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Abstract
The social world of prisons is typically described as hierarchical in the 
prison sociological literature where offence type, displays of (hegem-
onic) masculinity and involvement in the informal economy impact 
prisoners’ social standing. Based on fieldwork and interviews (N=181) 
with men and women in seven different Norwegian prisons, this ar-
ticle describes prisoner cultures where such hierarchies were either 
absent or of little significance. Rather than pointing out differences 
in status and standing, the prisoners interviewed tended to insist 
that they were equal and the same. In order to make sense of this 
finding, which contrasts dominant accounts in the prison sociological 
literature, the article engages with scholarship on the role and roots 
of egalitarianism in Norwegian society. Organizing the discussion 
around the concepts of ‘egalitarian permeability’, ‘pragmatic egali-
tarianism’ and ‘social labour’, the article argues that the egalitarian 
culture of Norwegian (open) prisons is shaped by norms in the wid-
er Norwegian society and the pragmatic choices prisoners make to 
cope socially in prison everyday life.

Abstract
I fengselssosiologien blir fengselets sosiale liv ofte beskrevet som 
hierarkisk. Studier har vist at lovbruddstype, (hegemonisk) maskulin-
itet og involvering i den illegale økonomien har betydning for 
fangenes sosiale status og posisjon. Basert på feltarbeid og intervju 
(N=181) med menn og kvinner i syv norske fengsler viser denne artik-
kelen at slike hierarki var enten fraværende eller av liten betydning. 
I stedet for å påpeke forskjeller i status og posisjon vektla fangene 
som ble intervjuet ofte at de var like og likeverdige. For å forstå 
dette forskningsfunnet, som bryter med beskrivelser i deler av forsk-
ningslitteraturen, henter artikkelen inspirasjon fra forskning om den 
norske egalitære kulturen. Ved å organisere diskusjonen om begre-
pene ‘egalitarian permeability, ‘pragmatic egalitarianism’ og ‘social 
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labour’ argumenterer vi for at den egalitære kulturen i norske (åpne) 
fengsler er formet av normer og verdier i det norske samfunnet, og 
av de pragmatiske valgene fangene gjør for å håndtere fengselshver-
dagen best mulig.

Key words
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Introduction

‘Entering prison means having to join a compulsory social community that is commonly 
hierarchical and likely to be underpinned by core institutional and group values linked 
to gender, class, ethnicity, and age, sometimes referred to as a normative prison code’ 
(de Viggani 2012, page 272).

The social world of prisoners is frequently described as hierarchical (Sykes 
1958; Goffman 1961; Cohen & Taylor 1972; Sim 1994; Toch 1998; Treadwell, 
Gooch & Barkham-Perry 2018; Ugelvik 2014b). Prisoners’ placement in this 
hierarchical world might depend on the offence they have committed, 
their ethnicity, membership in organized gangs or groups, involvement 
in the sub-rosa prison economy, or the degree to which they conform to 
masculine norms. While we do not want to question the accuracy of such 
descriptions of prisoner social organization, our approach in this article is 
to problematize the tendency to view prison social life as inevitably and 
inherently hierarchical.

We justify this approach by pointing to some shortcomings in the literature 
on prison social life. Firstly, there has been a recent call for more nuanced exa-
minations of emotional flows and social relationships between male prisoners 
(Crewe 2014; Laws & Lieber 2020; Stevens 2013). Laws and Lieber (2020, page 
3) argue that even though some studies do address the issue of ‘soft’ values in 
prisons, such as kindness, there has been a tendency to analyse these through 
an individualised and instrumental lens (see Jewkes 2005; Ugelvik 2014a). 
Following Laws and Lieber (2020, page 3), then, there is a need for studies 
that «complicate linear depictions of prison life that are emotionally stolid». 
Secondly, most of the existing literature on prison social life stems from an 
Anglophone context (but see Laursen 2017; Minke 2012; Mjåland 2014; Ugelvik 
2014b). As the literature on ‘Nordic exceptionalism’ has highlighted, Nordic 
penal policy and practices diverge from those in Anglophone countries in 
important ways, most notably by having lower incarceration rates and more 
humane prison conditions (Pratt 2008; Pratt & Eriksson 2013, but see Ugelvik 
& Dullum 2012 and Smith & Ugelvik 2017 for accounts who critique and nuance 
the ‘Nordic exceptionalism’ thesis). However, few studies have so far explored 
the relation between ‘exceptionally humane’ prison conditions and the social 
organization of prisoners (but see Skarbek 2020 for an interesting comparative 
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approach). Thirdly, most studies of prisoner social life are conducted in high 
security prisons (but see Shammas 2014; 2015a, b). While this is understan-
dable, given the extensive use of and reliance on high security imprisonment 
in most Anglophone jurisdictions, it is nonetheless regrettable. Low security 
prisons (‘open prisons’) account for a substantial proportion of the operational 
capacity in the Nordic countries.1 Furthermore, the ‘normality principle’ is a 
guiding philosophy of Nordic penality, which, at least in theory, has a par-
ticular significance in low security prisons: The normality principle is meant 
to ensure that all measures and hindrances that are not a necessary part of 
depriving prisoners of their freedom are to be removed, in order to make life 
on the inside resemble life on the outside as much as possible (Balvig 2005, 
page 178; see also Engbo 2017). While research has explored the significance 
of this principle for material conditions (e.g. Engbo & Smith 2012), few studies 
have explored how the aim of creating more ‘normal’ penal environments 
affect relational dynamics among prisoners. The aim of this article, then, is to 
help address these shortcomings in the literature, by offering an analysis of 
the norms and values that characterise social life in Norwegian high and low 
security prisons.

