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PREFACE

m

BROTHER IN JAIL

Just sitting here thinking. . . .
How much I miss you,
And wondering my brother . . . .
What I can do.
I guess your wondering what
I mean........ Well, my
Brother is in jail. Reason
why?
He couldn't post bail.
He's not a bad guy — just
drove too fast.... and now
you know— the cops didn't
let it pass.
I guess I wouldn't be so worried
but its the fear I have in my
heart, that I might not see him
again right from the start.
Jails have cages that keep men. ..
like in a zoo.
Only. . . the zoo keepers
take better care of their animals
than the humans do.
Animals do get sunshine,
and fresh air too.
But my brother. . . I know this
is not happening to you.
I'm trying so hard to raise money
for bail.
I've sold the car and the couch just
as well.
I'm not sure what I'll do next but
neither are you.
My brother keep hoping that I'll
meet your need. . . because
I'm trying to take the lead.
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You may be wondering again. . ..
the lead in what? The lead
to create an awareness that our jails
need a transformation or close down.
The lead to create a more unified
system across the United States in locking
up people in cages.
Cages are small little places.
Some no bigger than 3 x 5 . ..
People I ask you
is that enough
room to thrive?
Yet my
brother is in one just waiting
for me... to come to his
rescue and help set him free.
My b r o t h e r ------- I ’ll be there
and do what I can and I ’m
hoping its soon enough
before you end up in neverland.

Janice Bernice Howard
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Statement of The Problem

Jail Overview
Local jails and institutions are different from prisons; they are
the reception units for a variety of inmates, most of whom are awaiting
court action and not under sentence as are inmates in prison.

Jails

are considered to be short-term institutions and inmates sentenced to
them usually stay no longer than a year.
Historically, the first jails in America were used to detain
accused inmates who were awaiting trial, while convicted offenders
were banished, pilloried, killed or maimed since no system of imprison
ment existed before the eighteenth century.

The physical structure of

jails is varied in shape and size and they generally do not have a set
architectural plan or location.

Today, therefore, all types of jails

exist, many built in the 19th century.

They are known as detention

centers, county prisons, workhouses, houses of correction, or police
lock-ups, as many are found in city police stations or precinct houses.

Problems and Issues
This study concerns itself with deaths of inmates in all types
of jails.

Many people in society know very little, or perhaps do not

even care about deaths that occur in jail.

They are usually not talked

about very much because most people do not think that many actually

1
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occur; yet all types of deaths do occur.

Irrespective of the reason

and contrary to what people tend to believe, there are a substantial
number of deaths each year in American jails.
The total number of deaths in jails is unknown.
national statistics on jail deaths.

There are no

Such deaths are not limited to

convicted prisoners, but may happen to anyone detained in these
institutions.

Deaths in jail may be from a variety of methods: natural

causes, suicide, accidents (falls, drug overdose, fire, etc..), homicide,
or those of undetermined nature.
Few people know about deaths, in part, because of how they are
presented in the news media.

Coverage of deaths in jail is usually

located in inconspicious places in newspapers.

If the death is being

investigated at the request of the family or others, it may then be
presented on the front page.

For instance, the Los Angeles Sentinel

printed the story of an inmate death on its front page which stated
for the most part that this incident had been carefully kept from the
public.

"In fact, the news media's failure (or refusal) to deal with

this particular incident leads one to believe there is a conspiracy to
keep the community from having access to knowledge of prime importance
to which it has every right" (Gibson, 1972 p.70:C7)
Furthermore, the public tends to be apathetic about the issue.
A death of an inmate in jail may not be seen as being as serious as a
death of a non-inmate or society may feel that inmates in jail deserve
to be there and that if they die, the event is of little significance
or consequence.

In one instance an inmate hung himself at the Bexar

County Jail (Texas).

The Sheriff from that jail then publicly stated,
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"We aren't running a vacation resort here, the men don't really have
any complaints.

All these things they're complaining about are

conditions brought upon themselves and I'm not about to play mother to
any of them" (Liberation News Service,1971).
Deaths in jail are due to a combination of factors: structural
and individual.

Moreover, the deaths that do occur in jail may be

considered related to broader problems in the criminal justice system.
These problems include inadequate screening of individuals when
admitting them to jail, disparities in sentencing and bail, delayed
trial due to a backlog of cases and generally deplorable conditions in
many jails.

It has been said that even the sunrise is dark in jail,

since physically the construction of jails provides little or no

fresh

air, privacy, or comfort.
Jones (1974) reported in an article entitled, "Jails termed
most abused, misused part of justice system", that jails are built the
same way they were 100 years ago and they hold people for a long time
instead of a short time.
built in 1974.

Fox (1977) discusses the problems of a jail

This particular Flordia jail was designed to hold 49

adult inmates but in February 1977 it actually held 71.

Overpopulated

and understaffed jails may be a contributing factor to deaths that occur
in the jail.
Placing inmates in jails under conditions that are dehumanizing
is seen to violate their rights as United States citizens.

While inmates

may lose some of their statutory rights because of their incarceration,
they are not supposed to lose constitutional rights as United States
citizens.

Since jails are used to detain persons, under the law they
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are not technically prisoners and are presumed to be innocent until
proven guilty.

The problems occurring in jail which lead to increase

the chances of death are considered

to be in violation of the Eighth

Amendment to the United States Constitution which states: Excessive
bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and
unusual punishments inflicted.
Amendment Eight seeks to protect the rights of those confined.
Many are detained in jail because they cannot afford bail.

Bail

however, is considered to be the,
traditional right to freedom before conviction- the
spirit of the /bail/ procedure is to enable /defendants/
to stay out of jail until a trial has found them guilty
(Stack v. Boyle, 1951: 342(U.S.)1,4,8)
The existence of overcrowding in many of the jails would suggest
that the use of bail has been problematic.

Foote,

(1955) in the article

"The Bail System and Equal Justice", reports on two studies of the bail
system in New York and Philadelphia.

One hundred-four prisoners who

were unable to raise bail were interviewed in Philadelphia and eightynine in New York.

These prisoners were unable to furnish bail because

they could not afford to pay.

A survey study conducted by the Washing

ton Post, (1971) found that 98% of the 1,100 men in the D.C. Jail were
there because they could not come up with the money for bail (Valentine,
1971).
Cruel and unusual punishment as noted in the Eighth Amendment may
be interpretated in numerous ways.
court that reviews the case.

It will basically depend on the

There have been a number of court

decisions in the 70s however that declare the conditions in the jails

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f the copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout p erm ission.

5

to be inhumane, and the treatment received by inmates to be unconstitu
tional.

In Hamilton v. Love (1971:328, (E.D. Ark) 1192) the court

emphasized the distinction which should be made between detainees and
inmates stating:
The detainees, should not have to suffer any punishment,
as such, whether ’cruel and unusual’ or not.
(Hamilton v. Love, 1971:328(E.D.Ark)1192)
This case refers to inadequate ventilation in jail, lack of
medical treatment, and the inadequate number of staff to help protect
inmates from attacks.

Further, courts have found that,

lack of lighting or windows in the cells, and lack of
mattresses, when coupled with overcrowding in the cells,
unclean cells, or lack of heat have been held to be violative
of the Eighth Amendment.
(Anderson v. Nosser, 1971:438(5th Cir)183)
In another instance, an inmate was blinded and received brain
damage as the result of being shot by a trusty inmate guard.

It was

ruled that,
Imprisonment under the extra hazardous conditions to which
the Plaintiff was needlessly exposed, and which culminated
in permanently maiming and totally disabling him, was so
severe and shocking to the conscience, and so utterly
disproportionate to crime /petty larceny for taking articles
of the retail value of $2.11/ as to constitute cruel and
unusual punishment.
(Robert v. William, 1969:302,(N.D.Miss)972,989)
The cases presented above are examples of a few of the known
instances when the court has ruled on jail conditions.

Historically,

inmates have rarely challenged their rights in jail; however, inmates
tend to exercise their constitutional rights now more than in the past
with greater success.

Certainly death is the ultimate in punishment
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and as such, if a function of the jail experiences, raises the issue
from a simple humane concern to a constitutional one.

Purpose of Study
This study will look at deaths that have taken place in jails
located in Berrien and Kalamazoo County and also those deaths that
have been reported in Newsbank data (Newsbank,Inc., Stamford, Connecticut,
a service that complies data from newspapers). The reason why deaths
in jails are being studied for these two groups is to view the number
that have occurred over an eight year time span, as well as to view the
nature of those deaths and the circumstances surrounding them in order
to determine if patterns exist.
In previous research, two factors have frequently been related
to deaths in jail: crowded conditions and length of time the person
is in jail.

Because these two factors are considered relevant they

will be given special emphasis in this research.
This study is of an exploratory nature, as such a study has never
been previously conducted.

The aim of this study is to present a

descriptive analysis of inmate deaths for the population studied.
Since there are no national statistics for deaths that have
occurred in jails, it was impossible to obtain an accurate account of
all the deaths that occurred in the United States jails for the
years 1970 through 1977.
Newsbank.

However, 374 inmate deaths were reported by

These will serve as an overall guide in understanding the

14 deaths that have occurred in the two Michigan counties.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Deaths in jail are common to both past and present cultures.
For instance, Askcraft and Scheflen (1976) discuss an event that
occurred in 1756 at Fort William, which was a British settlement in
Calcutta, India.

One hundred forty-six prisoners were forced into the

fort’s guardroom, an area equaling 18x14x10 feet, where they were
held overnight.

In the morning only twenty-three remained alive.

Heat and suffocation were given as the cause of death.
In 1971, the jail that is on the top floor of the Dayton (Ohio)
Safety Building was said to have looked like the Black Hole of
Calcutta.

There were ninety-seven men crowded into the hot, stuffy,

dank jail on charges of being intoxicated in public, and the week
end had just begun (Huffman, 1971).
October, 1971?

Why was this happening in

The reason given was overcrowded conditions at the

detoxification center which made it impossible to handle the growing
number of problem drinkers.
It may be seen that conditions which caused deaths over 100
years ago still exist in the 70’s.

Therefore, deaths in jail are

events with which society still must contend.

Types of Jail Deaths
Research on jail deaths has not focused on all types of deaths.
These studies deal primarily with suicides and "accidental" deaths,

7
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with less emphasis on deaths due to natural causes and homicides.

Deaths by Suicide
A study by B.L. Danto (1971) looked at suicide in the Wayne
County Jail.
the jail.

He obtained his data from administrative personnel at

This study presented data concerning ten suicides among

the inmates.

Six of the inmates who died were unable to get out on

bail due to the high bond and were distinguished from the rest of the
inmates by sex (males), race (Black), and length of confinement in
jail.
Danto's research found that the larger percentage of suicides
were by Black males.

They had committed violent crimes and were

unable to post bond.

It was also found that these inmates were moved

from ward to ward within the jail more frequently than other inmates.
All the suicides occurred within two to four weeks after confinement.
The most common method of suicide was hanging.

This study could

contribute to understanding the relationships among suicide, length
of time in jail, and isolation.

For example, 7 out of 10 inmates

committed suicide by hanging within 30 days after confinement.
Fawcett and Marrs (1971) did a clinical study focusing on
suicidal behavior in a given population at Cook County Jail in
Chicago.

This study focused on conditions prevailing at that institu

tion and on clinical profiles of inmates who were high suicidal risks.
The data were gathered from March 1969 through May 1971 because
suicide rates had increases noticeably from mid-1969 through 1970.
Available information on 13 completed suicides were studied.

In
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addition, interviews were conducted with eight inmates who made high
intent suicide attempts from March 1970 through April 1971.

The

basic group of 13, referred to as the Suicide Group, was studied byusing clinical, situational, and historical data such as the following:
Clinical data:

histories of previous psychiatric hos
pitalization;

Historical data:

age, frequency of violence, race, sex, addiction
to heroin or alcohol, length of time incar
cerated;

Situational data: divorce papers were received day of suicide, no
visitors on visiting day, court appearance day.
The findings in this study demonstrated that time of death was a
significant factor.

Five suicides occurred within the first week of

incarceration and eight more occurred before the inmate had been im
prisoned for one month.

The authors note that both the physical

environment and social processes that take place at Cook County Jail
are highly dehumanizing.
izing.

The structure itself is considered dehuman

It was built in 1929, out of concrete and steel.

Within its

cold concrete walls and steel locks, an average of 2100 inmates are
kept.

