Foucault (1977) , Georg Rusche and Otto 1

Kirchheimer (1959), and other historians have alerted.us that
’q *

reforms in punishment must be seen as little more than a turn

.
4

to a different and more powerful punitive strategy:

The true objective of the reform movement, even in its ) '
most general formulations, was not so much to establish

47 .
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a new right to punish based on more equitabie
. principles, as to set up a new ‘economy' of the power to

punish, to assure its better distribution so that it
should be neither too concentrated at priviledged
points, nor too divided between opposing authorities; so
that it should be distributed in homogenous c1rcuits

- capable of operating everywhere, in a continuous way s
down to the finest grain of the social body oo
(Foycault, 1977: 80). .

The “reform' of .social control has imeant a continual
evolution away from physical coercion to a more subtle and
systematic method of surveillance and normalization in order &

' to  better produce docile and ‘normal' citizens. Similarily, y

2 an qz;m(%"m'“ PR "

the ‘reform' which led away from the old system of .torture
and execution to the model of the prison "must be read as a’
strategy fgr the rearrangemeht'of the power to punish"

(Foucault, 1977: 80); a shift away from what was seen as a

\ <
NS IR B T T

p

*bad economy of power' to a more even- handeé rational and
acceptable (ie - more economical) technology of. punlshment.
A With each new réform comes a multip;?%ation of the deviges of ° ;
control, and aéents who control these devices:: Wﬁén these |
devices or technologies fail, as they inevitably do, the
’ agents of control, "specaa11sts of the 1nv151bfb" are given

even more resources to control, 1n an escalating spiral

k]

proliferating in technologies of punishment and control which

, .3 ‘
; o involve varying degrees of classification, segregation, . ‘.
surveillance, and confinement. As Chan and Ericson write,

-« - : ' =
; - "This spiral is fiscal [as Rusche and Kirchheimer argue}, but :
%, , it is also more generally reflective of the ‘economy of power

£ I
%, relationship' (Foucault,1977), by which the state serves its .
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reproductive needs for discipline and punishment" (in Fleming

.+ (ed), 1985: 225).° ’ ‘

‘Positive and useful effects': Port Cartier's new prison

i

?
bt T

The effects engendered by the refinement of a technology
. ‘ ’ -
of éower are not solely negative. Behind the repression and
upﬁqjshmént involved in a punitive technology, there is also a

v

corresspondence of ‘positive and useful effects'.

REEBRY VL s 3 Y N

. e

(Fohchalt, 1977). This in fact is at root in the success of

)

S n . : .
an ‘economy of power': it must be creative, a Dionysian

e W

Leviathan of sorts, To this\;nd, Rusche and Kirchheimer

argue in their classic analysis, Punishment and Social

Structure, that

enal measures are iﬁgrtricébly linked

to the economicﬂSysteh. "Every system of production tends to

¢ discover punis nents which corresspond to its productive

relationships" (Rusche and Kirghheimer, 1939: 5). And a

R

v _contemporary example of the pcsjtive e}fects of punitive

power may be found i inister grian_Mplroney's récent
announcement of his .intent to build a'new $60 million prison
in the depressed and isolated community of Port Cartier,
Quebec. |

.

. This piison; scheduled to open in' Septembe

., 1988,‘v.ginl vt
o be a protective custody pe 240 child’ ST

molestets, rapists, formers and convicted police officers. *

It is indicative of(the new prisons now being built in




N

Canada; prisons which increasingly differentiate, define and

distinquish between varying types or classifications of

l\pffenders._ The Special Handling Unit is another example of

=

the widening' classificatory scheme of the "carceral ,
continuum" (Foucault, 1977); a prison which is wﬁolly devoted-
go the powers of surveillancet supervision, assessmentnand
discipline, assuring “both the real capture of the'body and‘
its perpetual observation" (ibid: 304). ) ‘

Certainly neither the punishment of crjme, nor concern
for the lives of prfsonegs in need of protection is the.solé
warranty which 5ustifies the construction of this’
new prison. Its primary rationale can‘be'found in the

astute statement made by the mayor of port Cartier, when he

observed that, "It is comforting to know that prisons don't

'go bankrupt" (MacLeans July 7, 1986). The new prison is id

~

fact the Prime Minister's settlement of a pledge he made in

1985 to strengthen the economy of a town with a 30% f

unemploymnt rate. This example of prison as emﬁloyment
\project certainly corresspbnds in part to Rusche and
Kirchheimer's .thesis that the origin, use and in;ensity of
specific:-penal systems or punishments is determined by
economic or fiscal forces. But the birth of this new prison
cannot pe said to rest solelyhupon its perceived econoﬁic
prdductivity. Such a strict correllation escapes the
intricate network of relationships iqyolved in an economy‘of

power. Materially, the new prison's corpus may be built from

3
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the financial support endowed by the ‘federal goverment, but
' 4

its intrinsic essence, that which is more powerful and

e

substansive than its physical being, will be es?abiishe@nfiom
a much larger and complex confluence of discourse, power and
kn;wledge which emanates from the heart of society; It will
be the silent assent of a manifold power thch will \
ultimately sanction the birth of>-this prison. Similarily,

the gew prison's ‘positive and useful effects' will not be

limited to its fiscalyproduction —~ nor for that matter, to.

the ‘correcti&n' or ptotection it affords its inmates -- but -

will extend throughout the entire éociq;y, broadening and
incréasﬁng the micro-powers of the ‘carceral network', while
augmenting and further expanéing the knowledge which these
micro-powers are intrinsically related to. In shoré, its

!

‘positive and useful effects' will not only pé the

strengthenidg of an économy, but an ‘economy of power'.

N As stated before, the proposed prison is to be a
< \

Protective Custody Penetentiary. Basically, this is an
entire prison modeled upon the Protective Custody Units

S f

(P.C.U.) found in hearly every maximum security prison.

Ostensibly, these P.C.U.s are prisons within piisons,

separating prisoners who are presumed in need of protection

from tHe larger, ‘general population' of prisoners within the

entire institution. But P.C.U.s serve another, much more |

- intrinsically political, function other than solely the

protection of prisoners from prisoners. They act to "divide

51 : "
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.the ‘divide and conquer' rule; separating people who fear

.which is .of extreme importance to the maitenance of control

~ - B U o tma o =i e i

the prison population to a degree that prevents them from

. . :
being able to cope with the hopelessness of their 5
incarceration’ (Culhane, 1985:.168). The P.C.U. works upon

L ]

. ; {
violence from one another, which only acts to exacerbate niore

e le & Ele

fear and violence in an unending vicious circle. For once :

inside a P.C.U., regardless of whether or not he is one of

the despised rapists, child molesters or informers, a - . i

prisoner is always suspected of being one. An ex-prisoner , ;

<«

describes this process:

There are alot of youngsters, who upon entry, are
virtually scared inte P.C.U.s by the Administration. .
They've never done time in a pen before and when
confronted with these solemn-looking people and told
they will be riaped, killed, etc., they check in, out of
fear -- not realizing that once inside there they are
branded by the population ‘dead man' -- inside and | |
outside those walls (in Culhane, 1985: 166). - ;@

(]

- v

* This is the iogical p;oliferafion of a control factgr
which starts with the classification of prisoners into
miﬂimum, medium and maximum security prisons, and enés with : |
the evermore specified classification of Protective Custody
Units and Special Handling Units. It is the “Chinese bo%' . i

effect; a scheme of hierarchical classification and division

within a prison. As Claire Culhane writes, "No prison system .
can function without a P.C.U. or its equivalent"™ (1985: 165).

The success of a prison's disciplinary power is dependent

e .

uﬁon the capacity to seperate, classify, analyse and frame AN

its captive bodies into segregated units and catagories.

.
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" "piscipline *makes' individuals; it is the specific technique

of a power that regards both as objects and instruments of
its exercise" (Foucault, 1977: 170). The disciplinary power
of the prison works upon the “"ever more subtle partitioning
of individual beéhavior" (ibid: 173), in order to ever more
finely measure inconsistencies and unconformities. The

hierarchization of categories within tlie prison system makes

(R . .
" it possible to mark slight variations in ‘correct' behgvior,

and additio&ally, to play these art}ficial categories against
one ;ﬁpther.

The techniques of classification, differentiation,
documentation and surveillance used by the p:ison

are disciplinary mechanisms which work in ‘conjunction

-with an other, more equaliy powerful mechanism:

“normalization. It is normalization which acts to supply the

referencg point against which all are measured. "Borne along
by the omnipresence of the mechanisms of discipline, basing
itself on all ther carceral apéaratuse;,Jit has become .one of
the major functions‘of our society" (Foucault, 1977: 304).

t is through the fabriqated measurement of "the “norm' that
‘one is able'to distinquish and differentiate the normal from
the deviant and "claim the honour of cﬁriné or
rebaibilitating" (ibid). The individual who is described,
class}fied and.assignéd a place within the categories of
minimum security or.Special Handiing Unit is also’ the

individual who has received a judgement’based'upon the

H
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- normative power. He is judged via a "mixture of legality and

o

. . i :
nature, prescription and constitution" (ibid: 304), and

" subjected to a constant disciplinary gaze of supervision and

assessment. He is held under the consttain} of ‘the
hormalizing.powe}, a mechanism which mingles gracefully with
the vast aisciplinary powers of the carceral apparatus.

Yet the disciplinary éazes to which ;pé prisoner is
subjected are not only those of the prison guards, but

\

emanate from outside the prison as well, and it is here that

one may discover both the primary justificatory objectives

and the positive and useful effects which the proposed prison

-at Port Cartier engenders. It is the silent assent of a

normalizing jpdgement which will sanction the birth of this.
new prison, and q}ggiarily, the new prison's positive and -
useful effects will be the extention and attenuation of the
powers of norm?lization and discipline throughout society.
The very fact that this new prison will be 5 Protective
Custody Penigentiary is extremely importantlhere.u'For those
individuals who will inhabit this prison stand at the most
extreme negative pole in a normalizing spectrum of knowledge
which ranges froﬁ ‘evil' to ‘good'. Tﬁeirs is the most
negative classification in a "micro ec&hOmy of a perpetual
penalty" which "operates a differentiation that is rnot one of
‘acts, but of individuals theﬁselves, of their ‘nature, their
.potentialities, their 'level or their value. By ésgessing
acts with precision, discipline judges individuals ‘in .

©
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truth'; the penalty that it implements is integrated into the
cycle of knowledge of individuals" (Foucault, 1977: 181).

The whole of society judges cbild molesters, rapists and
informers as harshly as that society within prison walls.
Andvﬁﬁis.judpemeht is founded upon a ;truth' which has been
established via a knowledge “"that is once a field of
comparison, a space of differentiétioq, and the principle of
a rule to be followed"” (ibid: 182). This is in essence ‘tﬁe
power of'the No;m': a disciplinary power which is intricately
woven within a field of knowledge and.hence conétitutes the
“truth' upan which this normalizing judgement is based; a
‘truth' which at once justifies the disciplinary power of the
norm, and extends and strengthens the field of knowledge upon

which it is based,

Foucault observes that "disciplinary power manifests its

_ potency, essentially, by arranging objects” (ibid: 187).

Hence we have a whole series of graduated arrangements:
prisons which are hierarchiéalli placed{from the minimum
_security work camps to the Special Handiing Unit inside a
‘Super Max.' Penitentiary, to the Protective Custody
Penitentiary itsélf. Within each of these institutions are
'coﬂfined,individuals who are described, judged, measured and
compared with others. They are individuals who have been
made visible in their classification, and thus have been made
as objects in their subjection to'this classificatorys»

knowledge. It is their visibility which ensures both the
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knowledge of them and the powerAwhich is exércised over them.
Each and every one of them becomes a “‘che' which at one and
the same time constitutes an object for a branch of knowledge
and a hold for a branch of power" (Foucault, 1977: 191). It
is in this sense that the micro-power of the prison produces:
it produces ob]ects, it produces knowledge, it produces

t

“truth'., And in produclﬁg ob;ects which are examined and

classified in the pursuit of anwledge, and ultimately in the

pursult of ‘truth', poker reproduéés itself.

