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The extent to which people hide behind
the masks of impression management in
everyday life is a point of theoretical contro-
versy (Goffman 1959; Gross and Stone 1964;
Irwin 1977; Douglas et al. 1980; Douglas and
Johnson 1977; Messinger et al. 1962; Blumer
1972, 1969). A variety of problematic cir-
cumstances can be identified, however, in
which individuals find it necessary to accom-
modate a sudden but encompassing shift in
social situations by establishing temporary
identities. These circumstances, which can
range from meteoric fame (Adler and Adler
1989) to confinement in total institutions,
place new identity demands on the individ-
ual, while seriously challenging his or her prior
identity bases.

A prison sentence constitutes a “massive
assault” on the identity of those imprisoned
(Berger 1963: 100–101). This assault is espe-
cially severe on first-time inmates, and we
might expect radical identity changes to ensue
from their imprisonment. At the same time,
a prisoner’s awareness of the challenge to his
identity affords some measure of protection
against it. . . .

Data for the study are derived principally
from ten months of participant observation
at a maximum security prison for men in
the upper midwest of the United States. One of
the authors was an inmate serving a felony
sentence for one year and one day, while the
other participated in the study as an outside
observer. Relying on traditional ethnographic

data collection and analysis techniques, this
approach offered us general observations of
hundreds of prisoners, and extensive field-
notes that were based on repeated, often daily,
contacts with about fifty inmates, as well as on
personal relationships established with a
smaller number of inmates. We subsequently
returned to the prison to conduct focused
interviews with other prisoners; using infor-
mation provided by prison officials, we were
able to identify and interview twenty addi-
tional first-time inmates who were serving
sentences of two years or less. . . .

Three interrelated research questions
guided our analysis: How do first-time, short-
term inmates define the prison world, and how
do their definitions change during their prison
careers? How do these inmates adapt to the
prison world, and how do their adaptation
strategies change during their prison careers?
How do their self-definitions, change during
their prison careers? . . .

Preprison Identity

Our data suggest that the inmates we studied
have little in common before their arrival at
prison, except their conventionality. Although
convicted of felonies, most do not possess
“criminal” identities (cf. Irwin 1970: 29–34).
They begin their sentences with only a vague,
incomplete image (Boulding 1961) of what
prison is like, but an image that nonetheless
stands in contrast to how they view their own
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social worlds. Their prison image is dominated
by the theme of violence: they see prison
inmates as violent, hostile, alien human beings,
with whom they have nothing in common.
They have several specific fears about what will
happen to them in prison, including fears of
assault, rape, and death. They are also con-
cerned about their identities, fearing that—if
they survive prison at all—they are in danger
of changing in prison, either through the
intentional efforts of rehabilitation personnel
or through the unavoidable hardening effects
of the prison environment. Acting on this
imagery (Blumer 1969)—or, more precisely,
on the inconsonance of their self-images with
this prison image—they develop an anticipa-
tory survival strategy . . . that consists primar-
ily of protective resolutions: a resolve to avoid
all hostilities; a resolve to avoid all nonessential
contacts with inmates and guards; a resolve
to defend themselves in any way possible; and
a resolve not to change, or to be changed,
in prison.

A felon’s image and strategy are formu-
lated through a running self-dialogue, a
heightened state of reflexive awareness (Lewis
1979) through which he ruminates about
his past behavior and motives, and imagina-
tively projects himself into the prison world.
This self-dialogue begins shortly after his
arrest, continues intermittently during his
trial or court hearings, and becomes espe-
cially intense at the time of his transfer to
prison. . . .

My first night in the joint was spent mainly on
kicking myself in the butt for putting myself in
the joint. It was a very emotional evening. I
thought a lot about all my friends and family,
the good-byes, the things we did the last couple
of months, how good they had been to me,
sticking by me. I also thought about my fears:
Am I going to go crazy? Will I end up fighting
for my life? How am I going to survive in here
for a year? Will I change? Will things be the
same when I get out?

His self-dialogue is also typically the most
extensive self-assessment he has ever con-
ducted; thus, at the same time that he is resolv-
ing not to change, he is also initiating the kind
of introspective analysis that is essential to any
identity transformation process.