The cells are 6x8x8 feet and there is just enough room for a

cot and a commode.

There is no room provided for personal effects.

The men are physically crowded in day-room facilities and a feeling of
overcrowding and forced over-proximity is apparent to other indivi
duals.

The researchers in this study feel that overcrowding may

certainly lead to a type of over-proximity that is very threatening
to most of the inmates.

Sommer's (1969) research is pertinent to the

findings of Fawcett and Marrs.

He believes physical environment en-
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hances the feeling of helplessness and loss of control over future
outcomes that are characteristic of the jail situation.

The jail

experience has the total effect of complete isolation of the
individual from his social matrix.

Both studies point to the signifi

cance of non-verbal factors which contribute to death:

crowding, space,

and time factors, all of which seem to stem from the structures and con
ditions of jails.
Esparza's (1972) study focused on case histories of six committed
suicides and sixty attempted suicides that took place in six county
jails during a five-year period.

The six county jails were chosen from

a midwestern state that had 78 county jails.

These particular jails

were selected to represent a cross section of both urban and rural
population settings.

The main source of data for this study was

obtained from chief jailers.

A State Jail Inspector, probation officers,

and county coroners were other sources used to secure data for this
study.
The data were consolidated by developing a demographic instru
ment that would record three major facets of suicides in jails:
Demographic Clinical:

age, race, marital status, previous
psychiatric history, etc— ;

Situational Factors:

criminal history and charge, length of
confinement to date of suicide, stresses
or losses within last six months, serious
ness of suicide attempts (i.e., fatal one,
time of day, month, season of suicide);

Data on Jails:

physical structure, centrality of location
for services, actual administration of
jail, budget available for jail and its
personnel.
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It was found in this study that the larger percentage of inmates
who committed suicide had the following characteristics:

male, white,

single, mean age of 28.8, previous history of violent crime, with 67%
of suicides being committed within four months of arrest.
The most significant finding in this study was that in comparison
to the Federal Prison System, the jail suicide rate (57.5 per 100,000)
is five times the rate in Federal Prisons.

Esparza believes that suicide

in jails could be 10 times as high as the actual number of those
recorded.
Heilig (1972) did a preliminary study of all jails in Los Angeles
County for two separate one-year periods, 1964 and 1971, for purposes
of developing criteria for early identification and proper management
to prevent suicides.

The coroner’s office was the source of data to

determine jail suicides.

Data were obtained on sex, marital status,

age, race, the charge at time of arrest, suicide method and time
spent in jail.
9.

In 1964 there were 17 suicides, and in 1971 there were

It was found in this study that time in jail was a significant

factor.

In 1964, 11 out of 17 suicides occurred within the first

twenty-four hours of being arrested.

In 1971 all suicides were hangings

and occurred within the first twenty-four hours following arrest, except
one where time was unknown.

Over 90 percent of suicides occurred within

the first few hours after arrest according to these data.
A supplementary study of suicide attempts in jail by Heilig in
1971 at the Central Jail in Los Angeles County, bears out the impor
tance of jail structure.

It was found that it is physically very

difficult for anyone to hang himself in jail, where there are almost
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no bars, pipes or protrusions in the cells to which a rope may be
attached.

It was found that only 6% were hanging attempts compared to

the 90% using broken razor blades, sharpened spoons, ingestion of
soap, or jumping from a high level.
It was mentioned in this supplementary study that Los Angeles
County has a suicide rate in jails of 108 per 100,000.

This study

determined that 65 percent of inmates that committed suicide were
arrested for being under the influence of alcohol or drugs.

This study

would correlate with findings presented by Cromwell (1975).

His

findings were that sixty to seventy percent of persons detained in
local jails are for the most part not yet convicted of a crime.

The

jail population is composed predominantly either of people who are
denied bail because of the seriousness of the offenses with which
they were charged or who, because they are poor, cannot afford bail
and are forced to waste in jail waiting for a distant trial.
It is believed that the human being cannot live in a condition
of emptiness for very long (e.g., jail).

The pent-up potentialities

may turn into morbidity and despair which may lead to a destructive
activity such as suicide.

Inmates may experience the feeling of power

lessness to do anything constructive while confined to a jail cell.

Accidental Deaths
Deaths related to jail conditions are considered to be "acciden
tal".

Jail conditions will be defined in this context as overcrowded

facilities with improper ventilation; unsafe, unsanitary cells; and
lack of or inadequate staff members.
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The physical conditions in many of the jails are said to be
intolerable as noted by others.

Pear (1975) quotes the Director of the

Washington, D.C. Department of Corrections as saying the jail is, "not
fit for human habitation".

The jail is said to be severely over

crowded, unsanitary, foul-smelling, noisy and therefore, dehumanizing.
One may ask, what rewards are there to be offered in an environment of
this nature?

"Bugs, Sweltering Heat Turn Jail Into Nightmare", an article

by Watson (1975), describes the scene in one jail.

The conditions may

prevail in many other jails as well.
Overcrowded cells infested with cockroaches, having floors
covered by filth and food scraps, and having no way for fresh air
or sunlight to get in, existed back in the seventeenth century.
These conditions are still seen to exist today (Marchione, 1970;
Baxter, 1971; Patton, 1972; Flach, 1973; Lee, 1974; Sibley, 1975;
MacArthur, 1976; Anthony, 1977).
The Eighteenth Centurypenal reformist, John Howard (1726-1790),
toured many jails and prisons throughout England and Europe.

He

wrote a book that has become a classic (The State of the Prisons, 1777)
that describes many conditions and problems, as well as deaths, in
those prisons which were mostly jails in his day. Many of the jails
that he described as being bad, inhumane, and unfit for human
living still exist today.

The causes for several deaths that

occurred in those jails are unexplained, like many of the undetermined
type deaths that occur in jails presently.

Howard gave dates of

deaths that occurred at Petworth, a London jail, and the period of
time before death after being committed was relatively short.
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victims were committed on the sixth of January 1776; one died the
eleventh, and the other died the twenty-sixth.
the thirteenth and died on the twenty-third.
unexplained.

Another was committed
All of these deaths were

It was mentioned that the weather was extremely cold,

and that deaths had occurred in this jail many times.

The size of the

jail was mentioned as being very small for the number of persons
detained.
In one of the many examples which Harrison (1968) cites, the
United States Marshal from the Arizona Territory wrote the Attorney
General at Washington on October 31, 1878:

"One United States’

prisoner awaiting trial died a few weeks ago, and it is claimed his
death was caused by the excessive heat, filthiness and overcrowded
condition of the jail (p. 112)."

The saddest feature is that his

innocence was clearly proven ten days after his death.

This same

place, also referred to as Yuma Prison, had a place called "The
Snake Den".

The prisoners were put in this chamber of horrors

(which was 10x10 feet) in complete darkness, except for when the
sun was directly overhead, allowing some feeble light to penetrate
the small hole above, which was for the purpose of ventilation.
The men did not have bunks, blankets, mattresses, or any type of
toilet facilities, not even a bucket.

The only things they received

were water and a small loaf of bread each day, . . .

if they survived.

From time to time they were bitten by scorpions, and the deadly desert
rattlesnake, the sidewinder, which ended in fatal results.
The previous account of Arizona jails was given ninety-seven
years ago.

The following study continues to follow the same trend to
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a large degree.

An article by Burr (1975), "Jails Are Dangerous and

Fail To Reform:

Bar Study Reports," reveals that Arizona jails are

still dangerous and have not reformed.

The Arizona Bar Association

released a study in May 1975 that stated that many of the Arizona jails
provide unsafe and unhealthy living conditions.

Those being detained

are mainly awaiting trial or detained because of a drunk charge.
study was based on 31 of the state’s 47 jails.

This

The inmates must cope

with violence, an irregular system of medical care, inadequate staff,
improper and inadequate amounts of food, plus being severely over
crowded in their cells.
This study points out that improper ventilation, and cooling
and heating systems are lacking in many of the jails.

Howard (1777)

stated that lack of cleanliness and fresh air were two things that
caused many to suffer in our jails.

Conditions that prevail in these

jails may be the reason for injuries and deaths that occur in the
twentieth century.
The factor of crowding can possibly be seen to be of great
importance in regard to deaths that take place in jail.

As noted

above, Ashcraft and Scheflen (1976) discussed the episode of 123
prisoners who died in what is known as the Black Hole of Calcutta.
Crowding is believed to be the cause of these deaths, but this has
never been proven.

Howard (1777) described this place as a "Hell

in Miniature" and states that the survivors stated that the deaths
took place in that dark hole due to lack of fresh air.
Goldsmith (1975) states that crowded conditions create no
isolation or quarantine area for those with contagious diseases that
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are detected.

An inmate at the Cook County Jail in Chicago had been in

jail several months before it was

discovered that he hadtuberculosis.

Skin tests conducted on 107 other

inmates found that 23% had a positive

reaction.

Three months later skin tests were made again.

Of 14 inmates

remaining in the tier who had been exposed to the original tuberculosis
victim, 10 had positive reactions.
pected penalties, such as disease
Environmental phobias, such

The jail experience may cause unex
(Chicago Tribune, February 22, 1977).
as claustrophobia, are not commonly

diagnosed or treated, and more research is needed in this area.

The

effects of crowding in a jail can be viewed as a situational variable
for each individual, rather than for the group as a whole.

According

to Lewin (1948), Ellenberger (1971), Friedman (1974), and Mehrabian
(1976), the state of the person depends upon his environment.

If

people are isolated from others involuntarily, their behaviors may
become ’’abnormal" in some way.

Lack of communication may influence

some form of pathological behavior.

Therefore, if people are involun

tarily in an environment, they are more vulnerable to the conditions
that surround them than individuals who can voluntarily change to a
different environment.
Experimental studies conducted on the use of space represent
varied approaches to the crowding issue.

Information concerning

humans' perceived need for space stems from a dramatic experimental
work on animals conducted by Calhoun (1962).
This study is considered to be a forerunner to human experi
mental studies on the crowding issue.

White Norway rats were used

in this study to show how organisms behave under different conditions
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of crowding and how the social behavior that accompanies crowding can
have significant physiological consequences.

His study dealt with

large complex groups, as his strategy of the experiment was to maintain
a population in a stressful situation while three generations of rats
were reared, so that he could study the effects of stress not only on
individuals but on several generations.

He removed surplus infants in

order to prevent the population from exceeding a limit of eighty, at
which time stress was definitely detectable.

If he did not maintain

the safety margin (80), the colonies would suffer a population collapse
or die off.
Humans are apt to experience disorganization as a result of
overcrowding.

Most studies on humans in regard to crowding are usually

done on large complex groups or are of an experimental design which
generally represent unnatural situations.

Therefore, it is difficult

to ascertain what the human safety margin might be.

However, the

overcrowded conditions in jails, while perhaps not exceeding the "human
safety margin", may contribute to deaths in jail.

This may be especially

true when the average population of the jail exceeds the jail’s designed
capacity.
Therefore, it seems clear from Calhoun's experiment that even the
rat, hardy as it is, cannot tolerate disorder.

Like man, the rat needs

some time to be alone, and crowding can be seen to disrupt important
social functions.

It thus may lead to disorganization and, ultimately,

to death.
Other accidental deaths that have occurred in jail are noted in
the President's Commission On Law Enforcement And Administration Of
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Justice Task Force Report;

Corrections (1967) and Goldfarb (1975),

The Commission was told of four teenage boys, jailed on suspicion
of stealing beer, who died of asphyxiation from a defective gas heater
after being left alone for eleven hours in an Arizona jail.

Goldfarb

discusses how fires are accidentally or intentionally set in jails and
cause deaths from burns and smoke inhalation.

Fires in padded jail

cells are a familiar part of the dismal history of American jails.

In

1970, a fifty-one year old Massachusetts woman serving a short sentence
for drunkenness in Boston's Charles Street Jail died as a result of a
blaze in a padded cell.
In his previously mentioned study on suicide, Esparza (1972)
also found that the jails were old and had numerous building code
violations that contributed to deaths.
may be nurtured in this type of setting.

Accidental deaths by fire
The attitudes of staff

toward death in jail were summarized by the following quotation:
"Take all the precautions and for God's sake keep it down, it's
something we don't like to look at" (Esparza 1972, p. 41).

