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Series Foreword

Color behind Bars is the fourth book, and the second edited volume, to be published in Praeger Publisher’s new series, Racism in American Institutions (RAI). The RAI series examines the ways in which racism has become a part of the fabric of many American institutions. For example, while the United States may have done away with overtly racist policies such as Jim Crow segregation, racism still affects many of America’s established institutions, from public schools to corporate offices. Prisons offer a good example of institutionalized racism, when one considers the racist policies within the legal and penal systems that account for so many people of color behind bars. Similarly, schools may not be legally segregated, and yet many districts are not integrated. This open-ended series examines the problem of racism in established American institutions. Each book traces the prevalence of racism within that institution throughout the history of the United Sates and explores the problem in that institution today, looking at ways in which the institution has attempted to rectify racism, but also the ways in which it has not.

Color behind Bars addresses a massive, and critically important, aspect of racism in an American institution. Editor Scott Wm. Bowman has brought together a wonderful collection of scholars and educators to address the problem of racism in the American prison system. While a number of scholars have examined the prison system—which as a racialized entity may be referred to accurately as the prison industrial complex and, within the United States, as the carceral state—and commented on disparities within the system, most have also explored the prison industrial complex primarily through the lens of African-American history.1 Color behind Bars goes much further, examining almost every ethnic community in the United States, including blacks, Japanese Americans, Native Americans, and Latino/as, among many others, as well as juveniles, men and women, and those incarcerated due to the war on terror. Moreover, the book explores incarceration from a broad and multilayered perspective. The types of prisons examined include internment camps, private prisons, juvenile detention centers, federal penitentiaries, and prisons associated with the war on terror. This broad-ranging focus gives the book a depth and breadth that is one of its greatest strengths. The essayists do not simply detail how specific communities came to be overrepresented in the justice system or how certain types of prisons came to be utilized in specific locales. Instead, they explain why those communities came to be overrepresented and why those types of prisons came to be relied upon across the nation.

Prisons are, I would suggest, one of the most obvious examples of an American institution with a clearly identifiable racist past, present, and, unfortunately, future. There is no other American institution, save perhaps schools, where racism has been so institutionalized in policy and practice. The book provides a rich, critical, and historical assessment of racial and ethnic incarceration that goes far in explaining how institutionalized racism has taken root in the American carceral state.

Brian D. Behnken
Iowa State University
Ames, Iowa

Note

1. See for example, Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York: New Press, 2012).
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How Did We Get Here?

Historical Considerations of Minority Imprisonment

Scott Wm. Bowman

Within the present criminal justice system, there is considerable disconcertment regarding the measured racial and ethnic disparities associated with the issues of policing, sentencing, and imprisonment. The contemporary examination of how race and ethnicity impact the criminal justice system is often mired in statistical overrepresentations and claims of racial/ethnic discrimination, while providing little attention to the historical issues and experiences that have shaped the present outcomes. This book attempts to address this historical description by addressing three significant points regarding minorities and incarceration.

First, the book challenges readers to consider the interconnectedness of contemporary incarceration issues for racial/ethnic minorities and their historical experiences that additionally involved incarceration. Rather than to place a singular focus upon the contemporary statistical disparities regarding racial/ethnic minorities, the contained suggestion is that there is association between these outcomes and the historical, carceral treatment of minorities. For example, when data is presented regarding African-American (15 percent of the population and 40 percent of the American incarcerated population) or Hispanic (15 percent of the population and 20 percent of the American incarcerated population) incarceration rates, concern is naturally generated regarding the potential for sentencing-based discrimination, the possibility that blacks and Latinos commit more crimes that result in higher incarceration rates, or the question of what has happened recently (e.g., socially, politically, economically) that has produced these new statistical disparities.1 However, the rare alternative assessment is one that considers the consistent historical threads woven amongst most of the racial and ethnic minorities in the United States that in turn directly shape contemporary views and reinforce hegemonic racial/ethnic attitudes (explicit and implicit) and perspectives. Returning to the example of overrepresentative African-American incarceration rates, this particular group currently demonstrates the greatest statistical difference between the percentage of the incarcerated population and the percentage of the total population. However, according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, the larger issue of incarcerating African Americans is “nothing new.”2 According to the research, the earliest national-level data (1926) indicate that blacks represented 9 percent of the American population and 26 percent of the American prison population. In addition, there has never been a time between 1926 and today when black population rates and incarceration rates have been similar—suggesting a long-standing pattern of practices, attitudes and policies that have seemingly sustained prison overrepresentations. Even Asian Americans, who are currently underrepresented according to most incarceration rates, still hold a historical narrative that demonstrates a historical carceral experience that connects with the contemporary experience. For as long as there have been minorities in the United States and there have been agents and agencies (both formal and informal) implementing the incarceration of human bodies, various racial and ethnic groups have uniquely and disproportionately experienced the carceral tactics of U.S. correctional systems and practices.

Equally important to the examination of the early experiences of incarcerated minorities is the recognition that while current racial/ethnic overrepresentations by minorities in the criminal justice system are presented as a collective phenomenon, the accompanying historical occurrences are quintessentially unique. Although speaking about “minority overrepresentation” simplifies both the general and statistical narratives, it simultaneously diminishes the uniqueness of the specific racial/ethnic socio-historical interaction and effect. For example, Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness 3 is a well-received manuscript addressing minority overrepresentation in the carceral setting within an era of post–de jure discrimination; however, “Jim Crow” as either a historical point of reference or a carceral experience means considerably less to Native Americans, Asian Americans, Middle Easterners, and Latinos. An attempt has been made to provide book chapters with diverse and explicit narratives and data that capture the specificity of experience. An example of “specificity of experience” is provided in the following quotation from William Blackmore’s retelling of North American Indians’ history in 1868:


The Indians afterwards retreated to the wilds of the Upper Missouri River, where they intrenched themselves, and sent a flag of truce to Colonel Sibley, offering to surrender, together with their prisoners, consisting of some 150 women and children. This offer of surrender was not accepted, but Colonel Sibley surrounded them, took possession of their camp, and relieved the white prisoners.

