INTRODUCTION

1

Social establishments—institutions in the everyday sense
of that term—are places such as rooms, suites of rooms,
buildings, or plants in which activity of a particular kind
regularly goes on. In sociology we do not have a very
apt way of classifying them. Some establishments, like
Grand Central Station, are open to anyone who is de-
centlv behaved; others, like the Union League Club of
New York or the laboratories at Los Alamos, are felt to
be somewhat snippy about who is let in. Some, like shops
and post offices, have a few fixed members who provide
a service and a continuous flow of members who receive
it. Others, like homes and factories, involve a less chang-
ing set of participants. Some institutions provide the
place for activities from which the individual is felt to
draw his social status, however enjoyable or lax these
pursuits may be; other institutions, in contrast, provide
a place for associations felt to be elective and unserious,
calling for a contribution of time left over from more
serious demands. In this book another category of institu-
tons is singled out and claimed as a natural and fruitful
one because its members appear to have so much in
common—so much, in fact, that to learn about one of
these institutions we would be well advised to look at
the others.
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Every institution captures something of the time and in-
terest of its members and provides something of a world
for them; in brief, every institution has encompassing
teridencies. When we review the different institutions in
our Western society, we find some that are encompassing
to a degree discontinuously greater than the ones next
in line. Their encompassing or total character is symbol-
ized by the barrier to social intercourse with the outside
and to departure that is often built right into the physical
plant, such as locked doors, high walls, barbed wire,
cliffs, water, forests, or moors. These establishments I am
calling total institutions, and it is their general character-
istics I want to explore.?

The total institutions of our society can be listed in five
rough groupings. First, there are institutions established
to care for persons felt to be both incapable and harm-
less; these are the homes for the blind, the aged, the
orphaned, and the indigent. Second, there are places es-
tablished to care for persons felt to be both incapable of
looking after themselves and a threat to the community,
albeit an unintended one: TB sanitaria, mental hospitals,
and leprosaria. A third type of total institution is or-
ganized to protect the community against what are felt

2 The category of total institutions has been pointed out
from time to time in the sociological literature under a variety
of names, and some of the characteristics of the class have
been suggested, most notably perhaps in Howard Rowland’s
neglected paper, "Seﬁregat Communities and Mental
Health,” in Mental Health Publication of the American Asso-
clation for the Advancement of Science, No. 9, edited by F. R,
Moulton, 1839. A preliminary statement of the present paper
is reported in Group Processes, Transactions of the Third
(1956) Conference, edited by Bertram Schaffner (New York:
{)(:':nah Macy, Jr. Foundation, 1957). The term “total” has also

used in its present context in Amitai Etzioni, “The Or-
ganizational Structure of ‘Closed’ Educational Institutions in
Israel,” Harvard Educational Review, XXVII (1857), p. 115,
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to be intentional dangers to it, with the welfare of the
persons thus sequestered not the immediate issue: jails,
penitentiaries, P.O.W. camps, and concentration camps.
Fourth, there are institutions purportedly established the
better to pursue some worklike task and justifying them-
selves only on these instrumental grounds: army barracks,
ships, boarding schools, work camps, colonial compounds,
and large mansions from the point of view of those who
live in the servants’ quarters. Finally, there are those
establishments designed as retreats from the world even
while often serving also as training stations for the re-
ligious; examples are abbeys, monasteries, convents, and
other cloisters. This classification of total institutions is
not neat, exhaustive, nor of immediate analytical use,
but it does provide a purely denotative definition of the
category as a concrete starting point. By anchoring the
initial definition of total institutions in this way, I hope
to be able to discuss the general characteristics of the
type without becoming tautological.

