Introduction

“The punishment of crime is a political act.™ It is the state,
through public policy decisions, that defines what actions are consid-
ered criminal and determines which types of crimes will be targeted
for prosecution at a given point in time and the forms that punish-
ment will take. The punishment of crime is also a political act in that
it “represents the use of physical force by the state to control the lives
of people the state has defined as criminal.”

The study of the penal system is of utmost importance if we con-
sider that what distinguishes the state from other institutions of soci-
ety is its claimed monopoly over the means of coercion. The state, as
understood in this text, is composed of a series of administrative,
legal, bureaucratic, and coercive organizations and relationships
which reproduce political, socio-economic, racial/ethnic, gender, and
sexual domination through repression, ideology, and struggles within
and between classes and state actors.?

Within this context, the creation of the penitentiary as a form of
punishment became an essential ideological and material component
of the state apparatus which helped ensure its ability to exercise
social control.* For without the threat of punishment, and ultimately
imprisonment, the state’s authority and legitimacy would continually
be challenged by significant numbers of the population.’ It is within
penal institutions that we can observe, perhaps most clearly, the var-
ious mechanisms used by the state to quell rebelliousness. The fact
that what occurs within prisons tends to reflect what is taking place
on the outside makes the study of the impact of imprisonment on
women and people of color all the more imperative.

Throughout United States history a variety of punishments have
been used to penalize persons convicted of breaking the law.* The type
of punishment applied has varied according to the social class, sex,
age, sexual orientation, race/ethnicity and legal status (i.e., free ver-
sus slave) of the persons involved. Historically, public corporal and
capital punishment as well as imprisonment have been used more
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often to punish poor and working-class white and people of color.” The
fact that Latinas(os) are disproportionately imprisoned makes the
study of the penal system and the functions it serves all the more
imperative for the Latina(o) community.

One of the major assumptions guiding this book is that to under-
stand the Latina(o) prison experience, we need to reconceptualize the
experiences of all prisoners taking into account differences in race,
nationality, ethnicity, class, and gender, among them and between
them and others. Further, unless one analyzes the disparate impact
state policies have on women and men, one cannot understand the
full effect these policies have on a community. As a result, one cannot
discern clearly the tactics and strategies needed to change oppressive
social conditions. Another assumption is that unless one understands
the experiences of Latinas and Latinos inside and outside the walls,
one cannot fully understand the Latina(o) experience in the United
States.

While this text will not directly compare the outside Latina(o)
community’s struggles with those of their peers on the inside, the
reader is reminded that this book should be read with the under-
standing that the struggles being waged by the Latina(o) community
inside and outside the walls and the state’s response to them, are not
only similar but complement one another.

Issues of Gender and Ethnicity® in Prison Research

The past three decades have seen a flourishing within the social
sciences of the literature on prisons and prisoners. With few excep-
tions, these studies have been written by white middle-class male
academics,” and civilians working in penal institutions,® former
guards,” and penal administrators.”? Their focus has been almost
exclusively on the male prisoner “society.” Complementing these
studies were the publications of the American Correctional
Association, which concentrated on writings by prison administra-
tors.”® A few studies have been written by white middle-class women
academics' and prison administrators.” These, with few exceptions®
tended to focus on female prisoners. Until the 1970s, studies about
prisoners were written as if the male and female' prisoner popula-
tions were racially and ethnically homogeneous.

Although since the mid-1960s, a few male and female prisoners
and ex-prisoners have published autobiographies, essays, poetry, and
so forth,* it has been tle’HBEFAI aAd @ REE vative studies carried out
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by academics and penal personnel that have gained the most recog-
nition within the social sciences. This is so despite the fact that much
of the growing interest in prison politics was motivated by the activi-
ties of prisoners who, beginning in the 1950s, called increasing
national attention to their plight through strikes,” rebellions,* and
litigation.” Prisoner interpretation of reality continues to be basically
ignored or dismissed as the work of a few biased “radicals” or “revo-
lutionaries” who should not be taken seriously.

