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What is a Community Prison? 

HOWARD B. GILL 
Director, Institute of Correctional Administration, 

American University, Washington, D.C. 

This article originally appeared in the September 1965 Federal p~ba~ 
tion and is reproduced by permission of the Editor. 11 is bas.e .° 1 
remarks made by Mr. Gill at the Massachusetts CorrectionallnstztU1j; 
(formerly the Norfolk Prison Colony), Norfolk, Mass., Febr~ary r~ 
1964, subsequent to the erection in the Administration Buildl11g the

he 
of a bronze plaque which reads as follows: "In recognition of.1 n 
establishment at Norfolk, Massachusetts, of the first Community pr~~l 
for Men in the United States under the leadership of Howard B. I, 

Superintendent, 1927-34". 

IN HIS nOOK entitled *The Prison 
Community Donald Clemmer has 
described life in a typical state 
prison of the traditional Auburn 
type. This is a type which I have 
called massive, medieval, monastic, 
monolithic. monumental. monkey­
cage monstrosities. Nevertheless, in 
such prisons one finds many of the 
characteristics of any community. 
Indeed. Clemmer points out how 
the prison culture in such institu­
tions is very similar to the culture 
outside the prison. 

Both the traditional Auburn type 

·Donald Clemmer. The Prison Com­
munity. Boston: Christopher Pub­
lishing House. 1940; New York: 
Reinhart and Co .• Inc .• revised 1958. 

prison and free society have ~u~~ 
toms. laws. beliefs. Both. con ath 
lively ingredients of conflIct. BO . 
have what sociologists call aC~~h 
modation and assimilation. .0" 

. tlO." have systems of communJca d 
Both have their social cIassc~ a~y 
their primary and semi-~nIna 
groups. Both have leadershIP, 

PRISON CULTURE the 
Unfortunately. however, cIll' 

Prison culture presented by CI 1 .. n!i 
mer. as found in many tradItIO reo 
prisons. is not a healthy cuttu re 
Its customs laws and beliefs a d 

' an 
more often against progress. t is 
toward destruction. Its contllC ber 
bitter and unsportsmanlike rat. Jl 
than constructive. Its assirnilatiO 
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is dead . , enIng rather than harmoni-
Sing Its .., 
sid ' commUnIcatIon IS one-
a ed, Its social classes and groups 
s~~ e~sentially criminal. Its leader­
rat1 1S too often that of the worst 
"r er than the best. It leads not to 
p()~construction" but, as Clemmer 

IUts out. to "prisonisation". 

eu~eYO~d all this, such prison 
esse llr~ IS sadly lacking in certain 
cult nhals which make for a healthy 
tio ~re. There is little or no innova­
en~' no experimentation. Let well 

a Ugh alone, don't rock the boat re tl ' 
ferr ,Ie ,orders of the day. Cross 
no Ihs~hon between criminal and 
Sid n'Cflminal is frowned on by both 
sYn~~ I:Ie~ce there is no creative 
site eSls In the meeting of oppo-
tIl s tOWard a better understanding' ere' , 

IS no "common ground". 
Cl~rison culture, as described by 
pse:l11er, is a false culture, a 
CUlt~OCUiture. Exposed to such a 
than re, meh leave prison worse 

when they enter. 

"e'The fUndamental concept of a 
op~l11I?unity prison" is just the 
It i OSlte of the traditional prison. 
tnas~ ~ot ~uiIt on the principle of 
reer ,aUSIng, mass feeding, mass 

eahon h' I aVo'd ,or mass anyt mg. t 
cha; s medieval and monastic 
is()la~~teristics. It eschews cells and 
silen Ion. It does not favour the 
tio t system and non-communica­
an~' or. solitary meditation on sin 
and ;U~lt.. It substitutes diversity 
tUre arratlon for monolithic struc· 
to r:n and regimentation. It seems 

ect ordinary living conditions 

rather than monumental designs. 
It abhors monkey-cages or similar 
monstrosities so dear to the hearts 
of mechanically minded "prison 
construction specialists". 