Based on qualitative interview data with male and female prisoners in seven 
Norwegian prisons, we describe prisoner cultures where hierarchies based on 
offence type or masculine displays were either absent or of little significance. 
Rather than pointing out differences in status and standing between priso-
ners, our interviewees tended to insist that they were equal and the same. 
In order to make sense of this finding, which contrasts dominant accounts in 
the prison sociological literature, we engage with scholarship on the role and 
roots of egalitarianism in Norwegian society (Bendixen, Bringslid & Vike 2018; 
Gullestad 1984; Sakslind & Skarpenes 2014; Sakslind, Skarpenes & Hestholm 
2018). Organizing the discussion around the concepts of ‘egalitarian permea-
bility’(how societal values of equality permeate prison walls), ‘pragmatic egali-
tarianism’ (how egalitarianism is pragmatically performed) and ‘social labour’ 
(the efforts mobilized to maintain an egalitarian prison environment), we will 
argue that the egalitarian culture of Norwegian (open) prisons are shaped by 
norms in the wider Norwegian society and the pragmatic choices prisoners 
make in order to cope socially in prison everyday life.

Literature review

Descriptions of prisoner hierarchies are rife in the literature. David Skar-
bek (2014) links hierarchies to race-based prison gangs, where experien-
ced gang-leaders are at the top. Others, including Jewkes (2005), Michalski 

1.	 Around 30 % of prisoners were held in open prisons in Norway, Denmark, Finland and 
Iceland in 2015. In Sweden a significantly lower proportion (approximately 12 % of 
prisoners) were held in open prisons that year (Lappi-Seppälä, 2020, page 37). 
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(2017), and Ugelvik (2014a,b), argue that hierarchies in prison are shaped by 
(hegemonic) masculine norms, where «capacity for ‘masculine dominance’, 
toughness, physical prowess, [and] aggressiveness» (Michalski 2017, page 50) 
are key sources of respect and status, hence the prisoners who epitomize 
masculinity stand at the top (Stanko 2001 in Evans & Wallace 2008, page 488). 
A number of studies have found that hierarchies depend upon offence type: 
the robber or the ‘business men’ sit much more comfortably in the prison 
hierarchy than the sex offender (Treadwell et al. 2018). Studies from Nordic pri-
sons have also described hierarchical prison cultures, emphasising, amongst 
others, the role of gendered norms and values (Lindberg 2005; Mathiassen 
2017; Ugelvik 2014b), ethnicity (Haller & Kolind 2018) and socialization into 
prison subcultures (Minke 2012, 2014). These hierarchies tend to be descri-
bed as rather static and permanent with few descriptions of how power flows 
between categories of prisoners and is produced and reproduced amongst 
them. However, a recent study by Kreager et al. (2017), using a mixed methods 
approach to study prisoner hierarchies in a US ‘good behaviour’ prison unit, 
intervened in this literature with somewhat contrasting findings. They found 
that in this specific unit ‘old-heads’ were at the top of the hierarchy (see also 
de Viggiani 2012, page 281). Older prisoners, who had been on the wing for 
long, and who used their power and influence for the common good, were 
the most respected. Other sources of status, such as offence type, criminal 
networks, ethnicity and physical strength, were far less important. This finding 
is significant, because it effectively warns against seeing prisoner hierarchies, 
and the sources they rely upon, as an inherent property of prisons, as a ne-
arly universal phenomenon. Furthermore, this finding points to the fact that 
prison social organization must be studied by attending carefully to context.

Context can be institutional, as in Kreager et al.’s study, where they argue 
that the classification (‘good behaviour’) of the unit they studied incentivized 
pro-social norms and behaviour. This context can also be cultural; hence, the 
norms that shape prisoner organisation are influenced by ‘cultural configu-
rations’ in larger society. A cultural context of relevance for the analysis that 
follows is the nature and character of egalitarianism in Norwegian society. 
According to Bendixen et al., egalitarianism in Scandinavia has been explored 
through different analytical strategies, but one important distinction can be 
drawn between those who see egalitarianism as «an unintended effect of hi-
storical contingencies» (Bendixen et al. 2018, page 5), where egalitarian values 
over time became embedded in institutional practices and are thus seen as 
relatively stable cultural phenomenon, and those who see egalitarian values 
and cultures as resources and constraints that people navigate and make us 
of in everyday social interaction (ibid., page 4) – a line of inquiry resembling 
Swidlers (1986) notion of cultural ‘tool kits’.

The first perspective chimes with how John Pratt (2008, page 120) sees 
Nordic penality as an outcome of egalitarian policies, structures, values and 
practices, with deep historical roots. Pratt, then, treats egalitarianism as a 
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cultural ‘fact’, produced over time, and embedded in institutional practices. 
Such a take on egalitarianism has affinity with how Norwegian sociologist 
Ove Skarpenes and colleagues understand it. They claim that «[t]he pervasive 
presence of egalitarian values in Norwegian society is a rather uncontroversial 
assertion» (Skarpenes & Sakslind 2010, page 238, fn. 7). One of their central 
arguments concern the importance of morality in the Norwegian egalitarian 
culture. They show how their interviewees, members of the upper middle class, 
refrain from establishing hierarchies of taste or worth, and argue that this is an 
indication of the continued relevance of ‘puritanical Christianity’ (Sakslind et 
al. 2018, page 197), in which judging people’s tastes and practices are seen as 
immoral acts of self-assertion. Thus, egalitarianism is upheld as a key cultural 
value because claiming superiority breaches an important moral code. Such 
an approach invites us to study egalitarian permeability. Norwegian prison 
walls and fences are porous, particularly so in open prisons (Shammas 2015b). 
If egalitarianism is a core value in Norwegian mainstream society, we would 
then expect egalitarian values to bleed into the Norwegian prisons and shape 
the nature of social relationships in these institutions (Baer & Ravneberg 2008; 
Shammas 2015a, page 7).