Interestingly, while the concept of “power” is central to the field
of political science, little attention has been paid by contemporary
United States political scientists to the role of the penal system in
society. This is so despite the fact that major European and United
States political theorists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
devoted a great deal of time to discussing the roles punishment and
imprisonment played in maintaining the social order and legitimizing
the status quo.*® While the academic literature on prisons, concen-
trated primarily in the field of sociology and criminology, has con-
tributed to our understanding of some key aspects of prison life, the
value of its theoretical contribution has been limited by the fact that
the studies such literature was based upon were overwhelmingly
biased in favor of state elites. One of the significant repercussions of
such pro-status quo biases was that until the late 1970s, social scien-
tists, with few exceptions,” avoided studying the dialectical relation-
ship which existed between prisoners and penal personnel and the
impact the actions of the latter had on the former. As a result, “By
inadvertently stripping the social system of ‘half of its social action
... the captives are left without captors to influence their social rela-
tionships.” The keepers, therefore, were exonerated from having to
take responsibility for the manner in which their actions contributed
to prisoner victimization.

A second consequence of the pro-elite bias was that the impact of
third parties on prisoners tended to be ignored unless it was to argue
(particularly after the emergence of various civil rights movements of
the 1960s) that radical groups were “importing” their revolutionary
ideas into prisons, thus disrupting the orderly process of prison
administration.” This argument ignored the effect white supremacist
ideology and activism within various sectors of the state, such as pris-
ons, has historically had on the development of penal policies as well
as prisoner/staff and intra-prisoner relations. Thus, for example, the
implications of Ku Klux Klan recruitment of staff within penal insti-
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ally accorded white prisoners, have been downplayed or ignored by
students of northern prisons.

Furthermore, mainstream social scientists failed to analyze the
differential impact of state policies on significant sectors of the pris-
oner population. This was particularly true in the case of women,
people of color, and lesbian and gay prisoners. As a result, there was
little or no recognition of how biases based on race, gender, national-
ity, ethnicity, class, and sexual orientation influenced the treatment
given prisoners. Two of the significant political ramifications of such
an oversight were that the concerns of women prisoners and male
prisoners of color were basically ignored as penal policies and pro-
grams were primarily shaped by studies conducted about white male
prisoners. The differential treatment accorded diverse groups of pris-
oners helped deepen existing differences and rivalries among a cap-
tive population competing for scarce resources.

Researching Women Prisoners

Women who break the law have been viewed in different ways
depending on the nature of their crimes, their social class, their race
and ethnicity, their sexual orientation, the historical period involved,
their political persuasion, and so forth. Women offenders, however,
share one thing in common; their actions have been perceived as the
result of their inability to adapt to their socially-prescribed roles of
dutiful wives, mothers, and daughters.”® As such, women’s crimes, by
challenging the subordinate roles assigned to women in society, have
been seen as threatening the foundations of the social, economic,
legal, political, and moral order in ways that men’s crimes have not.”
Consequently, women offenders have not always been conferred the
same treatment by the criminal justice system.”® In many states dis-
crimination against women was justified by legal statutes which,
through the use of indeterminate sentencing, prescribed longer sen-
tences for women than for men convicted of the same substantive
offenses.®

Gender stereotypes, ultimately based on biological assumptions
about the inherent nature of the sexes, have also been used to justify
discriminatory policies. As a result, in many cases, women prisoners
have been denied access to certain vocational programs available to
male prisoners. In other instances, women in prison have been penal-
ized for behavior, such as the use of profanity, generally expected of

male prisoners. The regylt being that imprisoned women received a
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disproportionate number of misbehavior reports in comparison to
their male counterparts.

Differential treatment has also been justified by social science
studies on women prisoners that highlight the role played by women’s
prison family groups and kinship networks,* almost to the complete
exclusion of other types of prisoner organization. By focusing on the
dynamics of prison families, the studies reinforced a priori the
assumption that the main concern of women in prison was to main-
tain their traditional roles. Hence, it was appropriate for penal elites
to limit women’s educational and vocational training to areas tradi-
tionally considered appropriate “women’s” work, such as cooking,
sewing, ironing, etc.