Self-Insulation

A felon’s self-dialogue continues during the ini-
tial weeks and months of his sentence, and it
remains a solitary activity, each inmate strug-
gling to come to grips with the inconsonance
of his established (preprison) identity and his
present predicament. Despite the differences
in their preprison identities, however, inmates
now share a common situation that affects
their identities. With few exceptions, their
self-dialogues involve feelings of vulnerability,
discontinuity, and differentiation from other
inmates, emotions that reflect both the degre-
dations and deprivations of institutional life
(cf. Goffman 1961; Sykes 1958; and Garfinkel
1956) and their continuing outsiders’ perspec-
tive on the prison world. These feelings are
obviously the result of everything that has hap-
pened to the inmates, but they are something
else as well: they are the conditions in which
every first-time, short-term inmate finds him-
self. They might even be called the common
attributes of the inmates’ selves-in-prison, for
the irrelevance of their preprison identities
within the prison world reduces their self-
definitions, temporarily, to the level of pure
emotion. These feelings, and a consequent
emphasis on the “physical self” (Zurcher 1977:
176), also constitute the essential motivation
for the inmates’ self-insulation strategies.

An inmate cannot remain wholly insu-
lated within the prison world, for a number
of reasons. He simply spends too much of
his time in the presence of others to avoid
all interaction with them. He also recognizes
that his prison image is based on incomplete
and inadequate information, and that he
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must interact with others in order to acquire
first-hand information about the prison
world. His behavior in prison, moreover, is
guided not only by his prison image but by a
fundamental ambivalence he feels about his
situation, resulting from his marginality
between the prison and outside social worlds
(Schmid and ]ones 1987). His ambivalence
has several manifestations throughout his
prison career, but the most important is his
conflicting desires for self-insulation and for
human communication.

Managing a Dualistic Self

An inmate is able to express both directions of
his ambivalence (and to address his need for
more information about the prison) by draw-
ing a distinction between his “true” identity
(i.e., his outside, preprison identity) and a
“false” identity he creates for the prison world.
For most of a new inmate’s prison career, his
preprison identity remains a “subjective” or
“personal” identity while his prison identity
serves as his “objective” or “social” basis for
interaction in prison (see Weigert 1986;
Goffman 1963). This bifurcation of his self . . .
is not a conscious decision made at a single
point in time, but it does represent two conscious
and interdependent identity-preservation tactics,
formulated through self-dialogue and refined
through tentative interaction with others.

First, after coming to believe that he
cannot “be himself ” in prison because he
would be too vulnerable, he decides to “sus-
pend” his preprison identity for the dura-
tion of his sentence. He retains his resolve
not to let prison change him, protecting
himself by choosing not to reveal himself
(his “true” self) to others. . . . An inmate’s
decision to suspend his preprison identity
emanates directly from his feelings of vul-
nerability, discontinuity and differentiation
from other inmates. These emotions foster
something like a “proto-sociological attitude”

(Weigert 1986: 173; see also Zurcher 1977), in
which new inmates find it necessary to step
outside their taken-for-granted preprison
identities. Rather than viewing these identi-
ties and the everyday life experience in which
they are grounded as social constructions,
however, inmates see the prison world as an
artificial construction, and judge their “natu-
rally occurring” preprison identities to be out
of place within this construction. By attempt-
ing to suspend his preprison identity for the
time that he spends in prison an inmate
believes that he will again “be his old self ”
after his release.

While he is in confinement, an inmate’s
decision to suspend his identity leaves him
with little or no basis for interaction. His sec-
ond identity tactic, then, is the creation of an
identity that allows him to interact, however
cautiously, with others. This tactic consists of
his increasingly sophisticated impression man-
agement skills (Goffman 1959; Schlenker
1980), which are initially designed simply to
hide his vulnerability, but which gradually
evolve into an alternative identity felt to be
more suitable to the prison world. The charac-
ter of the presented identity is remarkably
similar from inmate to inmate:

Well, I learned that you can’t act like—you
can’t get the attitude where you are better than
they are. Even where you might be better than
them, you can’t strut around like you are.
Basically, you can’t stick out. You don’t stare
at people and things like that. I knew a lot
of these things from talking to people and I
figured them out by myself. I sat down and
figured out just what kind of attitude I’m going
to have to take.