The second approach is closely associated with the works of Norwegian 
anthropologist Marianne Gullestad (1984). Her concept of ‘egalitarian indi-
vidualism’ suggests that ‘egalitarianism’ is not a cultural ‘thing’, but rather a 
resource or constraint that guide everyday social interaction. According to 
Bendixen et al. (2018, page 4), Gullestad emphasised that «the dominant code 
of behaviour she had observed in a variety of social contexts where equa-
lity in status was ritually emphasized, was a pragmatic one». People perform 
equality, or sameness which was the term Gullestad preferred, in situations 
where ‘objective’ status differences interferes or disrupt social interaction. A 
study of egalitarian practices in prison would then involve an exploration of 
how people pragmatically mobilize values or repertoires of equality in the 
presence of inequality.

Methodology

This paper is based on data from a large comparative study of penal poli-
cymaking and prisoner experiences in England & Wales and Norway. While 
the overall research project comprised several sub-studies,2 we draw on a 
longitudinal study of male and female prisoners’ experiences of entry into and 
release from prison, in which we conducted 181 interviews in seven Norwegian 
prisons. Two prisons in our sample were categorised as ‘open’ (Bjørgvin and 
Søndre Vestfold, Avdeling Berg) and three were ‘closed’, but had open wings 

2.	 For a more detailed presentation of the research project, see 
	 https://www.compen.crim.cam.ac.uk/.



180

Nordisk Tidsskrift for Kriminalvidenskab  –  nr. 1/2021

Pragmatic and Permeable Egalitarianism:
Kristian Mjåland og Julie Laursen

located outside of the prison (Bergen, Bredtveit and Arendal).3 We aimed to 
follow our interviewees longitudinally by interviewing them shortly after their 
entry into prison, just before their release and finally within three months 
post-release. In order to gain a broader and more contextualised understan-
ding of social life in these institutions, we also did participant observation, 
which meant we ‘hung out’, played table tennis and volleyball, participated 
in the daily life on the wings, in the workplaces and in communal facilities 
such as dining halls and outdoor spaces. These observations, documented 
in extensive field-notes, inform this analysis although quotes from interviews 
are our main data source.

All interviews were conducted in small, private rooms off the wings, lasted 
between 1-3 hours, and were transcribed and then translated to English. The 
interviews were coded thematically drawing on a theoretical framework en-
tailing the ‘depth, weight, tightness and breadth’ of imprisonment (see Crewe 
2011) and using Nvivo software. We asked detailed questions about social 
relationships in the interviews such as 1) the nature of prisoners’ relationships 
with each other and staff, 2) who they spent time with and who they preferred 
not to be around, who they respected and liked, and 3) where they would 
place themselves and others in a prisoner hierarchy, if such a thing existed.

This article develops an analysis of some aspects of social life in the in-
stitutions in our sample. More specifically, we follow an abductive research 
strategy (Blaike 2000, page 100), where we, based on some initial observations 
about the relative ‘ordinariness’ of everyday social life in particularly the open 
prisons, and the apparent insignificance of prisoner hierarchies in both high 
and low security prisons, systematically went on to explore these themes in 
our field- and deskwork. When conducting the interviews, we encouraged 
our interviewees to describe in as much detail as possible the nature of their 
relationships with other prisoners. When reading interview transcripts, and 
interview content coded at relevant nodes (e.g. ‘friendships’, ‘hierarchies’, 
‘other people’s offenses’, ‘virtues’), we explored our interviewees’ descriptions 
of their social worlds across the prisons, wings and units represented in the 
study. Although there are important differences in the relational dynamics 
between the different fieldwork sites, the egalitarian culture we describe in the 
analysis below was nonetheless present in all prisons in our sample, yet more 
so in the open establishments. We have nonetheless chosen to emphasise 
the common patterns in this article, describing and discussing the egalitarian 
nature of prison social life as represented in our data, at the expense of more 
detailed explorations of differences between prisons and wings. While the 
risk of this analytical strategy is the lack of attention to nuance, the benefit 
is that it allows for a more theoretically informed analysis of one particularly 
significant and intriguing feature of prison social life.

3.	 The two ‘pure’ high security prisons in our sample for this sub study was Halden and 
Ullersmo.
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In the section below, we first describe the egalitarian nature of prison so-
cial life that we identified through our analysis of our data. We then move on 
to discuss this main finding of the article, by exploring the degree to which 
egalitarian orientations in Norwegian society permeates prison walls (‘egalita-
rian permeability’), by considering egalitarianism as pragmatically performed 
(‘pragmatic egalitarianism’) and by attending to the intense ‘social labour’ 
required to produce and maintain egalitarian social climates in prison.

Egalitarian prison culture

The literature reviewed above implies that it may be necessary to conform 
to hegemonic masculine ideals in order to ensure «emotional, psychological, 
and social survival» in prison, which entails «employing strategies to mask 
self-perceived weaknesses or vulnerability and to attain status and legitimacy» 
(de Viggiani 2012, page 272). Such hegemonic masculine ideals featured in 
our material as well, but mainly through interviewees’ expectations of what 
prison life would be like. For instance, many interviewees described how 
they were feeling anxious when they were awaiting their prison sentence, 
especially in relations to meeting and interacting with other prisoners. Partly 
based on descriptions of prison social life in popular culture (Evans & Wallace 
2008, page 488), they expected to find a tense social atmosphere, clear-cut 
hierarchies and a somewhat ruthless culture. Gerhard, serving a sentence in 
a high security prison, claimed younger (as found by de Viggiani 2012, page 
279) and foreign prisoners to be particularly prone to be prepared for the 
‘worst’ when entering prison:

A lot of the younger inmates who are foreigners think that they are going into an 
American style prison. They usually realise after a month or two that it is not like that. 
They tend to be a bit tough in the beginning. Then they understand how things work 
(Gerhard, Bergen).