The bias in favor of highlighting prison family and kinship net-
works complemented those studies which portrayed women prisoners
as “passive” and “apolitical,” despite evidence to the contrary. By
ignoring the various ways in which prison authorities hindered wom-
en’s ability to organize themselves to pursue reforms, such as the use
of male guards to physically subdue women prisoners, social scien-
tists distorted the prison experiences of women and ignored impor-
tant ways in which state sectors sought to maintain their continued
subordination. Notwithstanding, women prisoners, as the current
study will show, rebelled against traditionally imposed gender roles
and oppressive penal policies in a number of ways. In addition to
forming prison family groups and kinship networks, they created
other informal and formal prisoner groups, participated in rebellions,
work strikes and hunger strikes,” filed petitions and class action
suits, wrote for prisoners’ rights newsletters,® published their auto-
biographies, physically resisted the attacks by their keepers, and
escaped.*

In view of what has been discussed above, one of my objectives
was to examine how major assumptions about women prisoners have
influenced the treatment accorded Latinas in prison. While it is likely
that a good deal of the information gathered by social scientists, pri-
vate organizations, and government personnel on the problems
encountered by Latinos throughout the criminal justice system are
shared by both sexes, the fact that Latinas are also part of the wom-
en’s prison population means that their needs have been ignored, not
only because of their ethnicity but also because the concerns of
women prisoners have generally been subordinated to those of their
male counterparts. In light of prevailing stereotypes about women
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Latinas in the United States, the current research examines how differ-
ent the prison experience of Latinas was from that of Latinos as well as
what were their common experiences as a socially subordinate group.

As a partial study of the impact of ethnicity on prisoner organiz-
ing, however, we must start by identifying Latina(o) prisoner con-
cerns. Since Latinas(os) co-exist with non-Latina(o) prisoners with
whom they share a number of interests, a distinction must be made
between those concerns which are perceived as specific to Latinas(os)
(e.g., end to discriminatory language policies, the implementation of
bilingual Spanish/English programs and the hiring of more bilingual
personnel)*® and those which they shared with other prisoners (e.g.,
prison conditions, access to third parties).

Researching Latina(o) Prisoners: The Study

During the two hundred years penitentiaries have existed in the
United States, the experiences and concerns of Latina and Latino
prisoners have been virtually ignored by state elites, social scientists,
and third parties.” In New York State, it was not until the visible par-
ticipation of Latinos in the New York City and upstate male prison
rebellions of the early 1970s that their presence within the state’s
penal system was significantly acknowledged.”” Even so, the plight of
Latina prisoners continues to be basically ignored.*

This study seeks to remedy the scarcity of data on Latina(o) pris-
oners in the United States in a number of ways. It examines and com-
pares the experiences of Latinas and Latinos imprisoned in New York
State during the 1970s and 1980s. It explores the major conflicts
existing within the Latina(o) prisoner population. It analyzes the
nature of the relationship between Latina(o) prisoners, third parties,
and penal personnel. Moreover, it examines the confining conditions
under which members of the state as well as third parties provided
support. Lastly, it studies the combination of factors under which
Latina(o) prisoners obtained concessions from state elites.

By providing information not hitherto available about Latina(o)
prisoners and their relationship to other sectors of society, I offer a
more realistic interpretation of the relationship that exists between
prisoners, the state, and the civil society within which prisons oper-
ate. Through the lens of this illustration we can appraise the impact
of state policies on affected sectors of society, the manner in which

subordinate groups m%{@pﬁiﬁmgw&ﬁ state, and the ways in
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which the state responds to such demands. Moreover, the data gath-
ered challenges a number of widely accepted stereotypes about the
behavior of imprisoned women. As a result, the book expands on cur-
rent theories of gender, ethnicity, imprisonment, and the state.