Most people out here learn to be tough,
whether they can back it up or not. If you don’t
learn to be tough, you will definitely pay for it.
This toughness can be demonstrated through a
mean look, tough language, or an extremely
big build. . . . One important thing is never to
let your guard down.
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An inmate’s prison identity, as an inauthentic
presentation of self, is not in itself a form of
identity transformation but is rather a form of
identity construction. His prison identity is
simply who he must pretend to be while he is
in prison. It is a false identity created for sur-
vival in an artificial world. But this identity
nonetheless emerges in the same manner as
any other identity: it is learned from others,
and it must be presented to, negotiated with,
and validated by others. A new inmate arrives
at prison with a general image of what prison-
ers are like, and he begins to flesh out this
image from the day of his arrival, warily
observing others just as they are observing
him. Through watching others, through eaves-
dropping, through cautious conversation and
selective interaction, a new inmate refines his
understanding of what maximum security
prisoners look like, how they talk, how they
move, how they act. Despite his belief that he is
different from these other prisoners, he knows
that he cannot appear to be too different from
them, if he is to hide his vulnerability. His ini-
tial image of other prisoners, his early observa-
tions, and his concern over how he appears to
others thus provide a foundation for the iden-
tity he gradually creates through impression
management.

Impression management skills, of course,
are not exclusive to the prison world; a new
inmate, like anyone else, has had experience
in presenting a “front” to others, and he
draws upon his experience in the creation of
his prison identity. He has undoubtedly even
had experience in projecting the very attrib-
utes—strength, stoicism, aplomb—required
by his prison identity. Impression manage-
ment in prison differs, however, in the total-
ity with which it governs interactions and in
the perceived costs of failure: humiliation,
assault, or death. For these reasons the entire
impression management process becomes a
more highly conscious endeavor. When pre-
senting himself before others, a new inmate

pays close attention to such minute details of
his front as eye contact, posture, and manner
of walking:

[. . .]

The way you look seems to be very impor-
tant. The feeling is you shouldn’t smile, that
a frown is much more appropriate. The eyes
are very important. You should never look
away; it is considered a sign of weakness. Either
stare straight ahead, look around, or look the
person dead in the eyes. The way you walk is
important. You shouldn’t walk too fast; they
might think you were scared and in a hurry to
get away.

To create an appropriate embodiment
(Weigert 1986; Stone 1962) of their prison
identities, some new intimates devote long
hours to weightlifting or other body-building
exercises, and virtually all of them relinquish
their civilian clothes—which might express
their preprison identities—in favor of the
standard issue clothing that most inmates
wear. Whenever a new inmate is open to the
view of other inmates, in fact, he is likely to
relinquish most overt symbols of his individu-
ality, in favor of a standard issue “prison
inmate” appearance.

By acting self-consciously, of course, a new
inmate runs the risk of exposing the fact that
he is acting. But he sees no alternative to play-
ing his part better; he cannot “not act” because
that too would expose the vulnerability of his
“true” identity. He thus sees every new prison
experience, every new territory that he is
allowed to explore, as a test of his impression
management skills. Every nonconfrontive
encounter with another inmate symbolizes his
success at these skills, but it is also a social val-
idation of his prison identity. Eventually he
comes to see that many, perhaps most, inmates
are engaging in the same kind of inauthentic
presentations of self (cf. Glaser and Strauss
1964). Their identities are as “false” as his, and
their validations of his identity may be equally
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false. But he realizes that he is powerless to
change this state of affairs, and that he must
continue to present his prison identity for as
long as he remains in prison. . . .

By the middle of his sentence, a new
inmate comes to adopt what is essentially an
insider’s perspective on the prison world. His
prison image has evolved to the point where it
is dominated by the theme of boredom rather
than violence. (The possibility of violence
is still acknowledged and feared, but those
violent incidents that do occur have been rede-
fined as the consequences of prison norm vio-
lations rather than as random predatory acts;
see Schmid and Jones 1990.) His survival strat-
egy, although still extant, has been supple-
mented by such general adaptation techniques
as legal and illegal diversionary activities and
conscious efforts to suppress his thoughts
about the outside world. . . . His impression
management tactics have become second
nature rather than self-conscious, as he rou-
tinely interacts with others in terms of his
prison identity.