Deaths By Natural Cause
Natural cause deaths would be defined as deaths which occurred
in conformity with the ordinary course of nature in most instances.
However, naturally-caused deaths that occur in the jail may be
questioned as to whether they could have been prevented.
Goldsmith asserts that it is likely that inmates may die in jail
because jail officials do not believe their stories about their health
and do not take the time to check the stories out due to time, lack of
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staff and other priorities.

An example of such a death was a diabetic

who informed the jail officials about his health.
after being arrested on an assault charge.
he went into a diabetic coma.

He was brought in

Nobody believed him until

He died two days later.

According to the Mecklenburg County Medical Examiner, a 34 yearold inmate died in the Mecklenburg County Jail of pneumonia.
been arrested for public drunkenness.

He had

This inmate was found dead

when jail personnel went to his cell to awaken him.

He had not

received medical attention because he was not injured and did not
complain about medical problems (Charlotte Observer (N.C.), January
11, 1977).
White (1972) reported the death of an inmate who died in the
County Jail (Maine) following two epileptic seizures.
inmate was a known epileptic.

The 40 year

York
old

Investigators found that he was not

examined medically before he was booked and placed in jail.

There

were 12 points found in the report to be contributing factors to this
inmate’s death.

They ranged from improper dispensing of medication to

negligence, and in some cases

human error.

Barrett (1977), a staff writer for the Charlotte Observer (N.C.),
describes how a prisoner stayed in jail 40 hours with a broken neck.
The head of the police internal affairs division was unaware of the
injuries until the Charlotte Observer contacted him.

This prisoner

was in satisfactory condition according to the last account given.
He had been picked up for drunkenness 48 times within the last year.
Thus, according to Goldsmith, it could be inferred that it is very
likely that jail officials do not believe the stories inmates tell
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about their health.

Jails can only he as good as the people who run

them, because the quality of the jail depends upon the skills,
experience, performance, standards and morale of the staff (Richmond,
1969).

Combined Types of Death
The following two studies focus on all types of deaths that have
occurred in jail, such as suicide, accidental, natural causes, homicide,
and deaths of undetermined origin.

Adelson, Huntington and Reay (1968)

did a survey study of 91 sudden and unexpected deaths that occurred during
the years 1956-1967 while the person was in either police custody or
penal detention in Cuyahoga County, Ohio.

Data for this study were

obtained from the coroner’s office in Cuyahoga County.

The coroner’s

office in Cuyahoga County is required to investigate every death that
occurs in police stations, the county jail, and the house of correction.
Complete autopsies are performed in every instance and color photo
graphs of the decedent are taken which serve as permanent documentation
to establish or exclude the presence of known or alleged injuries.
This information is then correlated with reports obtained from the police
agency where death occurred.

All of the facts are then evaluated and

incorporated in the coroner's verdict.

This document contains a descrip

tion of the events leading up to death, plus the coroner's opinion as
to the cause and manner of death.

This information is public record

and is available to all persons concerned with the death under investi
gation.

It was found in this study that inmates died for the following

reasons:
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Number

Percent

Natural causes

38

42

Alcoholism

20

22

Suicide

23

25

Accidental deaths and deaths
from undetermined origin

10

11

91

100

Total

Length of time in custody before death took place is a significant
factor in this study.

It was found that 56 percent of inmates died

within twenty-four hours or less of their being arrested, and 72 percent
died within three days of their

being taken into custody.This study

also reveals that 81 percent of

the 91 prisoners who died were arrested

for alcohol-abuse offenses and that a larger percentage x^ere white males,
aged 31-60.

Therefore, this study indicates that the majority of persons

who die in jail, whatever the cause or manner of

their deaths, did so

during the early phase of their incarceration.
Novick and Al-Ibrahim (1977) completed a study about 128 prisoner
deaths that occurred in New York City.

This study was done for the

time period January 1971 through June 1976.

The researchers used a

clinical and administrative approach in this study.

Both researchers

were working with Prison Health Services in New York City for the New
York City Health Department.

Data were obtained from intake histories

and physical examinations of newly admitted detainees.

This study is

different from the previous studies due to the way each death is
presented in a detailed manner, plus there happens to be many different
types of death.
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This study focused upon an average daily population of 7,500
which presented 50,000 new admissions annually to jails in New York
City.

It was found that 9% of new detainees needed psychiatric

evaluation.

The 128 detainees died from the following reasons:

Suicide
Arteriosclerotic Heart Disease
Heart Disease (Other forms)
Cerebrovascular Disease
Bronchopneumonia
Drug Overdose
Homicide
Accidents:
falls, fire, drowning,
suffocation from food
Neoplasms
Cirrhosis of the liver
Acute and Sub-Acute Bacterial
Endocarditis
Legal Intervention:
firearms, tear gas,
other unspecified
Ulcer of the stomach or duodenum
Chronic Bronchitis
Surgical Complications
Status Epilepticus
Pulmonary Embolism
Hepatitis
Methy Alcohol Poisoning
Unknown

Total

52
7
7
7
5
5
5
5

5
5
3
3

3
2
2
1
1
1
1
8

128

It was found that 57 deaths were the result of non-violent
causes.

External causes accounted for 71 deaths (suicide, legal

intervention-firearms, teargas, etc., homicide, accidents and drug
over-dose).

It was found that three-fourths of the population

studied were 30 years old or less, that 57% were black and that
only 17% were white, and that all were males.

Findings in this

study indicate that the prisons’ settings have definite implications
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for prisoner deaths.

Delay seemed to be the main reason for death in

non-violent natural deaths, in that hospitalizing prisoners was not
recognized as a number one priority.
was not seen as severe.

The illness of those detained

Also, there was resistence to admission in

local hospitals and occasional delays in transporting prisoners.
A major finding of this study is that the traditional prison
health programs will have only limited success in reducing mortality
in the imprisoned population unless concern is directed to prison
environment.
and violence.

Environments need to be created that will reduce accidents
The lack of quietness, privacy, personal space, and

sensory deprivation gives all that are detained a depersonalized feeling.
Therefore, the prison environment could very well be a major reason
for deaths that occur in jails according to this study.

According

to Novick and Al-Ibrahim, we can infer from this study that various
types of death may take place in jail, and that they usually take place
within a short period of time after incarceration.

For example, three

case studies relate that all died from different causes:

trauma (mul

tiple fractures of the skull, contusion and laceration of the brain),
alcoholic withdrawl (delirium tremens) and suicide (hanging by belt);
and they all occurred within 24 hours to 3 days after admission.

Time Element As Related To Types of Death
One last, but very important, factor that has been in the dis
cussion of most types of death in this literature review has been the
time element.

The period of time before death seems to be relatively

short in all cases regardless of the type of death that occurred.
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study by Elleriberger (1971) supports this viewpoint.
This study found that length of time in a closed institution
made a considerable difference upon behavioral reactions.

Death is

not mentioned in this study, but it does leave an open door to further
evaluate possible factors associated with the length of time a person
is in confinement.

Ellenberger studied humans under involuntary confine

ment and considered the jail a closed institution in the following
three ways:
1.

A barrier exists which separates a closed milieu from
the outside world.

2.

This barrier is closed in both directions, though not
equally: the entrance from outside to inside or passing
within or without.

3.

Persons on the inside are compelled to remain there for
limited or unlimited time spans.

Depending on the circumstances of each individual and the situa
tions or conditions encountered, some sort of change will be intro
duced.

According to Ross (1974), strange environments have an air

of the unknown, an aroma that entices some and repels others.

Danger

itself is in the environment.
In summary, previous research on the issue of jail deaths appears
to have the following main themes:
1.

The major focus of all studies regarding deaths in jail
are suicide type deaths.

2.

More jail deaths occur within 24 hours or a very short
period after incarceration.

3.

Inmates that die are usually unsentenced and unconvicted.
This may be related to a backlog of cases in the court
system or to bonds that could not be obtained.
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4.

Crowding has been mentioned as a factor that could
possibly contribute to death in jail.

5.

Jail conditions seem to motivate situations that lead
lead to death:

e.g., pipes or protrusions in jail cells,

or structures that have building code violations or are
dehumanizing.
6.

The jail is seen by most people as an environment that
enhances danger and shuts people off from the outside
world.

These two factors could be seen as contributing

to deaths that take place in jail.
After considering the above review of the literature and themes,
it can be concluded that the chances of an inmate dying in jail are
not to be over-emphasized.

However, an inmate may die from most of the

things that anyone on the outside can die of.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

Introduction
In order to investigate the varieties of death that occurred in
jails, two groups of deceased inmates were obtained for comparative
purposes.

Data for the first group of 14 deceased inmates were obtained

from Kalamazoo and Berrien County.

These two counties were selected

for research purposes because of the accessibility to data pertaining
to the deceased inmates.

Another element affecting the decision was

the "commonly known" fact that the jail system in Berrien County is
crowded and that Kalamazoo County does not have a crowded jail system.
It was believed that more deaths would be found to have occurred in
Berrien County because of this factor.
Newsbank data were selected for this study along with the data
from the two counties because it was believed that a large number of
deaths would be found in Newsbank articles that would document the
occurrence of death in jail across the United States.

From this

source, accounts of 374 deceased inmates were disclosed enabling some
comparison of trends and patterns for viewing the first group of 14
deaths.

Viewing the differences and likenesses in the types of death

between the two groups as well as the circumstances leading to death
were also reasons for collecting two sets of data.

26
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Research Setting
The data used for this study were gathered from the following
sources: court records, jail records, newspapers accounts of death
from 3 area newspapers, Newsbank data pertaining to jail deaths in
the United States, 1970 National Jail Census, and four jail tours.
The courthouses, police departments, jails, and newspaper
publishers were located in various communities within Berrien and
Kalamazoo County.
into jail annually.

The four jails studied book nearly 18,500 persons
Berrien County has approxiamtely 150,000 inhabit

ants and Kalamazoo County approximately 200,000.

The data collected

from Newsbank are located in Western Michigan University’s Waldo
Library.

Newsbank1s topic, Law and Order was screened for accounts

of death.
Records kept by the places mentioned above were filed in several
different places and according to varying criteria.

Descriptions of

the types of records found and the information available from each
source are presented here to aid the reader in understanding the data
collection process.

The Court Records
poses.
jail.

The courthouse records served three general pur

The first and most important one was to determine who died in
This was done by viewing the death certificates in the County

Clerks Office.

All death certificates were viewed for the years 1970

through 1977 in both counties.

Information found on the death certi

ficate served as the starting point for further data collection.

When

the name of the jail or address or both were given as the location for
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death the deceased person was then selected for this study.
of death was the next important information recorded.

The cause

Other important

demographic data included date of death, age, occupation, marital
status, (Michigan Death Certificate Form, See Appendix E ) .

The death

certificates in Kalamazoo County were bound volumes and they were on
microfilm in Berrien County.
The District Court Office served as a means of obtaining more
information about the deceased such as whether there was opportunity
for bond to be set and the amount if set, and demographic data.
Records consisted of various documents.

Court

No two files were alike

although the basic records included arraignment proceedings, arrest
history, and pre-sentence reports.

This source of data served as a

check for the data collected from police departments, jails, and
newspapers.
The Office of Building and Grounds, also known as Office of
Planning, located, within the courthouse keeps blueprints of various
city and county buildings.

The blueprints were viewed for each of the

four jails to get a better understanding of the architectural design
when going on a tour through the jail.

The design of the jail is

believed to be important in studying deaths that occurred in these
four jails because the designed capacities are different, the age of
each of them is different, and each one is located in a different
setting (i.e. one is located in the same building as the fire department,
another on a hill by a river, etc...).

The Police Records

Police Department records consist basically of
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arrest reports, histories of past offences, personal property list,
fingerprint record, and picture.

These records were used to find out

what the deceased had been charged with, and the number of prior offen
ses if any.

Police records were not all the same and basically the

forms are different within each department.

The Jail Records

Forms used to keep information about inmates were

somewhat different in each jail, but the basic inmate record was some
what similar.

The following types of records were found to be used for

inmates: Identification cards, booking arrest sheets, property receipts,
property inventory forms, prior offense records, visitation authorization
forms, and phone record cards.

Inmate status was evident on most all

forms (unconvicted, unsentenced, or sentenced).

Area Newspapers

Newspapers were viewed within the publishers firm or

on microfilm at various libraries.

The Niles Daily Star was viewed in

their office and photocopies of the articles pertaining to the deceased
were made.

