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What the doers think 
John Conrad 

l\~OST correctional theory is 1'-1 made by practical men. This 
~h has always been the case. 
takough .learned social scientists 
field an l~cre~sing interest in ~ur 
save' the workmg hypotheses WhICh 
stru rn OUr programmes are con­
OUr ct?d by the people who operate 
and P~hsons, probation departments 
a"p e rest of the correctiomtl 

t' aratlls 
Th' .. 

SOc' IS 1~ just as it should be. No 
the~al. SCIentist will argue that his 
\Vh rles should be applied by people 
theO are not thoroughly sold on 
tra~' No correctional adminis­
'vh' Or wants to run a programme 
h lch he doesn't think he can 
e:ndle.Dut most administrators are 
fr;erly g~ateful f.:>r useful new ideas 
tram tOClal scientists which can be 
tOl1nhl~ted into action. We have a 
Oltn S Job. We need all the help we 
eil'e g~t to solve our problems more 
the ctlV~ly. What help we get from 
thi sOcIal seiences is recent and is 
th nlr applied. Hardly anywhere in 
of e CIvilised world are the problems 
tllaPe,nology being subjectcd to as 
th SSlve attack as in Enghtnd, whero 
On. ros('aroh resources of the IIome 
ienlce arc teamed with the exper­
Co ce and enthusiasm of the Prison 

tntnission. 
th 80 it is that most correctional 
tr,e~ry is developed on the spot by 
COllt .an~ error methods. r:r:o a dis­
tOQCCl'tlOg extent, the pnsons of 
d tty have been designed and 
k eveloped by unschooled turnkeys, 
/epers, governors and warders of olltrs gone by. They were grizzled 

d Characters who never heard of 

anomie and wouldn't know a chi­
square from a T-squal'e. But they 
built our prisons, organsied our 
statis, and instituted the proce­
dures by which we work to this day. 
They learned from experience; they 
applied what they learned as far as 
they could, Research and social 
science luwe added a gadget or two 
here and have subtracted an excres­
cence or an obsolescence there. But 
the structure of the correctional 
field is intact. The prison governor 
of the good old days wonld not be 
much mystified by today's institu­
tions. 

This is the framework on which 
we must build. EYen if we wanted 
to, we could not tear it all down and 
start anew. But from this fmme­
work change will proceed, whether 
we like it or not. Prisons nre no 
more immune to evolution thnn any 
other social institution. It just 
seems to tnke longer. 

Our problem ns social scientists 
is to see what can be done to 
chnnnel the course of evolution. In 
Cltlifornia, a new Institute for the 
Study of Crime nnd Delinquency 
hns been established. Its principal 
objective will be the lutl'nessing of 
social scien(le research nnd correc­
tionn,} pmctice so as to bring about 
a moreorc1erly development of our 
field. For an initial project to break 
the ground the Ford Foundation 
has allocated a substantinl grant. 

I hn,ve thought of this project as 
an enterprise to find out what the 
doers think and what thethinke1'sdo. 
It is quite correct to sny as we often 
do, that this institution or that 



24 PRISON SERVICE JOURNAL 

agency wasn't planned-" it just 
grew like Topsy ". But It lot of able 
people devote their lives to Topsy­
like programmes. They think they 
are getting results; they think that 
what their programmes do is helpful 
in accomplishing an important 
social assignment. What makes 
them think so 'I The answer may 
be inarticulate but it is bt'Lsed on 
operational social theory. It is one 
of the tasks of the project to search 
out and define theories of this kind. 

Let me cite a couple of random 
examples from my own observation. 
In California, we have evolved a 
technique for dealing with aggre· 
sive inmates which we refer to as 
the Adjustment Centre. The 
Adjustment Centre is the direct 
descendant of segregation units at 
San Quentin and Folsom. By trial 
and error, by good advice and bad, 
we seem to be arriving at something 
which may actually help certain 
disturbed inmates. What theories 
of group management support the 
Adjustment Centre 'I What are the 
ideas about human beings in 
confinement which make them 
effective 'I If another prison system 
wanted to incorporate Adjustment 
Centres, how would we ndviso 
going nbout it? Why? 

Another cxnmple. In England 
last yenr I observed with admiration 
nnd fnscinnted interest the develop­
ment of the Detention Centres. 
I spent some time trying to find out 
what makes them work; I was deeply 
grateful for the pntience of their 
wnrdens in explaining their concep­
tualisations to mc. But then we 
have a new type of institutionnl 
cnro based on a combination of 
intuition, some social theory, some 
common sense, a rising publio 
demand, and an administrative 
necessity. Out of these factors was 
developed, not without pain, n 

hopeful new kind of institutional " , 
treatment which works for some 
lads. For whom does it work, and 
why? For whom is this treatment ." 
contra-indicated, and why 'I Can 
these techniques be exported to 
California, where they would be 
eagerly received if we could assure 
ourselves of their effectiveness. 
with our particular kinds of 
adolescent hell-raisers 'lOr is this an 
institu tional form which is rooted in 
the national peculiarities of English 
culture 'I It is not only in the United 
States or in England that these 
questions burn. With the steadY 
drift into mass social forms thero 
will be in tho years to come a 
concern over issues like this in 
every civilised country in the West. 

So part of our task is to find out 
what the doers think. \Vhat do the 
thinkers do 'I All over the Western 
\VorId there is an active attack bY 
the forces of scientific method on 
the stubborn problems of systew· 
aticallymodifying human behaviour 
which repreRent dangerous or other­
wise undesirable social deviations. 
A good deal of thili work is being done 
in the universities and scientifiC 
institutes.Dut thero is an increasing 
Rense of public responsibility for 
correctional research. 

The work being done by tho 
British HOllle Office, by the Unitcd 
States Dureau of Prisons and by thO 
California Department of Correc' 
tions is only a token of a much larger 
efrot·t to come in which we shall be 
working out together a rational 
lutsis for the effective treatment of 
delinqnents. 

Questions to the thinker are 
urgent as never before in the history 
of corrections. \Vith the accelerate 
ing urbanisation of society we can 
bo sure tbnt the number of people to 
be corrected will increaso, and not 
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at the same rate as the population 
elpl ' , , OSlOn, It takes no prophetic 
lrnslght to imagine what is ahead 
Or U 'f th' S I between our doers and our 

lnkel's We do not arrive at 
Solutions to check crime and its 
;~nsequences, Further, we ask 
t' eso questions at a propitious 
time, '1'he development of theory in 
st10 social sciences has reached a 

age when it will be to the 
nlutual benefit of both thinkers 

and doers to improve channels of 
communication. 

Our project will scarcely clear all 
the channels or bring together aJI 
the ideas, But it will be a recon­
naissance of the whole field to see 
where the ideas of the doers and the 
decds of the thinkers are taking us. 
For social evolution need not be a 
blind process, Topsy may have just 
grown, so far, but maybe with plan­
ning wo can make a real lady out 
of her. 
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