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[literally, by force and arms] than one's wish to 
come out of the closet.  It is hard to quantify the 
psychological damage resulting from being forced 
into several years of "situational homosexuality."  
Some may be scathed, some may suffer no lasting 
damage. 

On an afternoon in the old North Hall at 
Moundsville, I had a conversation with a young 
inmate about the yellow stripes on his pantlegs.  
"Nah, it doesn't bother me," he said.  "Everybody 
knows that I'm so-and-so's 'punk'."  But what about 
when his family comes to visit?  "Oh, I just tell 'em 
that I'm in the prison band." 

H. John Rogers, Esq., worked as a prison 
guard prior to graduating from Harvard 
University.  This West Virginia attorney has some 
psychoanalytic training and a strong interest in 
politics. Recently, he became a Protestant minister. 
 

Comments in Response to 
“The Prison Band” 

Kevin J. McCamant 
Patuxent Institution, Maryland 

I would like to respond to two specific is-
sues raised in “The Prison Band.”  The first has to 
do with the phenomenon of rape in relation to 
“normative” prison sexuality. The second has to do 
with administrative and societal attitudes about 
prison rape. Specifically, that denial of the very 
existence of rape in prison, or its acceptance and 
rationalization as part of prison’s harshness, may 
be acting out of unconscious (or perhaps even con-
scious) sadism on the part of administrators and 
society. 

Sex is a powerful human desire that is 
hardly extinguished by incarceration. In prison it 
surfaces in complex and various forms.  These run 
the gamut from homemade faux vaginas called “fi 
fi’s” used for masturbation by male inmates, 
through contact between opposite-sex staff and 
inmates, contact between opposite-sex inmates 
(when they are housed in the same compound), and 
contact between same-sex inmates that is either 
incidental or occurs in the context of some sort of 
longer term relationship. 

Attachment and power appear to be ubiqui-
tous forces in relationships.  For most people it ap-
pears that attachment is the fundamental force that 
connects them to others and power is at play within 
that fundamental context.  However, for others, 

including some prison staff and inmates who have 
significant antisocial components in their personal-
ity structures, the power gradient or place in the 
hierarchy appears to be the fundamental force that 
drives their mode of relating, attachment being a 
secondary consideration, and sometimes not a con-
sideration at all.  

Sex for most people tends to occur within 
the context of an attachment relationship.  How-
ever, the picture may be different for people in-
volved in the “street life” and in prison.  A woman 
in the “street life,” devalued as property and as a 
sex object, has a lower position in the power hier-
archy.  A man in prison who is relegated to the role 
of “bitch” or “punk” is feminized and thus deval-
ued within the framework of the prison worldview.  
It makes no difference if he arrived at this state as a 
consensual homosexual or by the more common 
route of caving into intimidation or to coercion. 

Rape in prison, like rape outside of prison, 
may in some cases serve the purpose of gratifying 
sexual desire, but certainly involves issues of 
power, control, and aggression. Significantly, ty-
pologies of rapists developed by clinicians working 
with sexual assailants commonly differentiate 
meanings of aggression and of sexuality within the 
greater phenomenon of rape. 

For some rapists the aim of aggression is 
primarily to obtain compliance of a partner 
(victim) for the purpose of sexual gratification, and 
only so much force as is necessary to achieve com-
pliance will be employed. The sexual behavior 
may often be an expression of a romanticized sex-
ual fantasy, or it may be an impulsive, situationally 
determined predatory act. For other rapists, sex 
appears to be the exquisite vehicle for hurting and 
humiliating the victim, for expressing anger or rage 
or sexually sadistic fantasies. In “The Prison 
Band,” there is allusion to some if not all of these 
categories of rapists. 

With regard to societal and administrative 
attitudes toward rape in prison, people in society 
view homosexual rape as a particularly terrifying 
and humiliating aspect of the “mythology” of the 
prison experience at large. Yet, as the author of 
“The Prison Band” points out, prison rape is statis-
tically underrepresented, and to the extent that it is 
acknowledged, it seems to be accepted and ration-
alized as part of the harshness of prison life. 