This is the central contention of Mlchel Foucault's

“

Discipline and Punlsh. that priscons do.not ‘repress

delingquency, but create it, in an ongoing stzééegy which
strengthens the dis&iplinary mechanisms utilized by an
economy of power.f By classifying individuals in varying

degrees as a thréat to social stability, qhe prison provides

fthe ratxonale for the consttuctzon of a vast apparatus of

control and dlsc1pllne that permeates the whole of soc1ety.
This is the prison's creation.

We must cease once and for all to desérlbe the effects
of power in negative terms: it ‘excludes', it
“represses', it ‘censors', it abstracts', it masks'

it ‘conceals'. In fact, power produces; it produces
reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of
truth, The individual and the knowledge that may be
gained of him belong to this production (Foucault, 1977:
194).

It is not bnly those individuals who are held captive

within prisons who "belong to this production™, but

a

ultimately all individuals. For the prison's creation is our

A
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creation; and the prison:s power of objectification and '

subjection is alsorsour power, and, at end, our

T

objectification and our subjection. This is not to posit the

b

prison as a general metaphor for all of society, nor is it

a brash attempt to assert that we all share a prisoner's

life. Yet, we are all caught, in a manner of speaking,

_within‘a network of carceral micro-powers in which we

gurselves are the bearers: each acts as a functional member’ ;

o R ity

"in an arrangement of power-knowledge which .in turn extends

fon
&z

' over each. 'The regime of observation, surveillance and
qlassification found within the prison is not the same regimé

found without; we are not all physically enclosed nor mentally .

FLEY IV e RS

imprisoned. But we do, as Foucault has so penetratingly

shown, live within a disciplinary society, and the workings

SR ade B

of this society are intrinsically related to the prison and

Ared

e

"its workings, This is what is meant by the ‘carceral ' .

P

' ,continuuij; a vast network of devices of control which act so

b s

subtly as to be barely perceptible; which operate with the
greatest economy. It is with the ease of an economy of power -

that the new prison at Port Cartier will be built.

T e
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Endnotes. for Chapter Three

]

T ) ‘
#%. as. Stuart Hall argues, "As social groups and classes

live, if not in their productive then in their ‘social’
relations, increasingly fragmented and sectionally

‘differentiated lives, the mass media are more and more

responsible for providing the basis on which groups and
classes construct an image of the lives, mednings, practices
and values of other groups and classes . . . " Hall, 1977:

340) »

2 , '
following Foucault, “ideology' is not to be taken
strictly as a reflection of the interests of some particular
class, but in the more general sense that it is resolutely
caught up within relations of power and partlcularly the ~
triad, ‘power, knowledge and discourse'. It is ideology
which frames our meaning of ‘normal common sense'; that which
lives beneath the conciousness...

3 ‘ .

"An authoritative de¥inition of classificatiol”
endorsed by the Manual of Correctional Standards (1966) :
‘Classification may be conceived of as the process of pooling

.all relevant knowledge about the inmate so that important

decisions and activities affecting him may be better .
coordinated . . . Classification contributes to a smooothly
efficiently operated correctional program . . . Through its
diagnosis and coordinating functions, classification not only
contributes to the objective of rehabilitation, but also to
custody, discipline, work assignments, officer and inmate
morale and the effective use of training oppotunities'"
{[American Correctional Association, p.353] in Toch, 1977:

286) . . .
: 4 .

Foucault writes' of the "omnipresence of power: not-
because it has the privilege of consolidating everything
under its invincible unity, but because it produces itself at

every mgment, at every point, or rather in every. relation to
one another. Power is eve:ywhere" (1978 -74)
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' Chapter Four '
y 2 ‘ . S 1
-Inside: The pains of imprisonment T ]
Thus far I have spoken generally of the prison in terﬁ# 3

y s . Iy ) > 2 . N / ) . ! .
of its political relationship with that greater society which

R W e

surrounds it. The Foucauldian descriptions of disciplinary

e

power which I have heretofore utilized to represent this

\ -

relationship have tended to locate power in some anonymous

place: pdwer in these terms -is as a pbiquitous entiEy which

subtlely and‘hombgenously.extends'its effects throughout the

P R L R L T

vhole population, But what' of that power which directly

af%ects the brisoner? Surely the forces of disciplinary
Ipower unﬁer which he }s held are of a much weightier and
éubstansive vein. If one adopts in a resolute fashioﬁ that
everything is power or discourge/ok mechanisms of control,
than what Secomes of the ‘realia' of the prisoner? Just As'
‘there are ordinary lives which Foucault neglécts\for the sake

e P8

_ of his arguement, there are also the (extra) ordinary lives ;

of those who inhabit the institution upon which he baées‘this i
) arguement. . ) :
Foucault, and .Rusche and Kirchheiﬁer use the prison (énd %
‘punishment in general) as the site upon which a critical and | V é .
‘ 'analytical sgudy of the’realities of disgiplina;y society isb - %

o
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based., ¥Yet neither investigate the realities of life inside
© . the prison beyond this intent. The prisoner as an
individual, inhabiting a real world within a very real |

institution, is lost among the intentions and inventions of

el w X

Foucault and Rusche and Kirchheimer. He is an ‘a: if*,
instead of an ‘is’ 2 . ’
on tﬁé other hand, there exists a plethora of -~
A sensatioﬂalist sfories written by or about a érisoner gna his

life inside which do not in any way attempt to address the

JEA v e T Re L e S R ailaaid

political nature of the systgm which imprisons him. Equally,

there are a large number of socioI@giEal. psychological,
bsychiatric'and crimihological studies which utilize the
‘prisoner and hjs plight as a form of ready-made experimental\ -
cases upon which no concern is given whatsoever to the
strategic political consequences of either the prison in
genéraL, or their own sciehtific studies in parti§ular 3 .
In oréer to remedy the imbalances of either type oé
literature addressing the prison, this thesis attempts to
explore the ramifications of disciplinary power insidé the
prison as well as outside. Ifféﬁ” ‘ - - ) :
. Historically, the use gf prison as a tool of
rehabilitation was Saseq on @he premise that enviroments

which isolate people can also change tHem. The modern model . f

4 . ¢
penitentféry as John Howard ., the Quakers and the religious

- L4

3
. . ) {
. idealists conceived it would be a place of spiritual i
i - : :
regeneration through the mechanisms of solitude and strict ;
. i3

A

[
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disciplige. The'inmateg wére isoiated in‘their'ceils;'yﬁere
they wouid be sheilded from all corrupting ‘influences and
able ta ;epent their past crimes in utter silence: to
surrender to the ‘lash of remorse'.

.The ipstitution of the monastery, whose ascetic
pfactices were based upon the denial ‘of the flesh and the
control of emotion,‘became the,baéis.for this modern prison.(
* Indeed, the Medival Church is known to have sequegtered its

v .
errant ‘clergy within cells of solitary tonfinement.

was not only the monastery's technique of repressing th
bodies of its subjects which was adopted by the perjte
but also its technique of rendering these sam odies
ever more prodgétive. Within the walls of the monaséery the
erratic flucuations and irregularities of theé outside world
were held at bay by the repetitious punctyations of the
mohastery bell, marking off the'canonical Hours. So it
became too with~the modernqpeﬁitentiaxy. The denials ¢f the
monastery were brought into the prison, disciplining and
‘devélcping the bodies of the convicted in order to make them
more productive to societ&. The monastic cell_bécamgékhe
prisen cell; the canonical hours became the prigon timetable.
The prisoner would be made to march in step, to work in. ‘
isolation, and to pray in silencg. It was an ascetic

' practite of éiscipline which was rationalized not only by the

discourﬁfs of religion, but of science and a modern morality

as well. And like the monastery, it was a concept based upon

61
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the notion that one could order men's minds by regulating
. “their bodies% . f
Yet this form of ‘redemptive penitence' orgdered men's

<

minds to ¥uch an extent that it often virtually dystroyed

PRtRe

. them. 1In 1829, the Eastern Séate’Penitentiary was built at
Cherry Hill, Pennsyl&ania. This Am8rican prison was intended

as a showplace for the ‘separate' or Pennsylvania system,

[P SRS VIR S
-
NE2

wherein all brisone;s were kegt in solitary confinement
twenty-four hours a d?y without any communication with other
human beings. - ﬁut those that had travelled‘fioﬁ both near .
and far tolwitness this miracuigus new p:isbp were ofken o ‘
dismayed by tﬁe results Jf its revolutionéry %ethods.
Charles Dickens, who toured Cherry Hill in the 1840's, later
wrote that "this slow and daily tampering with the mysteiies
‘éf the brain is immeasurably hotsé than any torture of the'
" body" (Correctional Sgrvice Canada, May 15, 1985: 3. in
1849, members of Canada's Brown Commission Qho visited thé
prison in the interest of building what would then be' - 7
Canada's first penitentiary (th; Kingston Penitentiary),
found that, "the‘prisoﬁers as a @ass have a sallow, worn out R

gppearance: the eyes are éeeply sunken and the eyeballs glaie ‘ , R

with feverish brightness” (ibid). The prison authorities of

1
'
I3

"Cherry Hill later. reluctantly admitted to the Commission

2

w N . ’
members that 50 of "the 300 prisoners were indeed mad. [

Clearly, such uncompromising seclusion proved an invintible

and detrimental hardship for prisoners. The penitentiary, as

]
N . . &
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Howard and others had conceived it, had unguestionably -
failed, yet in‘principle it continues to thrive, long after
its or1g1na1 pract1ces and rationales have been abandoned.
Rehabllxtat1on' may now be spoken of in hushed or
embarrassed tones, but the. original te;hnology and intent for
this ‘Feﬁabi}itatiod'§ie‘stjll used withpfrequency. As
William Nagel writes of the prison, "The endurance of these
f monoli;hic structures is surpassed only by the tenacity of
the essumgtions and attitudés on which they were founded"
(1973: 10). . - ' ’

Thus, "Long before recidivism ‘figures cast doubt on
prisone as‘fehabilﬁtatorsy less inaccprate but more dramatic
statistics raised questioﬁs about jail cells as sekttings for
survival® (Toch, 1975: 4). And, given sociologists' and’
psychelogists' ongoing interests in survival under ex®reme
situations, it is of’little surpr;se thaf they ;hould
natu:aily gravitate togPrd the prison as a settiné for their
‘ studies.f fhe’noggon that the 1solat1on of the prison
rehabilitates mag have been abandoned but the premise, that a
segregated enviroment changes people has not. Furthermore,
‘the people who are subjected to this is‘lated and segregated
enviroment are those who have been labeled as ‘social
deviants'. 1t is most likely that for these reasons the

N

prison as a "total institution" (Goffman, 1961) has garnered

. 6 ¢
. much attention in the writings of sociologists and behavioral
’ o . ‘ . . .
psychologists. Within these wrigings, the prison is ™

RO

B

63

-
0‘3 .

Sor gAY 3 e T o
N

AR s e

PRAEA PR R RS NERI P

4
2B

’ L .- 1
- O eEe T, d AR TR A e

.




- rn

AL TIE R S e ottt <32,

[

3

\

. . 4 e
generally presented as a microcosm of the greater society,

. ‘ .
with its own culture, rules, roles. and language. ‘A centrak

concern is how the prison culture adapts and accomodaées to -

thé'prison's disciplinary poweés‘of segregation, isoiapion,
_surbeillance and .overcrowding. Many such studies are of

a determiﬁiétically Sleak natﬁte, couchéng degcr%ptioﬁs of

prison culturé in terms such as "institutionalization" which,

" refers to 'a state in which the individual.literally
.cannot survive outside the institution. Wwhile inside’
the walls, his behavior is characterized by regression,
apathy and listlessness. Everything is done for, him and
to him and in this childlike state, he cannot make .
decisions anymore (Cohen ‘'and Taylor, 1981: 65).

