Skarbek presents a persuasive argument for rejecting previous explanations for the rise of prison gangs in favor of a rational choice conception of prison governance.  If one accepts Skarbek’s explanatory argument, what does he suggest can be done to counter the influence of prison gangs?

Discuss his reasoning of the explanation and solution to the organization and activities of prison gangs and indicate your assessment of it based on what we have analyzed thus far in this class.




Discussion 1


Skarbek’s argument for rejecting previous explanations in the rise and prison gangs was very detailed. Prison gangs pretty much run everything inside the institution. Prison gangs have control over who eats first, watches TV, uses work out equipment, etc. The State doesn’t provide the governance that prison inmates need or want.  “In short, Mafias form when the state cannot or will not provide governance and a long-term demand for governance exists” (Skarbek, 2014).  CO’s don’t have the time or resources to monitor all of their inmates behavior/activities which is how alot of contraband is passed, fights take place in cells, etc. Especially in a large prison. “Prison gangs govern the underground economy and promote illicit markets” (Skarbek, 2014). Prison gangs have a strong force of power both inside and outside the prison system. Which is a major reason why it is hard combat prison gangs. “Prison gangs can provide governance effectively because they have clearly defined mechanisms of information transmission and punishment that allow them to enforce rules” (Skarbek, 2014). Prison gangs have their own politics and rules that one must abide by. Prison gangs dislike when the culture is interrupted by an individual that refuses to follow the rules by the book. “In a large prison system, a decentralized governance system does a poor job of keeping track of others behavior. Prison gangs, however, have the incentive and ability to monitor people's reputations” (Skarbek, 2014). 
 
To counter the influence of prison gangs Skarbek suggests that “ to reduce the influence of gangs is to address the demand side” (Skarbek, 2015). To stop the supply means that the demand will go down. Skarbek gave an example of cell phones being inside the prison system. Stating that because prison calls are so expensive the demand for cell phones being smuggled into the prison has increased. Skarbek also briefly touched on  the suppression approach (which failed). The suppression strategy is to identify the most active gang members and remove them from the general population and place them in isolation. This approach has failed because once a leader is removed he will quickly be replaced as inmates want to be safe. What I have learned thus far in class is that prison gangs are somewhat a good thing. This is because they provide some sort of structure in the prison system. As long as everyone abides by the rules that have been laid out the culture of the prison system is least likely to be disturbed. 
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Discussion 2
 
What we know from Skarbek’s research is that prison gangs were formed as a means of protection and a means of self-government.  This evolved from a group meant only for protection, into a group that filled the gap of deprivations brought on by prison life.   These gangs in essence created an extra-legal system of governance in which prisoners learned to adapt.  The prisoner is believed to use his personal powers of rational choice based on decisions he faces within his new environment.  What the new prisoner learns is that there are certain social norms that must be obeyed or face certain punishment.  What research by Skarbeck found is “influence of social organizations forged within the confines of incarceration is far more complicated and perhaps problematic” (D’Amico, 2015, p.624).
 
Skarbek relates gang functions as to how the mafia operates.  Private entities (in this case criminal enterprises) will emerge as a means to fill in the voids where governments fail (Skarbek, 2014).  This behavior is amplified when societies operate outside established rules and laws.  In this case, the “society” is confined to prison, seeking comforts such as cellular telephones, tobacco, or drugs.  Prisoners gravitate to this for a couple of reasons.  First, they want the luxuries while in prison, and then they need protections from those who control the commodities.  Of course, this is all intertwined with trying to exist in the social order of the prison.    
 
I interpret this to mean that although the prisoner is making a self-serving, rational choice to join a gang, they are, in a sense, acting under duress.  They recognize the immediate need for safety and security, and make the “rational choice” to join the gang because of regulatory failures within the official prison administration.  What they may not take into account is the long-term commitment of their decision.  Prison gang affiliation usually comes with a lifetime membership and expectations to do violence on behalf of the gang, even after they are released.    
 
Skarbek notes that for almost 100 years there were no known prison gangs.  It was not until the explosion of the prison population that gangs formed around ethnicity, and based on the need for protections.  What Skarbek believes is that current practices to control gang formation needs to change.  
 
Skarbek says the current concept to restrict comforts for prisoners, and separation of the most active gang members from others,  actually exacerbates the problem (EconTalk, 2020).  According to Skarbek, gangs don’t exist because there are violent people in prison, they exist because of what gangs provide such as security and order (EconTalk, 2020). 
 
Skarbek calls this approach the supply side strategy which means attempting to restrict the access to items.  The problem with this approach is that everything moves by the law of supply and demand.  Where there is no supply, a demand will be created.  This is where the gangs have power to fill this void.  
 
Skarbek has an interesting suggestion that by changing the rules for items such as tobacco or cell phones that it would change the demand side of the equation.  This would take away the want for many prisoners thus reducing the competition for revenue within this market and the need for protection.  
 
My assessment of this is really simple.  I think we should try some of Skarbek’s ideas (within reason of course).  Things like phone calls, tobacco, and television could be increased or added to take away the demand for these things.  After a short evaluation period, things could be added, removed, increased, or decreased.  I mean what is there to lose? What we are doing now does not seem to be working?
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