Before I attempt to extract a general profile from this
list of establishments, I would Like to mention one con-
ceptual problem: none of the elements I will describe
seems peculiar to total institutions, and none seems to be
shared by every one of them; what is distinctive about
total institutions is that each exhibits to an intense degree
many items in this family of attributes. In speaking of
“common characteristics,” I will be using this phrase in
a way that is restricted but I think logically defensible.
At the same time this permits using the method of ideal
types, establishing common features with the hope of
highlighting significant differences later.

m

A basic social arrangement in modern society is that the
individual tends to sleep, play, and work in different
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places, with different co-participants, under different
authorities, and without an over-all rational plan. The
central feature of total institutions can be described as
a breakdown of the barriers ordinarily separating these
three spheres of life. First, all aspects of life are con-
ducted in the same place and under the same single
authority. Second, each phase of the member’s daily
activity is carried on in the immediate company of a
large batch of others, all of whom are treated alike and
required to do the same thing together. Third, all phases
of the day’s activities are tightly scheduled, with one
activity leading at a prearranged time into the next, the
whole sequence of activities being imposed from above
by a system of explicit formal rulings and a body of
officials. Finally, the various enforced activities are
brought together into a single rational plan purportedly
designed to fulfill the official aims of the institution.

Individually, these features are found in places other
than total institutions. For example, our large com-
mercial, industrial, and educational establishments are
increasingly providing cafeterias and free-time recrea-
tion for their members; use of these extended facilities
remains voluntary in many particulars, however, and
special care is taken to see that the ordinary line of
authority does not extend to them. Similarly, housewives
or farm families may have all their major spheres of life
within the same fenced-in area, but these persons are not
collectively regimented and do not march through the
day’s activities in the immediate company of a batch of
similar others.

The handling of many human needs by the bureau-
cratic organization of whole blocks of people—whether
or not this is a necessary or effective means of social
organization in the circumstances—is the key fact of
total institutions. From this follow certain important im-
plications.

When persons are moved in blocks, they can be super-
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vised by personnel whose chief activity is not guidance
or periodic inspection (as in many employer-employee
relations) but rather surveillance—a seeing to it that
everyone does what he has been clearly told is required
of him, under conditions where one person’s infraction
is likely to stand out in relief against the visible, con-
stantly examined compliance of the others. Which comes
first, the large blocks of managed people, or the small
supervisory staff, is not here at issue; the point is that
each is made for the other.

In total institutions there is a basic split between a
large managed group, conveniently called inmates, and
a small supervisory staff. Inmates typically live in the in-
stitution and have restricted contact with the world out-
side the walls; staff often operate on an eight-hour day
and are socially integrated into the outside world.3 Each
grouping tends to conceive of the other in terms of
narrow hostile stereotypes, staff often seeing inmates as
bitter, secretive, and untrustworthy, while inmates often
see staff as condescending, highhanded, and mean. Staff
tends to feel superior and righteous; inmates tend, in
some ways at least, to feel inferior, weak, blameworthy,
and guilty.4

Social mobility between the two strata is grossly re-
stricted; social distance is typically great and often for-
mally prescribed. Even talk across the boundaries may

3 The binary character of total institutions was pointed out
to me by Gregory Bateson, and has been noted in the litera-
ture. See, for example, Lloyd E. Ohlin, Sociology and the Field
of Corrections (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1956),
Ep. 14, 20. In those situations where staff are also required to

ive in, we may expect staff to feel they are suffering special
hardships and to have brought home to them a status depend-
ency on life on the inside which they did not expect. Ses
Jane Cassels Record, “The Marine Radioman’s Struggle for
Status,” American Journal of Soclology, LXII (1957), p. 359.

4 For the prison version, see S. Kirson Weinberg, “Aspects
of the Prison’s Social Structure,” American Journal of Soci-
ology, XLVII (1942), pp. 717-26,



8 CHARACTERISTICS OF TOTAL INSTITUTIONS

be conducted in a special tone of voice, as illustrated in
a fictionalized record of an actual sojourn in a men
hospital: .

“I tell you what,” said Miss Hart when they were
crossing the dayroom. “You do everything Miss
Davis says. Don't think about it, just do it. You'l
get along all right.”

As soon as she heard the name Virginia knew
what was terrible about Ward One. Miss Davis. “Is
she the head nurse?”