Such terminology almost acts as* an apologia or
justification for the existence of the prison, for if a
prisoner cannot exist without the careful control of the.

priéqn, he will not %xist at 'all. Prisoners in this sense

-
»

are characterized as éuffering from severe psychotic neurosis
or a pathetic state of dependéncy’Jﬁd'helplessﬁess; as
passivé respondents to the forées of the prison. ?he prison *
cqlturé as a whole stands as an intereéting ‘case' in which

v »

classifiable inmate codes, roles and patterns eof leadership

A

are tied up with perscriptive therépeutic treatment or .
5 e

rehabilitative interests . Most of these studies are

“positivistic' in their approach, imitating the research-—.

-

-

model "of. the physical sciences and proving un:esponsivé to - \\
any semblance of human autonomy or uniqueness. Tge~£aliaéy

of such .a perspective becomes clear when one considers Gordon

‘

¢
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Hawkins' statement*that, "The belief that all who enter
prison are ineluctably doomed to deterioration proves, on
examination, to rest on no more rational basis than the

. wh .
antithetical idea that, if only we knew how, panacean L7

programs could be devised which would traqsform éil offenders

i

into model citizens" (1976: 80).

Other studies aré less negative and severe, and allow
“ N .
for a modicum of creative movement or resistance on the

prisoner's part, In his classic 1940 study of an American

6 .
prison , Donald Clemmer coined the term "prisonization™:

a form’of secondary socialization in which the inmate
has to learn to adapt to prison as a way of life. 0ld
definitions are shattered and he has to learn how to
adjust himself to the deprivations of the prison. He
might do this by withdrawing or, on the other hand, by
continual rebellion (Cohen and Taylor, 1981: 66).
Still, the variation of such adjustments are again undexrstood

in terms of static and classifiable inmate roles and

/ -

typologies, "rather than/thgough ‘any understanding of what

such adaptations mean to the ind{vidual" (ibid). As well,
v

this perspective again retai he single-minded view that

prison culture is largely a reaction or response to the.

prison, or the pains_of imprisonment.

A much better undersganding of inmate culture is gained
when looked at through a phenomfnological perspective; that
"is, one which stresses the creative and,meaningﬁul élemgdts
of the culture rather than simply its ptegcriptive or -

reactive roles. Certainly, as institutional researchers such

as Gresham Sykes (1958), Brving Goffman (1968) or ‘Clarence

> : (

-
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Schrag (1954, 1959, 1961) have shqbn, the inmate culture, or
more particularly the inmate ‘code', does serve as a partial
solution to the problems of the pains of imprisonment. But’

. the existence of this ?ultgre is’not simply a response to the
deprivations of the prison. While the inmate code is
primarily a value system stressing loya%fy, coolness,
fairness and strength and dignity in}tace of the diéciplinary

forces of the prison, it is also a value‘system which

. AN

stresses cohesion,‘meanjngfulness, identification and pride
in a collective struggle. It is a struggle of a concious and
creative nature implemented by a culture which is concious of
its existénceaaqd strength and creative in its dévelopment og
"conceptual machineries" (Berger and Luckmann, 1971: 104).
Furthermore, prison culture is not simply an indigenous
and ahtonomohs entity which is born suddenly out of a
response to the éafnsqof impr{sonmegt, but reflects to a much
larggr extent those broader cultural conditions which exist
outsidel Aé Irwin and Cressy (1962) have noted, the
indigenous theory of Clémmer, Sykes, et al, has more to do

&

' »
with the preiervation and maitenance of prison culture. than
"Its origin.

Prison culture is not the result of a group of
C »

men who are nothing but tabula rasas upon entering prison.

They have brought their past realities with them'as well, and

these realities all form a part of the meaningful

reality of the prison culture.

N

If we take Stuart Hall et al's (1976) définition of

f
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culture as - that "level at which social groupé develop

‘distinct patterns of life and give expressive form to the;r
social and matérialﬂexperienceg", th@n we could do bgtter
justice to the culture of the prisoner. The‘prisoner's *
culture must be gxamiﬁed not&only from its historical ' .
specificity, but from the specificity of the prisoner's own
experience. Ce&taini E\one gshould take into account the
specific responses which relations between prisoner and‘

- prison entail at specific times. But what is equally -

important is that these responses are not seem as simply

prescribed reactions, but actions; creative and

e ot s 1 b

individualistic expressions of movement which could be és

-harmonious as they are dissentive. Later in this thesis I -

2

shall be examining the prisoner's tattoo as a particular e

example of the prison culture's expressive and creative

-

movement. But for the moment I will attempt to describe

N

the specificity of the prisoner's experiences, as much as is

possible, in the words of the prisoners.

AR W AT G AN L s St SR B

. The convicted held incommunicado

s A s et R

. ; It is not only the deprivations of physical freedom and

SVE N

liberty which the prisoner must contend with during his time
N

in prison. The forces of discipline and the pains of

‘imprisonment that he faces are of such a profoynd %nd subtle

nature that they centre their point of attack upon his mind,

67
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his sensory experiances and above all upon his feelings of

'self-worth,lrathei than upon his body. He is subjected to a

mortification of self as his privacy and his

.independence is lost; he is no longer a person but a thing, a

number, and his pld concébtion of self is under continual
attack from the disfiguring discourses and meqhanisms of the
pfison. What the disciplinar& powers of the prison assault
more than anything else is the prisoner's stable sense éf
meaning, and the ability to create a meaningful aﬁd plausible
"symbolic universe®. Conveiéely, the prison culture counter-
attacks the prison's techniques of control upon this same
field of battle, offering up counte;-discourses which posgess
their own theory about themselves, the, penal system and the

justice which imprisons them. The prison culture helps to

o .

supply the prisoner with a "picture which is not just
orderly, but which is plausible and explains or justifies his
existence" (Cohen and Taylor, 1981: 68);'an existenge which
at most times is extremely tenuous under the psychplogical
stress of the prison enviroment. |

Inside ﬁhe‘ptison there is the obvious.cons;ant stress
éf befng watched within an enclosed and confined space. As a
prison visitor, I have been subjected to the stress of
sﬁrveillance and confinement on numerous occasions. It is of
a type that invisibly permeates both the mind and the body;'a
sense of powerlessness and listlessness overcomes thg

physical body and leaves one feeling detached and desultory.

!

68

L
3
{
\

e




It becomes immediatly clear that the prison has no other
express purpose other than the confinement of docile bodies.

And a docile body is what one is intended to become upon

entering prisen.

To gain entrance into a federal prison a prospective
visitor must first apply for visitor's status from

Correctional Services Canada, whereupon his or her past

history is extensively reviewed and examined. As an

W 3 o e St S AT -

individual visitor, a person may visit only one prisoner at

-

one prison. There will be no admittance to visit any other
individual nor any other institution; this for the express

purpose of preventing communication between inmates in

-
PRSP T

Sseparate prisons. Any person may be excluding from visiting
for reasons which do not have to be stated, and which are :

usually not offered. Visits are definitely not allowed to

those with criminal records (which excludes the friends and

relatives of many of the men inside).
4
Visits in prison are a priviledge, not a right. The

outside world is kept at a disténce, excluded; and this
distance ié emphasized the minute one enters fhe prison\
doors. To get from the outside‘in, one must first go through
amseries of ritua}ized surveillances and inspections.

Pockets are emptied, and their contents spilled into manila

envelopes. Purses are locked away. Identity cards are

scrutinized and checked against the visiting list. Bodies

W
s Rt S T

‘are made to walk through metal detectors. There then follows

o

69




.

a maze of anterooms upon anterooms, within which guards

behind thick glass panels further scrutinize each individual
and, if satisfied , signal their compatriots on the other
side of the double-~locking doors to allow the visitor °

through.

Take a few steps and bars close behind you. A few more
steps and another set opens in front of you and closes
behind. Always stuck between two doors. From the cell
to the infirmary, less than five hundred feet, seven
barred doors to go through., And the same number of
checks. Time enough to die seven times. They call it
movement control (Paul Rose, Archambault Theatre Group,
1982: preface). :

There are no windows, nothing to show that the’
outside world exists at all. There are no shadows;

"No yellowing or incandescents, nothing but Shadow-Bans"
(ibid), necessitated by the closed circuit cameras Wh§§:
monitor the movement of captured bodies.

Entering the prison is only the first in a series of
assaults ypon the self that an indiyidual‘éncounters. For
the visitor, this ceremonial degradation endg with the visit.
For the prisoner iq is a constant presence. Fis enviroment
is one of limited space; his life a pattern of stultifying
routines. While he is part of a mammoth human industry, he
is not assured the anonymity of an individual within a crowd.
His classification or living unit officer knows in some
detail the moments of his life. His mail is read, his
visitor's conversations overheard. His life history is the

subject of general discussion by classification and parole
) g

[
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officers. He is minutely examined for behavioral or physical
changesi

This is one of our favorite jokes: haw should 1 behave

if I want to be in their good books? If I hang out with

a bunch of friends they'll say I'm part of a gang, if I

stay on my own they'll label me ‘anti-social', and if I

limi;.gyself to one buddy they'll conclude I'm queer

(Archambault Theatre Group, 1982: 32). ,

It is not only thg controlled subterranean enviroment
which takes its toll upon the life of the prisoner. What
strikes with equal force upon the mind and body of the
condemned are thoge disciplinary powers which are not as
easily described: powers which are not so much structural
{or perceived from the outs;de),‘as they are
phenoménological (or perceived from the prisoner's
subjective eﬁperienée). These are powers which deeply affect
the emotional world of the prisoner; powers which above-all
constrain and alter his social}relations with other human
beings both inside and outside of prison. Like the
structural walls of! prison, ;heir primary purpose 1is to,
hold the prisoner incommunicado; to control by inhibiting
communication. "Thus, for many the reality of confinement is
a2 reality of limitations" (Smith, in Johnson and Toch, eds.,
1982: 53); above all, limitations upon communication.

* Friendship, important enough outside, is of great
importance to the well-being of those men -inside in order to
cou?terbalance the complex physical and psychological powers

of the prison. , Yet, precisely because of these complex

powers, developing personal relationships inside prison can

s et o
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be extiemely problematic. Of greatest éonsequence are

problems of commonality and continuity. Deﬁpite the large
numbers of fellow-prisoners, it may be difficult for an !
individual to find a colleague who shares his history;

concerns and perspectives., This difficulty is often :
exasberated by a social enviroment in which toughness, .

inviolability, the denial of personal problems and

manipulation of others are common ingredients.: The' prison is

; @
1 em - T SPe e e

a .setting in which, as Jean Genet has observed,\“more than
elsewhere one cannot afford to be casual" (Genet, intro., in
Jackson, 1970: 3). Held within disciplinary controls that 1
deliberately seek his éependence, a prisoner must seek his
autonomy. But'autonomy in theory means to sacrifice
_supports; to be legt to one's own resources. Undef such
contradictory circumstances, the prisoner must delicately

«

balance.in his search for friendship.

~

Fiiendships inside also suffer -from the lack of

5
R N _ dontinuity within the prison. Men are often arbitrarily

moved from wing to wing or prison to prison without a

moment's notice.- This'ipsensitiie relocation may be read as
a pogerful political strategy on the part of prison

——— )
administrators. If a leader—of a prisoners' movement or ;
committee gains strong support from his peers in his
political demands of the system, he. will be transferted to

another prigon, thus debilitating the strenétb ofﬁtﬁe

. movement. Aﬁprisoner writes of this strategy whi¢h is, again,

z‘t -
v s -
\ R -
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the technique of ‘divide and conquer’'.

~

For years, the various prisoners' committees have been
fighting for their independence -- in vain. They have
been obstinately .refused the slightest power,
categorically forbidden to undertake any initiative
whatsoever . . . And if any of them [the leaders]
manifest the slightest misplaced aggression, they're
sent on the double to another prison, usually of a
higher security level. The right to express yourself,

among other rights, is denied (Archambault Theatre £.
Group, 1982: 34). . .