A military commission subsequently tried the Indians who had either surrendered or been captured, and convicted and sentenced three hundred and three to be hung, and eighteen to imprisonment for life, this being the greater part of all the male prisoners who had been captured.4



Arguably, this carceral story for Native Americans cannot be historically replicated for another racial/ethnic group, nor should it be minimized for the sake of expedient storytelling of minority discrimination, overrepresentation, and incarceration. Similarly, the historical, carceral narratives of Latinos, Middle Easterners, Asian Americans, and African Americans (as well as the intersectionalities of gender, class, geographic space, and other demographic factors) deserve their respective uniqueness within the larger carceral context.

Finally, it is anticipated that readers will consider the “myth of progress” as it pertains to connection(s) between the historical, carceral experiences of racial/ethnic minorities and the contemporary disproportionalities of incarceration.5 Most would argue that the tactics have demonstratively changed between many of the historical descriptions contained in the chapters and the more formal, rational practices that lead to contemporary incarceration. However, the larger question of “intentions” remains intact when considering the larger goal(s) of social control through incarceration. While there is hesitation in referring to George Santayana’s often overquoted and misquoted line from “The Life of Reason” that suggests “those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it,”6 it does seem appropriate in the context of racial/ethnic incarceration. Rather than examining the chapters simply for historical relevance or as an additional context of racial/ethnic incarceration, readers are invited to consider the intention versus the act. Why after hundreds of years do we still hold similar viewpoints about these specific racial and ethnic groups? How has the intention changed (if at all), and are the contemporary narratives rooted in intention or necessity? Are we just as comfortable incarcerating racial and ethnic minorities today as we have been historically, and how does that level of comfort shape contemporary incarceration rates? Finally, does an increased knowledge of the historiographic experiences that are directly related to racial/ethnic incarceration promote a more substantive discourse on the contemporary carceral experience for many people of color?

Within this manuscript, a diverse group of scholars have provided chapters that address the specific historical effects of racial and ethnic discrimination on the carceral experience in the United States. In doing so, they are first presenting unique and specific incarceration experiences to the larger historical and criminological framework. In addition, they are telling accounts that are the often underdeveloped forerunner to contemporary minority incarceration. Finally, they are infusing elements that include gender, socioeconomic status, and geographic location to robustly impart a more conclusive narrative. As a result, this text provides a critical, historical assessment of racial and ethnic incarceration that is fundamentally rooted in comparative inclusiveness.

Notes

1. Walker, Spohn, and Delone, 2012.

2. Cahalan, 1986, pp. 65–66; Walker, Spohn, and Delone, 2012.

3. Alexander, 2012.

4. Blackmore, 1869, p. 319.

5. Nisbet, 1980.

6. Santayana, 2011, p. 284.
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Jim Crow

A Total Institution—Navigating a Gateless Prison System

Ruth Thompson-Miller
Joe Feagin

Introduction

The concept of a total institution is widely known in the field of sociology—specifically among symbolic interactionists. Erving Goffman defined a total institution as “a place of residence and work where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society for an appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally administrated round of life.”1 Some of the characteristics of the total institution of Jim Crow (similar to a prison) include controlling a person’s language, humiliation, punishment, denying acknowledgment of a person’s name, and creating nicknames. A total institution includes a hierarchy, economic control, loss of personal safety, forced deference and coercion, sexual assault, an inability to protect loved ones, constant surveillance, and suppression of feelings.2 Scholars consider the institution of slavery and prisons in the United States to be examples of total institutions.3 The total institution of slavery was abolished in 1865; four years later, the total institution of Jim Crow replaced it.

Jim Crow (legal segregation) was a comprehensive social system that whites developed soon after abolishing slavery in 1865. One tenet of slavery that continued during the era of Jim Crow—to make up for the lack of physical barriers between whites and blacks—were the unwritten rules of racial etiquette.4 Symbolic interactionist scholars coined the concept of racial etiquette and used it to analyze everyday social interactions between whites and blacks in the South during slavery.5 Scholars have noted, “The ‘breaking-in’ of slaves surely played an important role in the development of etiquette.”6 In addition, “[T]he persistence of racial etiquette had preserved peaceful relations between the races and also preserved racial status.”7 Individuals, white and black, were in constant physical contact during Jim Crow, similar to slavery. The continuation of slavery’s racial etiquette was instrumental in maintaining and creating a “harmonious” total institution that included a front stage and a back stage.

In this chapter, we will systematically apply the characteristics of a total institution to examine the narratives of blacks that survived8 the total institution of Jim Crow. We will use Goffman’s total institution, which includes a dramaturgical analysis—the study of social interaction in terms of theatrical performance—specifically, the frontstage and backstage framework, to analyze in-depth interviews with older black women and men.9 In the total institution of Jim Crow, African-American actors, in their daily performances, used their dress, mannerism, and tone of voice to maneuver their interactions with whites—to ensure their safety. According to Goffman, the back stage was free safe space where the actor could learn the performance.10 We will expand on the work of symbolic interactionist Bertram Doyle, who utilized the narratives of slaves to examine the racial etiquette of the South. We analyze the frontstage and backstage perceptions, interpretations, and coping strategies of those who survived the total institution of Jim Crow.