Although prisoners might arrive at the prison, thinking they need to ‘demon-
strate emotional and physical fortitude and suppress signs of weakness, in 
order to avoid exploitation’ (Crewe, Hulley & Wright, page 265; Jewkes 2005; 
De Viggani 2012), our interviewees described the many ways new prisoners 
were ‘managed’ and shown which values count in these institution. These va-
lues, which shaped prison social life, shared a common egalitarian orientation.

One way to get a sense of these values and normative underpinnings of 
social life in prisons is by attending carefully to how prisoners themselves 
describe social relationships during incarceration, including the metaphors 
they use. Kasper, an elderly man convicted of a sexual offence served three 
months in a small open prison. He was terrified when he first got to the prison, 
and self-isolated in his room for almost a month. Gradually, he developed 
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positive and supportive relationships with a few of the other men, and in the 
post-release interview he went as far as to say that he missed the prison:

What about the prison did you feel that you missed?

The community and the friendships with other people in the same boat. The same 
boat, yes. In prison for different things. Which, that is what I missed (Kasper, Arendal).

Kasper was far from the only of our interviewees who spoke warmly about 
inclusionary social communities in the post-release interviews, and neither 
was he the only one to use the egalitarian metaphor of being ‘in the same 
boat’. Indeed, this metaphor was used to describe social life in a variety of 
prisons, wings, and units in our study. Asle, serving a sentence in a different 
open unit in Arendal prison, put it like this:

It’s the same thing I try and say to the new people coming in here now as well [ ... ]: 
«just remember in here we are all the same», «we are all the same». If you are a captain 
steering the ship, if you’re a manager or you’re far down the ladder and have been a 
drug addict for the last thirty years or whatever, we are all in the same boat in here, 
we are all the same.

	What do you actually mean by that?

[ ... ] Some of us have done the wrong thing, but if you reverse the tape a bit, we were 
all normal human beings. I feel that in here there is nobody who is better than anyone 
else (Asle, Arendal)

The insistence on ‘being in the same boat’ has a moral undertone – it involves 
a command of not judging others and not thinking that anyone, including you-
rself, are better than others. This non-judgemental imperative is illustrative of 
Sakslind and Skarpenes’ (2014, page 324) observation about the significance 
of ‘equality and solidarity’ in ‘Norwegian morality’. However, the metaphor 
was used to highlight other aspects of egalitarianism as well. Benedicte used 
it to describe the social life at Bredtveit, a women’s prison, highlighting a kind 
of solidarity between the women which served to diminish the significance 
of people’s convictions:

In prison everyone is the same; we have different convictions, but we are in the same 
boat. [ ... ] One is here for murder, I’m here for theft, one is here for using a fake pas-
sport, but all the ladies are in the same boat (Benedicte, Bredtveit).

While Benedicte was one of our interviewees who most strongly emphasised 
the irrelevance of peoples’ convictions for their worth and social standing, it 
was certainly a key theme in all the prisons in our study (which will be discus-
sed in more detail below).

A final aspect of egalitarianism was introduced by Kurt, who used the boat 
metaphor to argue that the status prisoners enjoyed outside in the community 
was of little significance within the prison:
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But would you say – is there a kind of – I mean, is there some kind of solidarity or loyalty 
between inmates here?

[ ... ] We’re in the same boat, the whole gang and that sort of thing. So it’s the way it 
is outside. You get along with some and not with others. [ ... ] There’s no difference 
between us. No one cares about how big you are in the outside world or anything 
like that (Kurt, Halden).

The quote is interesting because it alerts us to two comparative benchmarks: 
Not only does Kurt’s ‘denial of difference’ (Shammas, 2015a) describe an 
egalitarian prisoner community which contrasts accounts in the prison so-
ciological literature reviewed above, but he also claims that social dynamics 
in the prison equals those in Norwegian society at large (‘you get along with 
some and not with others’). This latter point echoes Shammas findings from his 
study of an open Norwegian prison, where he argues that ‘personal suitability, 
not ethnic or national origins, was prioritized selecting one’s companions’ 
(Shammas 2015a, page 7). In the prisons in our study, prisoners would quite 
consistently tell us that personal interests, ‘chemistry’ and suitability were far 
more important than ethnic origins and offence type when choosing whom 
to befriend and hang out with.

The individual decisions prisoners make about who they spend time with 
have aggregate effects on the social organization of prison life. Our intervie-
wees, particularly so in the open prisons, described a social world organized 
by groups, not by ‘gangs’, and with community, not rivalry, between them:

But there is a very good sense of community. But all the groups have a good sense of 
community too. So there’s not, nothing, no monkey business, luckily (Sindre, Bjørvin).

This is echoed in Erika’s description from the women’s prison Bredtveit. She 
claimed there were ‘cliques’ in her wing, split between the foreign nationals, 
the women with long sentences, and the young, but in her opinion, they all 
got along:

[ ... ] It’s more like friend groups in high school. That’s what it reminds me of a bit. A 
lot of women in one place, that’s how it ends up being (Erika, Bredtveit).

