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The Humanities In Prison
By Morgan V. Lewis™

From September 1968 through May 1969 an experimental educational
program baced on the humanities was presented to selected inmates of the
State Correctional Institution at Camp Hill, Pennsylvania. The program
wits designed Lo expose its students to malerials and issues of inherent
interest which would help them to define a sense of personal identity and
to develop a set of values consistent with those prevalent in society. This
ambitious goal scemed Lo he partially achieved while the inmates were in
prison,.but there was no evidence of any effects following their release.
The data gathered in prison revealed that the student in the humanities
program became somewhat more aware of themselves and the realities of
their environment, This increased awareness, however, seemed 1o be asso-
cialed with heightened feelings of alienation and atlempts to avoid these
realities.

These responses are quite understandable, given the conditions of
their Bives, The students were, first and {foremost, in prison; that is, they
were denied most of the supports that are essential lo one’s concept-of who
he is. Prison inmates are isolated from normal social contacts, stigmatized
as unfit for association with “decent” people, and made completely de-
pendent upon their keepers for virtually every necessity of life. Such an
environment would be detrimental Lo the most self-confident of individuals,
and inmates hardly fit this description. The pre-prison experiences of most
of the inmates were characlerized by proverty, family discord, and aca-
demic and vocational failure. It is hardly surprising that increased respon-
siveness o their situations led the humanities students to-shield themselves
from this greater awareness,

The follow-up dala, gathered in three yearly interviews after the in-
males lefl prison, suggest that the lives they had led before they entered
prison were the lives they resumed upon their release. During the follow-
up period of thiry-three months, almost one-third of the released inmates
were relurned Lo prison. Of those whe remained in regular society, almost
one-third were unemployed during each interview period. Many of those
who were employed expressed dissatisfaction with their jobs, and job
changes were quite frequent.

The main problems which the respondents encountered following
their release from prison focused on two areas. The first was their inability
to find good jobs and, consequently, their lack of money, and the second
concerned personal and interpersonal problems. The personal problems
deseribed were hasieally those of readjustment, of attempts to find a place
in sociéty and meaning in one’s Iife. The interpersonal problems usually
involved former (preprison) friends, espeially former girlfriends. The
respondents who veported problems of this type were usually trying to

¥ Professor Lewis is a Sendor Rescareh Assoeiate with the Pennsylvania State Uhni.
versigy Institute for Research on Tleman Resourees. This artiele is reprinted frong
Peisun Education and Rehalilitution: Wlision or Redlity (Instiwte for Research on
Humar Resourees, The Pennsylvania Stute University, 1973.)

26 -

avoid the influence of their prior male associates and were secking to
regain interest of female associates.

Although employment was a central coneern of many former conviets,
there was no evidence that their prison training influenced any of their
postprisen work histories, None of the job indices—number and kinds of
jabs obtained, number of months employed, hourly wages, or job satisfac-
tion—differed siznificantly among the three groups studied. With regard
to postprison employment, it did not matter whether the respondent had
attended vocational classes, regular high school classes, or the humanities
classes. Furthermore, there was no evidence that employment was related
to reeidivism, Those who commitied new crimes following their releuse
had mueh the same employment experiences as nonrecidivists.

During each follow-up interview, in addition to reporting his work
history, each respondent completed an extensive questionnaire that contain-
ed several psychological scales. These scales were selected because they re-
ferred to values and attitudes that the humanities program tried. Lo
influence. There were, for example, scales thal measured the individual's
concept of best and worst ways of life, acceptance of illegal activities,
sense of social responsibility, altitudes toward racial equality, and feelings
of sell-esteem. Neither these nor any of the other scales in the questionnaire
indicated any significant difference hetween the former humanities students
and the two comparison groups. Even the scale that measured postprison
participalion in activities similar to those included in the humanities pro-
aram failed to yield any significaut differences. There was no evidence that
the humanities program caused its students lo read books, write essays or
poems, visit museums, or attend concerls or plays to any grealer or lesser
extent than the other respondents. In short, none of the follow-yp data
indicated any eflects that could be attribuled to the humanities program.

