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Abstract
The study examines whether the conflict perspective explains inmate support of
rehabilitation, deterrence, just desert, no purpose served by prison and the
acceptance of scamming prison staff over other factors such as cognitive
maturity, social support from friends and family, experience with criminal justice
sanctions, and criminal peers. Based on a sample of 496 inmates in Ohio, two-
group analysis in LISREL is used to determine what explains inmate perceptions
of the purpose of prison and whether significant racial differences exist between
Whites and African-Americans. The resulits reveal only limited support for the
conflict perspective. Contrary to the opinion of those who believe that the
majority of inmates “play the rehabilitative game”, the current study finds that a
large number of inmates seek improvement, at least initially, while incarcerated.
More importantly the findings suggest that young, uneducated minority ininates
with social support for change are likely to accept rehabilitation as a purpose of
prison. Indeed, across most models less educated inmates operating at higher
cognitive levels tend to believe that prison serves a purpose regardless of
whether that purpose is just desert, rehabilitative, or deterrent in nature.
Surprisingly, older White inmates are more likely to see no purpose served by
prison than their African-American counterparts. The study also finds that
attributions of crime causation significantly influence whether an inmate (White
or African-American) views prison as serving no purpose and scamming prison
staff as acceptable. Inmates who externalize blame for crime are more likely to

try to scam staff and to believe that little can be gained from imprisonment.
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CHAPTER 1

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Rapid change in the United States correctional popuiation poses serious
questions concerning the ability of the criminal justice system to punish. Two
factors characterize the shift in population: first, an increase in the number of
offenders in the criminal justice system, and second, the growing racial disparity
between offenders. At midyear 1996, approximately 1.6 million individuals were
incarcerated in the American prison and jail systems (Bureau Justice Statistics
1997; Camp and Camp 1997). An ever increasing proportion of these inmates
are young and of minority status. In fact, since 1926, Whites have represented a
declining proportion of prison inmates while racial and ethnic minorities have
continued to increase in proportion (Bureau Justice Statistics 1996). Between
1986 and 1991, Whites declined from 53 percent of prison admissions to 46
percent, and African Americans increased from 46 percent of prison admissions
to 63 percent (Tonry 1995). By January 1, 1997, 47.2 percent of the inmate
population was African American and 42.2 percent White.

In addition, it would appear that members of the public and many prison
officials have given up on the possibility of providing treatment or rehabilitation
and instead are focusing on warehousing and punishing this increasingly minority
population (Mann 1993). Some researchers have likened inmates within our
correctional facilities to “super predators,” men with no hope of redemption

(Bennett, Dilulio, and Walters 1996). Others such as Wilbanks (1987) imply that



many offenders, even when offered help while in prison, will refuse to take
advantage of programs. Even if this is true, there is substantial public support for
some combination of rehabilitation and punishment for offenders while
incarcerated (see Applegate, Cullen, and Fisher 1997; Cullen, Skovron, Scott
and Burton 1990; Cullen, Wright, Brown, Moon, Bilankenship, and Applegate
1998 for discussion). Moreover, a select group of academics continue to argue
that rehabilitation can work and should be included in prison programming
(Andrews, Zinger, Hoge, Bonta, Gendreau and Cullen 1990; Garrett 1985;
Gendreau and Ross 1987; Lipsey 1990; Palmer 1992).

Recent research challenges the idea that offenders refuse to accept
rehabilitation as a purpose of prison. A number of studies report offenders’
support for the correctional goal of rehabilitation (Benaquisto and Freed 1996;
Kolstad 1996; Muhammad 1996). Minorities seem especially supportive of
correctional programming and opportunities for self-improvement (Petersilia and
Piper-Deschenes 1994; Van Voorhis, Browning, Simon, and Gordon 1997;
Wright 1989). In one such study, Van Voorhis et. al (1997) find that young,
unemployed, minority males may actually perceive prison to serve a rehabilitative
function. Furthermore, these men may be more willing to participate in prison
rehabilitation programs than other inmates. However, the opportunities for
minority participation may be limited. Mann (1993), for example, asserts that
correctional staff deny minority inmates access to educational, vocational, and

treatment programs.’

' Based on this fact. Mann might suggest that the lack of involvement of minority inmates
in programs is a function of staff racism. While interesting, such findings also generate a
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Although, only a few researchers have addressed inmate perceptions of
the purpose of incarceration and how these perceptions may differ for minority
and White inmates (Crouch 1993; Petersilia 1990; Petersilia and Piper-
Deschenes 1994; Van Voorhis et al. 1997), race stands out as a variable of
significance. For the most part, however, researchers have simply pointed out
that differences exist between the views of White and African-American inmates.
In addition, this research has not ruled out competing explanations for the
existence of differences by race. Simply put, the existing research has not fully
explored the relationship between race and perceptions of punishment.