Importantly, we are not claiming that hierarchies are completely absent in so-
cial life in Norwegian prisons. While most of our interviewees would describe 
the social atmosphere in the open prisons in positive terms, power dynamics 
shaped social life, although in subtle ways. Hjalmar, for instance, serving a 
short sentence in the open prison Bjørgvin, claims that ‘everyone has been 
nice to each other’ in his unit, and ‘we’ve had a really good atmosphere here 
the whole way through’. However, the norms of decent and kind behaviour 
are backed up by what he calls ‘clear’ instructions:



184

Nordisk Tidsskrift for Kriminalvidenskab  –  nr. 1/2021

Pragmatic and Permeable Egalitarianism:
Kristian Mjåland og Julie Laursen

I’m clear though. Let’s say that I’m clear without making any threats, but I imply that 
it will get uncomfortable if one doesn’t comply with the rules of the house (Hjalmar, 
Bjørgvin)

In some of the interviews, prisoners also described how physical strength, 
reputation for violence, and the type of offence mattered in terms of who 
enjoyed power, influence and status. Interviewees typically pointed out that 
it involved one or two ‘alpha men’ who tried to impose their will in prison 
everyday life.

Can you say the same about the prisoners? That there’s a hierarchy or – with prisoners 
or? Do you experience that? Or?

I guess it’s like it is outside in the normal world. You have a few alpha guys who like 
to take control or decide. If there’s a question about what people want to watch on 
TV for example, then most often it’s one or two who answers, and it’s most often 
the same people all along who decide, or, yes, speak their mind the loudest at least 
(Emil, Bjørgvin).

In some wings, such ‘alpha men’ were feared, and people described walking 
on eggshells around them or simply avoiding them to keep out of trouble. 
However, most prisoners did not live in a perpetual state of fear (Laws & 
Lieber 2020, page 2); to the contrary, these ‘alpha men’ were often ridiculed 
in the interview setting, and people described various ways these men are 
‘put down’.

There are some people who are little kings, but you just have to grab them by the 
ears and shake them (Gjermund, Bergen).

To summarize our argument so far, then, our main finding is that social life in 
the prisons in our study was characterized, to a greater or lesser extent, by 
an egalitarian culture. Most notably, prisoners often insisted on being equal, 
in a way which produced feelings of community and solidarity, and which 
served to neutralize the evaluative impact of prisoners (prior) social status 
and convictions. Prisoners socialized in groups and cliques based on personal 
preferences and suitability. Social life was characterized more by ‘horizontal 
harmony’ than ‘vertical antagonism’. These egalitarian descriptions of social 
life stand in rather sharp contrast to existing accounts in the literature, yet they 
do resemble Shammas’ (2015a) findings from his study of an open Norwe-
gian prison. He argues that prisoners ‘denial of difference’ is ‘the result of 
the unique institutional texture of both the open prison and the Norwegian 
prison system’ (Shammas 2015a, page 5). In the remainder of this article we 
will try to unpack this ‘institutional texture’.
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Egalitarian permeability

The historical, anthropological and sociological literature (e.g. Bendixen et 
al. 2018, Sakslind et al. 2018, Skarpenes & Sakslind 2010) generally descri-
bes Norwegian society and culture as egalitarian. According to Sakslind and 
Skarpenes, this egalitarian orientation is even embraced by the Norwegian 
upper middle class, thus contributing to a distinct (middle)class culture in 
Norway. A distinguishing trait of this culture ‘appears to be a certain humility 
or modesty in forms of self-presentation, aligned with an egalitarianist reje-
ction of vertical boundaries’ (Sakslind & Skarpenes 2014, page 331). Based 
on their empirical analysis – interviews with a sample of 112 members of the 
Norwegian upper middle class – they identify two ‘orders of morality’ at 
work.4 The first is anchored in Christian humanistic values (altruism, honesty, 
tolerance, respect of others, brotherly love etc.), in which the Good Samari-
tan is the ideal type. The second is anchored in values such as equality and 
solidarity, in which the Socially responsible citizen is the ideal type. Members 
of the middle class value most the individuals who do good and care for and 
about the community, and they value the least those who are judgemental 
and egoist (ibid., page 319-325). To what extent is the egalitarian character 
of prison social life a reflection of these moral orders in Norwegian culture 
and society more broadly?

In exploring this question, we draw on the idea of the ‘permeability and 
porousness’ (Shammas 2015b, page 5) of the open Norwegian prisons. While 
the inside of a prison is always to some degree a reflection of the outside 
society where it is located, this is arguably more so for the open prisons, 
where the wall separating the prisoners from their communities are thinner, 
both symbolically and literally. Not only do open prisons have fewer and less 
restrictive physical security measures, they also hold many prisoners convicted 
of less serious offences on relatively short sentences.5 Prisoners, visitors and 
staff cross the boundary between inside and outside more frequently, and 
with less effort, than in high security prisons. The permeability of this boundary 
shapes social life in distinct ways.

The permeability of the open Norwegian prisons is most significantly 
expressed in our data in the view that social life, norms and dynamics in 
these prisons resemble life outside to a considerable extent. Many of our 
interviewees were explicit in their comparisons between outside and inside. 
Kurt, who we quoted above, said ‘it’s the way it is outside. You get along with 
some and not with others’. Gregor made a similar point: ‘It’s the same as out 

4.	 In a follow-up study with members of the Norwegian working class, drawing on the 
same theoretical framework, the same orders of morality were identified, although with 
nuances, and supplemented by a third ideal type – the hardworking person (Skarpenes, 
forthcoming).  