The Herald Palladium and The Kalamazoo Gazette were both

viewed by microfilm and copies were made of articles pertaining to the
deceased.

These newspapers were not found in Newsbank.

The newspaper

articles served as an overall guide in placing the 14 county deaths in
perspective.

Frequently newspaper accounts of deaths contained

information not available from other sources.

Newsbank Data

Data found in Newsbank are located in Waldo Library at

Western Michigan University.

Newsbank, Inc., screens approximately

150 to 200 newspapers from all over the United States and selects
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articles that pertain to the topics in their files.
Law and Order

The topic of

served as a guide for information pertaining to deaths

in jail for this study.

Data for the years 1970 through 1977 were

viewed on microfiche and articles were selected from each year that
gave information about an occurrence of a death or deaths in jail
across the United States.

1970 National Jail Census

The Census data were used to obtain the

following types of information: inmate population for a given jail,
designed capacity of the jail, year construction began on the jail,
maximum sentence by law jail can detain individuals, and number of full
time employees at jail.

The census data has also been used as a guide

to validate information received from other sources.

Jail Tours

The four jails toured were places where death had occurred.

The tours enhanced the data collection process by helping to understand
what had been recorded about the deaths.

The tours served to give an

overall picture of what it is like to be in jail.

Conversations with

those who were directing the tour also added more insight into the
workings of the jail itself.
The seven sources of data— court records, police records, jail
records, newspaper articles, Newsbank microfiche, Jail Census, and
jail tours— made data collection a slow process as they were located in
two different counties fifty miles apart.

However, each research

setting did allow insights into the jail system which could not other
wise have been gained.
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Data Collection
Data for the 14 deceased inmates were first collected from the
death certificates to find out who had died in jail. (This group will
be referred to as Group I in this study.)

After this information had

been obtained, the other sources of data were used in somewhat the
following order, depending upon the case.
The newspapers for dates around the death were screened.

The

next step was to obtain the court records of the deceased if available.
Then police records were viewed.

The final step for reviewing the 14

deaths in Berrien and Kalamazoo County was to view the blueprints of
the jails and go on the tours.
The data collected pertaining to the national group of deceased
inmates were obtained by viewing Newsbank microfiche.
be referred to in this study as Group II.)

(This group will

The 374 deaths were found

by looking at sub-topics listed under the main topic Law and Order.
These topics were deaths of/by inmates, killings of/by inmates, homicide,
and suicide deaths.

The 1970 National Jail Census served as a guide to

find more information about the jails where deaths occurred for the
county deaths and the Newsbank reported deaths.
After thoroughly reading records obtained from the above sources
all pertinent information for each subject was recorded by an identif
ication number.

As the various forms and news articles for each subject

were read, the following descriptive data were recorded for both groups.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

State where victim died
City size
Jail type
Place in jail where death occurred
Type death
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6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

Items used for death
Age
Sex
Type crimes person arrested for
Date of arrest
Date of death
Time of day death occurred
Prior record
Length of time in jail before death occurred
Damage action or investigation
Average population in jail
Designed capacity of jail
Year construction began on jail
Maximum sentence by law jail can detain individuals
Number of full time employees at jail
The following descriptive data were recorded for only the county

group (I).

Unfortunately, this information was not available for the

national group (II) of 374.

All of these data were not used in the

final analysis but some were used to determine circumstances leading
to death and information pertaining to bond.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

Date of birth
Place of birth
Race
Marital status
Occupation
Employed at time of arrest
Resident of city where died
Place where deceased was arrested
Bond set
Amount of bond
Autopsy performed
All facts

and data recorded

were not

considered tobe relevant

to the purposes

of this research,

butwere

includedin theeventsome

future use should be identified.

RESEARCH STATEMENTS
On the basis of the literature review for those people who died
in jail, one would expect the following characteristics to be helpful
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in understanding jail death.
1. Length of time in jail

For this study length of time in jail

before death is determined by:
a.
b.
c.
d.

Date of arrest
Date of death
Exact time arrested
Exact time death occurred

2. Overcrowding

Overcrowding in a jail in which a death occurred is

calculated by viewing the average population in jail in relationship
to its designed capacity.
3. Age of jail

The age of jail has been determined by establishing

the year construction began on it.
4. The deceased
a.
b.
c.
d.

Characteristics of the deceased inmate include:

Sex
Age
Type crime for which arrested
Bail

Definition of Deaths
Deaths will be defined as those which are officially reported to
the Michigan Department of Public Health and all those that are
published in news articles.
used in this study.

All types of death occurring in jail are

The following type deaths are included: deaths by

suicide, accidental (falls, drug overdose, fire, etc..), homicide,
natural causes, and those of undetermined nature.
Given the previous review of the literature the following
expectations or research statements were formulated for the population
studied.
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EXPECTATION I

Deaths which occur in jail will more often
be classified as suicide than as any other
type of death.

Of the various types of death which occur in jail, the largest
proportion are expected to be classified as suicide.

The medical

examiner or coroner determines if the deceased has committed suicide
after evaluating the facts.

This is not an easy task since all deaths

that are said to be suicide may not actually be suicide (Atkinson, 1978).
While the determinating of suicide is problematic, it is still believed
to be an important expectation in this study.
Most of the previous studies focused on deaths by suicide more
than any other type death.

Deaths by suicide have been seen to be

factors related to the structure of the jail, as well as to the
individual detained.

EXPECTATION II

The period of detention for those who die
in jail will be a relatively short time.

Time may be operationally defined as the amount of time an inmate
is incarcerated before death.

Nominally, a very short period of time

would be if death occurred less than twenty hours after confinement;
a short period of time would be twenty-four hours to one week; a medium
period of time would be over one week to 3 weeks; a long period of time
would be over 3 weeks.
These data will be used to affirm or dispute the assertions in
the literature that those who die in jail usually so so after being
detained for a short period of time, regardless of the type of death.

EXPECTATION III

Inmates who die in jail are likely to be
unconvicted or unsentenced males.

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission of the copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout p erm ission.

35

In many of the previous studies reviewed it was found that the
majority of inmates who die in jail are males.

In addition, they have

usually been found to be unconvicted or unsentenced.

One would expect

this same pattern for the deaths reviewed in this study.

EXPECTATION IV

Deaths are more likely to occur in jails which
are overcrowded.

Overcrowding will be defined as occurring when the jail exceeds
its designed capacity for inmate population.

Overcrowding will be

divided into the following categories according to the 1970 National
Jail Census: at or below capacity, over capacity by less than 10 inmates,
10-24 over capacity, 25-99 over capacity, and 100 or more over capacity.

EXPECTATION V

Deaths are more likely to occur in jails
that are old.

In defining how old the jail is, the date construction began on
it as recorded in the 1970 National Jail Census will be used.

Previous

research has noted that the jail structure may be important in suicide
type deaths.

Therefore, if the jail is old it may not be designed to

conceal pipes or fixtures that could be used for death.

Also, deaths

by fire may be nurtured in this setting because of building code
violations.

Summary of Research Statements
The foregoing expectations were proposed to describe the event
of the deceased inmates in jail.

They are by no means the only factors

that relate to death in jail but these indicators are known by past
research to be present when deaths do occur.

This study then, while
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not a controlled experimental or survey research., is designed to either
reconfirm or refute the findings of previous studies.

Statistical Procedures
Statistical procedures to be used involve descriptive and
comparative analysis of deaths that have occurred in the jails by
reviewing the characteristics of the deceased and the jails in terms
of the stated expectations.
Two way cross tabulation analysis are used to examine the
relationship of these characteristics to deaths that have occurred in
jail.

The chi-square test of significance will not be used for the

expectations stated in this study since there is no

control group and

because data are from a population of 388 subjects taken from death
certificates, and newsbank data.

In that there is no inference from a

sample to a population, use of inferential statistics such as chisquare would be inappropriate.

Since, both groups are of a different

size and since not all data were available for both groups, collasping
or combining categories would tend to distort the meaning intended for
the characteristics previously stated.

The graphs and tables are

analyzed from a simple descriptive perspective in this project.

Higher

power descriptive statistics were not used in this study, as this
project has been one of an exploratory nature.

Furthermore, the use of

them may lead to an overstatement of the relationships that appear.
Frequency distributions and percentage distributions are utilized
in tables and bar graphs to compare deaths in the two groups (county
and national).

The use of percentage distributions is believed to
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contribute a great deal more to the ease and validity of comparison.
It removes an important source of possible error, since it takes into
account the total number of cases, converting it to 100 for each
distribution.

Percentages can be directly compared without the distortion

created by differing numbers of cases in different distributions
(Loether and McTavish, 1974).
All the above techniques described are aimed at presenting some
comparisons and contrasts that are useful in producing insights into
the findings that will be presented in the following chapter.

LIMITATIONS
The most important limitation to this study was obtaining
accurate data on the number of deaths that occurred.

This researcher

is aware that Newsbank, Inc., which was used to obtain data for Group
II, did not record all of the deaths that occurred in jail for the
eight year period studied.

Deaths were not found for 8 states

(Arkansas, Connecticut, Delaware, Idaho, Louisiana, New Hampshire,
Utah, and Vermont).

It is believed, and even known in some instances,

that death did occur in some of the jails in these states.
The 14 deaths that were found in the two counties in this study
(Group I) were also not found in Newsbank.

The researcher is aware

that some deaths recorded could have been overlooked due to the tedious
nature of the research process.

For example, some of the Newsbank

microfiche were missing or out of place, some of the deaths were not
indexed under the headings previously mentioned, and some deaths were
found by searching related topics such as police brutality.

Similiar
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problems were encountered when searching two newspapers for Group I
deaths, as these newspapers were not indexed.
The statistics of some state agencies did not show the correct
amount of inmate deaths that occurred in the two counties studied.

It

was not possible to question these statistics, as it was believed that
this might result in some type of investigation of the reporting of
deaths in the jails studied.

Furthermore, it was felt that raising

such a controversial issue might interfere with the data collection
process for this study.
It is believed that there were more deaths for Group I than
were found.

An employee at the Berrien County Jail mentioned that other

deaths had occurred in addition to those found.

No consistent records

of death appeared to be kept at any of the jails studied.

The death

certificates were the main source for obtaining data for Group I.

Due

to the volume of death certificates that had to be viewed for the eightyear period, it is probable that some deaths could have been missed.
It is also possible that information may have been overlooked, which
could be valuable to the analysis of the deaths in jails.

It was

difficult for the researcher to determine exactly what reports and
records would be relevant when not being aware of what information existed.
Lack of consistency existed between the police agencies, jails,
and courts within the same county and between all agencies where data
were obtained.

Most of the data obtained from the police departments

or jails were not released until a letter was written to request the
desired materials.

The request was then turned over to a city attorney,

or prosecutor to find out if it was permissable to release inmate
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records.

This was a time consuming process as numerous contacts were

required to complete the task.
Ignorance of the law regarding the Freedom of Information Act
hampered this study.

Various agencies interpreted the Act differently

in regard to "writing" the needed information from the public record.
"Writing" as defined by The Freedom of Information Act means handwriting,
typewriting, printing, photostating, photographing, photocopying, and
every other means of recording, etc.

However, the choice to select the

method most appropriate was not always granted the researcher.

For

example, some offices would not allow the records to be photocopied,
but did allow information to be copied by hand.

Due to the diversified

nature of the records it was difficult to know what to copy.
All of the pertinent information might not have been obtained due
to the nature of the subject under study.

Suspicion was evident as

this researcher approached officials at the jails and police agencies
in regard to the topic of this research.

Most agencies were unfamiliar

with a request to view the records of deceased inmates.

This researcher

was apparently the first person allowed into one such agency to collect
data.

It is believed that access would not have been granted into this

agency if the researcher had not been employed at a police department
at the time the contact was made.

There might have been much less data

available had a formal association with the police not been known at
the time the data collection was in process.
Confidentiality was stressed in much depth in each agency from
which data were collected.

It was necessary to sign a form in some

agencies before data were viewed.

The form usually stated that the
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records one would receive or view were confidential.

One would be

libel for any problem that might arise as a consequence of one’s access
to these records.

Some of the information aquired, therefore, could

not be used in this study due to its confidential nature.
Cost to pursue a study of this nature to its fullest extent would
be beyond the reach of most students unless a grant or fellowship was
obtained.

It is difficult to make generalizations on data obtained

under such conditions, even though,
believed to be of great value.

the information obtained is

This is especially true since little

research has been done in this area.

