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Prison Films vs. Reality: Perceptions of the United States Correction System


Research has suggested that entertainment, such as the viewing of movies, may shape the public’s impressions and knowledge of the correctional system.  The purpose of the present study is to explore the images of the correctional institution as presented through film in order to determine whether they provide an accurate source of information on the realities of prison life.  Key elements in which prison films and reality may be compared consist of: (1) the accordance/denial of inmate’s rights, (2) the treatment of inmates by staff, and (3) the representation (i.e., portrayal) of inmates.  


In the present study, a total of eighteen movies selected from the Prison Film Project database (www.theprisonfilmproject.com) were viewed.  The films selected were released within the last forty years, were produced for mass distribution, and reflected solely American penitentiaries.  A list of the movies and some brief information concerning each movie can be found in Table 1.  From each film, information relating to the rights, treatment, and representation of inmates was recorded.  

Portrayal of Inmates through Film


With respect to the accordance/denial of inmate’s rights, one theme common to the vast majority of movies is the opportunity for inmates to work.  Inmates are frequently portrayed as working in the kitchen, laundry facility, library, infirmary, or metal shop.  Of the 16 movies viewed, in only 1 did inmates have to earn the right to work.  In all others, the opportunity for inmates to work was readily available.  Another theme common to the portrayal of prison life was “yard time” (i.e., inmates spent some portion of the day in an outdoor setting).  Activities prisoners typically engaged in during yard time included lifting weights, playing sports (e.g., basketball, football, handball, running), and playing various games (e.g., chess, cards).  Only in “Oz” were inmates not allowed any yard time; instead, inmate recreation activities typically took place within a gymnasium.  A third common theme revolved around the freedom with which prisoners could enter and exit their personal cell.  In a majority of the films, cell doors were left open during the day, thereby allowing prisoners to come and go as they pleased even though they were limited to a cell block area.  

Although inmates in movies are accorded a number of rights possessed by non-inmates, there are equally numerous instances of rights being denied.  In Movies 1 and 4, prisoners were not allowed the use of forks or knives, only spoons were permitted.  In Movies 12, 14, and 16, for example, restrictions were placed on personal possessions.  It was frequently the case that cells were “tossed” (i.e., searched for contraband); such as in Movies 12, 16, and 17.  It was also frequently the case that inmates were not monetarily compensated for their labor.  This was evident within every movie in which inmates worked.  Limitations were also frequently imposed on the interactions prisoners were allowed with non-inmates.  Inmates were not permitted to attend family funerals (Movie 1).  The frequency of visitation is also typically restricted (Movies 4, 16, 18) as are the types (conjugal, full-contact, between glass) of visitations (Movies 1, 5, 9, 10, 11, 14, 16, 18).  

Generally speaking, the impression one gets from watching prison films is that inmates are brutally treated by the staff.  In a number of instances, guards beat inmates with their nightsticks (Movies 3, 10, 12, 14).  It also tended to be the case that guards used unnecessary roughness when restraining inmates (Movies 3, 4, 7, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18).   On occasion, the actions of prison staff resulted in the death of an inmate (Movie 7, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18).  Aside from physical harm, prison staff also used intimidation as a means to control inmates (Movies 1, 3, 5, 7, 10, 12, 14).  It is not always the case that prison staff are aggressive toward inmates.  In fact, there are numerous instances in which the staff are beneficent (Movies 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 11, 12, 14, 15, 16).  

In a vast majority of the films, the main character is portrayed as a reserved, mild-mannered individual who just wants to serve his time and be released (Movies 1, 3, 4, 6, 9, 10, 12, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18).  However, it is the circumstances encountered by the main character that transforms him into a criminal.  New inmates are often forced to defend themselves against sexual predators.  To escape this situation, even mild-mannered characters must resort to criminal behavior.  This is evident in Movies 9, 12, 14, and 17.  It should also be noted that many prison films portray one or more characters as a sexual predator.  Movies 4, 5, 7, 9, 11, 12, 14, 15, and 17 are examples of such films.  
The Realities of Prison Life

In order to accurately understand what prison life is actually like, one must take into consideration the security level in which the inmate is housed.  According to the Federal Bureau of Prisons, there are 5 different security level categories: minimum, low, medium, high, and administrative.  As can easily be imagined, the rights of prisoners, the treatment of prisoners, and the behavior of prisoners varies from level to level.   A minimum security level prisoner, for example, is allowed to have the greatest number of personal items in their housing unit.  Prisoners within high levels of security are more likely to be closely controlled.  What follows is an overall impression of prison life and should not be interpreted as being indicative of any one particular level.  

As mentioned previously, prisoners in film are typically permitted the opportunity to work.  In reality, the vast majority (92%) of prisons were reported as having some type of work program.  Across the nation there are approximately 1,700 prison work programs which employ over 800,000 individuals.  Considering that there are nearly 1.4 million prisoners in custody, approximately 60% of inmates maintain some type of employment.  It should also be noted that there exists a wide variety of prison work programs.  While movies typically portray inmates working in laundry and kitchen facilities, inmates in the real world work in such areas as road and park maintenance, farming and agriculture, and manufacturing, as well as areas related to facility support.  

Generally speaking, the recreational time of real world prisoners is nothing like those portrayed in film.  In the movies, prisoners are constantly engaged in physical activities, such as lifting weights and playing sports.  During the 1990s, fear of excessive prisoner strength resulted in the removal of nearly every type of exercise and weight lifting equipment.  Nonetheless, inmates attempt to maintain a workout program by using makeshift equipment such as bags filled with books, water, or sand.   Aside from exercise, inmates typically spend their time playing games (cards, chess, checkers, backgammon), reading, and/or watching television.  The most accurate portrayal of inmate recreation time can be seen in “Oz.”  