5.	 In 2019, 63 % of the unconditional prison sentences issued by the courts were of six 
months or less (Kriminalomsorgen 2020, page 7). 
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in the community. People choose friends based on shared interests, similar 
ages’ (Gregor, Arendal). Erika (Bredtveit), when talking about who she did not 
like to spend time with, said: «That’s how it is on the outside, too. You don’t 
get along equally well with everyone, you choose your friends». By empha-
sising the similarities in social dynamics between life inside and outside of 
prison, such quotes illustrate how egalitarian orientations may push through 
the prison wall.

Furthermore, the way our interviewees talked about who they liked and respe-
cted in the prison, and why, echoed the moral repertoires described by Sakslind 
and Skarpenes (2014). Responding to a question of what it takes to be liked in 
prison, Dina said: «You just have to be honest, nice and behave properly. With 
everybody» (Dina, Bredtveit). Hector, in his response to the similar question, 
emphasised that being sincere and truthful was most important: ‘I think that’s 
the first thing; that you’re the person you want to be and are genuine with others 
[ ... ] and normal common decency[ ... ]’ (Hector, Bergen). The relatively short 
sentences in Norwegian open prisons result in diverse and rapidly changing 
prison populations, which one would assume could result in fairly shallow relati-
onships between prisoners; the flow of prisoners could simply be too high and 
would complicate the opportunity to create lasting, ‘deep’ relationship. Some 
of the literature on social climates in prisons does indeed argue that the shallow 
nature of relationships results in a need to uphold a ‘facade’, an attempt to ‘be 
someone you are not’ (de Viggiani 2012). To our surprise, prisoners in our study 
often said opposite things, namely how they needed to show ‘who they really are’ 
in a short span of time: because it was important to ‘be yourself’ (Kurt, Bjørgvin). 
‘Being yourself’ is generally an often-heard trope in Norwegian prisons and our 
interpretation is that this reflects broader egalitarian values, in the sense that 
you should not pretend to be somebody you are not.

The emphasis placed on being sincere and genuine is related to the 
‘command’ of not passing judgements. Lone says that it is «difficult to 
judge other people. I try not to think too much about other inmates and 
their cases, so I don’t feel I’m any better than they are» (Lone, Bredtveit). 
The quote is informative, because by actively avoiding thinking about other 
prisoners’ convictions, Lone makes it less likely that she will be breaking the 
norm of not judging others and seeing herself in a more positive light. This 
might be seen as an expression of the «humility and modesty in forms of 
self-presentation» that Sakslind and Skarpenes (2014, page 331) claim are 
at the heart of Norwegian egalitarian culture.

A blend of the ‘Christian humanist’ and ‘socially responsible’ moral orders 
is present in our material as well, by the frequent reference to ‘reciprocal re-
spectfulness’. This is most clearly expressed in the many quotes paraphrasing 
the Golden Rule, found as a maxim in Christianity and other religions: ‘I treat 
others the way I want others to treat me, plain and simple’ (Aud, Bergen). 
Similarly, Kurt said: «You have to treat others as you would want them to treat 
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you». Lone also described how relational dynamics were shaped by a recipro-
cal commitment to good, nice and decent behaviour:

How would you describe your relationship with the other inmates here?

[ ... ] as long as you are nice and smiling and helpful, most people reciprocate and 
are nice in return. It’s really got to do with how you behave yourself (Lone, Bredtveit).

Implied in these variations over the Golden Rule is the bridging of the two 
moral orders. On the one hand treating others respectfully is a (Christian 
humanist) virtue on its own – it is ‘common decency’, in prison as in the 
community – and on the other it is a means to ensure the collective good 
(social responsibility): prison life becomes more bearable if you behave nicely 
towards others.

Pragmatic egalitarianism

So far, we have considered egalitarianism as a set of values and orientations 
and argued that such values seeps through prison walls and shape the social 
life in Norwegian prisons in distinctive ways. Yet, as advocated by Gullestad, 
Norwegians insist on equality and sameness not because they are particularly 
virtuous, but more so because they are pragmatic. People are skillful social 
actors who navigate pragmatically through the normative waters of the setting. 
Hence, the egalitarian character of social life in prison should be seen as an 
ongoing negotiation by prisoners who try to overcome their imprisonment 
in the best possible manner.

What we have termed ‘pragmatic egalitarianism’ is most clearly implied 
in the way prisoners deal with people and offences they do not approve 
of. This is evident in our material in three different ways. The first is rather 
basic, and it involves overlooking people’s convictions and only paying 
attention to how they behave in prison everyday life. The following quote 
is illustrative:

Yes, the important thing is how they treat me and how they behave in here. If they 
are nice and polite and they are themselves; not rude and loud mouthed, then it’s 
okay with me. I don’t care why they are here. I think that goes for most people here 
(Kjell-Arne, SVF Berg).

In our interpretation, these prisoners make a pragmatic choice to only base 
their evaluative judgements of their fellow prisoners based on observable 
behavior. By not considering what other peoples’ convictions morally com-
municate about who they are, their everyday life in the prison becomes less 
complicated. What matters to them is whether people are ‘nice and polite’, 
because this have the most bearing on their day-to-day quality of life. Not 
passing judgements is therefore not so much about being virtuous, but more 
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of a pragmatic adaptation to prison social life – what Ievins has described as 
«a form of collective coping-acceptance» (2017, page 129).

Secondly, prisoners’ insistence on equality and sameness can be seen as a 
pragmatic strategy to deal with shame and stigma (Ievins 2017; Ugelvik 2014b). 
This quote from the interview with Lone, where we talked about prisoners 
convicted of particularly serious offences, may serve as an illustration:

	Do you have any problems serving with people who have those type of problems?