The number of sources used and

the manner in which they were integrated is thought to be unique for
a study of this nature.
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATIONS

Introduction
Two groups were used for this study: those who died in Berrien
County and Kalamazoo County (N=14) and those who died in 42 states
(N= 374).

However, much more information was obtained for Group I

(county data), than was obtained for Group II (national data), due to
the data collection procedures and the availability of resources.
The purpose of this chapter is to examine the data for both
groups and to see if any patterns are discemable in terms of the
several expectations or research statements formulated in Chapter III.
Other characteristics of the county deaths will be examined in order
to determine what interaction they may have with deaths in jail and
the proposed statements.

Research Statements

EXPECTATION I

Deaths which occur in jail will more often
be classified as suicide than as any other
type of death.

Suicide type deaths are emphasized in this study more than other
type deaths (i.e. homicide, accidental, natural cause or those of
undetermined nature), as most studies focused on this type of death.
Over half (57%) of the deaths were classified as suicide for the two
groups studied here.

Therefore, the above expectation was found

41
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be true.

Table 1
Type of Deaths That Occurred in Jail
County Group (I)

Type Deaths

Number

Percent

Suicide

8

57

Homicide

1

7

Accidental

2

14

Natural Cause

3

22

Total

14

100

As shown in Table I, 57% of the deaths that occurred in the
County Group were classified as suicide.

Naturally-caused deaths

accounted for 22% of the total deaths, accidental deaths for 14%, and
only 7% were classified as homicides.

However, suicides and homicides

collectively comprised 64% of the total deaths for the County Group.
Suicide was also the dominant type of death for the National
Group.

Exactly the same proportion of the deaths (57%) were suicide

for both the national and county data.

Accidental and homicidal deaths

were greater for the national data (20% and 12% respectively), while
only 5% of the national deaths were considered natural causes compared
with 22% for the county.

Those deaths of undetermined nature or unknown

accounted for 6% of the National Group.

(Undetermined deaths are those

deaths in which the cause is disputed and is under investigation.)
Nearly 70% of the total deaths for the National Group were suicide and
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homicide-

Table 2
Type of Deaths That Occurred in Jail
National Group (II)

Type Deaths

Percent

Number

Suicide

214

57

Homicide

44

12

Accidental

76

20

Natural Cause

18

5

Undetermined or Unknown

22

6

374

100

Total

As may be seen from the discussion of Table 1 and Table 2, the
County and National death patterns are very similiar.

The main

difference was those deaths by natural cause, as there were 17% more
for the County Group than the National Group.

The difference may be

due to a larger proportion of the inmates in the County Group being
older as compared to the National Group

(See Tables 3 and 4).

The preponderance of suicide in this study supports the findings
in previous studies (Novick and Al-Ibrahim,1977; Danto, 1971) in which
the larger proportion of deaths which occurred in jails were also
classified as suicide.
One of the problems in interpreting the data regarding suicide
type deaths is that all deaths classified as suicides are not
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necessarily suicides.

Several of the deaths for Group II were classi

fied as suicide immediately after death occurred, but when further
investigation was requested it was found that the deaths were not
suicide but homicide.

This occurred when legal inquests were instigat

ed at the request of the family, NAACP, Bureau of Indian Affairs, etc.
If further investigations are not requested, some deaths may remain
misclassified.

Moreover, it has been demonstrated that many deaths in

jail are not revealed (Gibson, 1972; Howard, 1973).

When brought to

the attention of the public, suicide or accidental type deaths are
not generally viewed as such negative reflections of the jail system
as are those that are homicide.

Therefore, some people may even

deliberately misclassify a death in order not to direct attention to
the inefficency of the staff or to avoid any unfavorable publicity in
general.

An example of the above is a death in Group II.

death was originally classified as accidental.

The inmate's

However, further

investigation revealed that the guard on duty allowed the inmate to
die.

There were several incidents similiar to this in the data for

Group II.
The age of the inmate may be a factor in the prevalence of suicide
in jails.

The 1970 National Jail Census, shows that about one half

of jail inmates were ages 19-29 and the largest percentage of suicides
also fall within this age group.

About one-fourth of all inmates

were in the 21-24 age group.
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Table

3

Age Groups of Inmates Who Died In Jail
National Group (II)

Deaths

Age Groups

Percent

13-18

27

18

19-29

74

50

30-39

19

13

40-49

18

12

50-59

7

5

60-69

2

2

Total

147

100

Group X

31.8

The data in Table 3 shows that exactly one half of all deaths in
the National Group were in the 19-29 age group while those aged 13-18
comprised 18% of the total deaths and only 7% were 50 or older.

Sixty-

eight percent of all the deaths for the National Group were inmates
whose ages ranged from 13-29.

Thus, the suicide rate tends to reflect

the age distribution as shown in the National Jail Census.
According to Table 4, the percentage of deaths for the 19-29
age group in the county data (21%) was not as high as that for the
National Group (50%).

However, even though it is known that the

arrest rate for this age group is high compared to other age groups,
county data are not available in regard to the percentage of inmates
in various age groups.
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Table 4
Age Groups of Inmates Who Died In Jail
County Group (I)

Age Groups

Deaths

Percent

16-18

1

8

19-29

3

21

30-39

3

21

40-49

3

21

50-59

4

29

Total

14

100

Group X

37.3

Table 5
Type Death by Age: County Group (I)

16-18

19-29

30-39

40-49

50-59

N

%

N

%

N

%

N

%

N

%

Suicide

1

100

3

100

2

67

1

100

1

25

Homicide

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

1

25

Accidental

-

-

-

-

1

33

-

-

-

-

Natural Cause

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

2

50

3

100

Age
Type Death

Total

1

100

3

100

1

100
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As shown in Table 5 all age groups are represented for suicide
type death in the County Group.
were suicide.

All the deaths for inmates aged 16-29

A greater percentage of the older aged inmates (ages 40-

59) died from natural causes.

Twice as many inmates in the age group

50-59 died from natural causes than from any other reason.

Table 6
Type Death by Age: National Group (II)

Age

13-18

19-29

30-39

40-49

50-59

60-69

Type Death

N

%

N

%

N

N

N

%

N

%

Suicide

17

68

35

46

12 63

9

50

1 14

-

-

Homicide

4

16

18

24

3 16

5

28

1 14

-

-

Accidental

1

4

11

14

1

5

1

5

2 29

1

50

Natural Cause

1

4

2

3

2 11

3

17

2 29

-

-

Undetermined

2

8

10

13

1

-

-

1 14

1

50

7 100

2

100

Total

25 100

76 100

%

5

19 100

%

18 100

According to data for the National Group in Table 6, all age
groups, excluding age groups 50-59 and 60-69, show a higher proportion
of suicide type deaths than any other type death.

It is apparent from

the findings presented for both County and National Groups that suicide
is the most prevalent type death.
Individuals who are unmarried (i.e. separated, divorced, widowed)
are known to be high risks for suicide as indicated by past studies
for the general population (Durkheim, 1951; Resnik, 1968).

It has
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also been demonstrated that a larger percentage of inmates who die in
jail are unmarried (Danto, 1971; Esparza, 1972).

Table 7
Type Death by Marital Status
County Group (I)

Marital Status
Type Death

Married

Divorced.

Widowed

N

N

N

N

Suicide

2

2

-

4

Homicide

-

-

Accidental

-

1

-

1

Natural Cause

-

2

-

1

2

5

Total

Never Married

1

-

1

6

The marital status of inmates who died in jail was not available
for the National Group (II).

However, the data in Table 7 indicates

that 12 out of the 14 deaths in

the County Group (I) were of unmarried

inmates, as were 6 out of the 8

suicides.

EXPECTATION II

The period of detention for those who die in
jail will be a relatively short time.

The initital shock of entering the jail is the most critical,
as most deaths occur soon after

individualsare detained.

true regardless of the type death, although more

This is

suicides occur after

a short period of time in detention than do other types of death (Novick
and Al-Ibrahim, 1977).
The majority of inmates in Group I and Group II died shortly after
being detained.

Therefore, the data collected for this study confirms
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the above expectation for both groups.

Graph 1
Length of Time in Jail Before Death
County Group (I)
Time In Jail
Less than

hours to
1 week to 3 weeks
Over

Percent
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7%
14%

Total
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As shown in Graph 1 nearly 80% of the deaths which took place in
the County Group occurred within three days of incarceration.

(There

were no deaths that occurred in the period from three days to a week.)
Forty-three percent of the deaths occurred within the first 24 hours of
detention.
One can only speculate, but apparently the initial

shock of

entering jail accounts for the high percentage of deaths which occur in
such a short time after being detained.
Graph 2 shows that 66% of the National Group died within one week
of confinement and 43% within the first 24 hours.

Twelve percent of

inmate deaths occurred within one week to three weeks of
22% occurred after three or more weeks.

the

confinement and

Both county and national data

show that 43% of the inmate deaths occurred within the first 24 hours,
and the lower percentage of deaths occurred within one week to three
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weeks of confinement (Group I, 7% and Group II, 12%).

Graph 2
Length of Time in Jail Before Death
National Group (II)

Time In Jail
Less than

Percent
hours

hours to
week to 3 weeks
Over
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Total
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Inmates who die in jail are likely to be
unconvicted or unsentenced males.

Unconvicted, unsentenced, inmates are supposed to be innocent until
proven guilty according to the Eighth Amendment of the Constitution.
However, they are often treated as though they were guilty.

Society

continues to label those who are detained in jail as criminals, even
though past studies have noted that over half the inmates detained are
not convicted of any crime (Cromwell, 1975; Burr, 1975).
The above expectation was supported for both groups in that the
larger proportion of the deceased were males.

Data on detention status

for Group I supported the expectation as the vast majority of inmates
who died in jail were unconvicted or unsentenced.
available for Group II.

Such data were not

However, as previously mentioned, the larger

proportion of deaths occurred in a short time after entering jail, and
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it would seem likely that those inmates would be unconvicted or at
least unsentenced.

Approximately 52% of inmates in jails across the

United States were unsentenced or unconvicted according to census data.
They were being detained for various reasons such as, waiting for
arraignment, awaiting trials or further legal action (under appeal or
awaiting sentencing).

Table 8
Sex of Inmates Who Died in Jail For:
County and National

Sex

Group I

Group II

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

14

100

282

95

14

5

Male

Female

Total

14

—

100%

100%

296

The data in Table 8 indicate that all who died in the County Group
(I) were males.

Ninety-five percent of the deaths were males in the

National Group (II).

The 1970 National Jail Census stated that

approximately 95% of all inmates were male.

Since women account for

such a small percentage of the inmate population, it is not unexpected
that such a large proportion of those who died were males.
The other element of Expectation III is that those who die will
be unconvicted.

As shown in Table 9, 93% of all inmates for the County

Group (I) were in fact not convicted of any crime.

It is important to
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view this situation in light of data on bail.

Bail status is a factor

in determining the number of unconvicted or unsentenced inmates in jail.
As mentioned previously, over fifty percent are awaiting some form of
judicial action according to the 1970 National Jail Census and are
unconvicted or unsentenced.
Table 9
Status of Inmate by Length of Time in Jail
County Group (I)
(in percents)

Inmate Status

24 Hours
to
1 week

1 week
to
3 weeks

%
43

%
29

%
7

-

7

Less
24 Hours

Not Convicted
Convicted

-

Over
3 weeks
%
14
-

Graph 3 shows that 43% of inmates in the County Group had no
chance for bond to be set.

This is due to the length of time in jail

(less than 24 hours as shown in Table 9).
deceased

Thirty six percent of the

inmates in the County Group were granted bail, but appeared

unable or unwilling to pay the fee since all were still in jail at the
time of their death.

Fourteen percent of the inmates were not granted

bail and were also unsentenced or unconvicted.

The category of Other,

for the graph, represents a subject who was a transient in the jail,
therefore bail would not be relevant.

Data regarding bail status were

not available for the National Group (II).

However, according to the
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census data approxim ately one-fourth of all inmates were denied bail.

Graph 3
Bail Status For Deceased Inmates
County Group (I)

Bail Status

Percent

chance for

h h h h
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14.3%
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$100,000

7.1%

H

Other

7.1%

B

Total

100.0%

0

U

B
H
5

10

20

30
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50%

Previous studies (Heilig, 1972; Danto, 1971) also support this
expectation

(i.e., Inmates who die in jail are likely to be unconvicted

or unsentenced males) and confirm that a large number of inmates were
unable to post bond.

