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More than 75 years after the publication of Sykes’ (1958/2007) The Society of Captives, prison studies is becoming increasingly self-conscious about its canon. Nevertheless, despite the best efforts of comparative, decolonial and Southern scholars, much of the knowledge we have is still built on single-establishment studies in the Anglophone Global North and is often in a straightforward conversation with the mid-century classics. In his new book, Ian O’Donnell deepens and complicates that conversation by engaging with four case studies of prisons and wings from different parts of the world (Northern Ireland, the USA and Ethiopia), which span five decades. Through these detailed descriptions, O’Donnell offers useful insights into some of the canonical themes in prison studies – among them order, pain, and social relations – but he does so in a way which adds fresh ‘fragments’ to the ‘penal mosaic’ (257). He also offers scholars a new analytical framework both for describing unfamiliar prisons and for reconsidering more established studies.
O’Donnell models his proposed framework in his description of the case studies. First, he plots them along two ‘key coordinates’ (225). The first is regulation, ‘the externally formulated and imposed aspects of the regime, specifically the rule book, its clarity and ambition, the diligence with which it is enforced, and the staffing component’ (7). The second dimension, integration, describes relationships among prisoners: it ‘refers to cohesion and solidarity, shared norms, the degree of identification with, and attachment to, a recognizable and enduring group, the density and emotional intensity of relational ties, the complexity of networks’ (7). He  adds ‘texture’ (225) to his accounts by showing how experiences of vertical discipline and horizontal relationships vary with the legitimate of the power they impose, and discussing the bases of compliance in each prison. He finally describes several ‘subsidiary factors’ (224), such as the degree of porosity, the levels of autonomy afforded to prisoners, and the threats the institution poses to the psyche. His descriptions are far less programmatic and rigid than this framework implies, however. He places a pen portrait of an individual prisoner at the centre of each case study, using them to offer an emblematic account and to illustrate the centrality of human stories to the study of prisons. He also contextualises each case study, placing them alongside a discussion of the wider ‘geographical and temporal milieu’ (6), and demonstrating how legal cases and modes of wider political organisation influence prison life.
After an introductory chapter, which outlines the book’s core themes, Chapter Two explores the H Blocks in Northern Ireland from 1990 to 2000. O’Donnell draws on extensive secondary research to offer a rich account of life on the IRA wings, presenting them as an example of a high integration, high regulation imprisonment. The restrictions and rules to which prisoners were subjected were officially tight and controlling; in practice, though, prisoners scorned the authorities, and through dogged resistance they developed an entirely parallel set of arrangements. Life was lived in accordance with the collectively written Charter for Frelimo Communities (named after a Mozambiquan liberation movement), and was built around education, cultural expression, and the desire to transform life inside prison and society beyond it.
In Chapter Three, he moves geographically and temporally to discuss Eastham Unit in Texas from 1972-1982, presenting it as a low integration, low regulation institution. The prison offers one way of doing low-resource imprisonment: to keep costs low in a poor state, prison authorities employed a small number of officers and instead ran the prison and its cruel system of labour through a handpicked group of prisoners known as the Building Tenders (BTs). These BTs ran the prison through (sexual) violence, creating even deeper fissures in a prison society already ‘[d]ivided by race, ethnicity, place of origin, and language’ (83). The BT system was eventually dismantled following a landmark legal ruling in 1980, in which it was declared to be an ‘unlawfully maintained system’ in which abuses were ‘permitted’ (102). In the short-term, its abolition contributed to an increase in violence as alienated and uncertain prisoners banded together in gangs. However, O’Donnell convincingly argues that prisoners did not feel safer under the cruelties of the old regime, and that in the longer-term Texan prisons have become safer even as mass incarceration has placed them under strain.