	Not really. I do find it is awful that they have committed these crimes, if you think 
about it. [ ... ] You can’t avoid thinking that, but if they are okay as a person and behave 
properly here and they are here to serve their sentence and get it over with, I try and 
have the attitude that we are all convicted of something and are therefore in the same 
boat. I try and stick to that philosophy (Lone, Bredtveit).

The insistence on equality and sameness, in this and many similar quotes in 
our study, is rather bold. It is bold because Lone compares herself with wo-
men who have committed far worse offences than she has, but still refrains 
from passing judgements because ‘we are all convicted of something’. In a 
way, she is making herself just as bad as ‘the worst’. One interpretation is that 
Lone, and others, refrain from passing judgements because they do not feel 
they are entitled to do so, having themselves committed punishable offen-
ces. Another interpretation is that the insistence on equality and sameness 
is a type of defense against the moral condemnation that lies at the heart of 
imprisonment (Ievins 2017). Many studies describe how stigmatized prison po-
pulations draw moral boundaries between themselves and others – between 
‘the rapist’ and ‘the proper criminal’ (Ugelvik 2015), between ‘crack heads’ and 
‘hustlers’ (Copes, Hochstetler & Williams 2008) – thereby contributing to an 
increase in the amount and intensity of moral condemnation in prison. Our 
interviewees, by insisting on being equal and refraining from passing moral 
judgements, contributed to the opposite – they created ‘low condemnation’ 
environments.

A final aspect of ‘pragmatic egalitarianism’ concerns institutional risks and 
rewards. An important incentive to not bully, threaten or ostracise people – 
based on convictions, behaviour or personalities – stems from a fear of losing 
privileges or being sanctioned. This is particularly so in open prisons, where 
engaging in this sort of behaviour would likely lead to a transfer to closed 
conditions in the high security estate, or losing the opportunity to be released 
on parole (Shammas 2015b). Dag explains:

No, because as soon as you do something like that here, then bang, straight into a 
closed prison immediately. And then you lose two-thirds [early release] immediately 
and then you have to serve the entire sentence (Dag, Bjørgvin).

Hence, prisoners do not only ‘construct’ sameness and withdraw from strug-
gles over status and power in order to cope in prison everyday life; they may 
also do so simply to keep their privileges (Kreager et al. 2017; Shammas 2014). 
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The pragmatic choices prisoners make about desisting from behaviour that 
challenges the ‘egalitarian social order’ of Norwegian prisons could thus be 
seen as a sign of legitimate and ‘right’ governance in these prisons (Sparks, 
Bottoms & Hayes 1996). It is legitimate in the sense that the official prison 
governance is effective in preventing hierarchies, gangs and abusive prisoner 
led systems of (vertical) governance to develop (Skarbek 2020).

Social labour

Traditional accounts of social life in prison often portray prisoner hierarchies 
as relatively stable and static. We argue that sociality in the institutions in our 
study ought to be understood as much more fluid and volatile. A dynamic 
and circulatory (Scott 2011, page 53) social order, which required a conside-
rable amount of pragmatism, flexibility, and compromise, characterized the 
prisons. Although the institutions we have studied appeared to be calm and 
our quotes show that prisoners largely felt safe, this does not mean that power 
was not continuously negotiated.

Hence, (re)producing friendliness and equality requires skill and finesse. 
Inspired by Jason Warr’s development of the concept ‘narrative labour’, which 
he uses to describe the ‘complex processes of evincing narrative acceptance 
in others’ (Warr 2020, page 40), we use the concept of ‘social labour’ to de-
scribe the effort prisoners invest in creating socially bearable environments. 
One particularly apt illustration of these efforts is prisoners’ descriptions of 
how tiring social life could be and how relieved they were when withdrawing 
to their cells (and rooms) at night:

[ ... ] when they lock the door behind you and you are alone in your cell, how do you 
handle that time when you are left on your own and with your own thoughts?

I just relax. [ ... ] I think it’s nice to get back to my cell. I have always felt that. It’s not 
good to have everyone on top of you the whole time, so to speak. You do need a 
social aspect, it’s not that, but I like it when I know the guards are going around for 
the last time in the evening and then it will be quiet after that. You can just relax and 
watch TV, even if it’s boring (Mikkel, Arendal).

Mikkel described the dilemmas of social life in prison; you ‘need a social 
aspect’, but it is exhausting to have ‘everyone on top of you’ the whole time, 
which is a fitting image of how demanding it can be to live in close proximity 
with others, not of your own choosing. Similarly, Eigil (Bjørgvin) described 
how he felt like he could escape ‘always having a lot of people around you’ 
when he entered the cell at night to ‘read or watch a film or listen to music 
or write a little bit’. Other interviewees were explicit about their own role in 
trying to ‘improve the fellowship amongst the prisoners’ (Ruben, Arendal) and 
how tiring that could be, which fostered a need to retreat to the cell. Life en 
masse (Sykes 1958) could surely be exhausting, even in open prisons, in the 
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sense that ‘there are people around you all the time. No matter where you 
go and where you are, you know’ (Sindre, Bjørgvin). Importantly, the relief 
people described when withdrawing to their cells and rooms at night was 
not so much caused by living in constant fear during the day, or by having to 
wear ‘a mask’ and ‘put up a front’, but more so because prisoners were tired 
after a long day of ‘social labour’.