Such tactics of divide and conquer are appiied to such

groups as the Native prisoners rights committees which exist

s Ear W e b SR b bk e e b R
-

in‘neafly every Canadian prison. In a similiar vein, one of
those convicted of the Litton bombings (undertaken by the
Vancouver anarchist group later known as the 'The Vancouver
Fivg‘), was sént to a prison in Quebec to serve his sentence,
even though it was clear that he did not speak French. The
intent here is clearly to disable the§? men in their
communication in order to keep them undet‘disciplinary ' ™~
" control. Despite the years that seperate ‘modern
-Forrections' from the Pennsylvania ‘Sepe;ate system', the
belief still holds tﬁat if prisoners are not permitted'to’ )
communicate with one another, they cannot develop or revgrtn
to anti-social practices. The anti-social is thus repressed.
by a mechanism of seclusion; a most cqntraéicéory
justification which works solely for the extention of
disciplinary power. ‘ |
Maintainjng communicatiod outside the prison also pose§

a major difficulty for the prisoner. The difficulty of




‘ . ‘
preserving .theése social ties further adds to the\gﬁtess of

affirming self-expression and identity ih an enviroment .

it e e e

primarily designed not to ptovide for these needs, : T . 3
Cohen and Taylor write that, "The whole subject of

letter writing can easily become one which'involves the - '

prisoner in endless frustration. A form of censorship

«
s .z.%‘,:':,"'“ ot £ et

operates which in effect prevents the prisoner from writing

{ ~ about the one subject which matters most to him: his own . LA
E situation" (1981:.78). While Cohen and Taylor are writing (g
; ‘ specifically here of a maximum security prison in Britain{

- -this censorship also exists w;thin Canadian prisons.

; . Prisoners are genetaliy not allowed to speak of the , ‘ » 1
.

conditions which effect them inside. While now, in Canadian

¢ ' prisons, a prisoner may write whenever and to whomever he

pleases, the "letter he sends or receives is read by one of

the many clerks in the visits and Correspondence Department,

and censored if necessary, that is, if the tenor of the

letter goes againsg house rules or ‘does not contribute-tol i
the rehabilitation' of the prisoner in question” (Archamb;ult
. Theatre Gtoup, 1982: 31). Often, a letter will bé suppressed
in igs entirety, and not released to the outside post.
Similarily, letters originating from the outside may be
lsuppressed as well, Frequently, this happens without the

brisoner's knowledge, which leaves him unsure ‘whether or
not he has simply been forgotten, |

et T . AL

. "The friend on the outside cannot inform him otherwise.
If he tells another corresspondent to pass on news of

IR

74



his attempts to write, then ‘this letter in its turn will
be suppressed. In these ways cantact with the outside
can break down completely after a man with a life
sentence has served only a couple of months of his time
(Cohen and Taylor, 1981% 80).

Visits also become a source of anxiety and concetn.
While visits are of great importance to those inside, they’

also-can add to'thé stress of confinement. Interruptions in

social contact can easily lead to,depression, worry and

e eeaer ke L Ty e e o

confusion. The prisoner feels an ever-present E:jk of loss

or abandonement by a loved one, and knows that I

powerless to rectify matters should this loss occur. He is
extremely vulnerable, both on the level that his visits (if
at all) are rationed and relatively sparse, and that these
visits signify a world that he is no longer part of and over
which he has no control.
The only thing, when I be inside this cell eighteen
hours doing nothing and you be thinking about home, you
think about what's happening, or somebody come up to - .
,visit you and say, "Oh, your mother is sick" or
'somethlng happened to her or something like that, your
mind gets confused, it goes blank, you do anything
' (Johnson, 1976: 86).
It has been suggested that some p;iéoners purposely
sever external fela;ionships to avoid the streéé or “hard
time' produced by these infrequent visits. Maurice Farber
(1944) observed that the.relationship between suffering and
visits with those on the outside followed a curvilinear
’ - '
model. : ) N

Those who had few contacts with the outside through o
letters and visits were low in suffering, those who had 1 .,
medium contact suffered a great deal, while those who : \
had high contact were again found to be low in S




suffering. [Farber] found cleﬁ? evidence of prisoners -
“who cut off all conhtact in order to reduce suffering.

As one said: ‘I don't do hard time. It's much easier if

you get the outside off your mind and just forget about :

your family, your folks and your wife' (Cohen and ‘ -

Taylor, 1981: 82).

«

sEscape attempts: Strategies and counter-strategies of

control
Nt et———————

a

N

-Erving Goffman has defined the total institution as one

\\\\ which provides "a barrier to social intercourse with the

3
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outside"™ .(1961: 4). Certainly the prison is furnished with’
sucﬁ barriers. In jisolating the prisoner from the realities , E
of life ,outside, or from those indices of reality which take
form in the words and gegtures of others, the prison strives
to inflict its own prescribed reality upon .the prisoner and
thereby define experience for him. This is ¢
mechanism of control within the prison.
The prison is.eéééntially a‘control;ed stru

and social enviroment that seeks to depri the inmate from

unconditional interaction with other human beings. This

technique of power was once jdstified as a methodoloqufor
converting or rehabilitating bad persons-into good. Now it } . o
is only recognized for .what it is: as a technique of power; a .
mechanism of control. The question of whethér imprisbnment

does the prisoner any ‘Joéd' is no longer relevant; the only’

. “good' that is spoken of is that which is done for society,

in society's proggction from those imprisomed. The prison is

716 .
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3 simply a place of control. Its experlence is 1ntenéed to be

“punit1ve and dept1v1ng, the confinement is meant. to be

& " total" '(Cohen and Taylor, 1981:°205). " :

Hence the use of inhibiting social relationships as a°
means of control. .If a prisoner is not allowed to. share his
E e o experlences w1th others, partlcularly with others outside of -
- the 1nst1tutlon”“then these experlences become increasingly

dlfflcult to validate; they- become 1ncreas1ngly less

| ‘meaningful'. That intricate and dellcate relaelonship

3 T ROEH e PRt mas a4

-~

between selffwd others, between behavior and experience is
3 o :
_ contipually iphibited and denieq,q¥§§he micro-powers of the

‘ prison. And when this relationship is repeatably withheld,

» js any development of the concepé of the self as a - :

\ . a

o - by the hegemonlc experxenc of the pr1soﬁ

¥ . I just try to get thyough the day. .1 try to keep busy | ’
,,/” “ e in the yard playing handball. Usually.i'll be able to ‘#_ - L

) . . get myself out of if or around it a little bit, even

- though I don't fee) like it, kid aroupd a little bit,
: and then I start yo come out of it, gut lately I just .

- can't seem to get’ myself out of this rut. And its a

k- - . -+ hell of a thing. I just don't have the patience for it

ki o : anymore. Like work1ng these groblems out, you know. I

know I control nothing. (Johnson, 1976 122) .. N 4

Slowly, the prlsoner may be engulfed from' within by the

J"

_ﬂﬁegemonic experience of the prison. For the prison attempts
5 L to take him farther and farther away from his past

' exeerience of the outside wofIa“in;fréer to inflict its own °

’ (Y .
monopolized experience upon him. 1Tt must displace all other

1 . ' .
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worlds in order to aSsure the primacy ef definition and

control upon 'which ‘it depends. This requlres the seg*egatlon

LS

of thg prisoner from those who would attempt to cont1nue

med1at1ng the o0ld “outside' world to him. The reality of the ¢

.t

prison must be protected from any other reality-disrupting
influence. And gradually, those who would mediate the outside
world to the prisoner, "become unwilling actors in a

drama whose meaning is necessarily opaque to them; and not

suprisinqu, they typic3lly reject such an assignﬁent”

o wiome b SIPRG At ri n + 7T

(Berger and Luckmann, 1967:'160-6L). ) Y f
Phus, the prison attempts to ensure that the prisoner is
left alone in his subjective defense against  the experience

of the prison and the stigmatic idenéity assigned to him.

P T A

The prisoner méy eventually react to this fate with
resignation and becoﬁe one of the passive institutionalized.
or, he’may react to this fate with resistance and rage, but ’ X ’
this resxstance, espec1a11y if v101ent, may only serve to

further Justlfy his soc1ally defined identity. He is -
imprisoned w:thxn the objectxve reality of society and the

p:xson ensures that this imprisonment is secure. It has | ; ( \\
armed itself wiéh all the necessary ingredients: segregation
from the outside world; .,the required soéializing and
normative personnel; the correct scientific and ‘humanistic’
body of knowledée; and the necessary armatures of discourse

. L

which dispense the prison's legitimations. It is not only

the prison's walls which are intended to be escape-proof.

Lo’ 78
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Yet there are escape atteﬁpts; attempts to dismantle and
disfigure the p;edefined and isolated objective reality of
the prison and\to confront it with a counter-definition of
the prisoner's oﬁn creation. These esc;pe attempts ent;ii:}
both 'social and conceptual conditions; they are both social
and individual acts, with the social aqting as the supporting
matrix for the conceptual. They are both physical and
cognitive; located within th\find and expressed upon the

7
body. And most importantiy, they are not bnly a response to

the pains of imprisonment, but a creative action agajinst it.

They are expressions of both impotence and power.
| | (
.For to confront the power which is instituted within the

e

prison is not to simply strain”against the bonds of material

tyranny and th? overt forms of repression, but, above all, to
create new forms of expression; new hodes of communication,
new practices -~ in short, new conceptions of meaning. This

is intrinsic to the prisoner's strategy for " psychological
7

"

survival' . In order to counter the tautological definitions

udder ghiéh he is imprisoned, he must bring to 1i§ht their
artificial nature, he must distort their cherished meanings,
and sometimes, create his own. He must attempt fo
tommunicate his experiences within an enviroment that
disallows'sugh'subjective expression,dand'thus he must be
heedful of the censorous limiés of the prison. Hence,_his

stilistic expressions take ﬁorm—upon a most iﬁgeneoué medium.

-

They take place upon that*j;lé which paradoxicéliy occupies a

4
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lacuna in the discourse of the prison and yet becomes

- centre of its attention. The prisaner's alternative
expressions are written directly upon his body.
! .
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Endnotes for Chapter Four

s i an e

1 ' LN ‘
*The .Pains of Imprisonment* is the title of the forth
chapter. in Gresham Sykes classic, The Society of Captives,
'(1926). In a book gf the same name, edited by Robert
, Johnson and Hans Toch, (1982), it is written that " Ag/Sykes
(1966: 78) saw it, five basic deprivations -- of rty,
goods and services, heterosexual relations and personal
security -~ together dealt a “profound hurt' that went to
‘the very foundations of a prisoner's being'" (p.17). I

would add to these pa?hs\ggii of a severe limitation upon

the social communication 6% the prisoner.
) \

Allan Megill writes in Prophets of Extremit
Nletzsche, Heidegger, Foucault, Derrida, (1985), t at "there
is a temptation to derive from Foucault's history of the
prison true propositions regarding the actual institution
within society that we know as the prison . . . " "« ..
Foucault is best treated as an animator -- not as an
authority . . . it is all too easy to take his wr1tings

bl1tera11y. to read him in the mode of ‘is rather than in the Qs
mode of “as if' " (p. 2}6 - 247). ' y

%

v T TEF e
.