Symbolic Interactionists and Race

In 1928, Robert Park described the issue of prejudice in race as “a phenomenon of status.”11 He argued that the problem of race prejudice was connected directly with the issue of class and traditions. In addition, Park argued that race prejudice in the South “is caste prejudice,” and the etiquette of the South preserved the social distance between the races.12 He attributed his desire to study race relations in the South and etiquette to his mentor, Herbert Spencer, who focused on “etiquette and social ritual as a form of government and social control and, indeed, as a subject for sociological investigation.”13 Herbert Blumer defined the meaning of race and a multitude of racial relations, and specifically analyzed Jim Crow as a “social process” in the South. He argued that social interaction was fundamental to the process of equality for individuals, “allowing members of the racial groups to associate as equals in the new groundwork for acting toward one another on a human and personal basis rather than on a basis of membership in racial groups.”14 Blumer noted that social interactions between racial and ethnic groups took place on two significantly different levels, a micro and a macro level: “Direct contact between the members of racial groups, and indirect relations between racial groups.”15

In terms of race prejudice, Blumer thought that the problem had more to do with “group position rather than in [with] a set of feelings which members of one racial group have toward the members of another racial group.”16 In 1965, after many years of studying race in the United States, Blumer turned his attention to the international stage of race relations. He introduced a set of definitions to assist in establishing universal theories on race and race relations. Blumer’s analyses of industrialization lead him to believe that it was an “agent of social change” in race relations.17 However, Blumer later noted that “industrialization does not automatically change the racial order; it may, instead, reproduce and continue the social position of the races.”18

Herbert Blumer and Troy Duster critically analyzed and challenged sociology scholars to reevaluate and expand on established theories of race, including the theories of symbolic interaction scholars. They challenged scholars to analyze Robert Park’s assimilation theory, especially since Park mentored some of the leading African-American scholars on race relations, including Charles Johnson and E. Franklin Frazier.19 Blumer and Duster argued, “A theoretical analysis of race relations should begin with a treatment of the concept of race or of a racial group.”20 They addressed biological determinism, racial prejudice, structuralism, assimilation, colonial exploitation, and the collective definitions. They challenged scholars to “establish theories that identify races and the relations between races,” “handle whatever diversity of relations existing between races,” “explain variations and shifts that occur over time between racial groups,” and “analyze the interplay of whatever may be racial factors or other factors in actual ongoing life.”21 Unfortunately, Blumer’s work on race is not widely acknowledged in the literature.22 Stanford Lyman23 and Barbara Ballis Lal24 lamented the lack of attention to contributions by symbolic interactionist to the study of race. Lyman argued, “There still has been no noticeable recognition of the contributions that symbolic interaction has to make to the macro-sociological approach to race and ethnic relations.”25 In 2007, symbolic interactionists devoted an entire issue to the study of race edited by race scholar Reuben May. This issue included the renowned symbolic interactionist Norman Denzin. May argues that “the contributors are not necessarily self-identified symbolic interactionist . . . [however,] we see how symbolic interaction can help us understand who has the power to construct, deconstruct, and reconstruct notions of race.”26 Indeed, we begin with the insights of Blumer, Parks, and Goffman and extend their investigations of racial etiquette to the context of a total institution.

The Concept of a Total Institution

Earlier in this chapter, we listed some of the characteristics of Goffman’s total institutions. Goffman acknowledged that the definitions and his list of total institutions “is not neat, exhaustive.”27 He included prisons, mental hospitals, army barracks, and concentration camps. Goffman neglected to include the total institution of Jim Crow. Building on Goffman’s total institution and inspired by Bruno Bettelheim’s work on German concentration camps, Elkins described slavery as “a total institution, similar to concentration camps. As a total institution, slaves lacked social and psychic freedom, masters had control, and under this system slaves came to internalize their inferiority.”28

Similar to slavery in nearly every aspect, the total institution of Jim Crow encompassed nearly every aspect of slave-like conditions. During Jim Crow, blacks communities’, language, work environment, movements, and social lives were controlled and monitored. In the total institution of Jim Crow, race replaced the confinement of prison bars, locked doors, and barbed wires. “In total institutions there is a basic split between a large managed group, conveniently called ‘inmates’, and a small supervisory staff. . . . The ‘inmates’ are seen as secretive, weak, inferior, untrustworthy, and guilty; the staff is seen as superior and righteous . . . the inmates typically live in the institution and have restricted contact.”29 The actors in the total institution of Jim Crow included oppressed, restricted blacks and whites in power who enforced the unwritten rules of etiquette. The rules of racial etiquette controlled where blacks walked, their language and tone, how they interacted with whites, and how they interacted with each other in the front stage and in the back stage. In the total institution of Jim Crow, blacks’ roles intermittently changed at a moment’s notice, more so during their frontstage interactions with whites. In the backstage interactions with family members, friends, and community, they had a little more freedom to take off what W.E.B. Du Bois describes as “the mask.” Bound by racial etiquette in the front stage, black men avoided the gaze of whites by constantly looking down, not raising their voices, and acting less masculine, especially in the company of white women. In the back stage, they were fathers, husbands, and the men of the house. In the front stage, African-American women worked long, hard hours enduring verbal and sexual abuse, and caring for white family members of all ages. In the back stage, they were the cornerstone of the family. At times, they barely had time to care for themselves and their family members. In examining the total institution of Jim Crow, we see that the rules of racial etiquette were fundamental to social control.

The Total Institution of Jim Crow: Navigating the Back Stage and Front Stage in the Jim Crow South

Goffman’s back stage and front stage,30 an aspect of the total institution of Jim Crow, is helpful in illustrating the shifting performances and analyzing the social interactions of blacks. During their everyday interaction with whites in the public sphere of the front stage blacks had to present themselves in a particular manner to survive the social interaction. In the back stage, white and black children were socialized about their frontstage performance, the rules of etiquette, and the boundaries of their social interactions with each other.