The lack of data on Latina(o) prisoners led me to use a combina-
tion of methods for compiling the information encompassed in this
text. Prisoner and mainstream English and Spanish language news-
papers® were used as were books, articles, court cases, and govern-
ment and private organizational reports. This data was complemented
by private files made available to me by individuals and community
groups. The latter included a variety of correspondence and position
papers written by Latina(o) prisoners and their organizations as well
as third parties. An additional source of valuable information was the
newsletters published by community groups supportive of prisoners’
struggles. However, the most exciting sources of information were the
in-depth open ended interviews and oral histories conducted with
Latina(o) and African-American ex-prisoners, prisoners’ rights attor-
neys, community activists, and penal staff.

The fact that I had worked with prisoners and was eager to doc-
ument their struggles made it possible for me to gain the trust of the
ex-prisoners and third parties interviewed. Latina(o) penal person-
nel, generally marginalized within the penal bureaucracy as a result
of racism and sexism, were also eager to talk about their experiences.
Moreover, being Latina allowed me to approach the Latina(o) com-
munity with a deeper understanding, respect, and interest than
mainstream white Anglo-European social scientists have historically
shown it.

The importance of using oral histories and interviews when com-
piling information on Latina(o) prisoners cannot be overstated. With
few exceptions, the material written by the prisoners themselves,
which is difficult to come by, and oral histories and interviews have
been, until recently, the only sources of information available on
Latina(o) prisoners. One of the benefits of conducting oral history
research is that it allows people to speak about their experiences from
their own perspectives. One of the drawbacks is that human beings
tend to forget even important events in their lives and sometimes
simply distort reality. The fact that I interviewed a diverse number of
ex-prisoners, penal personnel, and third parties about the same
events allowed me to cross-check the information obtained. This
information was then cross-referenced, wherever possible, with the

written material available.
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A case study approach was used to recreate and compare the expe-
riences of Latina prisoners in Bedford Hills with Latino prisoners in
Green Haven between 1970 and 1987. New York State was targeted
as the site for the study because it has one of the highest concentra-
tions of Latina(o) prisoners in the country. The period between 1970
and 1987 was chosen for several reasons. It was during the late 1960s
that we began to see a steady increase in the number of Latina(o) pris-
oners in the state. The seventeen-year span studied allowed me to
measure the impact the increasing number of Latina(o) prisoners had
on the penal system. Moreover, it was after the Attica Prison Rebellion
of September 1971 that widespread penal reforms emphasizing “reha-
bilitative” goals were carried out. These reforms created a new type of
administrative organization, the Inmate Liaison Committees (ILCs),*
and made it possible for prisoners to create formal prisoner groups* to
pursue collective goals. The time span chosen allowed me to examine,
not only the relationship between prison rebellions and prison
reforms, but also the relationship between informal and formal pris-
oner groups. Additionally, I was able to explore the impact the post-
Attica Rebellion reforms had on male and female prisoners,
particularly Latinas and Latinos. Moreover, because the reforms
allowed the entrance of a larger number of outside “volunteers” into
the state’s prisons, I was able to compare the type of support both
penal staff and third parties offered male and female prisoners and
the impact such support had on the framing of prisoner goals and the
tactics and strategies prisoners pursued.

The broader historical questions that guided the chapters were:
What impact did the post-Attica Rebellion reforms have on Latina
and Latino prisoners? What constraints affected their ability to frame
concerns, organize groups, mobilize support, and win concessions?
What were the constraints under which third parties and penal per-
sonnel sought to provide support to Latina(o) prisoners? How did the
nature of third party support, penal and non-Latina(o) prisoner
response, affect the formulation of Latina(o) prisoner goals as well as
the tactics and strategies they used? How did notions of gender and
ethnicity affect the support given Latina(o) prisoners?

I show that while Latina and Latino prisoners tended to share
the same concerns, substantial gender differences existed with
respect to the manner in which they organized. The variation in orga-
nizing tactics was conditioned not only by the priority they assigned
to diverse interests but also by the disparate treatment male and

female prisoners have '%tﬁﬁfg Y 59&2}7;&5‘?0111 both penal personnel



Introduction 9

and third parties. Furthermore, the study concludes that the ability
of Latina(o) prisoners to have their concerns addressed was affected
by their level of organization and unity, the degree to which they were
able to mobilize penal personnel and Latina(o) community members
on their behalf, and their ability to secure the support of non-Latina(o)
prisoners, or at least, neutralize their resistance to Latina(o) prisoner
concerns.