3 .
of this type of research literature Cohen and Taylor

(1981: 214 - 215) ®write: a principle function of official
research into crime and punishment is to reassure the public .
that the problem is scientifically be tackled. The research ‘
itself may or may not say anything .significant, relevant, or
overly interesting . . . This is relatively unimportant. The
main thing is the research's window dresking potential

+ (WeD.P.)e 0 have a high W.D.P. the research must fufill the
following rliteria: it must be well financed; it must be
? eoniprehengivk to most politicians and administrators; its aim

must be prgsented in a simple direct way, preferably in the
form of a hypothesis to be tested. Any complex thdbretical or
methodological pr ems must be kept to one side and the

“\\\ ' _— results, when th€y appear, should be ambiguous enopgh’to
‘ reassure, whilé at the same time generating numerous
: 1 . statements of the ‘more research 18 needed' variety",

\
i ;
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4 :
John Howard, often cited as the “father of prison

‘reform', was the sheriff of Bedford England in the mid-

eighteenth century. In 1777, he published The State of the:
Prisons, an exhaustive account of his investigations of Jails

. In England and across the continent. Appalled by the cruelty

and chaos of prison life, Howard proposed the system of the
moédel modern penitentiary, based upon the concept of solitary
confinement. he is also attributed to being one of the first
men to apply scientific methods to social research.

5 .
see for example: Brown, Bertram; Louis Wienckowski and
Stephanie Stoltz "Behavior modification: Perspectives on a
current issue" in Leger and Stratton's (eds.), The Sociology
of Cerrections, John Wiley and Sons, New York: 1977

6 1
Clemmer, Donald, The Prison Community, Holt, Rinehart
and W1nston, New York' 1958. B
-7

*Psychological Survival' is the title of Cohen and
Tayler's insightful and sensitive study of men serving long
sentences within a British maximum security prison. See
Cohan, Stanley, ‘and Laurie Taylor, Psychological Survival:
The Experience of Long-Term Imptisonmentr 2nd ed. Penquin

Books, Mlddlesex, England: 1981.
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Chapter Five
- ’ The Prisoner's QEttoo

P

- f the law of thought is that it .should seek out :
rofundity, whether it extends upwards or downwards,
then it seems excessively illogical tq me that men 1
o . should not discover -depths of a kind on the ‘surface', ;
nF " that vital ‘-borderline that endorses our seperateness and \\T\
iy our_form, dividing our exterior from our interior. Why AN
shonld they not be attracted by the profundity of the .

' surface itself? : Yukio Mishima A ,
Sun and Steel {

. . o :
- (g ( . ' o
A man can be a sign,k He can be read from afar, like a Doar
. £flashing neon sign reading no vacancy, filled up with

society's meanings: there's no room at the inn for his own.

The prisoner may be such a sign. Particularized by the :

;
¢
1
b
H

absolute singularity of the pr;son, he is to be recognized

’ unlversally as deviant h1s image regxsterxng on the surfaces

of normative eyes; his stigmatic representati!p projected
from the bfue-grey screen ef the TV set, in the screaming
mouths of politicians and’in the whispered warnings of the
.mqther to“her-child. He is a sign which circulates through’
‘the eyes and mouths of others; a sign reflected off the
{ .- ' smooth images of objects in order to serveWsociety's conmand
' for discipline andlnormelization. He is a sign which serves

as a form of currency in the economy of power. i

4
. .
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~ How does the prisoner stop the circulationjbf himself as
- 8ign; how does he bankrupt his value as currency in’the
ecoPomy of power? He does this by "repositioning and
recbntexfualizini’commod%ties, by subverting their

conventional uses and inventing new ones, . . . giv[ing] the

lie to . . . the “false obviousness of everyday practice’

(Althusser and Balibar, 1968), and oéen[ing] up the world of s« -

D e s X

objects to new andlcovertly oppositional readings" (Hebdige,
1979: 102). The object, the commodity in question here, is -
the prisoner himself, or more specifically his body: that -

v

body \which has been paraded about and displayed as commodity
in thé production of discipline and normalization; that body

which las aQ\object connotating the evil, the deviant, beceaugiﬁJ//

i

~no-thing-but—tﬂat-thing; becomes a sign to be assembled
‘within the discourse of disciplinary power. And that sign

which converse1§ is left deljberately absent from the

discourses of the prison. . . s

)
#

( The prisoner uses this same body as a vehidfé,éb subvert -

-

his circulation as sign; he deforms its meanings and

reassembles it into something of his own construction, of his

-

own creation. He deforms these meanings to the #extent that
he deforms'x

is own body. He punctures it with .sharp needles
that leave t%g}r traces of ink in. permanence upon the body's

surface, violating the normative standard of the f%atural'

oL
LS

5

stainless body. He tattoos his body.

. The prisoner's tattooed body becomes a snare for the

~

A s it e I Al b bt S
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'
J) normative eye. He captures it and drowns it among the

contradictions within which he is imprisoned. The eye that
reads h}s body must wince, sensing the pain that has worked . i

- its way across the skin and the ‘unnatural' pleasure which
this pain has imparted. The judging eye, the public eye, ;
will be made to see the living parchment upon which the‘

Prisoner inscribes his signs.

P

Subversive style: The prison's tatooed hodies

Althou h,/és Lefebvre has written, we live in a society
. where ", . . objects in practice become signs and signs

VAT objects and a second nature takes the place of the first : i

T _ -- the initial layer of perceptible reality' (Lefebvre, t:\\\i
]

3

f

-3
i

\ 1971) , there are, as he goes on to affirm, ‘always

- objections, and contradictions which hinder the closing.
of the circuit' between sign and object, production and
reproduction (Hebdige, 1979:. 17).

The prisoner is intendeg to be as an object within the
‘natural' world of the prison. And as object, he stands as
a sigp; a signification of deviance which sustains tﬁe
normalized and ‘naturaiized; meanings upon which disciplinary

society rests. And as sign, he is made as an object; captured

and subordinated within the disciplinary and punitive

. . enviromment of the prison. A .
Yet the prisoner does have the means to step beyond
H . this consttructed and circulatory identity of sign/object. He ;

does have a method of escape from these meanings and ) r

! ’ practices which simultapeously contain and exile him. His ‘ o

-




.signification to flounder within a directionless maze.

sailor or prisoner; cultures which are marked by their

/

revolt, but these acts would only serve to strengthen the

normalized meanings within which he is imprisoned. The

PR

ﬁfesence of such acts is too easily read; they still speak in

the meaningful language of the oppressor. Instead, the

e i oy m 4

prisoner will voice his objgctiohs in .a lanquage of his own

creation; a language within which the presence of meaning is

.
i S Tt AW

concealed from the eyes of his keepers., It is a language

whose meanings have broken free from the anchorage of

But perhaps even the word ‘language' here signifies

something too coherent, too unified and directed. Language N

can always be mastered. The prisoner expresses his

objeétions "obliquely, in style. The objections are lodged,

the contradictions displayed . . ..at the profoundly

superficial level of appearances: that is, at the level of

signs" (Hebdige, 1979: 17). His revolt takes place within a
A | 1 .
signifying practice which attempts tb subvert and

N

contradict the authoritative and and imprisoning meanings of

the carceral systeh. The prisoner signifies, but what he :

signifies is not always clear. ' ' : i

-

- Despite his stigmatic identity, and .because of it, the

prisoner revolts in style. His stylistic revolt is the

S PO

tattoo; a style indicative of the cultures of biker, soldier,

:

ihstitgtionalized spaces, hierarchized order, highly ' {

ritualized rulesocand secretized meanings. These are cultures

SRR




which are extremely rigid in their composition; they draw
. circles around themselves and attempt to define themselves
against an intruding Qbrld. within"tpis circle, they may
construct and'project a gtable and co@erent identity. _Thes'
cultures are permeated with intact and obvious meanings. 47
We are faceg with a paradox here. We have a culture
Known for its conservatism, its strict codification of rules
and reguiations (the inmate code), whfch utilizes a form of
revolt based upon movement., It is a.cultufe which se&s in’
motion a signifying practice which above all works to
""deconstruct éxisting codes and formulate new'ones" (Hebdige,
©1979: 129). In contrast to the close and grey architecture
of the prison, and in contrast to the rigid symbolic
architecfure of the prison culture, the tattoo floats freely
ead colorfully, crossing borderiines, knotting chains of
gignificatioh, floating witgin the ambivalent, "a floating
which would not destroy anything but would be content to
simply éiaprfentaée the Law" (Barthes, 1977, in Hebdige,
+1979: 126). -
Hebdige feels that it is precisely this "dialectic
between unity and process" (Hebdige, 1979: 164), or this
: B *dfalectic béfween Sction and reaction, which'renders thege
objects meaningful™ (ibid: 2). Fof, signs are "open to ‘a,
doub;e inflection: to ‘illegitimate' as well as ‘legitimate’

uses" (ibid: 18). And the prisoner's sign, engraved directly

upon his body, an “illegitimate' use of a legitimate’

- 87
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vehicle, §ontains such a duplex modulation. At one sense,
the prisoner's tattoo is a séigmatic mark of a valued and
forbiéden identity., It identifies the prisoner as a member
of the prison culture. It incorporates him into this social
group and gives expression to its common values and communal
i systems. The tattoo names the prisorer as prisoner and”™
relates him back to the experience of the érison. At tge

same time, this marking is used as the practiée to escape g h

¢ s ' meaningful identity. It disquises as well as expresses.

[N
b e e Tt o e ot T otk -

The tattoo draws attention to itself and the bod& upon

which it is displayed. It stands as the séigmatic mark of
the prison culture, relating it back to the symbolic order of
the prison. But it also acts to disfigure this symbolic

. order, It acts to twist and alter meaningfulness into

o

meaningless shapes. The prisoner's tattoo is a figure which
4

contains both impotence and power. It is both a reactive
. ¢ 'S
symbolic expression of the experiences of the prison

culture, and an active revolt and mutilation of this reality,
of this experience. It is both ‘stigmata and revolt'.
Julia Kristeva (1976) explains ho§ the seemingly

‘single, unified subject' of the prisoner is in fact a .

‘subject in process', a subject in motion who disrupts this,
;

s e PR 7

e notion of unification. She writes: *

W The setting in place, or constituting of a system of

signs requires the identity of a speaking subject in a
social institution which the subject recognizes as the
support of its identity. The traversing of the system
takes place when the speaking subject is put in process

. . &
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and cuts across, at an angle as it were, the social
institution in which it had previously recognized
itself. It thus coincides with the moment of social

- rupture, renovation and revolution (Kristeva, in Hebd&ge.
1979: 165). 4 ‘

The signifying practice of the.prisoner is precisely
thig ‘setting in place and then cutting through or traversing

of a system of signs'. The prisoner is in piace'and in

motion. At one sense he is positioned by thé penal . = 7 =
i institution ‘and in another sense he disiqpts thié positionin;f,
via his sth:egy of movement embodied .within the tattoo.

The tattoo is spectacular style written uponna hidden | .
body.. For the p;iséner, and more specifically the prisoder's
body, is positioned as a lacuna, an absence, within the
languaée and discourses of the carceral sy;tem. This is in

fact part of society's general strategy to colonize the non- ;

-

-instrumental, to remove disturbances from view, as well as a

more particular carceral strategy which attempts to down-play
the punitive po&ers of the prison by directing attention away

from the body. . The prisoner is also positioned both

figuratively and literally on the outside of society, hidden

from view, in order to place him beyond the immediate

£
1

1 comprehension of the “normal' person on the street. This

particular étrategy«of positioning enables»disc?plinary

society to represent and speak of the prisoner without
; -

i avhgartay 4

contradiction from any other ‘reality', to fix the prisonex
, in a unified and stable identity of “deviant' and to agcount

for this'deviant's' social experience ?nﬁindered.ﬂ71t is wia

o Eraairs it

'
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this positioning of absence and distance that disciplinary
soéiety obfectifies and masters.fhe)prisoqgr. ! - i
Out of ‘this positioning of &bsentce and distance £hg
: prison culture must create its own identity. ‘It must somehow
find a cohesive fit betwéen.the values and historiés of its
mem?ers, their subjective experiences and tﬁéir objectiv;
. enviroment, and chose thelproper,symbélié fotm; which will
adequately reflect this culture as a uﬁified étructurg. It

must attempt to discover that degree'df closure or coherence

.which would allow it to define itself against this

'
(R PP Tt

positioning of absence and distance. It must constitute a
strategy of presence and visibility against the cargeral
system's strategy of absence and invisibility. Thelchoéen |

T e

medium for this strategy of presence is that of the body. It

3 e e Lo S

is written upon the body, (and not only in tattooing, but
weightlifting and selg:muéila;ion), for the body is that
\which is expressly and inteAtly hiddeh by the caréetal
system. By drawing attention to the body, more precisely, by
tatFooing it, the prison culture expresses a visible presenéé ] .
P ' -- the présence of bodies, of subjecti&ities, of histories, ?
‘ of names and of }oved ones -- all written upon the body.
i -Furthermo;e,‘this tattooing distimguishes the prisoner's body
from thekﬁgttooed bodies-of other cultures. There are

® |

t -‘}6‘:\‘ ' N .
tattooed b%@ies inside prison which have never been seen

“

1 . .
before on the street. They-are tattoos which are péima:ily

indicative of the prison experience., It is ip,fhis way that v

@ o 0.
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the piisongr's cultural style of tattooeg visible bodies acts
;; contrasf and deny the c;rcéral system's cémpeting
discourses of invisible bbéies, and distinqgigﬁes it as an
autonomous, unified and cohegént culture. B ..

