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The prison’s economy includes “cooks, painters, restaurateurs, 
carpenters, electricians, cleaners, accountants, [artisans], and 
doctors.”















1851 present1957 1970

no prison gangs exist

prison
gangs 
form

prison 
gangs 

dominate

The Puzzle of Prison Gangs



Never rat. 
Don’t be nosy. 
Don’t gossip.  
Don’t lie.
Don’t steal. 
Pay your debts. 
Don’t weaken. 
Don’t whine.
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“We need to keep the boys in line. If one of our guys 
is a hot head or something and is always shooting 
off his mouth it can get everyone into trouble. 

We don’t want a lockdown, we don’t want a riot…If 
one of my guys is messing up then we either offer 
him up to the other guys or we take him down 
ourselves.” 

Trammell 2009, 763-764



“Well, we don’t fight in a riot and stuff unless we 
have to…If I’m locked down, then I’m not 
working. You can make some serious bank in 
prison and shot-callers hate it when you’re in 
lockdown”

Trammell 2011



‘there’s definitely not a gang scene going on’

‘It’s not really like there’s a gang that runs the prison’ 

‘where you heard of this gang thing?, I don’t know 
nothing about that’

-- from C. Phillips, Punishment & Society, 2012
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