What, then, are the essentials 
of a community prison? 
FOUR ESSENT.IALS 

There are at least four basic 
essentials which are characteristic 
of a community prison. 

]. Normalcy as it has to do with 
the interpersonal relationship be· 
tween officials and staff, with the 
nature of structures in the institu­
tion, with all institutional activities, 
with rules and regulations, and with 
the general overall climate of the 
institution, 

2. Small group principle as this 
applies to living quarters, dining, 
bathing, work programme, and 
leisure-time activities, including 
hobbies, athletics and entertain­
ment, visiting, religious services, 
and medical care. 

3. Inmate participation based on 
joint action and joint responsibility 
for all institution activities except 
discipline, parole, finances, and 
similar official administrative 
actions. 

4. Community contacts including 
bringing the outside community 
into the prison and taking the 
inmate to the outside community in 
all reasonable ways possible. 

Such essentials are unique to 
community prisons. They' are 
established on the general principle 
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that the most eftective means of 
reconstructing the lives of men who 
have had difficulty in adjusting to 
community life in a free society, 
is to have them live for a time in a 
supervised community under as 
nearly normal conditions as pos­
sible and practicable. 

NORMAL RELATIONSHIPS 
In a communty prison every 

effort is made by both officials and 
inmates to establish a normal cul­
ture through normal relationships 
between all officials and all inmates. 
Officials and inmates who cannot 
establish such normal relationships 
do not belong in a community 
prison. This was one of the first 
lessons learned in the early days 
of Norfolk. 

In a community prison, officials 
live, work and play with inmates 
in a friendly, co-operative relation­
ship. Even the uniformed officers 
whose duty it is to prevent escapes. 
control contraband, and maintain 
order, are regarded as normal 
policemen of the community as in 
any outside society. 

The structure of the community 
prison is as nearly like that of the 
outside community as possible. 
Living quarters have rooms not 
cells, with baths and recreation 
rooms and dining rooms for 
"family" living. Buildings are 
varied and separated. not mono­
tonously monolthic, factory or 
fortress·~ike structures. As in a 
normal community, there are in 
addition to such living quarters, 

a city hall, a police station; a gaol, 
a hospital a school and librarY· 

• d' dus-
a civic centre, a chapel. an In 
trial buildings of characteristic type· 
Play spaces are abundant. GrassY 

f the 
lawns and flowers are or 
inmates and not J'ust for visiting 

. on­
firemen. Only the wall is prtS d 
like-and even that can be reduce 
to background rather than domina­
ting the whole. . i1 

Activities in a community pflSO 

always approach the normal. ~c~ 
UVI­

go to or from work or other aC s 
. . I' nd three ties. smg y or In twos a 'ti-

as in any community. Any le
gl

ld 
mate activity which a man w~u h" 
have in his own home or nelg 
bourhood is welcome in a coIll

-
munity prison. or-

Rules and regulations are n'ng 
mal. Gone are the petty, harass I re 
prison rules. Actually !here ~es 
only two fundamental pnson r 't 
. ., yOU can 
In a commumty pnson: On" 
go away, and you can't have ~ n~ 
traband. All else are regulaUO ch 
relating to routine procedures s~ ty 
as are necessary in any soc

le
rk 

where people must live and wOta1 
together. The two fundarne~he 
rules are not debatable. On b 
other hand, any regulation. is s~o~ 
ject to discussion and modlficatl re 
at any time. Of course, there act. 
laws against disorderly con~u"s 

. tI°'· , fighting. st~aIing, sex dev!a are 
gambling. drugs, etc., whlc~ as 
applicable to any community but 
well as a community prison, 
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these are not peculiar to a prison. SMALL GROUP PRINCIPLE 
Th III e general climate of a com-