These, then, are the basic results of the humanities program, They
presenf an overall picture of some immediate effects while the inmates
were still in prison but no carry-over after they were released. I the
program is judged purely on these resulls, it can be fairly concluded that
it failed; there is no evidence that it contributed to the rehabilitation of
those immates who participated in it. Even though the program did not
achieve ils objectives, there can be some merit in esamining possible
reasons for the failure. Such an analysis can provide some understanding
of the characteristics of a prison and the hasie conflicts inherent in its
naturc—conflicts which our society has never fully confronted or resolved.

PUNISHMENT OR TREATMENT?

Although the humanities program was not designed to study the
effects of the prison experience on inmates, the prison setting influenced
the development of the program so much that some of the broader stndies
of corrections were reviewed. This review, wogether with the data gathered
from the follow-up interviews. forms the framework for an examination of
the role of prisons and theiv impact on people. The humanities program
was definitely a product of the rehabilitation approach that is dominant
in modern correctional theory. The failure to find any effects that could be
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attributed to the program caused some reconsideration of the whole issue
of treatment versus punishment and. indeed, the question of whether re-
habilitation is possible within a correctional institution. The thoughts
presented here are tentative; there are fow firm answers to questions in
corrections,

Crime and the svstem of eriminal justice involve all segments of
saciety. The ayerage citizen is not often the direct victim of a crime, but
his taxes pay for pelice protection, court Uials, prisons, parole officers,
and #il of the other in-titutions and personnel involved in captuving,
sentencing, and attempling o rehabilifate offenders. Besides thess direct
costs, there are other indirect ones, such as public assistance for the
families of incarcerated offenders and the higher prices of goods and
sersives that are caused by crimes or the precautions taken Lo prevent
them,

In a larger sense, though, the problem of crime goes beyond these
financial considerations and dirertly concerns the quality of life in a
society. People need to believe that their person and their property are
reasonably secure against threat. 1f the incidence of crime hegins to
threaten this sense of security, people will support repressive measures
that are aimed al increasing security. The average citizen is likely to accept
invasions of privacy, preventive arvest, or restiictions on freedom of
movement if these measures hold the promise of increasing one's personal
security.

The most likely target of increased repression, however, is not the
average citizen but the convicted criminal. For most of the twentieth
ventury, the treatment philosophy has dominated theory, if not actual
practice, in corrections. This approach emphasizes the rehabilitation of the
comvicted eriminal; that is, the length of the sentence, the type of institu-
tion, work assignments, educational programs, counseling, ete. should all
he meaved Lo prepare the offender to assume a normal life upon his release.
The Manual of Correctional Standards {Ameriean Correetional Assoria-
tion, 19661 is probably rthe hest single statement of this philosophy, Two
vecent best-selling liooks, Ramsey Clark’s Crime in dmerica and Karl
Menninger’s The Grime of Punishment, strongly advocale rehabilitation
as the basic goal of corvections,

There are some signs, however, that suggest the emphasis on rehabili-
tation is due for a period of reexamination of its assumptions and its
results, New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller’s call for mandatory life
imprisonment  for all drug pushers and former Autorney General
Kleindienst’s support of the death penalty are prominent examples of
reneved interest in the deterrent effect of severe punishment. Even one of
the foremost voices of fiberal thought in Amevica, New Republic magazine,
has published a four-part series on the [ailure of prison rehabilitation
{Martinzon, 1952 a, b, ¢, d).

These are some of the current manifestations of the dilemma that has
confronted correctional officials ever since they hecame responsible not
unly. for holding their charges but also for treating them. When prisons
have these dual respunsibilities, their practices reflect a complex mix of
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moral judgments, traditjonal practices, and scientific thought. To achieve
the objectives of security and treatment, society has given one group of
people, the prison stafl, virtually complete control over another group, the
Inmales.