“And how,” muttered Miss Hart. And then she
raised her voice. The nurses had a way of acting as
if the patients were unable to hear anything that
was not shouted. Frequently they said things in
normal voices that the ladies were not supposed to
hear; if they had not been nurses you would have
said they frequently talked to themselves. “A most
competent and efficient person, Miss Davis,” an-
nounced Miss Hart.®

Although some communication between inmates and the
staff guarding them is necessary, one of the guard’s func-
tions is the control of communication from inmates to
higher staff levels. A student of mental hospitals provides
an illustration:

Since many of the patients are anxious to see the
doctor on his rounds, the attendants must act as
mediators between the patients and the physician if
the latter is not to be swamped. On Ward 30, it
seemed to be generally true that patients without
physical symptoms who fell into the two lower
privilege groups were almost never permitted to talk
to the physician unless Dr. Baker himself asked for
them. The persevering, nagging delusional group—

8 Mary Jane Ward, The Snake Pit (New York: New
American Library, 1955), p- 72.
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who were termed “worry warts,” “nuisances,” “bird
dogs,” iri the attendants’ slang—often tried to break
through the attendant-mediator but were always
quite summarily dealt with when they tried.t

Just as talk across the boundary is restricted, so, too, 1s
the passage of information, especially infqrmation about
the staff’s plans for inmates. Characteristically, the in-
mate is excluded from knowledge of the decisions taken
regarding his fate. Whether the official grounds are mili-
tary, as in concealing travel destination from enlisted
men, or medical, as in concealing diagnosis, plan of treat-
ment, and approximate length of stay from tuberculosis
patients,” such exclusion gives staff a special basis of
distance from and control over inmates.

All these restrictions of contact presumably help to
maintain the antagonistic stereotypes.® Two different
social and cultural worlds develap, jogging alongside
each other with points of official contact but little mutual
penetration. Significantly, the institutional plant and
name come to be identified by both staff and inmates ag
somehow belonging to staff, so that when either group-
ing refers to the views or interests of “the institution,” by
implication they are referring (as I shall also) to the
views and concerns of the staff,

The staff-inmate split is one major implicdtion of the
bureaucratic management of large blocks of persons; a
second pertains to work.

8 Ivan Belknap, Human Problems of a Staté Mental Hos-
pital, (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1958), p. 177.
7 A very full case report on this matter is provided in a
chapter titled “Information and the Control of Treatment,” in
ulius A. Roth’s forthcoming monograph on the tuberculosis
ospital. His work promises to be a miodel study of a total
institution. Preliminary statements may be found ir his arti-
cles, “What is an Activity?” Etc,, XIV (Autumd 1956), pp.
54-56, and “Ritual and Magic in the Control of Contagion,”
American Sociological Review, XXII (1957), pp. 310-14,
8 Suggested in Ohlin, op. cit,, p- 20.
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In the ordinary arrangements of living in our society,
the authority of the work place stops with the worker's
receipt of a money payment; the spending of this in a
domestic and recreational setting is the worker’s private
affair and constitutes a mechanism through which the
authority of the work place is kept within strict bounds.
But to say that inmates of total institutions have their
full day scheduled for them is to say that all their essen-
tial needs will have to be planned for. Whatever the
incentive given for work, then, this incentive will not
have the structural significance it has on the outside.
There will have to be different motives for work and
different attitudes toward it. This is a basic adjustment
required of the inmates and of those who must induce
them to work.

Sometimes so little work is required that inmates, often
untrained in leisurely pursuits, suffer extremes of bore-
dom. Work that is required may be carried on at a very
slow pace and may be geared into a system of minor,
often ceremonial, payments, such as the weekly tobacco
ration and the Christmas presents that lead some mental
patients to stay on their jobs. In other cases, of course,
more than a full day’s hard labor is required, induced not
by reward but by threat of physical punishment. In some
total institutions, such as logging camps and merchant
ships, the practice of forced saving postpones the usual
relation to the world that money can buy; all needs are
organized by the institution and payment is given only
when a work season is over and the men leave the
premises. In some institutions there is a kind of slavery,
with the inmate’s full time placed at the convenience of
staff; here the inmate’s sense of self and sense of pos-
session can become alienated from his work capacity.
T. E. Lawrence gives an illustration in his record of serv-
ice in an R.A.F. training depot:
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The six-weeks men we meet on fatigues shock our
moral sense by their easy-going. “You're silly —,
you rookies, to sweat yourselves” they say. Is it our
new keenness, or a relic of civility in us? For by the
R.A.F. we shall be paid all the twenty-four hours a
day, at three halfpence an hour; paid to work, paid
to eat, paid to sleep: always thosk halfpence are
adding up, Impossible, therefore, to dignify a job
by doing it well. It must take as much time as it
can for afterwards there is not a fireside waiting, but
another job.®