Chapter Four offers the book’s most significant contribution: an account of life in the pseudonymous Isir Bet prison in Ethiopia in 2010-2020. This is the book’s only chapter to be based in part on primary research. Isir Bet is presented as a low regulation, high integration prison. Life there was ‘intensely sociable’ (131), and ‘resembled a tightly spatially constrained and bustling village’ (127). Daily prison life was governed in accordance with a code written collectively and democratically by prisoners in 2015, which, unlike the Charter for Frelimo Communities, was intended to ‘complement and amplify’ state law and make it more applicable to life on the ground. Like in the Eastham Unit, the job of maintaining order was delegated to a select group of prisoners known as Order Keepers; unlike in the Eastham Unit, this system was seen as legitimate because the prisoners involved ‘were members of the community that they policed and their policing role was not all-encompassing’ (154). The prison contained its cruelties – women were largely overlooked, as were the children they often took with them into prison, and there were significant wealth disparities among prisoners – but O’Donnell presents the prison a surprisingly legitimate way of doing low-resource imprisonment, one which was possible because of the authority of the charismatic Prison Chairman and because the prison was situated in a society in which collective decision-making was central to social and political life.
Chapter Five offers an account of extremely high regulation and infinitesimal integration through its depiction of ADX Florence in Colorado between 2001 and 2011. O’Donnell is unsparing in his depiction of supermax confinement, in which prisoners were extremely tightly controlled in conditions of profound isolation, and which represented ‘harm unmitigated by benevolence’ (173). He describes the extreme mental distress and illness induced by this form of custody, which sometimes induces the same forms of personality breakdowns as torture, and effectively balances these descriptions with an account of how prisoners attempt to retain a sense of self through artwork, some of which is reprinted in the book. As in the Eastham Unit, some of the most extreme conditions have been resisted through litigation, but the changes were extremely modest: prisoners now receive group therapy, for which they are shackled and placed in individual cages. The book then concluded by explicitly detailing the framework by which O’Donnell suggests prisons can be analysed, and summarising how these four case studies vary by its coordinates.
The descriptions of life in the four prisons are detailed, vivid, and often surprising. Those whose main experience of prisons comes through reading classic texts or spending time in twenty-first century Global North establishments will stretch their understanding of what prison life can be. This is the book’s main contribution. O’Donnell’s focus is not primarily in making a singular argument or in providing a representative account of prisons in particular eras or locales, but in presenting illustrative outliers which demonstrate the axes along which prisons can vary. Nevertheless, his case studies do help to challenge some standard assumptions. His depiction of consensual order in Isir Bet and horizontal order in the H Blocks challenges Sparks, Bottoms and Hay’s (1996) argument that order in prisons is always imposed. His account of Isir Bet makes clear that stronger states don’t always have stronger prisons, or that more resourced prison systems are necessarily more legitimate. He also challenges some of the findings of David Skarbek’s (2014) recent work. Whereas Skarbek maintains that extralegal governance mechanisms, like prisoner gangs, tend to emerge in a vacuum of vertical regulation, O’Donnell suggests that the example of the H Blocks demonstrates that what matters more is levels of prisoner integration and whether the vertical system of power is accepted as legitimate.
Perhaps his most controversial, but convincing, argument is that imprisonment is not always straightforwardly damaging. His account offers a much more textured account of the varying effects of imprisonment than flatter accounts of the pains of imprisonment sometimes do (Haggerty and Bucerius 2020), and he shows that ‘the internal arrangements of some prisons sustained (Isir Bet) and even uplifted (H Blocks). In others they were endured (Eastham Unit) or threatened to obliterate (ADX Florence)’ (223). As this quotation demonstrates, his account contains strong elements of evaluation, both authorially through his writing and as a side-effect of placing the case studies alongside each other. His strongest condemnation is reserved for ADX Florence: ‘The arguments for its continued existence are insubstantial, unpersuasive, and based on a picture of humanity (the worst of the worst) that has no place in a civilized society’ (219). It is a mark of the book’s balance and rigour that such statements are earned, and plainly true. 
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