Yet, Q&a’same symbéf}c fg;m~which denounces invigibiliéy
and ?bsehce is also a semiotic which celebgaées it. The :
tattoo which announces membership, §tability{ visibilify and
unify is also that which denies or‘subvqﬁés ény sense of
‘ étable meaning or unified construction. The tattoo which
attempts to locate Yhe pziéoner within the contradictory«
exberience of the_pzison is also that which attempts to break‘f
with .this location in exﬁerience. It attempts not only to
reconcile the prisoner with this gxperience,.but also to
rééresen; the contradictions which thiis exéerience entéils.
;t‘does not only celebrate ‘sameness’',.that which binds
together, but ‘otherness', that which remains uniﬁteiligible
aaa/unynown.

The design which ;s inscribéd upon the prisoner's face
.is that which draws attention to the face. It makes the face
visible. It is the design which confers upon the face its
social existence, its human dignity and its mé;bership. But
it is also that design wﬁich is the face. It creates the\
fhce. The design subsumes the individual features of the
face; it takes on a life of its own. It hides the.face's

eyes, it conceals the mouth, and as the face moves, the

design moves over the face, disguising its identity and its

+ 91
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emotions. The tattoo not only reveals,'but conceals;

Thus, "while it is true that the symbol&c objects . . ..
were ‘madé to form a "unity" with the group's relations,
~ ’ ; N \. ‘.
-situations, experience’ (Hall et al., *1976), this unity was

at once ‘ruptdral‘ and ‘ekprgssive'! or rore precisely it
expressed itsglf through rupture" (Hebdige, 1979: i2}-22).

To feturn to Kristeva's terﬁs, théffattoo is that which sets
the speaking subject in place, but it is alsé that which puts
the speaking subject in process. Another/yay of

.understanding this dialectic between ‘placement and process,

again in Kristeva's terms, is to consfdkr the relationship

between the ‘symbolic' and the' ‘semiotic'. A. White

explains:
¢ The symbolic is . . . that major part of language which
names and relates things, it is that unity of sematic
and syntactic competence which allows communication and
rationality to appear. Kristeva has thus divided
language into two vast realms, the semiotic -- sound,
rhythm and movement anterior to sense and linked closely
to the impulses (Triebe) -- and the symbolic -- the
semantico-syntactic function of language necessary to
all rational communication about the world. The latter,
the symbolic, usually ‘takes charge' of the semiotic and
binds it into syntax and phenomes, but it can only do so
on the basis of sounds and movements presented to it by
the semiotic. The dialectic of the two parts of
language form the mise en scene of Kristeva's
description of poetics, subjectivity and revolution (A.
White, 1977, in .Hebdige, 1979: 164).

Thus, it is equally the way in which the symbolic posits

its control over the semiotic, making it %outh coherent words
+*
and signal understanddble gestures, as it is the "way in -

which .the semiotic relates to and disfigures the symbolic”

‘\l
» « « "which gives us the basis of subjectivjty as ‘a process"

.
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(ibid), and as a-practice of resistance.

.

It is this dialectical process which prevents us from

) reading‘thé prisgner's tattod as a "full and final closure™

o .
(Hebdige, 1979: 125), or at any level of obvious meaning.

Por just as.the tattoo is signification -- a communication,

N3 '3

-

é;piession; or representation of a unified and coherent

meaning --:it is also significance -; a process, a work, in

3y

which the prisoner escapes mearing, twists it, explores it,

teases out its contradictions, and ultimately deconstructs’ ™

v

A Y
meaning. C .
The prisoner's tattoo poses problems for its reader.

How can the meaning-in-form of the tatto be défined when the

. forms under consideration have no common structure other than

a body in motion and the.range of possible meanings is

'endles§?" The tattoo is polysemous: it is both the known and

the unknown, the pérceived and,unperceived. It can organi ze
its language to fit a logical and rational consistency or it

can call into question the adequacy of our ways'of organizing

* the world, and suggest the notion that there may be other

ways. It is at once infinitely accessible and infinitely

obscure. It is multiple, and fo£ this reason it must be
examined only from a multiplicity of possible
interpretations, There is much to say about the prisoner's
tatto as a signifying practice. Given the constrain;s of

timg and space, I can only supply the reader with a few

limited examples of this practice, but it is hoped thab/these

1
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examples ‘shall not be.limitjné in their inferpretatibn;

-

Histories’and locations
*

-

k)

Ll

“The traveller had various guestions in mind, but at the
sight of the man, he asked only, ‘Does he know his
sentence?' “No,' said the officer. He was about to go

on with his explanations; but the traveller cut him .

short: ‘He dosn't know his own .sentenge?' “No," the
officer said again . . . ‘There would be no sense in
telling him. He experiences it on his own body'
Franz Kafka
. .In the Penal Colony

"+ Those who have studied the body marks of “primitive’

peoples tell us that the primary purpose of these

inscriptions was one of differentiation. These imarks

¢ asserted the difference between the human animal and othér

animals, between one culture and another culture, and within

each culture between one individual and another. These marks

were individualistic expressions -- of community, of &ge, of .

sex, of status —— but they were also "the differential mark
of the law and the symbolic order set upon the body" (Thevoz,
1984: 6l1). The symbolic order, its medninqsland its '

structure, was inscribed upon the epidermis, linking it

\ s . . hi 3 s .'.
*  permanently , physically and visibly with the invisible. The

symbolic.order was made both internal to the,individual and
yet co-extgnsive to. the social group. It was a collective
medium of human thoug&t and . human flesh. Each person's body

-
(1nd:v1dually became infused with the symbolic; its meaning

94
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- postulated in Empire and Coggunications (1950) that the

" predictability in their movements.

was the body's meaning and the body's creation. Each marked

body was a Qéssenger of the symbolic and ‘the individual.

1 .Canadian communications theorist Harold Innis has- . »

kind of symbolic order a society creates is largefy dependent

upon the type of communications media"employéd. More’

;uspecifically,,Innis\argued‘that media which emphasize and

" sustain time (stone, clay or written bodies) favor
centralization and hjerarchical institutions that
accentuéte community, whereas media which emphas Space
(sateliite, paper ané‘radioj favor decentrxalization and -

centralized institutions which achieve power through the

standardization of individuals; assuring redularity and

Hence, the body marks 6f ‘primitive' societies codified
the symbolic order‘dire€¥1y upon the individual and this was
its primary place'of expres;ion. Each member of the society
embodied this order within him or herself to the extent that
it was made a part of the body. It was a "socius of
inscription were the essential thiﬁgfis to mark and be
marked” (Delueze and‘Guattari,'1977:‘}42).

Conversely, “civilized' society mediates its symbolic
brder externally from the individual and codifies this order
ipdependently and anonymously. The law of ‘civilized'
society cedses to be figuréd upon individual bodies; instead,

it is written upon media which can be everywhere and every

o : ' 3
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-one's. There is no original writing transcribed upon an

‘origindl body:. there are only copiés of/copies, each one an
. 3 f
jmitation of the logos. These are transcribed upon the

ephermeral parchments of video tape, radio waves and scrap
paper, and their codification and creation is done as if in

) !
secret, -anonymously and invisibly, by glose who have access

~to the "space-bound' media. This ty¥

incognito inscription, "begins with empires; it is invented
r g H

writing, this

to inscribe the decrees, the ‘ipsissima verba' of the despot™

*

{Lingus, 1983: 24).

Franz Kafkd's story In the PenalcColony is an expressive

portrait of,z_civilized codification of the law which is -

‘conversely written upon the body. The device which the
officer of tﬁe penaf'colony proudly shows thé traveller is a
‘patticularly horrific ‘drawing machine', within whose mouth
full of shﬁny‘needles a convict }s lain. The purpose of this
machine is tb inscribe upon the convict's body the law which
he has broken, driving it deeper and deeper into the skin for
a tortuous six hours. The convict knows notiwhaF is being
written upon his body.dfﬂe knows hot what his sentence is.

' The needles strike into his body in such a-complicated'yay
that they are impossible to decipher. "‘Read it,' said the ~
officer. ‘! can't,' said the traveller". It is only at the
last moment of life, at the last minute of the sixth hour
when the pain has left his body, that the convict can read

the law in his own dying flesh.

W
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Nothing else happens; the man is simply beginning to

'\ decipher the text, pur51ng his lips as though listening,
it's not easy, as you saw, to dec1ph r the text when -
looking at it; our man, remember, . fdoing it with his
wounds {Kafka, 1981: 224). \ -

\
Like Kafka's drawing machine, the ﬂlsciplinar

-

mechanisms of society work with an ilyégible grace,\ its

needIe; extending and permeating inv}gibly across th so;ial

body. What better example than thif'éf the practices of . ‘455
disciplinary.society, which, with ﬁhe economy qﬁ&yower, work

their way naturally and 111eglblx,1nto the skins of its

subjects. The law is felt and oéeyed but never seen, untll
disobeyed. And it is only at £1s point that the graceful
syncronicity of society's diﬁFiplinary mechanisms make

themselves and the offending/bodies visible, marking them

i

into police blotters, data  /banks and video clips. Michel
/
Thevoz writes: // “
So tattooing does qét disappear with the advent of 4
writing, it is simply placed in reserve. If the law
postpones the monplent of marking and chooses to’'wait, it
does so in order /to emphasize its de-individualiz®®on
and its universalization. 1If it spares the body, it
does not do so put of respect for its integrity, but on
the contrary t¢ signify that in its view bodies have
gecome non-es§ent1al and interchangable (Thevoz, 1984:
2) J/ .

?Tattobing, ﬁﬁen, has never quite been relinquished, but:
with the evolug/on of c1v1112ed‘ and centralized society its
mean1ng has g adually been reversed. What was~qnce the Sigg
of inclusioy/within a community is now the sign of exclusion,

or regreijbn to the margins of\Eociety. This is perhaps why

the prisgner tattoos hislbody. He is intently expressing his
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differentiation from the norm; positioning himself as

*deviant' via a signifyid§ practice-ﬁhich‘is recognized by-

this ‘society as the stigmatic marking of those wha inhabit
. P

society's margins. The prisoner thus buries himself

— s

~ symbolically into this margin; masking tbé/featurég\?f his
face with the'lines of the tattoo, until the two, féée and
tattoo, form and content, join. Indistinquishable £Eo§‘
one another, they are lost to the margins of ambivalence. In
tﬁis sense, it is his very tattooed mask which unmasks his °
_stigmatic identity. He makes himself as frightening as his
/* imprisonment is fiightening. He is both possessor and_
ézsséssed by the tattoo, writing upon himself, upoﬁ the

sacred‘%tainigss Rpdy-of Western humanism, the episemagic

marks of the deviant.