The original and still primary task of a prison is to confine those
individuals who have been found guilty of violating the basic norms of
sacicly. No matter how much they may support treatment programs,
security is usually the prime concern of correctional officials. As mentioned
in Chapter 3, the relatively new concept of rehabilitation through treat-
ment has been superimposed upon the existing security-custody operation,
but the goals of the two types of organizations are frequently antagonistic.
Typically, there is no relationship, no integration, no chain of command
among the opposing systems.

The quick conclusion that sociely should do away with prisons since
they do not work—that is, released prisoners commit new crimes—over-
looks the basic needs of the sociely that prisons serve. There can be little
doubt that prisons act as a physical embodiment of the moral and legal
sanctions of the society. Sanctions on deviant behavior are needed in every
snciety, and ostracism is a very common form of punishment. In our
complex sociely, prizons constilute an institutionalized form of ostracisim-—-
the convicted offender is exiled from normal society for a period judged
suitable for the severity of his crime.

Prisons also provide some psychological relief to the victim of the
crime: the criminal pays for his crime through years of imprisonment,
What type of society could exist if the victim were largely ignored and the
criminal’s punishment consisted of various services designed to “rehabili-
tate” him? Furthermore, if a society were to place full emphasis on
rehabilitation, it is very likely that demands for more effective methods of
rehabilitation would escalate. The medical and hehavioral sciences now
have within their repertory many very effective methods to induce behavier
change. Only respect for the rights of the individual and a general jgnor-
ance of these techniques prevent them [rom being used on a much broader
seale.

Even though the present prison system is Iy ils very nalure punishing,
correctional officials view their eforts within the context of treatment.
Evidence of “improvement™ is essential to any hope of early release. If the
punishment aspect—lime served for crimes commilted—vere to be elimi-
nated, the demand for methods that really deterred Tulure crimes would be
paramount, and those responsible for bringing about such changes would
turn Lo the most eflective techniques available. What such demands would
do to historic concepls of vespect for the rights of the individual cannot
e foreseen, hut it is likely that the aflluent majority who do not go to
prison would be willing to condone a great deal if it increased their sense
of security. ,

The current state of knowledge in corrections argues against imprison-
ment for the younzer or first offender. In the belief that prisons only tend
to reinforce criminal tendencies, the current emphasis is on community-
based treatment. These assumptions may well be valid, but they tend to
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de-emphasize the deterrent effects of punishment and to over-emphasize
the rehabilitative effects that community services can achieve. Yery few of
the inmates at Camp Hill were first offenders. Most had accumulaled a
long record of encounters with the law and had failed to respond to the
treatments Lo which they were expased in their home communities. Camp
1131l was the last recourse for judzes who had seen these young men many
times hefore, The reeidivism rates of approximately 20 percent following
release from Camp Hill suggests that something involved in being sentenced
there may have deterred some of the inmates from committing new crimes.

It should be noted, onc¢e again, that all the Camp Hill inmates who
participated in this study received some Lype of cducation in prison. The
follow-up comparisons were among different types of educational program .
and not hetween education and no education. It seems very likely that
education would be one of the most benelicial treatment programs that
could be offered in a prizon. Nevertheless, the eflects of educalinnal pro-
grams on such crileria as recidivism and postrelease employment are
unclear.

EFFECTS OF PRISON EDUCATION

Glasers 11961) study of the federal prison system included one of the
most thorough examinations of the effects of prison education. Tle found
that inmates who had been enrolled in correctional educalion programs
generally had higher vates of yecidivism than those who had nat been
enrolled. Glaser has suggested some possible explanations of this phenom-
con: ;

1. Prison educational programs may be composed of inmates who are
already academically retarded and who may be poor risks in terms of
postrelease suceess.