While most of our interviewees benefited from their own and their fellow 
prisoners’ social labour, some did not. Those who struggled with their mental 
illness, had learning disabilities or a highly stigmatised conviction could find 
it hard to fit in to an otherwise egalitarian sociality (Hammerlin 2008, page 
570-571). The pro-social norms, although they stressed equality and sameness, 
could also lead to exclusion, where the people who failed to live up to these 
norms and ideals could be seen as strange or ‘trouble-makers’. These priso-
ners were often either invisible, because they would stay in their cells or highly 
visible in the prison communities because they disturbed the calm order, and 
their behaviour was often deemed odd or antisocial. Tesfay’s situation may 
illustrate the former. He served a long sentence for a sex offence conviction 
in an open prison, where staff worked hard to prevent peoples’ convictions 
to be known and acted upon. One day, however, information about Tesfay’s 
conviction started to spread between prisoners, and he suddenly found him-
self completely cut off from prison social life:

And I found out that people are talking with each other, so it makes me feel a bit alone. 
That I don’t have any friends. So I go through my days and work out and stuff, just to 
pass the time. I work out alone but I used to, before, have some people I could work 
out with. But now I’m alone there (Tesfay, open prison).

A very loud, athletic and outspoken prisoner in a ‘good behaviour’ unit may 
serve to illustrate the latter. He was furious about the social norms of the unit, 
where everybody was expected to contribute to a good atmosphere:

They expect you to be happy, to smile. But if I have a bad day, I cannot smile. I will 
say it like it is: ‘I have a bad day. Shit happens, that’s the way it is’. But that is not po-
pular in this place. It’s impossible to be yourself in here. You have to smile, to please 
the officers. But I can’t do that, that’s not me. And I have to be who I am (fieldnotes, 
March 2017).

This prisoner used every opportunity to point out to us and others how much 
he despised the informal norms of civility at the unit, including having to act 
politely towards men convicted of sexual offences. However, his antagonistic 
attitude left him rather socially isolated in the unit, as the majority of men 
valued and actively participated in the institutionally prescribed social labour 
of the unit.
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Conclusion

We wish to summarise our findings and analysis by making three main points. 
The first is that we have described a social order in the prisons we studied that 
differs significantly from accounts in the literature. Our data contrast accounts 
where gang membership (Skarbek 2014), hegemonic masculinity (Jewkes 
2005, Michalski 2017, Ugelvik 2014a,b), offence type (Treadwell et al. 2018) 
and involvement in the informal (drug) economy (Crewe 2005) are the main 
sources of social hierarchies in prison. We thereby add another perspective to 
‘accounts of prison life that have only sharp edges’ (Laws & Lieber 2020, page 
3) by emphasising how social relationships were characterised by equality, 
connectivity, openness and decency. Relatedly, our findings problematize the 
idea that prison social life is inherently and inevitably based on (hegemonic 
masculine) hierarchies.

Our second point is that both permeability and pragmatism contribute to 
the egalitarian culture we have described in this article. Egalitarian orienta-
tions in Norwegian society seeps through the prison walls and contribute to 
a social order where prisoners insist on equality and sameness. Particularly, 
we find Sakslind and Skarpenes’ argument about the significance of morality 
in Norwegian egalitarianism instructive. The ‘moral orders’ activated by our 
interviewees when refraining from passing judgments and referring to ‘we 
are all in the same boat’ do indeed resemble the «humility or modesty in 
forms of self-presentation, aligned with an egalitarianist rejection of vertical 
boundaries» that Sakslind and Skarpenes (2014, page 331) describe as a «ge-
neric trait» of Norwegian (class) culture. The ‘permeability and porousness’ 
(Shammas 2015b, page 5) of Norwegian open prisons – their minimal security 
arrangements and the flow of prisoners coming and leaving on relatively short 
sentences – help explain why egalitarian orientations are found within and not 
only outside Norwegian prison walls. However, we have also shown that social 
order was shaped by pragmatism to a large degree – life in these prisons ran 
smoother and became more bearable when everyone adhered to common 
decency. Similarly, the harder-edged threats of being transferred to a higher 
security level prison, losing privileges or jeopardizing parole if one failed to 
follow rules and norms, incentivized prisoners to treat each other with civility 
(see also Kreager et al. 2017). The pragmatic perspective on egalitarianism, as 
advocated by Gullestad, makes it possible to see how the prisoners’ insistence 
on equality and sameness was also an adaptive strategy to deal with the pains 
of being confined with people not of your own choosing.

Our third point relates to the benefits of disrupting otherwise static and 
vertical depictions of moral hierarchies in prison in favor of a more circulatory 
(Scott 2011) and dynamic portrayal of social life. The findings presented in this 
article show that ‘traditional’ prisoner hierarchies were eschewed and to a lar-
ger extent based on ‘likability’, friendliness and abilities to adapt rather than 
offense type, sentence length or involvement in the informal prison economy. 
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This led prison social life to be characterised more by ‘horizontal harmony’ 
than ‘vertical antagonism’. Importantly, by not considering what other priso-
ners’ convictions morally communicate about who they are and by insisting 
on being equal and ‘denying difference’ (Shammas 2015a), our interviewees 
often managed to create ‘low condemnation’ environments in the prisons 
we studied.

Although we do not aim to disavow the presence of anger, aggression 
and violence in Norwegian prisons, we mostly saw an ‘ethos of cooperation 
rather than coercion’ (O’Donnell 2019, page 3). Virtues such as respect, so-
ciability and equality were highly rated social lubricants (Laws & Lieber 2020, 
page 14), which helped create dynamic and supportive social relationships, 
particularly in the open wings and units we studied. In order to capture this 
‘ordinariness’ of social life in many Norwegian prisons – the degree to which 
it resembles social life in communities outside prison – the term ‘relational 
normality’ might hold some promise. The concept builds on the ‘principle 
of normality’ by highlighting its relational dimension – the sense that social 
norms, behaviours and dynamics in these prisons are not that different from 
those found in the community. This might prove to be a useful concept to 
understand and conceptualise the degree to which the relational qualities of 
a prison reduce or produce pain.
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