An inmate’s suspension of his preprison
identity, of course, is never absolute, and the
separation between his suspended identity and
his prison identity is never complete. He con-
tinues to interact with his visitors at least par-
tially in terms of his preprison identity, and he
is likely to have acquired at least one inmate
“partner” with whom he interacts in terms of
his preprison as well as his prison identity.
During times of introspection, however—
which take place less frequently but do not dis-
appear—he generally continues to think of
himself as being the same person he was before
he came to prison. But it is also during these
periods of self-dialogue that he begins to have
doubts about his ability to revive his sus-
pended identity. . . . At this point, both the
inmate’s suspended preprison identity and his
created prison identity are part of his “perfor-
mance consciousness” (Schechner 1985),
although they are not given equal value. His

preprison identity is grounded primarily in the
memory of his biography (Weigert 1986)
rather than in self-performance. His concern,
during the middle of his sentence, is that he
has become so accustomed to dealing with
others in terms of his prison identity—that he
has been presenting and receiving affirmation
of this identity for so long—that it is becoming
his “true” identity.

An inmate’s fear that he is becoming the
character he has been presenting is not
unfounded. All of his interactions within the
prison world indicate the strong likelihood
of a “role-person merger” (Turner 1978). An
inmate views his presentation of his prison
identity as a necessary expression of his inmate
status. Unlike situational identities presented
through impression management in the out-
side world, performance of the inmate role is
transsituational and continuous. For a new
inmate, prison consists almost exclusively
of front regions, in which he must remain in
character. As long as he is in the maximum
security institution, he remains in at least par-
tial view of the audience for which his prison
identity is intended: other prison inmates.
Moreover, because the stakes of his perfor-
mance are so high, there is little room for self-
mockery or other forms of role distance
(Ungar 1984; Coser 1966) from his prison
identity, and there is little possibility that an
inmate’s performance will be “punctured”
(Adler and Adler 1989) by his partner or other
prison acquaintances. And because his presen-
tation of his prison identity is continuous,
he also receives continuous affirmation of
this identity from others—affirmation that
becomes more significant in light of the fact
that he also remains removed from day-to-day
reaffirmation of his preprison identity by his
associates in the outside world. The inauthen-
ticity of the process is beside the point. Stone’s
(1962: 93) observation that “one’s identity is
established when others place him as a social
object by assigning him the same words of
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identity that he appropriates for himself or
announces” remains sound even when both the
announcements and the placements are recog-
nized as false. . . .

Identity Dialectic

When an inmate’s concerns about his identity
first emerge, there is little that he can do
about them. He recognizes that he has no
choice but to present his prison identity so,
following the insider’s perspective he has now
adopted, he consciously attempts to suppress
his concerns. Eventually, however, he must
begin to consider seriously his capacity to
revive his suspended identity; his identity
concerns, and his belief that he must deal
with them, become particularly acute if he is
transferred to the minimum security unit of
the prison for the final months of his sen-
tence. At the conclusion of his prison career,
an inmate shifts back toward an outsider’s
perspective on the prison world . . . ; this shift
involves the dissipation of his maximum
security adaptation strategy, further revision
of his prison image, reconstruction of an
image of the outside world, and the initial
development of an outside plan. The inmate’s
efforts to revive his suspended identity are
part of this shift in perspectives.

It is primarily through a renewed self-
dialogue that the inmate struggles to revive his
suspended identity—a struggle that amounts
to a dialectic between his suspended identity
and his prison identity. Through self-dialogue
he recognizes, and tries to confront, the extent
to which these two identities really do differ.
He again tries to differentiate himself from
maximum security inmates.

There seems to be a concern with the inmates
here to be able to distinguish . . . themselves
from the other inmates. That is—they feel they
are above the others. . . . Although they may
associate with each other, it still seems important
to degrade the majority here.

And he does have some success in freeing
himself from his prison identity.