9. Some inmales may simply respond Dbetter to - other types -of
rehabilitation.

3. Inmates who are insincere in their desire for sell-improvement
may cnroll in educational programs merely Lo impress parole boards or
other officials,

I. Prison education may raise an inmate’s vocational aspiralions
without increasing his capacily to satisly those aspirations, thus leading to
disappointment and frustration,

Claser also found that prison education was statistically related to low
reeidivism only when the education was - xtensive and occurred during
prolonged confinement. Among inmates who were imprisoned for three or
more years, the recidivism rates were 30 percent for those envolled in a
carrectional educalion program versus 18 percent for those not enrolled.
Roth Plummer’s 119601 study of a Texas prison and Pownall's (1969)
foltow-up of the employment problems of released offenders also found
that longer periods of training were related to betler adjustment following
release, Tn aeneral, however, Pownall's data suggest that voeational train-
ing programs have little effeet on the employability of released offenders.
Le = than onedhind who received vocational training reported using it in
their sulisequent jobs: this figure is virtually the same proportion found
for the yvecational students in the present study.
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To fuxther confuse the issue, not all studies of prison education yield
nezative results. The Draper Correctional Center at Elmore, Alabama, has
heen the setting for an extensive application of programmed instruction
techniques lo a prison population. Seventy pereent of the inmates enrolled
in the program had been incarcerated at least once before, but among
trainees who were followed up, the rate of recidivism dropped to 30 per-
cent “The Road Back,” 1969). It should be noted, however, that this
self-instructional type of program is far from the norm and cannot easily
be compared to most correctional education programs. Morrison {1968)
suggests that the Draper project may be especially successful with inmates
because of ils minimum use of teachers, lack of compelition, and lack of
embarrassing disclosures of ignorance. Furthermore, programmed instrue-
tion provides immediate resulls and appeals to the inmale’s need for
immediate gralification,

The effects of a correctional school program on inmates’ tendencies
toward postrelease recidivism were also studied by Zink (1970}, Com-
parisons between inmates who took part in educational programs and
matched control groups three. four, and five years after release revealed
that the education group did consistently better on the criteria of arrests,
convictions, and senlences. However, less than half of these differences
were statistically significant,

These fragmentary and conflicting results reflect some of the best
evaluations of the effects of prison education on the postprison adjustment,
of released offenders. The results are variable because the programs which
have heen evaluated are so diverse. There is reason to helicve, however,
that these findings represent the upper range of the possible beneficial
ellects of prison education. Most of the studies were conducted in coopera-
tion with federal prisong, which are acknowledged leaders in corrections,
or exceptional programs in state prisons. The effects of the educational
program offered in an average prison are usually not evaluated. In the
few cases where average programs are evaluated, the procedures usually
lack adequate controls and rarely extend lo posipricon experiences. On the
hacis of the data that are available, it appears that, at best, educational
programs have limited effects once the inmates leave prison. A much more
extensive review of published studies by Kerle (1972} yielded the same
conclusion.

1f this can be concluded about educational programs, what are. the
chances of finding benefits from other ypes of prison treatment? Typi-
cally, the educational program constitules the major treatment that is
nflered, and it should be the one to which the inmales are most responsive.
Most inmates have an inadequate education and lack vocational skills, and
one would think that they would welcome an opporlunily to overcome
these deficiencies.

Tven with these factors in its favor. however. prison education ap-
pears to have a limited effect. Part of the explanation for this conelusion
may lie in the attitudes toward education that have heen developed in the
average inmate. His previous exposures to education have probably been
frustrating and often embarrassine. He has acquired few academic skills,
but he has learned one lesson well—he is stupid and should avoid educa-
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tional activities, His years in public schools have taught him that he cannot
perform school tasks and that he will he made to feel ignorant and inferior
if he tries.

ILis diflicult to overcome an antipathy such as this in any selling, and
it is especially difficult in a prison setting. Prison programs do not usually
autract very capable teachers-—the most frequent suggestion the former in-
males made with regard to improving the educational program at Camp
[1ill was to repiace the teacher--but the quality of the teachers is not the
main reason that prison education is not more successful. The humanities
teachers were carefully chosen for their abilily to relate to the students.
The evaluations indicate that they succeeded in doing so, but the humani-
lies program had no ohservable postprison effects. The inability of the
prison 1o produce positive changes in the inmates lies not in the character-
isties of the staff but in the nature of the institution itself.