Whether there is too much work or too little, the indi-
vidual who was work-oriented on the outside tends to
become demoralized by the work system of the total in-
stitution. An example of such demoralization is the prac-
tice in state mental hospitals of “bumming” or “working
someone for” a nickel or dime to spend in the canteen,
Persons do this—often with some defiance—who on the
outside would consider such actions beneath their self-
respect. (Staff members, interpreting this begging pat-
tern in terms of their own civilian orientation to earning,
tend to see it as a symptom of mental illness and one
further bit of evidence that inmates really are unwell.)

There is an incompatibility, then, between total insti-
tutions and the basic work-payment structure of our
society. Total institutions are also incompatible with an-
other crucial element of our society, the family. Family
life is sometimes contrasted with solitary living, but in
fact the more pertinent contrast is with batch living, for
those who eat and sleep at work, with a group of fellow
workers, can hardly sustain a meaningful domestic exist-
ence.!® Conversely, maintaining families off the grounds
often permits staff members to remain integrated with

9T. E. Lawrence, The Mint (London: Jonathan Cape,
1955), p. 40.
10 An interesting marginal case here is the Israeli kibbutz.

See Melford E. Spiro, Kibbutz, Venture in Utopia, (Cam-
bridge: Marvard University Press, 1956), and Etzioni, op. cit.
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the outside community and to escape the encompassing
tendency of the total institution.

Whether a particular total institution acts as a good
or bad force in civil society, force it will have, and this
will in part depend on the suppression of a whole circle
of actual or potential households. Conversely, the forma-
tion of households provides a structural guarantee that
total institutions will not be without resistance. The in-
compatibility of these two forms of social organization
should tell us something about the wider social functions
of them both.

The total institution is a social hybrid, part residential
community, part formal organization; therein lies its
special sociological interest. There are other reasons for
being interested in these establishments, too. In our
society, they are the forcing houses for changing persons;
each is a natural experiment on what can be done to
the self.

Some of the key features of total institutions have been
suggested. I want now to consider these establishments
from two perspectives: first, the inmate world; then the
staff world. Finally, I want to say something about con-
tacts between the two.

THE INMATE WORLD

I

Tt is characteristic of inmates that they come to the insti-
tution with a “presenting culture” (to modify a psychi-
atric phrase) derived from a “home world”—a way of life
and a round of activities taken for granted until the point
of admission to the institution. (There is reason, then, to

Ei".’é‘- DA RSk g e g 1
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exclude orphanages and foundling homes from the list of
total institutions, except in so far as the orphan comes to
be socialized into the outside world by some process of
cultural osmosis even while this world is being system-
atically denied him.) Whatever the stability of the
recruit’s personal organization, it was part of a wider
framework lodged in his civil environment—a round of
experience that confirmed a tolerable conception of self
and allowed for a set of defensive maneuvers, exercised
at his own discretion, for coping with conflicts, dis-
creditings, and failures.

Now it appears that total institutions do not substitute
their own unique culture for something already formed;
we deal with something more restricted than accultura-
tion or assimilation. If cultural change does occur, it has
to do, perhaps, with the removal of certain behavior
opportunities and with failure to keep pace with recent
social changes on the outside. Thus, if the inmate’s stay
is long, what has been called “disculturation”! may
occur—that is, an “untraining” which renders him tem-
porarily incapable of managing certain features of daily
life on the outside, if and when he gets back to it.

The full meaning for the inmate of being “in” or “on
the inside” does not exist apart from the special mean-
ing to him of “getting out” or “getting on the outside.”
In this sense, total institutions do not really look for
cultural victory. They create and sustain a particular
kind of tension between the home world and the institu-
tional world and use this persistent tension as strategio
leverage in the management of men.

11 A term employed by Robert Sommer, “Patients who
grow old in a menta hospital,” Gerlatrics, XIV (1959), PpP-
586-87. The term “desocialization,” sometimes used in this
context, would seem to be too strong, implying loss of funda-
mental capacities to communicate and co-operate.