One could only speculate, but it would appear

that had bail been granted the immediate condition surrounding the
suicide or other death in the jail may have been avoided if the offender
had been released.

EXPECTATION IV

Deaths are more likely to occur in jails
which are overcrowded.

Past studies have indicated that overcrowding may be a factor
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relating to deaths that occur in jail.

According to Mattick (1974:799)

a jail that is overcrowded is aging at more than its
chronological rate. It is not only a question of
human space, but plumbing, electrical circuits, locks
and door hinges, ovens, and laundry facilities are
working daily at over their designed capacity, and
some element essential to basic human living conditions
is always breaking down. Every fundamental unit of all
jail operations ... suffers from overload, multiplies
error, and tends to result in human misery for inmate
employee alike.

Graph 4
Deaths That Occurred in Overcrowded Jails
County Group (I)

Capacity of Jail

Percent

Not over designed
capacity

HIHlHi

Over by:
1-9 inmates

7%

10-24 inmates

-

25-99 inmates

-

100 or more inmates

-

Total

100%

B

0

50

100%

As shown in Graph 4, 93% of the county deaths occurred in jails
that were not considered to be over their designed capacity.

There

was one death which occurred in an overcrowded jail in Berrien County.
There may be a number of reasons why the findings for the County
Group do not support the expectation that deaths are more likely to
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occur in overcrowded jails.

First, and most important for both groups

studied here, one must understand the figures that were presented in
the 1970 National Jail Census regarding average daily population for
jails and the designed capacity of jails.
for the jail as a complete entity.

The figures presented were

However, according to the National

Jail Census, (1970:4)
although absolute overcrowding may not occur for a
given jail, it is possible for the same jail to be
overcrowded in selected quarters. For example the
section of a jail used for adult males may exceed
its capacity but the female or juvenile sections
may be under-utilized so that, overall, the facility
may or may not be overcrowded.
The jails located within the two counties were not all expected to
be overcrowded.

The two in Berrien County were expected to be over

crowded, but this expectation was not confirmed.

However, it has been

indicated by the news media, and by tours and interviews done by the
researcher that they were overcrowded.

For instance, in January 1976,

the Sheriff of the Berrien County Jail stated that the facility was
"bulging at the seams with prisoners and additional space for 100 more
prisoners needed to be constructed" (Sager, 1976).

The Inspector from

the Niles Police Lock-up stated that the jail there was over capacity
a great deal of the time because other police agencies outside the city
used the jail rather than transporting all prisoners after they were
first arrested to the Berrien County Jail.
While touring the jails in Berrien County, the researcher noted
that certain sections of the jail were empty, while others were
quite full.

Therefore, it does seem possible that the jails in
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Berrien County could indeed be overcrowded, but that such conditions
may not be indicated by official statistics.

Furthermore, the defini

tion of overcrowding is unclear.

Graph 5
Deaths That Occurred in Overcrowded Jails
National Group (II)

Capacity of Jail

Percent

Not over designed
capacity
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■
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|
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I
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Graph 5 shows that forty percent of the deaths in the National
Group occurred in jails that were over their designed capacity.

Twenty-

four percent of the total deaths occurred in jails that were over
their designed capacity by 100 or more inmates.

The relationship of

overcrowding and death in jail may be more clearly seen when it is
realized that although only 5% of the local United States jails are
over their designed capacity (1970 Census Data), 40% of the deaths
in National Group (II) occurred in overcrowded jails.

Therefore, the

expectation that "deaths are more likely to occur in overcrowded jails"
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is supported by data from the National Group.

EXPECTATION V

Deaths are more likely to occur in jails
that are old.

Deaths may be more likely to occur in jails that are older due
to building code violations (improper exits,
systems, etc...).

inadequate sprinkling

For example, sixty-four deaths occurred in Group

II because of fire or smoke

suffocation.

According to the 1970 National Jail Census data, 90% of the jails
provide no educational facilities, 50% provide no medical facilities
and one in four has no visiting facility.
more prevalent in older jails.

These conditions may be

One-fourth of all jail cells were over

fifty years old, and 5% of the cells were over 100 years old.
In Group II it was noted that one of the older jails only had one
shower for over 1700 inmates.

While visiting the jails in the County

Group, it was noted that two of the older jails
areas.

When touring the jails, this researcher

had no recreation
observed that air was

stale and that lighting was very poor in the older jails with a slight
improvement in the newer one.
In past studies and as stated above, poor physical conditions
tend to be more evident in older jails (Carter, Me Gee, Nelson, 1976;
Fawcett and Marrs, 1971).
The expectation that "deaths are more likely to occur in older
jails" was supported by the data for the County Group (I), but it
was not supported by the data for the larger National Group (II).
shown in Table 10, the two older jails were designed to hold only
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44% of the inmate population, yet 72% (10 out of 14) of the deaths
occurred in these two jails.

This indicates that deaths may be more

likely to occur in older jails for the County Group (I).

Table 10
Age of Jail by Number of Deaths
County Group (I)

Year Jail Built

Designed Capacity
Number

Deaths

Percent

Percent

1938

14

2%

4

29%

1951

231

42%

6

43%

1959

42

8%

1

7%

1971

268

48%

3

21%

Total

555

100%

14

100%

Data for Group I showed that the larger number of suicides (3)
occurred in the older jail (1938).

However, it is not possible to

know the extent the age of the jail had to do with these deaths, as
data pertaining to other factors were not available.
built in 1951 all types of death occurred,
homicide, and accidental).

For the jail

(natural cause, suicide,

One can only speculate but it may be likely

that the age of the jail is a factor for all types of death that
occurred in this jail.
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Table 11
Age of Jail by Number of Deaths
National Group (II)

Year Jail Built

Deaths

Percent

1848-1899

27

10

1900-1929

50

18

1930-1939

24

9

1940-1949

9

3

1950-1959

67

25

1960-1969

88

32

7

3

1970

Total

272

100%

Table 11 shows that 28% of the deaths in the National Group
occurred in jails that were at least 50 years old.

The 1970 National

Jail Census states that 25% of jail cells in the United States are
more than 50 years old.

It may be roughly approximated, therefore

that 25% of inmates are in jails that are more than 50 years old.

It

may thus be seen that there are not a disproportionate amount of
deaths in the National Group (II) that occurred in older jails.
Data

for type of death by age of jail did not prove useful as

there were a large number of deaths (33) in the National Group that
occurred in one event, due to fire and smoke suffocation.

For other

types of death the age of the jail did not show any relationship with
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the type of death that occurred.

Summary of Findings and Interpretations
Data were presented here to describe the occurrence of death in
jail.

County and National groups were discussed.

County deaths were

deaths that

occurred in Kalamazoo and Berrien County.

deaths were

deaths that occurred

The National

in the 42 states across the United

States as reported in Newsbank.
It was found that the larger proportion of deaths for the two
groups studied were classified as suicide.

Fifty-seven percent of

the deaths that occurred both in the County and National Groups were
classified as such.
The majority of inmates in both County and National Groups died
within a short time after being detained.

Nearly 80% of the deaths

in the County Group occurred within three days after being detained.
Forty-three percent of the deaths occurred in the first 24 hours.

In

the National Group 66% of the inmates died within one week of confine
ment; 43% died within the first 24 hours.
All of
were 95% of

the inmates

who diedin the County Group were males, as

the inmates who died

in the National Group.

Ninety-three

percent of all inmates for the County Group were not convicted of any
crime.
Ninety-three percent of deaths in the County Group occurred in
jails that were not over their designed capacity.

Although only 5%

of the jails in the United States are over their designed capacity,
it was found that forty percent of the deaths in the National Group
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occurred in jails that were overcrowded.

This suggests that deaths

may be more likely to occur in overcrowded jails.
Ten out of fourteen of the deaths in the County Group occurred
in the two older jails.

However, data from the larger National Group

indicates that deaths may not be more likely to occur in older jails.
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CHAPTER V
THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS
AND
CONCLUSIONS

Introduction
The reactions of inmates to the stresses and strains of imprison
ment have been discussed by many authors during the past 20 years (Sykes,
1958; Cressey, 1961; President's Commission On Law Enforcement and
Administration of Justice, 1967; Fishman, 1969; Mattick and Sweet, 1969;
Clark,1970; Jackson, 1970; Martin, 1971; McGee, 1971; Howard, 1973;
Cromwell, 1975; Goldfarb, 1975; King and Morgan, 1976; Newman and Price,
1977; Reston, 1977; Toch, 1977).
As a result of reviewing the literature and discussing the findings
of this study, the theory of alienation is considered to be useful in
describing inmate deaths.

Although the concept of alienation may not

describe all the factors involved in deaths in jail, it is believed
that some theories of alienation may provide insight into under
standing these events.
Alienation has been applied to those who are rejected (or who
feel rejected) by society and to refer primarily to undesirable social
and moral conditions (Marx, 1964; Durkheim, 1951).

Becker (1967) main

tained that individual alienation may be an outgrowth of an individual's
inability to cope with contemporary social and cultural demands.

62
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others have contributed insights into alienation, such as personal
disintegration or identity diffusion and inability to make appropriate
choices regarding one's life (Mannheim, 1940; Fromm, 1955; Seeman,
1959).
Persons behind bars involuntarily may feel like they belong to
someone else other than themselves.

They may be alienated in the sense

that they are separated from familiar surroundings and people they know.
Inmates are subjected to a vast body of rules and commands which tend
to control their activity in minute detail, leaving them no way to
respond independently (Sykes, 1958).
Historically, alienation may be viewed from two major schools of
thought:

the sociological and psychological.

of view sees alienation as a social problem—

The sociological point
a reaction to the stresses,

inconsistencies and injustices of the social system such as the jail.
The alienated person in jail is said to be the victim of his society:
his alienation is imposed upon him by an unjust social order.

The

psychological theory of alienation views it as developmental in nature,
and traces its root cause to "personal" pathology.

The alienation of the

individual is said to be self-chosen and s.rves as a refuge from
painful inter-personal relationships.
are working simultaneously:

Both of these schools of thought

social reality shapes individuals’ lives,

as do the experiences of one’s daily life.

Sociological Viewpoint
From a sociological perspective Durkheim coined the term
"anomie" to refer to the normlessness or disturbance in a collective
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order.

In our present time, anomie denotes a situation in which the

social norms regulating individual conduct have broken down or are no
longer effective as rules for behavior.

Alienation may be conceived

here by understanding the normlessness within society, because a lack
of consensus exists for goals and behaviors of its members.

Durkheim

believed that societal stability grows out of a strong moral regulation
for controlling societal normlessness.

The lack of equilibrium in

our jails shows that individuals may have no means of self-regulation
or sense of collective support.

In other words, the inconsistencies of

treatment that take place within the jails may create this instability
within inmates.

The structure of social interaction patterns in the

jail setting increases the probability that persons detained may become
anomic.

Taylor (1972) describes the scene at Douglas County Courthouse

Jail in Nebraska as being a place for animals.

It is not unlikely

that the individual anomie which accompanies social disintegration
could develop, along with feelings of normlessness, powerlessness,
meaninglessness, etc.

Such feelings may frequently lead to suicide

(Durkheim, 1951).
Robert Merton provides further differentiation in understanding
individual anomie.

He defines individual anomie "as a symptom of

dissociation between culturally prescribed aspirations and socially
structured avenues for realizing those aspirations" (1957, p. 134).
Merton enumerates five basic categories of behavior role adaptations
which are likely to emerge:
retreatism, and rebellion.

conformity, innovation, ritualism,
He says that these are means of adaptation

to the disjunction between means and goals.
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The conformist is one who accepts the goals and means of society
and the nonconformist (innovator, ritualist, retreatist, rebel) is one
who violates the norms of society in one way or another.

His adaptions

represent socially induced deviations, which the jail and the criminal
justice system may conjoin to produce.

Landing in jail may be viewed

as a result of the behaviors that these nonconformist adaptions produce
The illegal activities of a nonconformist (e.g., armed robbery) may
illustrate success on one end of the continuum but failure on the
other, as the end result usually is jail.
Merton's theory may have applicability not only to the etiology
of the act which precipitated the inmates' incarceration, but also to
their adaptation to being in jail.