With respect to the freedom with which prisoners can move about, movies and reality are very similar.  Inmates are free to enter and exit their cells at their whim.  They are also free to travel up and down stairs within a cell block area.  This latter freedom is often used as a form of exercise.  Prisoners also have the freedom to travel to the institutional library where they may check out up to two books for a given week.  However, visits to the library are limited to one trip per week.  In between visits, inmates are permitted unlimited use of “dayrooms;” i.e., rooms devoted exclusively to quiet study, reading, and tutoring.  

As is frequently portrayed in movies, restrictions are placed on the items possessed by an inmate.  It should come to no surprise that there exist numerable items that inmates in the real world may not possess.  In addition to any item which may threaten the security of the institution, limitations are also imposed on more mundane items.  For example, civilian clothing is not permitted.  Property which is permitted includes jewelry, photographs, books, magazines (excluding those that involve sexual penetration or child pornography), and televisions (as long as the set is 13 inches or smaller and was present when such luxuries were permitted).  It is also the case that prisoners can purchase, at the prison commissary/canteen, various foods (e.g., cookies, soda, canned vegetables and meats) and personal items (e.g., toothpaste, paper, lamps).  

As opposed to prison films, in which inmates are not compensated for their work, in reality inmates may earn anywhere from $.12 to $1.15 per hour depending upon which work program they are employed.  The Inmate Financial Responsibility Program (IFRP) requires that inmates make payments to satisfy court-ordered fines, victim restitution, child support, and other monetary judgments.  In certain instances, 50% of inmate earnings go to the IFRP.  

Similar to prison movies, real world inmates are allowed visitation by family and friends.  The frequency and duration of visiting hours varies between prisons.  By law, an inmate is allowed at least 4 hours of visiting time per month. It is worth noting that additional restrictions on visitation can be imposed.  These additional restrictions may be reflected in the size and population of the prison, the number of visitors allowable within the visiting area (as determined by fire codes), as well as by additional factors.  
Contrary to the majority of prison films, numerous works portray real life prison guards as benevolent beings.  For example, according to the book “Hard Time,” guards often “see correction work as a worthwhile endeavor and emphasize an interest in establishing and maintaining working relationships with inmates.”  The fact remains that the true motivations and attitudes of guards is known only to themselves.  What is known is that inmate-guard relationships are not perfect.  Support for this idea comes from studies conducted by the Bureau of Justice which revealed more than 2,700 allegations of sexual misconduct/harassment were filed by inmates against staff in the year 2005 and nearly 18,000 assaults on staff occurred in the year 2000.  Even if these numbers underestimate the negative side of inmate-guard relationships, it seems that prisoners and prison staff have a largely amicable relationship. Given that there are nearly 1.4 million individuals in prison, the number of allegations and assaults is incredibly minute.  
In general, the portrayal of prisoners within film is not accurate.  While prison films portray the main character as a reserved individual who just wants to serve his time and be released, in the real world only 16.3% of inmates “accept the authority of the prison’s official social system and maintains a positive attitude toward their environment (Johnson, 2002).”  Johnson also found that 43.5% think of themselves as tough and rebellious, 34.7% think deception is necessary and just, and 5.4% take pride in being institutionalized.  In film, it also tends to be the case that one or more prisoners are portrayed as sexual predators.  However, this portrayal is not accurate.  According to a 2005 Department of Corrections survey, less than 1,500 inmate-on-inmate non-consensual sexual interactions were reported.  Even if one assumes such events are greatly underestimated, inmate-on-inmate sexual violence remains an incredibly, infrequent occurrence.   
In summary, life as portrayed in prison films and life in real prisons are moderately similar.  Concerning the rights permitted to prisoners, prison films tend to accurately portray real life.  Concerning the treatment of prisoners, the fact remains that the relationship between inmates and guards is one of mere speculation.  Concerning the portrayal of prisoners, movies over-dramatize negative aspects of prison life (e.g., the extent of sexual assault).  It should be remembered that a great variability exists between prisons and that what is presented here, as well as what is presented in movies, is a general depiction of prison life.  It should also be remembered that some movies will more accurately portray prison life than other movies.

Table 1.  
	Movie Number
	Movie Title
	Year
	Actors

	1
	Cool Hand Luke
	1967
	Paul Newman

	2
	The Glass House
	1972
	Alan Alda

	3
	The Longest Yard
	1974
	Bert Reynolds

	4
	Escape from Alcatraz
	1979
	Clint Eastwood

	5
	Penitentiary
	1979
	Leon Isaac Kennedy

	6
	The Jericho Mile
	1979
	Peter Strauss

	7
	Brubaker
	1980
	Robert Redford

	8
	Six Against the Rock
	1987
	David Carradine

	9
	An Innocent Man
	1989
	Tom Selleck

	10
	Lock Up
	1989
	Sylvester Stallone

	11
	American Me
	1992
	Edward James Olmos

	12
	Shawshank Redemption
	1994
	Tim Robbins

Morgan Freeman

	13
	Murder in the First
	1995
	Kevin Bacon 

Christian Slater

	14
	Oz: 1st Season; Three Episodes
	1997—2003
	Ernie Hudson

Eamonn Walker

	15
	Animal Factory
	2000
	Edward Furlong

	16
	The Last Castle
	2001
	Robert Redford 

	17
	Lockdown
	2003
	Richard T. Jones

	18
	Redemption
	2004
	Jamie Foxx