Racial Etiquette: Fundamental Tenet of a Total Institution

In a total institution, the front stage—for the actor—is where the practiced lines and performances are delivered. The back stage is where the actors rest, discuss their performances, and plan their future presentations.31 In Jim Crow’s total institution, the backstage and frontstage spaces were not always clear and distinct. However, there was no ambiguity about the rules of racial etiquette. The term “etiquette” has a long history in symbolic interaction. In 1928, Robert Park used the term to describe the social interactions of social actors who are strangers and racially different: “While etiquette and ceremonial are at once a convenience and a necessity in facilitating human intercourse, they serve even more effectively to maintain social distances and to preserve the rank and order of individuals and classes. . . . This is the significance of the ceremonial and social ritual so rigidly enforced in the South, by which racial distinctions are preserved.”32 Later, Bertram Doyle (1937) used the term “racial etiquette” to describe the social rituals of greetings, conversations, and public relations. His book The Etiquette of Race Relations in the South is an exhaustive analysis of the social interaction customs of slavery and its successor, Jim Crow. According to Doyle, “Etiquette enables persons to act freely within the limits which the formal rules of personal relations impose and has, perhaps, no higher sanction than the feeling of superiority one feels when one succeeds, or than the sense of inferiority [and punishment] when one fails.”33 Park (1937) credits Herbert Spencer “for directing attention to the importance of etiquette and social ritual as a form of government or social control, and, indeed, as a subject for sociological investigation.”34 However, Doyle argues that Spencer “has discussed etiquette under government. The government of which he speaks is ceremonial, but he describes it in such a fashion that it coincides with our notions of etiquette.”35 Gary Jaworksi (1996) argues, “Park and Doyle misinterpreted the thoughts of Herbert Spencer, whom they regularly cited to sanction their belief.”36 Since Doyle used the term in 1937, scholars have continued to expand on the term “racial etiquette.” Doyle (1937) argued that blacks during the era of slavery learned how to interact with whites, and this practice remained a fundamental part of their socialization process for hundreds of years. Black peoples’ frontstage performance with whites required extensive hours of backstage preparation. The preparation and socialization began, in some instances, as early as infancy. In the back stage, blacks learned racial etiquette and utilized it in the front stage to survive their unpredictable social interactions with whites. According to Lal (1986), “socialization consists of the transmission of a relevant world of ‘objects’ and their meanings and is an ongoing process in the life of the individual who was forced to fit into new groups and learn the meanings appropriate to each of these.”37 In 1995, Lal described that social objects


can be a physical thing . . . a concept such as justice or equality, or it can be an emotion such as love or fear. . . . Language is central to ongoing group life because it enables shared understandings to exist between members of a group as well as transmitting these intergenerationally, which in turns makes possible collective action—that is, socially controlled action.38



For a project that demonstrates the effect of Jim Crow segregation, nearly 100 older blacks were interviewed in depth about their experiences under legal segregation. 52 respondents in the southeast (37 women and 15 men) were interviewed. The majority (65 percent) were over 70, with the remainder between 52 and 69 years of age. In the Southwest, 40 respondents (25 women and 15 men) were interviewed. The majority (75 percent) of the latter were over 70, with the rest between 58 and 69 years of age. In both regions, about two-thirds held relatively low-paying jobs (such as domestic worker or hospital aide) during their primary work lives under Jim Crow, and most of the rest held modest-paying jobs like a schoolteacher in a segregated school. From the interviews, it was revealed that all were strongly committed to education, and a majority managed to secure at least a high-school diploma,39 with a quarter of the interviewees having some college.

Racial Etiquette in the Back Stage and Front Stage: Restricted Public Space and Language in the Front Stage

Jim Crow was an unbendingly enforced system of social oppression, a near-totalitarian mode of control enforced by local and state governments throughout the southern and border states.40 One aspect of a total institution and racial etiquette is the use of language as a symbol of power and authority. According to Goffman, in a total institution, an individual is required “to provide humiliating verbal responses. An important instance of this is the forced deference pattern of total institutions; [the restricted] are required to punctuate their social interaction with [whites] by verbal acts of deference, such as saying ‘sir’ . . . to beg, importune, or humbly ask for little things.”41

Socialization Lessons in the Front Stage and Back Stage: Watching Parents

According to the narratives, black and white children learned their “place” in the total institution, often by observing how their parents behaved.42 This older woman shares how she does not shop in a store today because of an experience long ago:


When I was a little girl, and [names store] people came to the house and talked to [my mother] real nasty, I remember that. Really nasty. I mean they called her nigger-this, nigger-that . . . She made us leave the house. And I would cry. I would think, “Why are they picking on her?” When they left, we, me and my brother, would take off and run in the house. . . . If she was in tears, she wouldn’t let us see. She protected us. And when she paid them she told me, “Whatever y’all do when you grow up, do not buy anything from [names store] because they are very, very prejudiced.” . . . I don’t think it’s got no better really. It’s just hidden more.43



A fundamental aspect of a child’s learning comes from watching what the adults in his or her life do. The child learns the rules of racial etiquette through witnessing. The lessons of restrictions were cumulative and systematic. Note the learning—not using the person’s name and molding of identity black children, which often demanded they be invisible, or at least submissive. Goffman states, in a total institution, “the most significant of possessions is not physical at all, [it is] one’s full name . . . loss of one’s name can be a great curtailment of the self.”44 The continuous use of the word “nigger” by whites of various ages imposed a racial identity on youth, and deep psychological scars seem to remain for most respondents in the present.

One man, in his late seventies, maintained a look of deep seriousness and sometimes spoke with sarcasm as he described his first significant encounter with whites in the 1930s when his mother bought him a present. He remembers the incident as a turning point in life:


She had brought me a bicycle on time . . . I paid Ray fifteen dollars. . . . I didn’t get a receipt. . . . When my mother went there to pay the next time we were a month behind on the bicycle. . . . He told mama that I didn’t pay him. I said, “I paid you.” . . . He said, “Nigger don’t you never call me a liar! I said you didn’t pay me!” I said, “Oh yes sir Mr. Ray I paid you and I am not telling no lie. “. . . [Mother said,] “Come on son let’s go.” . . . He didn’t too much like what I had said, and the police come up to my house after this was all over with. The police ask, “Where is this boy they call Bobbie?” I told him, “My name is Johnnie Monroe but they call me Bobbie.” “Nigger, you being smart with me!” I said, “No I’m not being smart.” . . . He said, “Pull your hat off your head.” I said, “For what.” He said, “Don’t no nigger stand up and talk to me face to face with no hat on his head. You get that hat off your head!” My mama said, “Take your cap off your head son. Take it off! Take it off! “. . . He told mama he didn’t want to have no more trouble with me. Because if he do he was going to send me off for a long time. So that night my mama and my daddy talked to me and told me the way the white man think, and the way the white man do and the best way to get along with him. . . . Say “yes sir,” and “no sir.” . . . White man was something else when I was coming up. He would hit you. He would kick you. He would beat you. He would kill you and there was nothing your parents could do about it.45



In a total institution, a hierarchy includes ordinary whites that have the power to sanction and punish violators of the total institution. Violations often prompted “fear of penalization.”46 This youngster garnered his first realization that he had violated the rules.