\V~nity prison is also normal. 
t' ereas the climate in a tradi-
lonal . . • 
o pnson IS autocratic and no 

gne .but the guards can offer a sug-
eShon' h ., 

8 • In t e commumty pnson 
Uggestions from the inmates are 

WelcOlll . 
al e eve~ If they are not 

P 
~ayS adopted. In the traditional 
ilson • I d p' • Inmates are usual y e-

c~lVed o~ aU responsibility; in the 
Sib~~U~lty prison inmate respon­
pIty IS a recognised part of the 
p r~gramme. In the community 
"rISon there are more "do's" than 
don'ts" d .. .. lie an mentonous achVl-

d. s are more often recorded than 
ISC' l' 

111 Ip mary action. Instead of 
. erely "doing your own time" 
In th • 
Ca e community prison inmates 
of ~,help the other fellow. Instead 

treating everybody alike" the 
cOIl1 • • 
e ll1unlty prison recognises that 
ach m" d d'ff 1)' an IS nee s are 1 erent. 

,,:~ersity replaces uniformity; 
to flety is substituted for mono­
ani' Subservience is discouraged 
on' lllen are encouraged to stand 
de ~heir own feet. In place of 
is Pt~"ation. enrichment in living 
Sol . e goal. Individual problem­
'I \ling takes precedence over 
trogralllmes of reha bili ta tion" • 
t~t a~cu1turation to the society 
esse\V~lch a man will return is 
to b~hal. The principal question 
of .... ~esolved in any difference 

oPinion is: is it normal? 

Second. a community prison 
comes as close as possible to 
having men live in small "fami­
lies". In the normal community, 
the family is the social unit of 
society. The cell house with hun­
dreds and sometimes a thousand 
inmates in a single building is 
replaced with small groups of SO. 
and even these can be further 
divided into units of 10, 15. 25. 
Instead of a big central dining 
room, each group of 50 men is 
served from a small service unit 
making possible many home-like 
items. and the inmates eat at four­
men tables where normal social 
interchange is possible. Instead of 
a central bath-house (as in the old 
traditional prison), each small unit 
has its own bathroom. The family 
group has ;its own living room 
and its own hobby shop. 

Even recreation is carried on 
in many areas. At Norfolk there 
are 14 such areas instead of one 
massive recreation yard where 
inmates mill around aimlessly or 
sit on bleachers watching a few 
men play. Also at Norfolk. the 
assembly hall is purposely designed 
to accommodate only half the 
maximum popUlation so that never 
can a mass congregation of all 
inmates be possible. A small chapel 
provides for intimate reljgious 
services. Visiting is designed to be 
held "family style"-a few groups 
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at a time. Thus. the small group 
principle is basic to a community 
type prison even though it poses 
some problems not always easy to 
solve. 

INMATE PARTICIPATION 

A third essential of a community 
prison is the participation of 
responsible inmates in the devel­
opment and operation of the 
activities of the institution. It 
started at Norfolk when a group 
of inmates selected by inmates 
agreed to be responsible for 
escapes and for turning in contra­
band. It went on to develop 
a successful work programme 
through a joint committee of con­
struction engineers and inmate 
leaders. It expanded further until 
there were similar joint committees 
of inmates and officers developing 
and operating sports. entertain­
ment. education and library. home 
and employment. hobbies. family 
welfare. commissary. food service. 
maintenance. medical care. orienta­
tion (of new inmates). "The 
Colony". Each house had its joint 
house committee consisting of two 
officers and two inmates. and each 
house unit held a weekly meeting 
with its house officers to consider 
problems and suggestions for the 
good of all. 