Well, I think I am starting to soften up a little
bit. I believe the identity I picked up in the
prison is starting to leave me now that I have
left the world of the [maximum security] joint.
I find myself becoming more and more
involved with the happenings of the outside
world. I am even getting anxious to go out and
see the sights, just to get away from this place.

But he recognizes that he has changed in
prison, and that these changes run deeper than
the mask he has been presenting to others. He
has not returned to his “old self ” simply
because his impression management skills are
used less frequently in minimum security. He
raises the question—though he cannot answer
it—of how permanent these changes are. He
wonders how much his family and friends will
see him as having changed. As stated by one of
our interview respondents:

I know I’ve changed a little bit. I just want to
realize how the people I know are going to see
it, because they [will] be able to see it more
than I can see it. . . . Sometimes I just want to
go somewhere and hide.

He speculates about how much the outside
world—especially his own network of outside
relationships—has changed in his absence. (It
is his life, not those of his family and friends,
that has been suspended during his prison sen-
tence; he knows that changes have occurred in
the outside world, and he suspects that some of
these changes may have been withheld from
him, intentionally or otherwise.) He has ques-
tions, if not serious doubts, about his ability to
“make it” on the outside, especially concerning
his relationships with others; he knows, in any
case, that he cannot simply return to the out-
side world as if nothing has happened. Above
all, he repeatedly confronts the question of who
he is, and who he will be in the outside world.
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An inmate’s struggle with these questions,
like his self-dialogue at the beginning of his
prison career, is necessarily a solitary activity.
The identity he claims at the time of his release,
in contrast to his prison identity, cannot be
learned from other inmates. Also like his earlier
periods of self-dialogue, the questions he con-
siders are not approached in a rational, system-
atic manner. The process is more one of
rumination—of pondering one question until
another replaces it, and then contemplating the
new question until it is replaced by still
another, or suppressed from his thoughts.
There is, then, no final resolution to any of the
inmate’s identity questions. Each inmate con-
fronts these questions in his own way, and each
arrives at his own understanding of who he is,
based on this unfinished, unresolved self-
dialogue. In every case, however, an inmate’s
release identity is a synthesis of his suspended
preprison identity and his prison identity.

Postprison Identity

Because each inmate’s release identity is the
outcome of his own identity dialectic, we can-
not provide a profile of the “typical” release
identity. But our data do allow us to specify
some of the conditions that affect this out-
come. Reaffirmations of his preprison identity
by outsiders—visits and furloughs during
which others interact with him as if he has not
changed—provide powerful support for his
efforts to revive his suspended identity. These
efforts are also promoted by an inmate’s recol-
lection of his preprison identity (i.e., his
attempts, through self-dialogue, to assess who
he was before he came to prison), by his desire
to abandon his prison identity, and by his
general shift back toward an outsider’s per-
spective. But there are also several factors that
favor his prison identity, including his contin-
ued use of diversionary activities; his contin-
ued periodic efforts to suppress thoughts
about the outside world; his continued ability

to use prison impression management skills;
and his continuing sense of injustice about the
treatment he has received. Strained or cautious
interactions with outsiders, or unfulfilled fur-
lough expectations, inhibit the revival of his
preprison identity. And he faces direct, experi-
ential evidence that he has changed: when a
minimum security resident recognizes that
he is now completely unaffected by reports of
violent incidents in maximum security, he
acknowledges that he is no longer the same
person that he was when he entered prison. . . .

Just as we cannot define a typical release
identity, we cannot predict these inmates’
future, postprison identities, not only because
we have restricted our analysis to their prison
experiences but because each inmate’s future
identity is inherently unpredictable. What
effect an ex-inmate’s prison experience has on
his identity depends on how he, in interaction
with others, defines this experience. Some of
the men we have studied will be returned to
prison in the future; others will not. But all will
have been changed by their prison experiences.
They entered the prison world fearing for their
lives; they depart with the knowledge that they
have survived. On the one hand, these men are
undoubtedly stronger persons by virtue of this
accomplishment. On the other hand, the same
tactics that enabled them to survive the prison
world can be called upon, appropriately or not,
in difficult situations in the outside world. To
the extent that these men draw upon their
prison survival tactics to cope with the hard-
ships of the outside world—to the extent that
their prison behavior becomes a meaningful
part of their “role repertoire” (Turner 1978) in
their everyday lives—their prison identities
will have become inseparable from their “true”
identities.