Profaned Bodies

The prisonef's tattoo profanes the ﬁumanistic values and
meanings of a sociZly which strives to keep the human body
within the norm, to keep éll‘human bodies looking like one
aﬂother. It is part 'of the glorification of the ‘natural'
body that it should be de—individhalized and made ungversal.
}n contrast to the puSIic individual bodies of the primitive,
our modern society has privatized the body, disinvested it
and removed it from the social field._ God made man in his

A}

own image, said the Book of Genesis. _.And if the body is to

98
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be an’image, "it had to be ‘effaced as such, it had to be -
r;aucéd to the most dis;mboaies signifier possible of an R
invisible transcendence" (Thevoz, 1984: 67). The body must |
be neutralized, so that it does not dréw any attention to its
individuality, or to that flesh whith led men to evil acts.

In 5 similiar vein, Judaic:culture plsced great 'emphasis
upon the wﬁoleness and completeness of the bod§, forbidding
bodily ‘perversion', which ‘means a mixing or confusing'
(Douglas, 1966: 53). "Ye shall not mgke any cuttings in ydﬁr
flesh sz the dead, nor print any mast upon you" (Leviticus, ,
xix: 28), for this would be the mixing or confusing of one
distinct form or category with another. “Be'hé}y for I am :
holy" (Leviticus, xxiii: 23{, and holiness, as Douglas
interprets it (1966: 53), is exemplified by completeness; it
is an order that involves correct definition, discrimination, '
unity and symmetry. : . ..

Thus the prisoner subverts this bodily oréer. He
confounds the sacredness and wholeness of the body by
tattooing‘it, by visibly defiling its boundaries, mixing ink
with skin and the impge wigh‘the ground. The‘task of his
t;ttoo is to declassify, to collapse the differeﬁce between

" the flesh of the body and ‘the form of a bird or a fish or a
skuil. It fuses things together which are meant to be apart,
obliterating their difference, and thus obliterating the

meanings or values which posit this difference.

The intrinsic character of the tattoo lies not so much

\
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vfn i1ts subject matter, but in its medium -- the body. There

is an eerie incbngruﬂﬁy between the set imagery of the tattoo
and the flexible canvas of the body. Here lies its potency,

’ 3
for the tatto .exceeds and transcends the rectangular frame:

nv‘_rhich normally announces the seperateness and alienation of

the image from\tgzbwofld at large. The canvas -of thé body
contipually moves, swells, sﬁrinks and quivers; destébili&i&g\\a l
anylsense of frame or comp;rtmeﬁtalization, and curtailing -

the visual distance and objectification brought on by such an

) enframing. The canvas of the living body fuses the subject

« with the object; grounding the represented image into the

spatial and temporal specificity of its site. THe prisoner's

-

/ -
tattoo recalls the image to its original med]j --the body

itself -- and is indeed a "savage manifestatiion of resistance

)

. pb .
. , to the mathematization of sense experience which essentially

: ~ N

_characterizes our culture" (Thevoz, 1984: 82). ™ -

The prisoner's tattoo eludes the perceptive ;;::;}NQ

brought on by the frame, and immerses the specfator into an

unobjective and unreferential space which testifies to the

presence of the -flesh. So, in this sense -also, the

pPrisoner's tattoo confounds the™logic which maintains the

axiom of disinvested and invisible bodies. By marking

« himself, the prisoner makes it clear that his is a body

which has already been invisibly marked; a body which has

'already been ‘vampirized by its normative iﬁage' (ibid),

O T R SIS
N .

preceeded by its iconic double. Thus, he regains himself

~— \

R

s
j‘x e
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from ghié zéptesentation by being himself the representation.
He rejects the *natural® make-Up which society bas)giveh him
aﬁg\Fﬁplaces.it wftﬁ a flambéyant make-up of his own. Angd
this fé Qarada;ically‘a @ake-up which reveals rather than
,conceais. The prisoner doés not tattoo his body iﬁ brder to
cover o;ér an initial identity, but conversely, he tattoos
his boéy in order to reveal what has been hidden beneath the

‘natural"” sociq;ga}tural cosmetics of the carceral order.

Tattooed faces:

’

Wy s
'

A} -
To don a mask is to throw oneself into question. It is

to question the natural idenéity of the face beneath the

mask. We have seen how the practices of discipIinary society’

ware masked, concealea,*as a particular strategy bf.the power
of normalization. We have'seen how the bodies inhabiting “
th§s~society are maae invisible, as to ensure their
standardization and coaleséence to the norm. And we have
seen how®these natural and illegible practiﬁgs/bnly become
visible and legible when they are challenged, and that the

¢

challenging bodies only become visible at.this moment of

defiance.

By'inscribing a magk of ink upon his face, the prisoner
parades a parody. What he is doing is taking back in an
extreme and spectaculér,style his own mass-mediateq and'

stigmatic image; embodying within himself that which has J
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already been infuse%@ﬁnto éociety. ‘The hearts engraved on ' N

the cheek, thé.tendrils”pf roses _that dé%cenalfroT his créhn, ~
| sheilding his eyes, his“mouth,bhis readable features By, which
\’\}é’oné'could normally read expression, act toqheighten and
emphasize éhe invksjble signifiérs within which he is
'impr;sonedﬂ By disguising his face, he is aierting us to the
notion that he is meant to be disguised. By allowing these
anscrdbed images to completely overwhelm his face;, he makes
.it clear that his'stigmatic image proceeds him. In essence,’
. the brjsoner and his tattooed mask makes visible the
invisible; He challenges the invisible order by parodying
and haking visible-the represented images upon which it
relies. By covering his face under a garden of hearts and ’
roses, he uncovers the stfategic process of dedifferentiatioﬁ
peculiar to disciplinary society. He brings™&b light. the | o
noéion that we really don't know the identity of that face
hidden beﬂeath these intertwining inscriptions. - He flaunts
ghis face as a provocative challehge to the principle of
_/ ~ generalized equiéalences, of’disinVES;id'bodies, and ?f the

imposition of a univocal image. He exterigrizes, with the

linework of roses, the fa;e and the fallacy of.a man exempted

from his own, body. ) !

The man with the garden head is altered. Wwhat should be _
the sign of his emotions, his identity, his mind, is hidden
beneath the sinuous lines of.a flower garden; brgyght down,

50 to speak, to the earth. That axis of verticality which
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"commands the sepatatlon of body and earth, m1nd and body,

j " image and ground, is dystroyedt' The garden is not only at
M ' Y »
the man's feet, but on his face. It covers him and extends
kS

‘without end, fusing the body with its literal surrounalngk.-

It unxtes the man with both the literal and the symbol1c,.

i

!

L]

%

|

pointing in both d1rect10ns, and d1sp1ays the essence of//Ls‘ . 2‘

contradictory condition., " The man with the garden head thus . i

. . ! . :

invites the spectator to view aBd confront the.distinct :
categorliniepon which their socxety and culture was built, . .o
fand to recogn1ze them for the flCthE and constructed

' creations which they are.

o

+

B P

Love and hate on either hand

—

I o lolt

Do I contradict myself? Ve:xwggll then I contradi ,
‘myself. (I am large, 1 contain multitudes). o
. Walt Whitman - : !

P ' ' Song of Myself . v

-

>

To attract other persons from foreign lands-into your

own is not only to seduce, but to aBduct. The prisoner with

the garden head seduces the visitor with his inscribed images

of roses and hearts which swirl ‘and dance visibly on the
. : s

skin. The visitor is seduced by the tattoo's pure joy of

unimpeded process. But the visitor is also abducted into a

PRUR- e SRS

world .wherein distinctions are confused and the contradictory
. o . - . ;“.
nature of society is displayed.. He or she is pushed into a

-
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. labjiinth that is filled with the.dread and the rapture of V

»

being lost.’ In a sense, it may be the seduction of th?

tattoo which .acts as its compénsétjon for its assault upon

.
¢

SOCIGtY S mean1ngs .

- (4
v

Just’'as the garden 1nscr1bed upon the prisoner's face
moves smoothly between the constructed oppositions of
socfety, so too does another tattoo which utilizes lanépage,
rather ‘than image.‘ This tattoo, like the garden inscribed on
the face, invitgs @ngezpretation. But it also resists it, or
rgsiéts a reading from any rational point of view, just as
>the garden subsumed the prisongr's'features and hid them“from
view. wﬁile this tattoo utilizes language,,it'ﬁs'a blatant
deconstruction of the meanings assigned to this language,
just as the priséner's rose and he;rt cgvered face
decoﬁstructed thiiimage from its frame. And like the garden
planted ﬁpon~the’face, this tattoo brings to the fore the
essence of <he prisongr'sicontradicggry condition. ‘

This taptoo also seduces and abducts. It intices the

"visitor into its boldily movement, into its puzzle, and then

[
leaves one in limbo; to flounder within the meaningless of
! )

the -words' meaniggs. It is ip A sSense a communication of
. ’ s

non-communication, whosercenéral ratiﬁﬁale is the
irrationale. It‘iﬁ a de11berate test1ﬁg of the salience ?f
soc1ety s ﬂlmlts, an implicit questioning of.the boundaries
s?t by the logocentric order.' It gains power through the
fracturing of the symmetriéal relations of power-discourse

~
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and power-knowledge, whilst making intensely visible the

~ o

v L. ) ] i
contradictions with such relations entail. It makes chaqs

N

4 ~out of order, (and herein lies its subversive style).

Alienation becomes the prisoner's method rather than his ©

L
" N

, !
..

tattoed on either hand. One hand has love inscribed upon i

) . . . / L%

" the other hate. Which one commands the other? Does the
F prisoner 'love or does he hate? 'Is he to be trustéd? The
>

ambiguity of the matter is obvious. By what frame can we

%Fe unknown world of the prison we are caught within an
v ir . - <

3 _ Epimenides circle: ‘Epimenides says. that Cretans are liars.
, ) b . . ' o

fﬁerefore Cretans

[y
) . /

; . yBut he is a Cretan. Therefore he lﬁes.

Ve
are not liars, fherefore~hq speaks the truth. Therefore

- . i .
, ’ / Cretans are liars.:. . ' To step into this contraption {s to
go round and round, unable to stop.’ Truth leads to the lie,

and vice-versa.

-

. This contréption, which Sartre has call d'tﬁe *whirly-
“ g%gf (1963) and Hebdige the ‘wind-up’ (n.d}), contains the

same contradictory ambiish for the spectator as it does for -

o _ the prisoner.

-

For the prisoner uses the tattoo fo be what
the prison has madé him in the world as it is. But

simultaneously, since he wills his relationship to this

I

world, he also wills his exile, since the world will reject

him on the basis of this mark. The visitor is brought into

105
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These are the words love and hate which the priéoner s

E “t give meaning to this paradoxical statement? As visitors .into
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this “whirly-gig' and the plight of the p;isoner iﬁgfor the
a L - v

momént made his own.

Anéﬂyet, someth%pg\slse is happening here. 'The ‘whfrly-
7 e @
gig' which is turning faster and faster is in danger of

taking off from the ‘real', from the lines which we have been
taught to walk lest'we fall into the brink (of ﬁnreality).
"Genet, applies himself to disordering reason as does Rimbaud
to disordering the senses. He takes pleasure, out of
resentment, of jeopardizing the thought of the Just" (Sartre,
1963: 333). This tattoo also is disorderly.. The prisoner'i
tattoo of 'love and hate strives to subvert the dominant
‘definitions of the normal which have condemned him to his
imprisonment; he seeks to'escape the classification which has
deemed him deviant. The rational ianguage of the normal is.
abandoned for a realm where there are no frames, where
‘reality' is incessantly being put into doubt. Dick Hebdige
describes the verbal equivalent of this tattoo -- the wind-
up:
. « . the wind-up shows how verbal communication can be
used to preserve silence -- to prevent anything "real"
from being disclosed to the outside world . . . Thus,
when Billy, who is definately a jazz musician, probably
a thief, and perhaps a pornagrapher is imtroduced to a
new face, he will immediately proceed to wind the
stranger up by relating a series of personal exploits
that become progressively less credible as the
conversation goes on. At some point in this spiral, the
"victim" will realiZe he is being duped, and either beat
an, embarrassed retreat or engage in the game itself, but .
. whichever option he chooses, he can no longer ignore the
( fact that alien frames of reference are being used which
invalidates the normal rules of discourse. At one

sweep, the wind-up dispenses with fundemental
conventions of verbal interaction and breaks the tacit
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agreement which, under normal circumstances, unites two
speakers by opening declaring its committment to
untruths. In this way, the wind-up performs an
inherently subversive function, .and, even if he accepts
.the terms of the game, he cannot translate his
"findings" back into the more famllxar language because
a totally different epistomology i§ governing the i P
- exchange. (Hebdige, n.d.: 61).