I would interpret this as acting out toward 
inmates, and as having meaning analogous to that 
which is the case when the rape by one inmate 
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against another is expressive of sexually sadistic 
fantasies. Other unsavory aspects of prison life 
such as crowding, minimal medical care, unsani-
tary living conditions, and bad food may also be 
aspects of conscious and unconscious sadism to-
ward inmates.  However, in a society that tends to 
be homophobic and to view sex as dirty, tacit com-
plicity in sexual assault becomes an especial form 
of exquisite humiliation and punishment.  

My commentary on these two issues raised 
by “The Prison Band” is a gross oversimplifica-
tion. This is true not only for the issue of rape in 
the context of prison sexuality and the prison 
power hierarchy. It is also true of the way in which 
society and prison administration may act toward 
inmates as some inmates act toward each other in 
order to obtain the gratification of control and hu-
miliation. Nevertheless, I hope it may stimulate 
consideration of how we relate to these issues 
within ourselves.  My belief is that, if we can iden-
tify, acknowledge, and work with our own issues 
around these matters, it will lessen the impetus to 
act them out institutionally. This, in turn might 
contribute to more humane prisons, which might 
have a better chance of reclaiming the lives of 
some of the incarcerated. 

See profile of the author on page 58.  

Sexual Visitation Reduces 
Prison Rape in Brazil 

Fernando Salla 
Center for the Study of Violence of 

São Paulo University, Brazil 

Prison rape is an extremely violent, damag-
ing aspect of prison life, yet researchers and prison 
staff do not have good data on it, nor has there 
been consistent analysis of it.  The number of cases 
is underestimated because victims are ashamed and 
fearful of retaliation from the rapists and their 
friends.  Nor do they believe their custodians are 
willing and able to effectively deal with the prob-
lem.  Frequently, guards and administrators con-
sider the sexual victimization of vulnerable prison-
ers to be inevitable.  Prison staff uses rape, or the 
threat of rape, to control inmates: manage gangs, 
contain aggressive inmates, and recruit informers. 

Rarely does public opinion focus on this 
violent practice.  Prisoners are seen as deserving 
the bad food, repugnant odors, and violence associ-
ated with incarceration.  Rape is perceived as part 
of the prison subculture and tolerated by the major-

ity of society.  The government is embarrassed by 
the rape of prisoners in their custody. Indeed, 
prison assaults, rapes, and homicides are gross hu-
man rights violations.  The prison administrators 
know that potential victims are usually young, non-
violent, first-time offenders from the middle class 
(without gang affiliations), but almost nothing is 
done to protect these likely victims from the ag-
gressors. 

A partial solution to prison rape was intro-
duced in the late 1980s in the State of São Paulo, 
Brazil. In this program, adult male prisoners are 
allowed to have sexual relations with female visi-
tors.  The prison staff only register and search the 
women visitors who are wives, mistresses, and 
girlfriends.  It is the responsibility of prisoners to 
prepare cells for the weekly sexual visits. Visits are 
regulated by severe rules created by the prisoners: 
there is harsh punishment for any lapse, such as 
annoying a woman or staring at a fellow inmate’s 
wife or girlfriend. 

At the time of its initiation, sexual visita-
tion was strongly criticized by prison staff and con-
servative groups.  Predictably, the results are much 
more positive than negative. Firstly, prison rape 
has decreased enormously.  Secondly, some pris-
oners are maintaining family ties and intimate rela-
tionships, alleviating the tensions of incarceration.  
Naturally, general prison violence has not stopped: 
homicide, assault, and stabbing remain common-
place in Brazilian prisons. Yet rape has been re-
duced in prisons where prisoners are allowed to 
have sexual relations with female visitors. 

The House of Detention of São Paulo is 
one of the largest and most violent prisons in South 
America, with an average of 7,000 prisoners who 
are detained, awaiting trial, or sentenced.  In a sur-
vey published in 1991, 90 percent of the prisoners 
interviewed thought that sexual visits reduced sex-
ual violence among prisoners. Although 64 percent 
of the prisoners interviewed didn’t have any sexual 
visits and only 25 percent had sexual visits weekly, 
this impressive majority judged that these visits 
had positive effects on prison life. The warden con-
curred that sexual visitation had reduced prison 
rape. 

Fernando Salla, PhD, is a sociologist and 
Senior Researcher at the Center for the Study of 
Violence of São Paulo University in Brazil.  He is 
author of the book, As Prisoes em São Paulo: 
1822-1940.  He may be reached at 
<fersalla@usp.br>.  