The Suspended Identity Model

As identity preservation tactics, an inmate’s
suspension of his preprison identity and
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development of a false prison identity are
not, and cannot be, entirely successful. At the
conclusion of his sentence, no inmate can
ever fully revive his suspended identity; he
cannot remain the same person he was before
he came to prison. But his tactics do not fail
entirely either. An inmate’s resolve not to
change, his decision to suspend his preprison
identity, his belief that he will be able to revive
this identity, and his subsequent struggle to
revive this identity undoubtedly minimize
the identity change that would otherwise have
taken place. The inmate’s tactics, leading up
to his suspended identity dialectic, constitute
an identity transformation process . . . that
differs from both the gradual, sequential
model of identity transformation and models
of radical identity transformation (Strauss
1959). It also shares some characteristics with
each of these models.

As in cases of brainwashing and conver-
sion, there is an external change agency
involved, the inmate does learn a new per-
spective (an insider’s perspective) for evaluat-
ing himself and the world around him, and he
does develop new group loyalties while his old
loyalties are reduced. But unlike a radical
identity transformation, the inmate does not
interpret the changes that take place as
changes in a central identity; the insider’s per-
spective he learns and the new person he
becomes in prison are viewed as a false front
that he must present to others, but a front that
does not affect who he really is. And while sus-
pending his preprison identity necessarily
entails a weakening of his outside loyalties, it
does not, in most cases, destroy them. Because
he never achieves more than a marginal status
in the prison world, the inmate’s ambivalence
prevents him from accepting an insider’s per-
spective too fully, and thus prevents him from
fully severing his loyalties to the outside world
(Schmid and Jones 1987). He retains a funda-
mental, if ambivalent, commitment to his out-
side world throughout his sentence, and he

expects to reestablish his outside relationships
(just as he expects to revive his suspended
identity) when his sentence is over.

Like a religious convert who later loses his
faith, an inmate cannot simply return to his
old self. The liminal conditions (Turner 1977)
of the prison world have removed him, for too
long, from his accustomed identity bearings in
everyday life. He does change in prison, but his
attempts to suspend and subsequently revive
his preprison identity maintain a general sense
of identity continuity for most of his prison
career. As in the gradual identity transforma-
tion process delineated by Strauss (1959), he
recognizes changes in his identity only at peri-
odic “turning points,” especially his mid-career
doubts about his ability to revive his sus-
pended identity and his self-dialogue at the
end of his sentence. Also like a gradual identity
transformation, the extent of his identity
change depends on a balance between the situ-
ational adjustments he has made in prison and
his continuing commitments to the outside
world (Becker 1960, 1964). His identity
depends, in other words, on the outcome of
the dialectic between his prison identity and
his suspended preprison identity.

The suspended identity model is one
component of a holistic analysis of the expe-
riences of first-time, short-term inmates at
a specific maximum security prison. Like
any holistic analysis, its usefulness lies pri-
marily in its capacity to explain the particular
case under study (Deising 1971). We nonethe-
less expect similar identity transformation
processes to occur under similar circumstances:
among individuals who desire to preserve
their identities despite finding themselves
involved in temporary but encompassing
social worlds or social situations that subject
them to new and disparate identity demands
and render their prior identities inappropri-
ate. The suspended identity model presented
here provides a basis for further exploration of
these circumstances.
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156 PART 11 ♦ THE CONSTRUCTION OF SELF AND SOCIETY

THINKING ABOUT THE READING

What happens to inmates’ self-concepts in prison? Given the stigmatizing effects of
being identified as an “ex-con,” do you think it is ever possible for people to reclaim
their normal, law-abiding identities once they get out of prison? How would the
identity transformations described by Schmid and Jones differ for female prisoners?
Consider another environment (for instance, military boot camp, a violent street
gang, a religious sect) where such a dramatic shift in public identity must take place.
How would the experiences of people in these situations differ and/or resemble those
of the inmates described by Schmid and Jones? What does the process of identity
transformation imply about the strength and permanence of identity?

06-Newman Reader.qxd  12/16/03 6:24 PM  Page 156