In both instances, in Jim Crow’s total institution, there is the perception that the black respondents are “untrustworthy and guilty.” Note that in each of the experiences there is a monetary debt that prompts a harsh response from ordinary whites—and whites in power. We see the use of what probably is the country’s harshest epithet by white adults, who thereby imposed a negative racial identity and possibly stripped individuals of a sense of dignity. Once in the back stage, the parents engaged in a language lesson—the language of deference, which was essential to Jim Crow’s total institution. As Goffman mentions, in a total institution, the restricted are required to say “sir” and beg for something humbly. During his interview, he seemed to view the language of deference—saying, “yes sir and no sir”—as an act of both survival and resistance.

In a total institution, blacks never knew from whom or where the next racial attack would come. An older domestic worker described a similar memory of white children during her early years:


I remember that I went to town one Saturday, a little white girl was on the street, just start picking, starting picking at me. Me and my aunt she was teasing: “Hey, nigger, nigger, nigger.” Just kept calling us that. I told her, “You better go on home and leave us alone because we are not bothering you.” So she just kept on right behind us. . . . “Nigger, nigger, nigger, nigger, nigger, nigger, nigger.” . . . I told her, “Come on, come on, I’m going to show you what a nigger is!” I was probably about . . . nine or ten, eleven. [Did your Aunt say anything?] No. She just didn’t. No, no. She said, “Just don’t bother, don’t say nothing to the others.”47



Here, a little white child uses the hostile racist epithet many times, reinforces the language of Jim Crow’s total institution, and inflicts humiliation on a racially targeted child and her aunt. Probably not yet fully aware of the danger, the child defends herself assertively, even though her aunt counsels silence as the proper response to this white child. The aunt warns the girl to keep the incident a secret from other family members. In most instances, “the backstage is where the suppressed feelings and facts [of the frontstage interactions] make their appearance.”48 However, in some instances, the back stage was a place where silence prevailed and incidents remained hidden from family members.

In a total institution, the length of time since the experience is usually not important; the effects to individuals are long lasting. In both instances, the back stage is a place of refuge where individuals remain silent and/or live in houses where curtains were drawn, to avoid the attention of frontstage intruders. Numerous respondents still live in darkened homes and exhibit physical signs associated with fear, such as breaking out in a sweat and crying while recalling experiences with whites, which are signs of trauma.

Socialization in the Front Stage: White and Black Children

A retired service worker recalls learning the hierarchy from listening to parents who told her to do what “whites say do.” However, this listening did not spare children from the humiliation and anger that occurred with the experience of kowtowing.49 She shares her experience with violent white children:


Them children would jump us and hit us, and we [were] scared to hit them back . . . We [would be] passing by in different places where they live and work. . . . Boy, they threw rocks at my brother. He was afraid. My brothers, they were scared. . . . Some of them got it in them now, but they try to keep it hid but if you round them long enough you can tell. . . . They were mean to black people. They were mean. I don’t know what made them mean to black people but they were. . . . I know who was scared, we were! They didn’t care for us. . . . I used to be so scared. I’d tell my children, “I said, yes ma’am, no ma’am.” . . . I told them in a way where they wouldn’t be holding it against them now. [My parents] told us how to treat them. They were scared of them themselves. . . . I was little but I could tell.50



This woman eloquently describes how she noticed that, even as a child, her parents were afraid of whites, which helped generate her enduring fear. At youngsters age, both white and black youth learned appropriate “places” in the hierarchy of a total institution.51 Indeed, “white children harassed little black children. . . . White parents and the whole adult world of racial inequality had turned morality upside down.”52 Social psychological research suggests that those who see themselves as being socially dominant tend to act in even more dominant ways if they receive feedback that they are seen as too submissive.53 In contrast, black children had to cope in their own defensive ways, yet dared not actively defend themselves. Like numerous other respondents, this respondent is painfully aware that her parents could not help their children fight back.

An 80-year-old woman describes walking to school with her sister, when racial violence presented itself at an unexpected moment:


As a little girl I used to go to Williams School and we used to come down Wilcox Avenue. There was a white family living upstairs over a store and that little boy come downstairs and he spit in my face. [lowers voice] He spit in my face. . . . I cried all the way to school. . . . That thing hurt me so bad. I just cried, cried, cried. Because I understood he was doing it because he was white and I was black. We understood segregation. We knew white people would take advantage of us. Oh yeah, you knew that. [Your mom and dad . . . ?] Yeah, they knew it. But what could they do? They couldn’t go back up there and fight about something that had happened.54



At a young age, she too encountered a white child likely expressing an attitude of white superiority and once again violently enforcing the imbedded racial hierarchy of Jim Crow’s total institution. The backstage lessons did not shield one from the emotional injuries of the experiences. In the back stage, black parents wrestled with protecting their children, suppressing their anger, and hiding their fears of a violent white reaction to any countering response.