One obvious point must always be paramount in any consideration of
prisons and their roles-—prisons confine inmates. This basic fact about
prisons produces a social setting in which conflict between inmates and
otafl is virtually inevitable. Since the inmates Lypically outnumber the staff,
methods of social control hased on coercion are adopted. Inmates are re-
duced to the status of nonperson (Sykes, 19581 and made dependent upon
their keepers for the basic necessities of life. These conditions obviously
produce many changes in inmates but hardly the type of positive personal
growlh assumed under the term “rehabilitation.” As long as prison is a
prison, that iz, as long as it confines inmates, it seems very doubtful that
hionest rehabilitation is possible,

This is not to say that prisons should be abolished. They perform a
neeessary function in society, and it would be rash to propose that the
punishment inherent in being imprisoned does not have gome .dclcrrent
effect upon crime. What is being proposed is that the prison is not an
appropriate setling for rehabilitation. The total environment is so anti-
thetical to tie treatment cfforts that these attempts are largely overwhelm-
od. 1t would seem more rational to separate the functions of punishment
and treatment into separale settings where they could be more effectively
performed. » ‘

Nor is this a reconmendation that prisons be made more punishing.
Thev are by their very nature pupishing enough. It is a recommendation
that convicled criminals no longer be forced to undergo treatment and to
demonstrate “‘improvement” to qualify for return to society, To allow
correctional authorities to require evidence of improvement (according to
their criteria) gives them enormous additional control over the lives of
inmates. When this authority is combined with an indefinite sentence, the
control of the officials is almost absolute. Treatment then becomes a matler
of the inmates tryving to zuess the type of hehavior that will be labeled
“improvement.” [T this means taking educational courses, they will take
courses: if it meuns attending group therapy sessions, they will attend
aroup therapy. What most inmates want more than anything else is to get
out of prison. They will, therefore, engage in any behavior they think will
hasten their release.

There are, of course, some exceplions to this general rule. Some in-
mates become so adjusted to institutional life that the outside world
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becomes insecurc and threatening. A {ew inmates also refuse to play the
prison game. Those who will not submit to the treatment model are the
ones who cause the most trouble in prisons, and who spend much ol their
time in punishment cells, But they are the exceplions: most inmales want
out,

1[I prisons are inherently punishing, there is no need to add this
punishment through inadequate facilities, poor foed, or incompetent stafl,
Prisons should also provide opportunities for personal improvement, in-
cluding educational programs, but inmates should not be judged hy how
much they respand to these opportunities, It is in a prison where opportuni-
ties are available but treatment is not forced on inmates that the humani-
ties could make a contribution.

THE ROLE OF THE HUMANITIES 1IN PRISON EDUCATION

The main question to which this study was addressed was whether
the humanities could play a role in the rehabilitation of young criminal
offenders. The answer to this question must be “no.” The humanities
cannot play a role because rehabilitalion, as it is presently conceived: of
within a prison contexl, is a false goal. Inmales are not rehabilitated in
prison. They may be deterred from additional crime, but they are not
rehabilitated.

There would be some, prebaps even a majority, of those professionally
involved in the humanities who would reject the whole concept of the
humanities as a rehabilitative technique. This perspective sees the value of
the humanities in their contents alone: Whal one sees in these contents
depends on the individual and the acuteness of his perceplions. Instruction
in the humanities consists of sharpening perceptual skills so that fuller and
deeper meaningg can he grasped. This view of the humanilies would also
dismiss much of the content of the humanities program that was presented
at Camp Hill as not legitimate to the humanitics.