Retreatism and rebellion may be

involved in a great deal of deaths that take place in jail.
Retreatism involves withdrawal from the competitive struggle and
rejection of both the approved goals and the socially approved paths
to achieve them.

Porter (1976) described what individuals sometimes

resort to in their struggle to resolve stress and depression in an
article entitled, "They Want Out Dead Or Alive".

Porter is referring

to individuals detained in the Pima County Jail and other Arizona jails
He summarized what most studies have in the past found to be true.
Jails create stressful situations so that even a reasonably mentally
healthy individual might find that it is too much and therefore
attempt suicide (Danto, 1973; Novick and Al-Ibrahim, 1977; Reagen and
Stoughton, 1976).
Alienation has been a key concept in sociological theories of
suicide (Durkheim 1951; Orten, 1974).

These theories have generally
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focused on the degree of support which the individual received from the
larger society.

Although suicide is not unusual in the general

population,

it is known that the suicide rate for inmates in jail is

three times

that of the non-inmate population (Esparza, 1972).

Rebelliousness is that behavioral role in which discontented
individuals actively reject goals which they view as unattainable
and means which they hold to be unworkable, and substitute new, socially
unapproved goals
Inmates may

toward which they strive by nonnormative means.

thus try to alter or control the situation within the jail

by becoming unmanageable and hostile toward the official system.
An individual may be aggressive toward others around him or become
incorrigible while in jail (such as has been described by Bloss (1971)
in the article "Jail Inmate Dies After Banging Head" or by Domeier
(1976) in the article "Likely Spots For Murder Are Nations Jails and
Prisons").
The writings of Karl Marx on "alienation" are based primarily on
political and economic theory.

Marx (1964) focuses primarily on the

alienation of the worker through labor.
is based on the following concepts:

Marx’s perspective on alienation

process, production and worker.

There is a process in the Criminal Justice System just as there is
within any work force.

There is a form of production in the sense

that individuals are involved in an assembly-line process.

They enter

jail as unconvicted individuals and may proceed through a number of
legal formalities, such as booking, hearings, arraignments, trials, etc.
T h e .individuals who end up in jail have entered by the authority of the
ruling class (i.e., police, prosecutors, etc.).

The workers inside the
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jail taka over after the individuals enter.

This work may be merely a

means to other ends, namely wages and making a living and may lose any
personal meaning or relevance for the worker.
According to Carter, McGee and Wilson, "persons placed in direct
charge of jails usually are not only untrained for the function but
very often uninterested and unsympathetic to the needs of the assign
ment (1975, p. 84).

Fuller (1976) in his article "Some City Guards

Make Jail Brutal," focuses on the excessive force and brutality that
inmates must endure.

The research conducted by Haney, Banks, and

Zimbardo (1973) further verifies that men in a prison environment
do become dehumanized and have a loss of personal identity after having
been subjugated to the apparently arbitrary, capricious decisions of
the guards.

Death may be the result of such treatment.

On June 17,

1970 an inmate did die after being hit in the head with a rubber hose
and knocked down.

A guard was accused of the murder (Young, 1971).

According to Marx, alienation is not chosen but imposed upon
individuals by the social system (e.g., jail).

Its victims are usually

the poor and minority groups caught up in economic values and activities
that prevent them from actualizing their human potentials.
Seeman (1959) stresses three main concepts in his paper "On The
Meaning of Alienation".
behavior, and expectancy.

These three concepts are:

reward value,

He uses these concepts to discuss five

varieties of alienation as follows.
Powerlessness

An interpretation of powerlessness as related to expectancy

and behavior in the jail population could be that an inmate may not
believe that his expectancies or probabilities held will be realized
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no matter what type of behavior is presented (e.g., doing exactly as told
does not lower the bond, being a quiet inmate does not mean one is safe
from fellow inmate attacks).
Meaninglessness

Inmates in this instance may be considered to be in

states of high alienation.

Meaninglessness in this context is when

inmates are unclear as to what they ought to believe.

Therefore, low

expectancy elements enter the scene (e.g., being locked in a 6x8 cage
may be a factor that contributes to inmates’ doubts about future out
comes of behavior).
Isolation

Individuals in jail may assign low reward value to goals or

beliefs that are typically highly valued in the given society (e.g., jail).
Seeman (1959) asserts that isolation correlates with Merton's behavior
role adaptation of rebellion.

This adaptation may lead inmates to seek

new ways to meet their needs, which may not be appropriate as the goals
and means are not well-coordinated.

Isolation seeks to maintain a

consistent focus on the inmates’ expectations or values.
Normlessness

This form of alienation emerges from Durkheim’s descrip

tion of ,:anomie" and may be defined as alienation

that presents a high

expectancy that socially unapproved behaviors are required to achieve
given goals (e.g., inmates may believe that riots or disturbances in
the jail will hasten reforms).

Furthermore, Merton presents the frame

work for this viewpoint, as note previously, when describing the behavior
roles of the nonconformist.
Self-Estrangement

This form of alienation is defined by Seeman as

"the degree of dependence of the given behavior upon anticipated future
rewards".

In other words, if inmates are depending on their good
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behavior to diminish their time in jail (as the rewards), they may be in
a state of self-estrangement.
ficiality.

Such "good behavior" may be a super

In essence, the inmates who are alienated in this form may

be lacking the ability to find self-rewarding activities within the
jail.
Seeman has presented these five varieties of alienation in a
social-psychological context and asserts that the bureaucratic structure
creates and maintains situations where people are not able to learn
how to control the outcomes of their own behavior.

These viewpoints may

depict the reactions of inmates as they encounter crisis situations
within the jails across the United States, such as overcrowded cells
and inhumane treatment.

Seeman believes that society controls the

reward system to such an extent that the individual sees no relation
ship between his own behavior and the reward he receives.

It is this

situation that gives rise to feelings of alienation..
Gay (1976), in his article entitled "How Do You Jam 400 Inmates
Into A Place That Holds 170?", leads one to believe that persons in such
an environment would not be able to control the outcomes of their
behavior.

What is happening in this Prince George Jail (Maryland) is

happening in other detention centers because of a backlog of prisoners
who are unable to post bond, others who are awaiting trial, and still
others who are serving sentences.

Aside from these factors, society

continues to use the jail as a means of social control; henceforth,
feelings of alienation may be likely to be bestowed upon those that
encounter environments of this nature.
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Psychological Viewpoint
The emphasis is placed upon the individual’s feelings about him
self in theories assessing psychological alienation (Riesman, 1950;
Fromm, 1955; Frankl, 1968; Maslow, 1968).

The loss of self-identity

and identification with a rejecting majority may lead to a loss of
self-worth.

This may be typical of inmates who commit suicide while

in jail.
The Rochester (N.Y.) Democrat and Chronicle (1973) printed an
article entitled "Ricky;

I Feel Like Killing Myself," and Ricky is

said to have died by committing suicide.

In reference to Ricky's

personal life, a family member recalled him as a boy "who always said
no one loved him.

He did not have many friends in school and the

boys all made fun of him."

Ricky was one of 17 children in the family.

A neighbor describes Ricky as a "kid who needed help— but nobody ever
bothered to give it to him".

Previous studies indicate that there may

be many Rickys in our jails (Fawcett and Marrs, 1971; Novick and AlIbrahim, 1977).
Individuals in jail who are said to be self-alienated may be
ashamed of anyone finding out and may feel that being in jail registers
on them as a discredit.

Therefore, they may despise themselves:

contemptible, worthless and unlovable.

feel

It has been said that the most

conspicuous and inevitable consequence of going to jail is publicity of
the event (Martin and Webster, 1971).
Mannheim (1940) implies that it may be likely that individuals
(detained) may decline in their 'fcapacity to act intelligently in a
given situation on the basis of one's own insight in the interrelations
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of events" (p. 59).

An example of this occurring in the jail situation

is that an inmate who is switched from cell to cell for no apparent
reason may become confused, disorientated and unclear of what to expect
in the future.
So, what could happen if an individual goes to jail for the first
time and isn’t street-wise to the ways of the lock-up?

On June 8, 1972

an inmate was beaten and sexually assaulted in the Wayne County Jail
(Mich.); he died three days later.

The victim was being held in jail

in lieu of a $50 bond fee that he could not pay.

The charge was

carrying a knife that was one inch longer than allowed.

The victim had

no previous criminal record (Heldman, 1972).
On the other hand, there are many in jail who are troubled and have
past histories of drunkenness, drugs or mental disorders.

Several deaths

have occurred in jail to individuals who suffered from such disorders
(Dye, 1971; Brush, 1971; Filiatreau, 1972; Newman and Price, 1977).
Streeseman (1968), in his discussion of the psychiatric aspects of
alcoholism, focuses on several major points relating to this research.
He asserts that the suicide rate is higher among alcoholics and that
depression is the basic dynamic in the individual's life.

Therefore,

his analysis focuses upon individuals and how they typically present
a facade of defenses against the acknowledgment that they are in deep
trouble.

This would be typical of some individuals in jail.

The

article by Dye (1971), "Four Troubled, Empty Lives End In Jail
Suicides," depicts the situation that Streeseman describes.
In the final analysis, to be self-alienated means to be something
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less than one might ideally be if the circumstances, in society were
otherwise:

to be insecure, given over to appearances, to over-adapt

to others' wishes, etc.
There are many theories of alienation.

In this analysis, the

researcher included only those theories on alienation which were
known and felt to be most applicable to inmate deaths.

It is felt

that some of the theories used in this analysis may best describe
certain types of inmate deaths.

For example, Durkheim's theory on

the "anomic" type of suicide seems to best describe inmates who are
in a disrupted state and resort to suicide as their only way out of
their crisis situation.
Merton's theory provides further understanding of those indivi
duals who may

resort to aggressive acts towards others:

i.e., the

rebel (the result may be homicide) or the retreatist (who withdraws
from the competitive struggle of tha jail system and resorts to
suicide as the only hope).
Marx's theory on alienation describes the inmate population and
the workers as a whole, in that the system tends to rule the indivi
dual and his life becomes meaningless.

Therefore, in a setting such

as the jail, the victims tend to be helpless; when unable to help
themselves, several types of death may occur:

homicide, accidental,

suicide, natural cause, etc.
Seeman's five varieties of alienation seem to appropriately
describe any type of inmate death.

They focus on the structure of a

system, as well as on the individual.

Therefore, the jail system and

the inmate population may be seen in this context in regard to deaths
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in jail.
It is felt that research that would expand the analysis of the
relation of these theories of alienation to specific types of death
in jail would be valuable.
This study has not been able to address these issues directly,
but the age, length of time in jail, as well as the sex and marital
status of the person who died, all point to the fact that the dynamics
of alienation may be operating.

Given the patterns discovered in this

research, which are consistent with previous work, future research
needs to look more clearly at the inter-personal dynamics of suicide
as it relates to the structural conditions of the jail.

Suggestions For Further Research
As mentioned previously, little research has been done on deaths
in jail.

It will be very meaningful to know the results of further

studies, using different populations and applying the theory of
alienation, to these deaths.
Based on the knowledge of inmate deaths from the review of the
literature and the present exploratory study, future research should
address the following issues:
1.

The relationship between death and type of jail. A
percentage of inmate deaths are expected to occur
in police lock-ups (which are temporary holding cells,
for 72 hours or less), than in county jails (those that
detain inmates for up to a year).

2.

The role of bail in the time sequence. The amount of
bail would be expected to be associated with the number
of deaths that occur in jail, since the lower the bail
the greater the probability the individual would not
remain in jail. Thus the elements associated with death
within the initial phase of incarceration would be reduced.
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3.

The organization of routine and control of inmates over time.
Accidental type deaths would be expected to be positively
associated with the longer period of time inmates are in
jail. This reflects the possible laxness on the part of
the staff to deal effectively with the health and safety
of the inmates. Such organizational components of the
jail also need to be viewed in relationship to homicide.
Homicidal type deaths would also be expected to be associated
with the longer period of time an inmate is in jail.

This researcher believes that these research issues, if addressed
in future research, may generate some new insights and findings that
were not divulged in this study.

Recommendations
After completing this study and having explored many aspects related
to jail deaths, the following recommendations may be applicable:
1.

More detailed information regarding inmates' reasons for
being detained should be gathered.
Information of this
nature may reveal facts that may prevent a death or at
least help to better interpret it.

2.

More staff is needed to meet the needs of those detained
in regard to letting them use the phone, see visitors or
receive recreation privileges if facilities are available.
Since death, and especially suicides occur early in the
process, the greater the contacts the greater the expec
tation that alienation (if operating) would be reduced.