From the respondents’ vivid accounts, we see the damage that occurs in the psyches of the young children who endured the total institution of Jim Crow and are, now, often fearful, hurting, older adults. We can also surmise the likely long-term effects of enforcing a required racial hierarchy in a total institution on the white children who are today’s white adults—indeed, often those whites in control of contemporary institutions. White children are not born with attitudes of white superiority; they are trained by their parents and the larger white society to be conforming—and often violent—automatons.55

The Language of Racial Etiquette and Restricted Public Spaces in the Front Stage

As mentioned earlier, in a total institution, language symbolizes power and authority; the individuals with power speak freely, and the institutionalized speak with forced humility and deference.56 In the total institution of Jim Crow, blacks learned the language of racial etiquette, and they learned about the restricted areas of the total institution. Doyle noted that during slavery, “once the conversation got under way, the slave replied with ‘sir,’ or ‘ma’am,’ ” where “ ‘sir’ or ‘ma’am’ was stressed as the one important word,” and whites referred to older slaves as uncle.57 In addition, Herbert Spencer noted, “What an obeisance implies by acts—such as reverence and loyalty—a form of address says in words.58

Sidewalks and Buses

Indeed, the range of customary and legal practices of language can be seen in this account from an older black woman who was a nurse and is now working as a teacher. When asked, “Do you remember your first encounter with a white person?” she responds with an array of customary practices:


Early on we learned that you don’t talk back to white folks. You said, “Mr. and Mrs.” You accept it when they call you Auntie and Uncle. You stay in your place. You walk on a certain side of the street. If they’re in the way you step off the sidewalk. You give them your seat on the bus. . . . I remember going to my grandma’s on the bus and my mom having to stand and hold one of us while she’s standing because all the seats were taken. We may have started out with a seat, but as we went along the pathway, if the front seats filled up, white people could sit all the way to the back. I remember my mom telling us about the little brother that we, she lost, because she’s pregnant and on one of her trips home she had to stand all the way from Georgia to here and therefore she miscarried the baby.



As mentioned earlier, Goffman states that in a total institution, “the most significant of possessions is not physical at all, [it is] one’s full name . . . loss of one’s name can be a great curtailment of the self.”59 The written laws and informal customs of racial etiquette set the stage for whites to call Blacks “Uncle,” “Auntie,” and “Boy,” while blacks were required to address whites—of all ages—as “Mr.” and “Mrs.” Also, the racial etiquette of the total institution included the customary practice of blacks willingly stepping off the sidewalk when whites walked by, not talking back to whites, and accepting derogatory language.60 Gardner criticized Goffman for not considering the gender interactions of public spaces: “Goffman’s vision of public places disregards the folklore that some individuals [blacks] should master, if not practice, an etiquette that implies restricted possibilities for interactions.”61

This male respondent in his sixties reports that in the 1940s, he learned deferential practices that frequently framed interactions with whites:


When whites were walking down the street, you had to get off the sidewalk . . . whites basically demanded it. . . . That was the whole process of racism. You had to get off the sidewalk and you never addressed whites as nothing more than “yes sir, or yes ma’am” and you never look whites in the eye because that was a sign . . . that you were being belligerent. . . . An uppity nigger and you get challenged for that in a minute. . . . You were the powerless so you just said, “Yes sir and no sir.” There were some blacks who used to voice their discontent but whites didn’t know it. “Yes sir,” you know [in a sarcastic tone] . . . allowing them to say it, but not because you’ve earned it, because I don’t want no problems from you.62



According to our respondents, the collective practice of stepping aside or “yes sir, yes ma’am” submission was a survival strategy required of most blacks. In a total institution, the institutionalized had to hide their feelings of anger behind a veil—significantly, often one of countering sarcasm and exaggerated deference. The institutionalized constantly maneuvered several aspects of the institution at a time. Goffman notes that “fear of penalization seems adequate to prevent the individual from performing certain acts or from failing to perform them.”63

Goffman spoke of etiquette but did not consider public spaces as places of danger for blacks because of their race. As another male respondent in his seventies put it, “You had to get on the back of the bus and sit at the very back. You didn’t challenge that. If you did, you were dragged off the bus and you were beaten and arrested. You were called an uppity nigger.” White authorities, such as police officers, were key participants in the enforcement of the total institution of Jim Crow. For instance, after waiting long hours, a frustrated black solider in uniform finally got a seat on a bus headed home. This World War II veteran, now in his eighties, recalls the series of violent incidents:


We [had] gone overseas to fight for this country. . . . I came home on leave [and] I had to get in the back of the bus in Washington DC. . . . I couldn’t get out for about 10 hours. I am in uniform. I only had about 4 or 5 days at home. I’m waiting in Washington . . . you lower than all the white people, you lower than all of them. I finally squeezed in on the bus and they had a revolution [on the bus] to get me off. . . . I said I wasn’t getting off the bus. The bus left the station and after they were about 100 miles from [southern city,] a white Irish police officer came up to me and hit me with an object similar to a blackjack of today. The police officer said, “There is that nigger.” He hit me on the side of my head and that is all I remember. I was found on the railroad tracks miles outside of [southern city]. I was severely beaten. I had $500 on me and my leave papers and they were all taken. I was in uniform. My injuries were so severe that four years later I had to have brain surgery because of the injuries sustained in the beating. Several men, who served and fought for the country, were beaten and lynched in their uniforms after they returned from the war.64



According to Goffman, the loss of personal identity and safety, as well as being referred to with obscene names, is common in a total institution. Especially in the total institution of the military [and Jim Crow], “the uniform not the man is saluted (so that the man is not demanding deference for himself).”65 This black man’s identity as a solider was contrasted with the way he was viewed by the white police officer, a person who was breaking the rules of the total institution, an intruder who needed to be removed—a criminal.

Parks and Benches

In the total institution for blacks, the list of restricted public spaces is inexhaustible. The list included restrictions on water fountains, public parks, benches, pools, restrooms, restaurants, and stores. A respondent in her sixties resisted in a public restricted area:


I know one time; my grandmother took me to go to [a park]. That was a park for whites. My grandmother decided she was going to take me to the park that day. There they had a little wading pool. I got in, she told me to get in the pool, and there sure enough I did. Finally, the warden came over and told me, “You gone have to go.” She said, “Why?” He said, “See because, this pool is for whites. You have to leave!”66



There were spaces in the total institution that were off limits to blacks “unless the restricted were specifically with an authorized [white person].”67 Another respondent in her seventies recalls an incident with her grandmother and a park bench:


My grandmother and her friend came, had an occasion to come to [town] once, and we were at the courthouse and the benches that were in the park were for the white people. Well, my grandmother’s friend felt higher and she sat down on the bench but my grandmother said to her, “Ms. Frayshee you know you are not supposed to be sitting on that bench, that’s for the white people.” Ms. Frayshee said, “But I’m tired. Oh I’m just going to sit here a few minutes.” As soon as she sat down then a white man came along and told her to get up that she wasn’t supposed to be sitting on that bench. She got up and we left.68



Several respondents shared similar stories of how if everyday whites—without authority—told you to do something and you refused, to get you to comply, they would assault or kill you. It did not matter if you are a visitor in a total institution; the rules bind you. If you fail to comply, you can suffer the consequences.