The veérbal commuhication of the wind-up, Geﬁgt's ‘*whirly-
gig' thoughts, and the love-hate tattoo are all anarchic

solutions to the external controls imposed upon the criminal

f

or the prisoner by a disciplinary and normalized society.

-~
.
.
~
. Sy ot s
B it

- W

They”afbafﬁl, in a sense, tactics for 'waging war on the , L.
v word'. Like the‘whirly—gig or the wind-up, the love-hate . ;
tattoo stands as a testimony to the paradoxes of abstraction,

deliberating negating the ‘as-if', and allowing the prisoner

L
9
4
<
b

to move secretly behind his skin. The onus of definition is

T

appropriated by him, and he becomes a subject in control

)
“ rather than an object to be controlled. :‘He draws the orderly

into the chaotic and suffqgétes it there.

[

Dismembered meanings

He took particular-:delight in vermilion designs, :
which are known to be the most painful of tattoos. When
his patients had received five 6r six hundred pricks of -
the needle, and then taken a scalding hot bath the more
vividly to bring out the colors, they would often
collapse half dead at Seikichi's feet. As they lay
there unable to move, he would ask with a satlsf1ed
smile: “So, it really hurts?'

‘ . - Junichiro Tanizaki

- ~ ’ . Tattoo




Whenever people discuss the design of a tattoo, they
emphasize the pain with which it was acquired. These marks
must .count for something, for they hurt. Even before they
signify anything, or signify nothing, they gige pain to the
livingfbody upon which they are engraved. And even after the
moment of inscripti;n itself, éhese marks still harken-back
to the pain with which they were acquired. . . '

. Surveys have shown that while ten percent of prisoners

may be tattoced upon entering prison, the majority are marked

upon leaving (Brain, 1979: 160) . Why is this? 1Is the tattoo .

a sort of litmus test which sets the prisoner apart from
those who would not readily submit fo the pain which the
peedle‘émpa;ts and the permanent stigmatization which that
pain implies? 1Is it merely a partisan badge of self-
mutilation which celebrates sentimgnts of belonging to an

underground world?

t

Well, why not do violence to the body, when most of the
prison's violence concentrates itself upon absent bodies and
imprisoned minds. But this interpretation is much too
simple. It relies too strongly upon the direct correl}ationﬂ
of cauéé and effect, and direct correllations are what the
Prisoner's tattoo esc&pes rather than expresses. The
prisoner's tattoo cannot be gatheréd into absingle equation,
for it is part ékin, part image, part figugative and part
litefal. Here there is no whole thch is equal to the sum of

its pérts.
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The prisoner's tattoo is a signifying practice which
arranges itself by bricolage. It is magé ;f the flesh and
the skin, of tbe diémembered eyes aq& limbs of beasts,
beautiés, and demons. It is a process of assemblage,
bringing together all the debris, all the spare parts of
society, fusing them with the{saéred body, inserting the'
profaning needle under the stainless skin. 1Its very'action'
is a mixing, aﬂconfusingl and a condemnation of those
tautological meanings bQ'which we live. 'It proceeds, nop ’
according to the codes of the prison, but by a process of
significance;' floating, distur?ing, getting in the way of
meaning. Perhaps it is only the volume of pain that brings
this maneuvering significance back fd the gravity of the

prisoner's bheing.

In the coupling of the glaring skull upon the body there

is excitation; points of high tension. There is an

extravagant gesture of violence, and movement, a kind of

I ,
explosion so to speak, with the tattoo. This explosion is

wrought by the ¢lash of affinity with antagonism, and of

attraction with revulsion. For the tattoo embodies the co-
presence of the normative with the abnormai, and yet, it does
not megiate'or domesticate these oppositions. Rather, it
pierces the conciousness with their contradictions. The
prisoner takes % whole and absenf body and cross-breeds it

with an abnormal image, producing a form which commenfs on

both the normal and the abnormal, the real and the unreal,
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and questi%ns the divisions between the two. The prisoner's

tattoo has a visible energy which calls ;ttention to itself, .

as -if to express dissatisfaction with the limits imposed upon

his bédy. The colorful tattoo which floats freely on the ;
surface of the skin contradicts what is left inside (the
immobile body) . Thefgody remains iﬁpﬁisoned, but part of it
is in flight. ‘

3

3

The tattoos previously illustrated were chosen exéiesslx %

as examples of this process of significance. But all tattooé ,é
_move,\and all tattoos mana;e to maneuver around‘the frame; ///
even those that signal in.a rational language, even éhose // %

that are mimetic or representational. The quality of theé : // ;

fattoo arises not so much from the specific content of image,///
. ’ S
as from the fact that it refuses to be taken as a unified - '
' . l ‘ /
whole: All tattoos embody a confusion of,type. Even if p?e
S

ok

[}

B R ST |

prisoner'g tattoo utilizes an understandable language, it is

\

.

still a repudiation of the unity of cohesiveness or .

/ “
@

wholeness upon which language relies., In mix}ng the/familiqr i

oo whole with an inventory of alien parts, the prisoper
' ' /
repudiates the prison's and society's conventional categories

P

and rejects their restraint. Overall, the prisoner's tattoo

repudiates not through content, but tﬁrough forﬁ.

A TR L

Behind - these plays’with form lies the gonventional
notion that it is the mind which forms the man and gi%es him
his source of structure, order and unity. The tattoo

expresses in a semiotic which has no organizing principle and
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it speaks of a man wﬁich is not a unified whole,lbut a
confusion of multiple parts. His parts are in a'state of ;
anarchy, éroducing an impression of vitality, movement and
energy against the‘static and routinized world of the prison.

Such vitality is the destruction of order. : . '

bt s

"Confused things lead the mind to ﬁew inventions™ »
(Harpham, 1982: 17). And,the prisqner's.tattoo, confusing T :
categories, mixing ink with skin, does 1ead‘the spectator's
mind towards new disSbveries. Caught within the movement of

significance, the spectator of the tattoo becomes sefhsitive

to ambiguity and anomoly; to a process which seems to break
the laws of COmmon-sgnse./ The tattoo speaks as a revelation.

Because it breaks the laws, it can penetrate to new realms of

- ~

experiance; it can communicate a life which the prison

attempts to obscure. And because it resides within the

J

margiqs of ambivalence, it brings the spectator into these

-

mafginé as well. It brings the spectator into a space where

. e bR -\n«., AL D S 3 i ¥

- o
contradictions are displayed and where the spectator may \
become aware of the experiance of the prisoner. And this
awareness may somehow disengage the prisoner from the R

cLassification within which he is imprisoned.

A e s
“
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Endnotes for Chapter Five
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i Hebdige (1979) discusses signifying practice” as that .
modeled by the Tel Quel group in France. In opppSition to .
the notion of reading a text (sign, speechi—e ession, etc.)

as a message within which a fixed meaning is revealed, ‘
signifying practitce sees the text as polysemous, generating a
plethora of-diverse meanings. Furthermore, it does not view
the creation of this meaning, as a direct correllation or |
equation between a fixed sign,and a stable referent, but as a
process which breaks with fixity or unity. "It is concerned
with the process of meaning making rather. than the final
product" (Hebdige, 1979: 118). Signifying practice is that
which, as an “active, transitive force", shapes and positions
* the speaking subject "vwhile always itself remaining tin
process'. capable of infinate adaptations" (ibid).
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fChapte; Six
Conclusion

. .
i [
,

Roland Barthes intro?uces The Pleasure of the Text by

st

asking his reader to "imagine someone . . . who abolishes
within himself all barriers, all classes, all exclusions, not,
by syncretism, but by simpié disregard of ‘that spector:
logical ‘contradiction; who mixes eveny'ianguage, even those

said to.be incompatible; who silgntly accepts every charge of

o LR SR WY et e 1t bk RS s iRy

illoéicality, of incongruity-&~. . " (1975: 3). Like Barthes

reader, the prisoner and his tattoo also “recreate the text',

-

h

-

taking pleasure in confusing the common-sense, bringing

contradistinction together -- not to unite it -- but for-

RV F SN

its creative action. The prisoner and his tattoo

interprets the world by rearranging it, or recreating it;

PO

taking elements out of their context and placing them in a

new juxtaposition to. one another. This is in fact also how

~

society's meanings are interpreted and enunciéted -- by

.

;
<

2

)

¥
g.
‘i

1

¥

3

4

i

recreating a world according to the demands of design or

pattern. ' . x

.

The prisoner's tattoo is an act of interpretation. And -

it is ran enunciation of interpretation. His igzaxgiifation' .

disfigures. Yet all interpretation disfigures. The\common-: R
: o
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sense meanings by which we interpret disfigure and distort no

less than‘any others. It is the action of the prisoner's

-

tattoo which comments upon and enables us to.sde this

\\,

distortion.

This is the spirit in which I have presenged the
prisoner's tattoo: not as something definately abnormal or d
deformed or disfigured, but as something which {is only, \
abnormal because society has iqterp;e ed it (didtorted it

disfigured it, recreated it) in this

anner. THis, as well,

.
i i JUps ER DT

i ot K e .
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. . . . f .
is how society has interpreted the prisoner. :

» So the ‘tattoo is the priso er's vehicle for maneuvering

around these disfiguring interpretations, and ¢reating some

interpretations of his own. And his act of interpretation

O e

is.pften so intensified, so ‘distorted'and .abnormal, that it
pierces the awareness of‘the‘spectaébt, while%;sqaping the
spectator's awareness and imposition of ‘normal' meanings at
the same time. It is this action of intensified
interpretation, of ‘abnormal' construction, that brings one
to realize the distorting and disfiguring action -of all
interpretation.

Thus, the tattoo ;esists interpretation as well as
invites it and it is this double movement which operates. its
signifying prac;ice. The prisoner‘s tattoo impresses upon o
the spectator that there are in fact many ways of
interpreting, many modes of distortion, §th9f than thé ones

used by our normative and meaningful society. His tattoo

k] f
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disturbs the spectator with the prospect that our ways of

. o
A interpreting are but a few among many. To see that the

motion and the inconguity of the prisoner's tattoo is, =~ . ‘
evénywh?:e, (and everywhere imprisqned as an absence within
) institutiohal.discourse), is to recognize the potentiality-of

+e-. Othe ’%gterpretations and other meanings. ¢ oY

= .

kY

Thtstéhesis too has been interpretative. It has

s
attempted to examine the prisoner's. tattoo as his

. interpretation of power in society, and as his interpretation

a

of his positioning within this society. But in doing so, it

bt £ e g i e 0

has tried/tq~avoid offering any definitive or total
_explanation which would account for the prisoner's

experiénce. No one except the prisoner may offer such an

o e b Je kT e

"ation. Nor "did 'it attempt to artificially bring the
prisoner's ta;tod into a unified, theoretical construct, for
this would counter the polysemous movement which the.
prisoner's tattoo, implies. Insteéd,'%heoreéical ‘ )
onstructions were used t6 pro&ide a vocabulary in which the

signifying practice of the prisoner's tattoo could be -

expressed. Finally, the essential purpose of this thesis was

-

; not necessarily to answer our deepest quesjions about the

/ nature of power in society, but to make available answers
/ | ! *

that othegs might give -- answers that are usually not heard ;
/ . --and thus include them into the consultable record of what z .
human beings have said about their world, * ‘ ‘ _3 ‘

* !

, " L |
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