There is, however, another viewpoint in the profession that holds the
humanities must move bevond its traditionally elitist position and attempt
to address the basic problems of individuals and society. The Summer
1969 issue of Daedalus, {or example, is devoted 1o a consideration of the
future of the humanilics. A continuing theme in this issue is how the
humanities can be made more meaning[ul lo the present generation of
students, *

The progyam at Camyp Hill tried to make the issues of the humanities,
if not the traditional content, meaningful to young prison inmates. Even
though there was no evidence that this exposure had any effect following
release from prison. there was ample evidence that it was well veceived by
its students. There were also suguestions of some eflects while the inmates
were slill in prison: On the Dasls of these findings, the Tollewing conclu-
cions ave oflered:

1. o course based on the humanitivs will find « reeeptive audience
umong « segment of a prison papulation. The disruption. cansed hy im-
prisonment. of an individual’s life often produces a receplivity to an
examination of the meaning of one’s fife. The humanities can provide a
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method and 2 focus for such an examination to which a significant pro-
portion of the prison population will respond. When the humanities
program at Camp Hill relied on voluntary atliendance, 60 percent of the
randomly selected students continued to attend.

2. A humanities course should include only inmates who volunteer to
participate. A basic theme of this discussion is that treatment should not
e forced on inmates. Inmates who volunteer for a humanities course will,
in all likelihood, be favorably disposed to the topics and materials to be
covered. This should make the course more rewarding for both the teacher
and the students.

3. Racial tension is likely 1o be reflected in the issues discussed in a
humanities course. Racial tension is present in virtually every racially
mixed institution. Given the security considerations in most prisons, it is
unlikely that many of the most sensitive issues can be dealt with directly
in racially mixed classes. Most inmates will not be able to manage the
transition from the control exercised in the tolal institution to the relative
freedom available in the classroom. However, topics related to basic issues
can be discussed il prison officials will allow such discussion and will per-
mit the introduction of somewhat sensitive material to the institution, If
there is sullicient trust belween teacher and students, discussion of related
Lopics will provide opportunities for expression of deeper concerns.

The degree of trust hetween teacher and student raises the question as
to whether a teacher in a prison can build a trusting relationship with
students if he retains a stafl identification. There is considerable evidence
in the penology literature and in the actual experiences of the humanities
stafl ol a continuous, latent conflict between inmates and prison staff. To
reach the students in the humanities program, the teachers found them-
sclves identifying more and more with the students. To teach a vocational
or purely academic course, it may not be necessary to gain the students’
trust, but if the malerial deals with topics of vital personal interest, some
degree of rapport is necessary. Teachers who have more extensive contact
witly inmales might be able to retain their staff role and still convince
sludents of their interest and concern. The humanities teachers, with only
five hours per weck, had to gain the students’ confidence on a personal
basis.

A, A humanities course is unlikely to have any lasting effect on the
attitudes or values of most of its students. The {ollow-up. results yielded no
significant effect on the behavior or attitudes of the humanities students
following their release from prison. That is, the behavior and attitudes of
the humanities students did not differ significantly from the hehavior and
allitndes of the inmates who attended the regular academic program or
those who received vocational training. It appears that the overall effect of
the prison wag the dominant factor and the minor variations in treatment
had little impact,

To make tThe comparisons more valid, it would have heen useful to
include a zroup of inmates who received ne education ov training, but
beeause of the emphasis on rehabilitation at Camp Hill, all inmates par-
ticipate in some program, so such a group was not available. Even if such
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a group had been available, however, the arguments presented in this
chapter suggest that it would not have differed from the others. The prison
experience itself appears to be the important variable in postrelease be-
havior, not the kind of education received in prison,

Even though neither a humanities course nor any other educational
program is iikely to rehabilitate inmates, it can make a contribution in the
prison. What it can contribute is a break in the stifling routine of prison
life, an opening of new horizons for some inmates. The humanities can
give some students new perspectives and make them more responsive and
aware of the realities of their own lives and of the concerns they share with
all mankind. David Miller, the coordinating teacher in the humanities pro-
ject, defined the humanities to the inmates in the following way: “The
humanities are about what it means to be a human being.” If the humani-
ties can lead some inmates to grasp the implications of this definition,
perhaps that is the most that can be asked of any field of human endeavor.
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