3.

Encourage more social relations for those detained,
especially with family and friends.

4.

More uniformity is needed in operating the jails. The
same type of records should be retained for inmates in
all jails, etc.

5.

Establish a program that will educate the public as to
the operation of the jail and its relation to the entire
Criminal Justice System. At present those detained in
jail are isolated; greater public awareness may result in
a call for changes in detention procedures or at least
force a re-evaluation.
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6.

While not directly affecting death, the physical
conditions of the jail, such as cell lighting, odor,
etc., should be improved.
If nothing else, the more
humane conditions may affect attitudes.

It is believed that the above recommendations are valuable in
helping those that may be detained in jail.

Conclusions
Many problems were seen to be related to deaths in jail in this
study.

There is a lack of concern or knowledge that deaths do occur

in jail.

This may be due in part to lack of publicity of the event.

Furthermore, the deplorable conditions in the jails tend to make the
jails unfit for human confinement.

Also, a large majority of the jails

are known to be overcrowded and old, which hampers adequate inmate care.
Therefore, cruel and inhumane punishment may exist for those detained.
In the final analysis, death may be the result when these conditions
prevail.
Jails in two counties (Kalamazoo and Berrien) and 42 states were
the focus of this study for learning about inmate deaths.

This study

compiled data from court records, jail records, three area newspapers
and jail tours, for the County Group.

Fourteen inmate deaths were

found for this group.

was used as a source of data

for the National Group.

Newsbank, Inc.

Three-hundred seventy-four deaths in 42 states

were found for this group.

The 1970 National Jail Census provided

information relevant to both of these groups.

Data were collected

for the two groups for purposes of comparison.
Five research expectations were formulated which were felt to
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be related to deaths in jail.
1.

Deaths which occur in jail will more often be classified
as suicide than as any other type of death.

2.

The period of detention for those who die in jail will be
a relatively short time.

3.

Inmates who die in jail are likely to be unconvicted or
unsentenced males.

4.

Deaths are more likely to occur in jails which are
overcrowded.

5.

Deaths are more likely to occur in jails that are old.

Basically, all of these expectations were supported.

It was

found that the larger proportion of deaths for the two groups studied
were classified as suicide.

The period of detention before death for

the majority of inmates in both groups was a relatively short time.
The vast majority of inmates who died were males.

Ninety-three per

cent of inmates in the County Group were not convicted.

Data for the

National Group suggested that deaths may be more likely to occur in
overcrowded jails.

Although 10 out of the 14 county deaths occurred

in older jails, data from the National Group suggested that deaths
may not be more likely to occur in older jails.
The basic objective of this exploratory study was to describe the
nature and extent of deaths in jail.

The intent was to describe and

discuss all types of death that occurred in the jails selected for
this study.

While not every death was found that could have occurred

in these jails, it is believed that some patterns and trends may be
seen from viewing the data regarding the deaths that occurred in the
jails for these two groups.

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f th e copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout perm ission.

77

The use of two groups was found to be beneficial by the researcher.
When certain information was not available for one group, it often was
available for the other (e.g., bail).

It thus enhanced the depth of

the investigation.
The concept of alienation was presented in this study to help
describe the behaviors of inmates, as well as the behaviors of others
involved in the jail system.

The concepts of alienation and anomie

seemed to appropriately describe the many situations and factors related
to inmate deaths, though the study was not designed to test this.
In conclusion, Howard Becker (1964) has stated that a study that
purports to deal with social structure will reveal things that need
to be changed and things that are lacking.

The researcher feels that

it is necessary for the public to be informed about deaths that take
place in jail.

Many Americans associate maximum security with a jail.

Thrusting a person into a jail may mean security for society, but it
may not mean security for the individual being placed there.
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APPENDIX

A

Additional Information

Table 1

Table 2

Inmates Who Died In Jail:
County Group (I)

Inmates Who Died In Jail:
National Group (II)

Years 1970-1977

Years 1970-1977

Year

Number of Deaths

Year

Number of

1970

1

1970

37

1971

1

1971

32

1972

3

1972

37

1973

1

1973

43

1974

1

1974

68

1975

2

1975

51

1976

3

1976

56

1977

2

1977

50

Total

374

Total

14

Graph 1
Inmate Resident Status
___________________________ County Group (I)____
Resident of City
Where Died:

Percent

Yes
No
Total

100%

0

50
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APPENDIX B
Additional Information

Table

3

Type Death by Most Serious Offense Arrested For
County Group C D

Type Death

Type Offense
Person
7
60

Suicide

Property
7
75

Victimless
7
67

Other
7

Homicide

20

-

-

-

Accidental

20

25

-

-

Natural Cause

-

-

33

100

100%

100%

Total

100%

Table

100%

4

Type Death by Most Serious Offense Arrested For
National Group (II)

Type Offense

Type Death
Person
%

Property
%

Victimless
%

Other
%

Suicide

57

54

53

37

Homicide

25

15

19

21

Accidental

5

19

7

16

Natural Cause

2

4

9

10

11

8

12

16

100%

100%

Undetermined

Total

100%

100%
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APPENDIX C
Additional Information

Table

5

Type Death by Place in Jail Where Died
County Group (I)

Type Death

Single Cell

Type Cell
Isolation

Receiving

Tank

%

%

%

%

Suicide

66

100

33

67

Homicide

17

-

-

Accidental

17

-

33

33

-

-

33

-

Natural Cause
Total

100%

100%

%

-

-

100%

Transiei

-

100

100%

100%

Table 6
Type

Type Death

Death by Place in Jail Where Died
National Group (II)

Single Cell

Type Cell
Isolation

Receiving

2 or 3
Man cell Other

%

%

%

%

%

41

58

33

46

15

7

26

23

32

22

42

-

-

14

37

Natural Cause

4

5

11

4

15

Undetermined

6

11

33

4

11

100%

100%

100%

100%

Suicide
Homicide
Accidental

Total

100%
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APPENDIX D
Additional Information

Graph

2

Type Cells Where Death Occurred in Jail
County Group (I)
Type Cells
Single cell
Isolation
Receiving Area
Tank
Transient Room
Total

100%

0

25

Graph

50%

3

Type Cells Where Death Occurred in Jail
National Group (II)
Type Cells
Single Cell
Isolation
Receiving Area
2 or 3 man cell
Other
Total

100%

0

30
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APPENDIX F

| Case No.

B O O K I N G SHEET

p cssc
i_ _ _ _ _

K A L A M A Z O O P O L IC E S E R V IC E

j Court No.
Name

Date

j Cr.N o.
I
1 Photo No.
i

Time
i

Alias

F.P.C.

Address

G tv a n d State
'
| Marital Status
i

Sex

■Color i Height 1W eight !Build
1
!
f
!
Birth Place

'H a ir

iEves

>Comp.

!

i

i

Age

| Birth Date

j W here

| Naturalized
i

| W hen

Marks, Scars, Tattooes
Occupation

j Where employed

I Social Sec. No.

Artificial Dentures: Coper P ] Lower
Both r j
Education:
Names and addresses of immediate family; if none, nearest relative:

W ar Service: Army H
Previous Addresses

Navy r i

Marines Hi

Grammar 7j

High School

College r*j

Air P I_______Registered for Selective Service r~l______ Board No.

Previous Arrests
Records checked by

I Previous Record:

Yes f l

N oQ

J W anted Q

ARREST A N D B O O K IN G DATA
Charge

OtEcers making arrest

Cnarge changed to

Date

W here arrested

Searched by
; By
;

Released; Date

Dismissed
CIRCUIT COURT CASES
W'aived Examination 0
Demands Examination f“ J
Dismissed

| Booked by
!

| Trial Date
!

Time

i Fine Pd.

1

!

O Scers signature

Released to appear
Dare
Time

D ISPO SITIO N A N D RELEASE DATA
Arraigned. Municipal Court
1 Guilty
£]
Dare
I N ot Guilcv
fl
Fine:
1 Costs:
[ and/or days

1 Dare
Dare

NoIIed
I Examination set
I Date
NoIIed

i Questionable Q

I Bond
:
Bail
1 Committed
i Dare

Furnished
□
N o t Furnished n
Time

3y
Bail sec at

Time
Date

; N ot Furnished n
• Furnished
□

Bv

REMARKS

RIG H T TH U M B PRINT

> 0 0 2

TO

RECORD

BUREAU
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APPENDIX G

NILES PO U CE DEPT.

ARREST SHEET

Offense No
IB No.

N am e.

. Social Security No. .

Address .

________ Phone N o..

Charge.
Vehicle & License.

Driver License No.

Date & Time of A rrest.
Location ___________
Arresting Officers
Booked B y ______
Description: A ge

Date of B irth ______________ Birthplace_____________________________

A lias__________________ Nickname___________________Citizenship U S. □ O th er____________
How Citizenship Acquired_________________
Sex________ Race______ H t.______ W g t______ H a ir ______ E y e s _______Comp.________Build
Marks or S cars__________________________________________________________________________
Employer ______________________________________Type of W ork____________________________
Former Employer

Address ------------------------------------------------

Marital S tatu s__________________________________ Children_________________________________
Spouse’s N am e

Address ________________________________

Father’s N am e_________________________________ Address_________________________________
Mother’s N am e_________________________________ Address_________________________________
Mother’s Maiden Name___________________________________________________________________
Maiden Name of Married Woman___________________________________________________________
Education ______________________________________________________________________________
Military Service_____________________________________________________ N o ._________________
Nearest Relative or Person to be Notified
Disposition: Plea Guilty______________ Not_Guilty_____________Dismissed____________ D ate____________
Examination: Demanded___________________ Waived___________________ Stand Mute__________________
Sentence_______ days — Fine S____________Costs_S__________

or_________days

Bond S ___________Remarks_____________________________________________________________________

UM01
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JA IL INM ATE RECORD

A C C O M P L I C E

r a c e

M A K E

or C A R

j

S E X

C I T I Z E N -

jj P R E V I O U S L Y

( N A M E )

A R R E S T E D

( W H E R E ? )

<tr A N Y )

YES I NO

A P P C A R C O

O I S P .

O A T C

j

8C T O R E

C l U O O E )

P R I S O N T E R M

R E A S O N F O R R E t R A SE F R O M JA IL .
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! Y E S | NO

95

A D D I T I O N A L
appealed

D A T A
DISPOSITION

R E L E A S I N G
T O A R M E D S E R V IC E S

C O U R T

before

P A R T I C U L A R S

SIG N A T U R E A N O T IT L E

S IG N A T U R E A N O T IT L E

N A M E O R S T A T E I N S T IT U T IO N

N A M E O R C O N V E Y IN G O P T I C S *

I N M A T E ' S

P E R S O N A L

P R O P E R T Y

CASH
W ATCH

<

) R IN G ( 3 )

W ALLET

OTHER

C L O T H IN G

T H E A B O V E R E P R E S E N T S A L L T H E C A S H A N O O T H E R V A L U A B L E S T U R N E D O V E R T O T H E S H E R I F F ’S D E P A R T M E N T
O F T H I S C O U N T Y A T T H E T I M E O F M Y A D M IT T A N C E .
I F U R T H E R A U T H O R I Z E T H E S H E R I F F O F T H I S C O U N T Y O R H IS R E P R E S E N T A T IV E T O O P E N A L L M A IL A N D P A C K A G E S
D IR E C T E D T O M E A S L O N G A S I AM A P R I S O N E R IN T H I S J A I L .
SIO N A T U R C O R P R IS O N S *

O A TS

T IM S

S IG N A T U R E O R P R IS O N E R

O A TE

T IM E

S IG N A T U R E O R P R IS O N E R A T R E L E A S E

D A TE

T IM E

O A TE

T IM E

N A M E O R A R E L A T IV E

j A O O R E S S O R R E L A T IV E

1 H A V E H A D T H E O P P O R T U N I T Y T O C O N T A C T M Y F A M IL Y O R C O U N S E L :

1 H A V E R E C E IV E D T H E B A L A N C E O R M O N IE S A N O A L L O T H E R P E R S O N A L
P R O P E R T Y L I S T E D AR O V E

S I G N A T U R E O R P E R S O N R E C E IV IN O P R O P E R T Y

CATE

S I G N A T U R E O R R E L E A S IN G O R R IC C R

T IM E
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