The first section of the book discusses the conditions which gave
rise to the Prisoners’ Rights Movement of the late 1960s and 1970s
and the response of penal personnel and third parties to prisoners’
calls for reforms. Particular attention will be given to the response of
the outside Latina(o) community to the plight of Latino prisoners.
The second and third sections explore the impact of the post-Attica
reforms on Latinos and Latinas imprisoned at Green Haven and
Bedford Hills correctional facilities, two maximum security prisons in
New York State from 1970 through 1987. The sections also explore
the conditions under which Latina(o) prisoners organized themselves
to achieve concessions from state elites and the manner in which
third parties and sympathetic penal personnel provided support to
Latina(o) prisoners. The concluding chapter compares and contrasts
the experiences of Latina and Latino prisoners and offers a number
of interpretations on the nature of the relationship between them, the
state, and third parties.

Notes: Chapter 1

1. Erik Olin Wright, The Politics of Punishment: A Critical Analysis of
Prisons in America (New York: Harper and Row, 1973), 22.

2. Ibid. This type of analysis, as Erik Olin Wright argues, does not find
expression in United States political theory which, by calling those unjustly
imprisoned or imprisoned for their political beliefs “political prisoners” and
those breaking criminal laws “criminals,” obscures “the meaning of punish-
ment and the political functions it plays in society” (Ibid., 23).

3. For a discussion on theories of the state, see Ralph Miliband, The State
in Capitalist Society (New York: Basic Books, 1969); Alfred Stepan, The
State and Society: Peru in Comparative Perspective (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1978); Theda Skocpol, State and Social Revolutions: A
Comparative Analysis of France, Russia and China (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1979); and Charles Tilly, From Mobilization to Revolution
(New York: Random House, 1978).
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4. For a discussion of the evolution of penal institutions and their role in
helping maintain social control, see Harry Elmer Barnes, The Story of Punish-
ment: A Record of Man’s Inhumanity to Man (Boston: The Stratford Co., 1930);
Idem, The Evolution of Penology in Pennsylvania (Montclair: Patterson Smith
[1927] 1968); Georg Rusche and Otto Kirchheimer, Punishment and Social
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Russell and Russell, 1968); Erik Olin Wright, The Politics of Punishment: A
Critical Analysis of Prisons in America (New York: Harper and Row, 1973);
Paul Takagi, “The Walnut Street Jail: A Penal Reform to Centralize the Powers
of the State,” Federal Probation 39, No. 4 (December 1975): 18-26; Michael
Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage
Books Edition, 1979); Estelle Freedman, Their Sisters’ Keepers: Women's Prison
Reform in America, 1830-1930 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,
1981); Christopher R. Adamson, “Punishment After Slavery: Southern State
Penal Systems, 1865-1890,” Social Problems 3, No. 5 (June 1983): 555-569;
and George C. Killinger and Paul F. Crownwell, Jr., eds., Penology: The
Evolution of Corrections in America (St. Paul: West Publishing Co., 1983).

5. It was precisely this authority and legitimacy that was questioned by
the social movements of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, including the Prisoners’
Rights Movement.

6. See Barnes, The Story of Punishment, 1930; Rusche and Kirchheimer,
Punishment and Social Structure 1968; and Foucault, Discipline and Punish,
1979. Such punishments have included penance, fines, public corporal and
capital punishment, draft, confiscation of property, probation, and confine-
ment in houses of correction, reformatories, jails, and prisons.

7. Economically and socially, white-collar and corporate crimes are more
costly to society than street crimes. However, it is the illegal actions commit-
ted by poor and working-class white and people of color in the United States
which have been punished most frequently and severely, see Wright, The
Politics of Punishment, 1973; Ian Taylor, Paul Watson, and Jack Young, eds.,
Critical Criminology (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975); Gilbert Geis
and Robert F. Meier, White Collar Crime: Offenses in Business Politics and
the Professions (New York: Free Press, Macmillan Publishing Co., 1977):
Peter Wickman and Timothy Dailey, eds., White Collar and Economic Crime:
Multidisciplinary and Cross-National Perspectives (Lexington, Mass.: D.C.
Heath and Co., Inc., 1982); and David M. Ermann and Richard J. Lundmann,
Corporate and Governmental Deviance: Problems of Organizational Behavior
in Contemporary Society, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982).