This was not play-acting or a 
"company union" in which the 
officers pulled the strings while the 
inmates went throu~h the motions 

d 't waS of self-government. Indee 1 
verll' never intended to be self-go b 

ment. Nor was it a system wbere ~ 
an inmate advisory committee ~~e 
the warden got together to tell the 
officers and staff how to run as 
prison. The Norfolk Plan. W. t 
based on the principle ~f JO~~s 
participation of groups of l?m: to 
and officers chosen from tt;'Uty 
time to take joint responsl I t 

for institution activities and reh~~r 
to the warden and his staff t ;e 
joint recommendations for t a 
welfare of all. The result wa:ea' 
healthy cross-fertilisation and C d 
tive synthesis which produbced 

·C e 
sound leadership and an enr~ 'IlS 
programme of community ~IV~I't; 
It produced civic responslbl I d 
on the part of both inmates all 
officers. 

COMMUNITY CoNTACTS • 011 

Finally. the community PrJ~ct 
is built on the principle that can 'tY 
between the outside com~unl is 
and the prison commuUlty IIle 
essential to carryon a program

tbe 
of inmate reconstruction. In. 011 

old days what went on in a prls o. 
beyond the front office was n.s 

den . 
body's business but the war. is 
In the community prison It Ill' 
axiomatic that the outside CO d, 
munity shall be invited to par be 
cipate in as many activities of t y 
. . . 'bI Ever InstItutIOn as pOSSI e.. be 
opportunity is taken to brmg. t 11 
outside community into the prlso 
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~~:'d only on national and other 
\' I ays such as Christmas, New 
bear's, Patriots Day. Memorial 
Car- Fourth of July. Labor Day, 
T~ Utnbus Day. Veterans Day. 
ch a1!ks~iving. but also as an ex­
c' ~nge In athletics. entertainment, tiC lectures. debates. etc., at any 
~~e .. The fellowship programme 
III h Its fine group of outmates is 
oruch like the original Friends 

Norfolk and the sponsorship 
programme they established. 
C 'The corollary of bringing the 
c~l1ltnunity into the prison is, of 
Co urse, t.o take the inmate to the 
re:~unJty. Until recently this has 
fut med chiefly a hope for the 
ho ure. During the past 10 years, 
in Wever, this has become a reality 
Be ~any states and some countries. 

gInning in Wisconsin. "work 
releas " 
"s e (or what I first called o . 
h CIa} servitude" in the 1930's) as b 
stat c:n adopted in at least 17 
Vi e~ .Including Wisconsin. West 
c:~~a, California, Idaho, North 
kot a, Minnesota, North Da­
llli a, .Wyoming. Montana. Oregon, 
Mino~s. Washington. Missouri, 
suc~hlgan, Maryland, Indiana. By 
hay a programme inmates who 
Stru

e ~hown evidence of "recon­
Ull'tct~on" may live in special 
hoi S In the prison or in "halfway 

uses" in t and be allowed to work 
Ow he community earning their 
the~ board and keep, supporting ag:: own families, and saving up 

Inst the day of parole. Such 

opportunity to meet everyday 
family and other problems will 
test a man's ability to maintain 
a law-abiding life under almost 
normal conditions. 

This is the "wave of the future" 
in corrections in the United States 
today. and the community prison 
is the most likely source of candi­
dates for such a programme. 

CoNCLUSION 

Other states have built or are 
building community prisons. In­
deed while Norfolk was being 
built, community type correctional 
institutions for youthful offenders 
were being built in New Jersey 
and Missouri. and even as far away 
as Germany and Russia. Now Cali­
fornia. Wisconsin. and the Federal 
Bureau of Prisons are following 
suit. There were several community 
type institutions for women even 
before Norfolk was built such as 
the Federal Reformatory for 
Women at Alderson. West Vir­
ginia. 

When the Wessell Committee 
made its report on corrections in 
Massachusetts several years ago. 
one of its recommendations was 
that Norfolk should re-establish 
its original programme. It is evi­
dent that under the present admini­
stration this is what is happening. 
At any rate. now in the 1960's. 
over 30 years after the Norfolk 
Plan was first established, Massa­
chusetts finds itself in the forefront 
of modern corrections with a: truly 
community prison. 
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