Lynching Trees

Whites’ regular use of lynching as a repressive technique brought death to thousands of black men, women, and children. On average, a black man, woman, or child was lynched nearly once a week between 1882 and 1930.69 The lynching created “a poisoned atmosphere, one that permeated life far beyond those counties where a lynching had actually taken place.”70 blacks were, in many instances, tortured before they were lynched; their fingers, ears, and other body parts were removed, and they were stabbed, beaten, and then burned.71 Goffman states that “in addition to personal defacement that comes from being stripped of one’s identity kit, there is a personal disfigurement that comes from direct and permanent mutilations of the body such as brands or loss of limbs . . . [and] provides a basis for anxieties about disfigurement.”72 White mob lynchings of black men, women, and children were common during Jim Crow, as we see in this elderly respondent’s painful recollection:


The Ku Klux Klan. . . . If you had sons, you were just frightened . . . People were hung right here. . . . It was a place called Lynch Hammock. They would take people out and lynch them. They would take those kids out and you would find a black body hanging any day. Any time. People were frightened. There was nothing they could do. If you talked too much then the younger black would go and, you know, tell on the others. It was terrible. . . . In order to keep a lot of confusion down and sleep well at night and try to protect their boys, and protect their girls, they just had to accept it and be quiet about it. That’s the way it was. People were afraid. People were afraid. If you had a few who weren’t, you had no backup. . . . It was bad, but it was something that you grew up with.



Goffman states that “a standard irony in total institutions is giving nicknames to especially threatening or unpleasant aspects of the environment.”73 In German concentration camps in the World War II era, some called turnips—the primary food source—German pineapples. In prison, it was customary to call severe punishment cells tea gardens.74 In the total institution of Jim Crow, the trees that were utilized to murder, mutilate, and dismember thousands of Blacks were commonly referred to as lynch hammock.75 Another respondent in the southeast in her seventies describes how:


[The KKK] . . . did use to hang people. . . . The last two, I know was [names two young men] . . . caught them with a white girl. I think they were fooling around with the girl all the time and she just got caught. . . . They hung them. . . . I don’t know too much about it because they didn’t put it in the paper, and I just heard mom and them talking about it in the house. They [whites] just went, broke into the house, and just grabbed them while they was sleeping. They say that, the girl say that they raped her. [Was there a trial?] No. I might have been thirteen or fourteen. . . . Those boys were teenagers, they might have been about nineteen, twenty . . . They were young!



In 1897, the first woman appointed to the U.S. Senate, Rebecca Latimer Felton, expressed her feelings about the alleged rapes of white women: “If it takes lynchings to protect [white] woman’s dearest possession from drunken, ravening beasts, then I say lynch a thousand a week.”76 In a total institution, the back stage did not offer one protection from individual or group backstage intruders. The lynchings often involved dozens (sometimes hundreds) of people and were typically done by “normal everyday” whites. In a total institution, the institutionalized are not allowed to protect their women, their children, or their homes.

Total Institutions and Sexual Abuse

Attacking Black Women: In the Back Stage

Goffman notes that “the [ultimate] model for interpersonal contamination in our society is presumably rape.”77 In much scholarly literature and public discussion of “rape,” past and present, the focus is on assaults of white women. However, a much more common problem historically, in the total institution of Jim Crow, was black families regularly facing the rape of their daughters, mothers, and sons by white men, including those with local power and influence.78 In a total institution, the back stage is where individuals presume to have “free space.” In reality, there were frequent intrusions by whites. When asked if she remembered her first encounter with a white person, a teacher’s aide in her eighties tearfully shared a story of how her family could not protect her:


I remember one Sunday afternoon . . . a white man came to our house. I must have been about 15. . . . This man knocked on the door. My mom was sleeping. . . . My brother was in the next room sleeping. I answered the door. The man looked like he was spellbound. It frightened me, so I started backing up and he started following me. He went straight through my mom’s bedroom and my brother’s bedroom. I ran . . . he was following me. My brother sat up in the bed, to see what was happening . . . he came behind him. I can remember . . . my sister saying, “Oh, no, no, Richard [the brother]. No, no, no.” He was going to hurt him . . . I ran up under the house and hid. He walked in the yard looking for me and eventually he went on and got in the car. My dad wanted to know who he was . . . I was never able to tell him who he was. I couldn’t remember telling him what he looked like. It frightened me. I was young and it frightened me. I knew that these things happened and I didn’t want that to happen to me. . . . It was terrible . . . it was very frightening. My brother wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it.



This teenager is aware of the raping of black women and the stigma that is associated with it. She and her family knew that intervention by male relatives could have terrible consequences; in the extreme case, it might lead to their death. In the narrative, the respondent talks about her sister warning her brother79 not to intervene. According to Goffman, “there may be occasions when an individual witnesses a physical assault upon someone to whom he has ties and suffers the permanent mortification of having (and being known to have) taken no action.”80 Similarly, a respondent in the southeast in his late sixties recalls a rape in his community:


This lady’s name was Elizabeth Smith and she was going to the sanctified church around the corner from Mt. Carmel Church and she got kidnapped by a white guy and he took her out in the woods and [he] sodomized her and raped her . . . He never served a day in jail. . . . She wasn’t even married or anything at the time.