8. It is difficult to speak about racial and ethnic identification because of
the arbitrary nature of these categories and the manner in which they are
used in the United States. For example, during much of United States his-
tory, the dominant categories for identification purposes were “racial” (e.g.,
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depending on their skin color, place of birth, and/or Spanish surname. In real-
ity, Latinas(os) are generally the product of the mixture of peoples of African,
Indian and/or Spanish descent, with the Spanish itself being the result of a
mixture of white European, Jews, and Arabs. Under these circumstances it
is difficult to place “Latinas(os)” within a given racial or ethnic category. As
aresult, when I speak about ethnic and racial identification within the prison
setting, I do so with the understanding that these concepts are insufficient to
describe very complicated analytical concepts. In fact, the awareness of
Latinas(os) that they were not all the same was reflected in the manner in
which they tended to further subdivide according to: place of birth (national-
ity), language spoken, and/or racial identification. Racial identification led
some dark-skinned Latinas(os) to identify as “Black” and to network primar-
ily with African-American prisoners. It also led some light-skinned Latinas(os)
to identify as “white” and to network primarily with white prisoners. English-
speaking (e.g., Jamaican, Trinidadian) and French-speaking Caribbean peo-
ples (e.g., Haitians), also tended to subdivide within the prison setting
according to nationality and language even when they might all be labelled
“Black” by prison staff and other prisoners.

9. See Gresham Sykes, The Society of Captives: A Study of a Maximum
Security Prison (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1958); Richard A.
Cloward, Donald R. Cressey, George H. Grosser, Richard McCleery, Lloyd E.
Ohlin, and Gresham M. Sykes, Theoretical Studies in the Social Organization
of the Prison, Pamphlet #15, Social Science Research Council, 1960; Erving
Goffman, Asylums (Garden City: Doubleday, 1961); Theodore R. Davidson,
Chicano Prisoners: The Key to San Quentin (New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1974); and Eric Cummins, The Rise and Fall of California’s Radical
Prison Movement (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994).

10. See Kenneth McColl Dimick, Ladies in Waiting . . . Behind Prison
Walls (Muncie: Accelerated Development Inc., 1979).

11. See Leo Carroll, Hacks, Blacks, and Cons: Race Relations in a Maxi-
mum Security Prison (Lexington, Mass.: Lexington Books, 1974; repr.,
Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press, Inc., 1988).

12. See Donald Clemmer, The Prison Community (Boston: The
Christopher Publishing House, 1940); Russell G. Oswald, Attica—My Story
(Garden City, N.J.: Doubleday and Co., 1972); and Adolph Saenz, Politics of
a Prison Riot: The 1980 New Mexico Prison Riot, Its Causes and Aftermath
(Corrales: Rhombus Publishing Co., 1986). One exception to this is John
Irwin who is both an ex-prisoner and an academic. See John Irwin, The Felon
(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc. 1970); Idem, “Notes on the Present
Status of the Concept of Subcultures,” in The Society of Subcultures, ed. D.
Arnold (Berkeley: Glendessary Press, 1970), 164-170; Idem, “Stratification
and Conflict Among Prison Inmates,” Journal of Criminological Law and
Criminology 66 (1976): 416-482; and Idem and Donald Cressey, “Thieves,
Convicts, and Inmate Culture,” Social Problems 10 (1962): 142-155.
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ings of the National Congress of Corrections.
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21. See George F. Murphy, “The Courts Look at Prisoners’ Rights: A
Review,” Criminology 10, No. 4 (February 1973): 441-459; Ronald Berkman,
Opening the Gates: The Rise of the Prisoners’ Movement (Lexington, Mass.: D.C.
Heath and Co., 1979); James B. Jacobs, New Perspectives on Prisons and
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