Unfortunately, this same literature has also begun to suggest that some
minorities prefer prison over community sanctions. One of the justifications for
this preference lies with the perception of prison as an environment where some
minority offenders can improve themselves (Petersilia 1990). It is possible then
that those minority offenders who seek self-improvement while incarcerated are
likely to support rehabilitation as the purpose of prison.

The following factors emerge from the literature as possible explanations
for why offenders perceive punishment in the manner that they do. First, the
race, structural position and age of the offender in society prior to incarceration is
said to impact how offenders perceive prison (Crouch 1993; Van Voorhis et al.

1997; Wilson 1987).2 Second, some argue that offender personality and

host of additional questions.

* The term structural disadvantage and underclass status are used interchangeably in the
study. Sociologists, such as Wilson (1987) tend to use both structural disadvantage and
underclass status to mean that certain groups in American society are structurally located
in positions that negatively affect their life chances.
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cognitive ability may predispose their view of prison (Van Voorhis 1983; Van
Voorhis 1994; Van Voorhis et al. 1997). Third, some believe that criminal
associates shape the attitudes of these offenders. Criminal peers, for example,
provide the offender with a negative view of the criminal justice system and its
functions, thereby lessening the impact of sanctions (Crouch 1993; Jacobs 1974;
Rettig, Torres, and Garret 1977). Fourth, personal experience with the criminal
justice system and sanctions can influence an offender’s view of the criminal
justice process or prison in either a positive or negative manner. Generally,
however, offenders who have had more contacts with the criminal justice system
are more likely to perceive punishment in a negative fashion (Apospori and
Alpert 1993; Crouch 1993; McClelland and Alpert 1985; Van Voorhis et al. 1997).
They are less likely to believe that punishment can be rehabilitative. Many past
researchers have failed to include all of these variables in their analyses of
inmate perceptions.

There may be other factors that can explain inmate perceptions of the
purpose of prison. Offenders who have family members, friends, or clergymen
who urge them to take advantage of their time in prison may be more likely to
support rehabilitation as the purpose of prison over deterrence, retribution, or
incapacitation. In addition, what an offender believes makes a person commit
crime might influence their perception of criminal justice sanctions. Cullen,
Clark, Cullen, and Mathers (1985) examined views held by the general public
and found that what people attributed as the cause of crime was highly

correlated with their support or lack of support for the death penalty and



rehabilitation. It is likely, then, that what an inmate views as the cause of crime
could influence his support or lack of support for rehabilitation, retribution,
deterrence, incapacitation or his view that no purpose is served by prison.

Finally, it is possible that inmates’ perceptions or expectations of prison
will be influenced by their phase of incarceration. For example, just as earlier
research on prisonization and prison adjustment finds inmate responses to vary
according to whether they have just been admitted to prison, are midway through
their stay, or are about to be released (see Bukstel and Kilmann 1980 for
discussion), studies of inmates perceptions of the purpose of prison may well be
affected by their progression through the prison sentence. Unfortunately, studies
of offender perceptions of the purpose of prison have not examined the effect of
phase of imprisonment. It seems reasonable to anticipate that inmates’ attitudes
toward rehabilitation, in particular, could be influenced by whether or not these
are obtained at intake or after one has obtained experience within the current
correctional setting. At intake, one taps expectations of priscn life,
unencumbered, perhaps, by life within inmate subcultures, or experience with
current programming options within the prison. After experiencing prison life,
however, these expectations may become highly influenced by the quality and
availability of prison programs, prison subcultures, and other factors.

This dissertation will address several issues relating to race and inmate
perceptions concerning the purpose of imprisonment. First, is there a race effect
upon inmate expectations of the purpose of prison; that is, do these perceptions

vary by race? Second, what other factors appear to significantly affect one’s



perceptions of the purpose of incarceration? What are the influences of criminal
peers, criminal history, structural disadvantage, cognitive maturity, marital status,
age, attributions, and social support for improvement while incarcerated? Third,
does the individual influence of these factors on perceptions of the purpose of
prison work differently for African-Americans than White Americans? Finally,

what policy implications may be drawn from these findings?

The Study

This research project attempts to advance our understanding of inmate
expectations of the prison experience. The study explores racial differences
and, through the use of statistical models, attempts to provide insight into
reasons for similarities and differences among ethnic or racial groups. The
conflict perspective would suggest that differences in the life experiences of
Whites and African-Americans greatly influence perceptions of the world. The
impact of race or ethnicity is highly contested in the criminal justice field.
Researchers such as Wilbanks (1987) and Petersilia (1983) assert that there is
limited impact of this variable in corrections. Other researchers, however, stress
the importance of race in shaping attitudes and criminal justice processing
(Goetting and Howsen 1983; Mann 1993). In addition, the research seeks to
separate the impact of criminal peers, criminal history, structural disadvantage,
cognitive maturity level, marital status, crime attributions, age, and social support
for improvement from the impact of race.

In order to identify inmate expectations of prison, a survey was

administered to a cohort of 492 inmates from intake facilities in Ohio. All of

















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