Numerous black women had their “dearest possession” taken from them. In the southwest, a respondent in her late sixties responds to a question about rape in her community when she was growing up:


There were rapes! The white man would rape girls. . . . If a white man see a half-way descent woman, if he wanted her, he went up and just grabbed her and start doing whatever he wanted to do to her. You know, she would fight, and say no, but he would beat her up, slap her, knock her down, and just, just take her. That was the norm back then for the white man to do.



In a total institution, there is a recognition of institutional support for the hoary custom that a white man had “paramour rights,”81 which generally meant that any white man could rape any black woman with impunity. Unwillingly, family members watched violence that targeted spouses, siblings, and parents. According to Goffman, “in total institutions private coercion unadorned can be important. . . . forced sexual submission—these are methods that can be employed without rationalization as means of bringing the activities of another into one’s own line of action.”82

The Stigma of Rape

The physical and psychological injuries of rape extended well beyond individual targets and thereby sustained the institutionalized structure of white dominance, and black vulnerability and subordination. In this poignant excerpt, a custodian’s use of “dipping” signals how common rape was during legal segregation. Hesitantly, he expresses how he realizes black women had no choice:


My mama was a maid. She used to work with a lot of white folks. . . . My mama had gray eyes and red hair . . . So, when he [my brother] come out, with blonde head, they ain’t no good will where he come from. . . . He come from a [white] man who’d . . . been dipping into my family a long time ago. . . . white folk, they love the [black] women especially. . . . Bring them in and their wives couldn’t say nothing. . . . And so you know about these kids, coming up with the light skin, you know. They know where they come from.



In a total institution, institutionalized men are denied the opportunity to respond to assaults against their family member, thus undermining their masculinity. This interviewed man mentioned that he had two brothers with blonde hair. (His dark-skinned father left his mother when he was young.) None of the brothers realized what had occurred until they were older and considered the different colors in their family. They suggest that black women often had no choice and were coerced into sexual relations with influential white men.83 Another respondent in her late seventies responds to the same question—“Can you recall any experiences your mother, father, or grandparents shared with you that they had with a white person?” The respondent recalls a story of rape:


I remember this little boy [sighs] across the street named Charlie, he was one of my friends, we was the same age, and he was white, but his mother was lighter than I am, his mother looked white but she was black and she married a black man and they had a daughter who was about my complexion. Then Charlie came here with blonde hair and snow white just really, really, white. The daddy said, “I’m outta here.” He left and said, “That’s not my baby.” Charlie went to school with us through about the first or second grade and his mother got such flack, you know in the neighborhood they said, “He was the ice man’s baby.” They used to deliver ice to the house and come in and put it in your icebox wrapped in those burlap bags . . . you didn’t have refrigerators then, it was iceboxes, and they said, “That Charlie’s daddy was the ice man.” His mother finally after about a year or two she just packed him up and moved to [place]. [She] reared him as a white boy and then when he got grown she moved back to [place] and left him. . . . He never accepted the fact that he ever had any black in him, but his mother reared him that way, and when his mother died that’s the only time he ever came back to [place]. His sister was living there and the mother was there. He came for the funeral, [and] his sister said, “He got there just in time for the funeral, went to the funeral, and when it was over he told her goodbye and that was it.” . . . She never heard from him anymore. He was a little boy and it wasn’t his fault, but the kids teased him and everything.



One respondent referred to the children of these rapes as “kitchen babies.”84 Thus, we see the stigma of rape on the mother and the innocent child. Goffman defines the stigma of race as “the tribal stigma of race, nation, and religion, these being stigma that can be transmitted through lineages and equally contaminate all members of a family.”85 African-American girls and women who survived rape faced a double stigma: race and rape. The children of these rapes bore stigma, shame, and a spoiled identity. It forced the mother and child from the quotation to leave their family, community, and social networks. In a total institution, these acts of racial violence leave survivors and their families with an array of emotions, including humiliation, self-blame, anger, rage, helplessness, and fear.86 Such sexual violence was at the heart of the total institution of slavery and Jim Crow, and it often concealed psychological and physical injuries that have lasted for generations.

Backstage Preparation and Coping

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Goffman defined the back stage as a free safe space where individuals could learn the performance and discuss interactions that occurred in the front stage. The strategies that blacks employed to resist daily oppression in a total institution had to be creative. Blacks resisted Jim Crow in spite of retaliatory violence, thereby constantly demonstrating and amplifying the sense and reality of personal agency.

We have already noted briefly some respondents’ coping actions. Here we focus on specific strategies and tactics that were used to survive. Countering strategies of these ever-sensitive and intelligent Americans ranged from obedience and deceptive servility to finding everyday ways to insulate themselves and their families from white coercion to active confrontation, including joining a local civil rights movement.87

Backstage Warnings

Time Schedules: Be in by Dusk

In the total institution of Jim Crow, whites—often acting under cover of night—collectively imposed racial violence. Blacks thought to have violated racial etiquette laws or customs were often targets, though some violence was less instrumental. Here a former professor, when asked to recall his first memory of encounters with whites, describes his mother’s warnings and the everyday reality of racial violence:


My mother used to insist that I always be in the yard before the sun go down. I could not understand that. Until one day, they call them night riders, they kidnapped a black kid and they sodomized him and castrated him. My mother said, “Now you see why I want you to stay in the house.” . . . Night riders would come, white guys would come to the black community in trucks and cars and kidnap black kids and stuff of that nature. . . . That happened in other communities. . . . I’m sure the adults knew who these people were. But who could they turn to. There was nobody. The NAACP would send people through as representatives but you had, that was a hush, hush thing and it was held at a church and people were very quiet about where they were going to have these meetings because the church could be burned to the ground. It happened in other communities . . . black people just disappeared.



Reflecting on the brutality that routinely underpinned Jim Crow’s total institution, this man describes the severe physical and psychological injuries suffered by racially targeted black families. Black citizens did sometimes resist, thereby risking violence on a larger scale, including the burning of churches and lynchings because of political meetings.88

Frontstage Interactions: Don’t Trust Them

These insightful accounts add to our understanding of how
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