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Abstract
Criminologists have spent the past decade writing about the border. Sociologists have
documented the growing convergence of punishment and migration control, while legal
theorists have critiqued the concepts of sovereignty and citizenship. Over time, these
inquiries have cohered into what Katja Aas and Mary Bosworth call the ‘criminology of
mobility’. One central premise of this new criminology, perhaps even its motivating
concern, is that globalization has altered the relationship between punishment and
identity. This article expands on that theoretical claim. What do we mean when we
say that punishment and identity are intertwined? How have mass mobility and waning
sovereignty affected the practice of punishment? With these questions in mind, this
article examines the relationship between three aspects of identity – gender, sexuality,
and nationality – in one space of punishment, the British prison. Drawing on interviews
with foreign national prisoners in five men’s prisons, I argue that sexism and homophobia work as resources for prisoners who seek to establish themselves as members of
the British polity. In the contemporary prison, asserting gender conformity is one way
to lay claim to a British national identity.
Keywords
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Introduction
Criminologists have spent the past decade writing about the border (see, for example, Aas, 2007; Angel-Ajani, 2003; Bosworth, 2012; Grewcock, 2011). Building
from a critique that ﬁrst emerged in the late 1990s (see, for example, Simon,
1998b), scholars have tracked parallels between the eﬀort to ‘manage’ migration
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and the practice of policing crime (Malloch and Stanley, 2005; Melossi, 2013;
Weber and Pickering, 2007). Legal theorists have also argued that border control
measures complicate the concepts of sovereignty and citizenship (see, for example,
Brown, 2010; Stumpf, 2007; Zedner, 2010; see also Bosworth and Guild, 2008).
Over time, these inquiries have cohered into what Katja Aas and Mary Bosworth
(2013) call the ‘criminology of mobility’. We have witnessed the emergence of a
ﬁeld devoted to exploring the convergence of punishment and migration control.
One central premise of this new criminology, perhaps even its motivating concern, is that globalization has altered the relationship between punishment and
identity. Citing restrictive legislation, scholars argue that the ‘architecture of
crime control’ is increasingly dedicated to the identiﬁcation and expulsion of particular kinds of people (Zedner, 2010; see also Bosworth, 2012). Crime control, in
other words, has become a project of exclusion. The article that follows aims to put
some ﬂesh on this theoretical framework. How have widespread migration and
waning sovereignty changed the practice of punishment? What does it mean to
say that punishment and identity are intertwined?
With these questions in mind, this article examines the relationship between
three aspects of identity – gender, sexuality, and nationality – in one space of
punishment, the British prison. Drawing on interviews with incarcerated foreign
nationals, I argue that gender is an integral part of what it means to be British in
the prison. New border control policies have challenged prisoners’ senses of nationality, citizenship, and home. Faced with these policies, many prisoners seek to
establish themselves as legitimate members of the British polity. Sexism and homophobia are key resources in this eﬀort, for in the prison, asserting gender conformity is one way to show that you belong. In an era of mass mobility, gender becomes
a metaphor for national identity.
This argument develops over three sections. Section one describes how recent
penal policies have prioritized citizenship, and in the process, have thrown prisoners’ national identities into question. This section introduces a penal policy
called ‘hubs and spokes’, which has redirected the prison toward the aims of migration control (MoJ and UKBA, 2009; see also Kaufman, 2013). Section two examines how the hubs and spokes policy interacts with existing dynamics of gender and
sexuality in the prison. Paying close attention to the language prisoners use to
describe their lives, this section argues that gender conformity – and in particular,
demonstrations of masculinity and homophobia – work to establish the boundaries
of a shared prisoner identity (Sim, 1995). Section three examines how gender norms
resurface, and get recast as the basis for a national identity, when the prison
becomes a site for border control.

‘I’m bloody English now’
The British approach to incarcerated ‘foreigners’ has changed dramatically in the
past several years. In July of 2009, prompted by a highly publicized scandal in the
Home Oﬃce, the British government introduced its ﬁrst explicit policy on foreign
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nationals in the penal estate (MoJ and UKBA, 2009; see also Vine, 2012).1 Dubbed
‘hubs and spokes’, that policy outlined a new institutional framework for the relationship between the Prison Service and the UK Border Agency (UKBA).2 Under
that framework, foreign national prisoners, who used to be incarcerated across the
prison system, are now held either in ‘all-foreigner’ prisons or in speciﬁc prisons
designated as ‘hubs’, which are ‘embedded’ with full-time immigration staﬀ (MoJ
and UKBA, 2009; Vine, 2012).3 The hubs and spokes agreement also requires
prison staﬀ members to check prisoners’ immigration statuses and obliges prisons
to hold some prisoners beyond the length of their criminal sentences as immigration detainees (MoJ and UKBA, 2009; Vine, 2012).4
This article emerges from a year of research on the lived eﬀects of the hubs and
spokes policy. In the summer of 2009, I embarked on an eﬀort to examine how this
policy aﬀects identity dynamics in the prison system. To answer that question, I
conducted semi-structured interviews with prisoners and staﬀ members in ﬁve
men’s prisons across England.5 Each of the prisoners I interviewed had been identiﬁed as a foreign national either by the police or by prison staﬀ. This designation
did not mean that prisoners would ultimately be deported, nor even that they were
actually non-citizens.6 It did mean, however, that they were required to attend
‘immigration surgeries’, the meetings in which UKBA oﬃcials come into the
prison to interview people who have been categorized as foreign nationals. I initially met prisoners during these surgeries and then held longer private interviews
with people who volunteered to participate in my research. Ultimately, I conducted
one-on-one interviews with over 150 foreign national prisoners and 32 prison and
immigration staﬀ members.
These interviews led to a series of discoveries about the day-to-day practice of
imprisoning ‘foreigners’. At a bureaucratic level, it quickly became clear that the
approach to managing non-citizen prisoners was less streamlined than its design.
As of early 2013, there are approximately 10,000 foreign nationals in the British
penal estate (MoJ, 2012).7 While the hubs and spokes policy aims to concentrate
these prisoners in and around the facilities with the strongest UKBA presence, both
foreign national prisoners and immigration staﬀ are scattered across the prison
system (MoJ and UKBA, 2009). Some ‘spoke’ prisons, which are in theory less
involved in migration policing, incarcerate a relatively high number of foreign
nationals and employ full-time immigration oﬃcials. In every prison, moreover,
the role that border agents play diﬀers depending on context and institutional
culture. Often, prison and immigration staﬀ members criticize and resist the integration of their respective agencies.8 These piecemeal qualities of the hubs and
spokes system highlight the limitations of broad claims about the way ‘the
prison’ works. Prisons have individualized identities of their own.
Nonetheless, the new approach to ‘foreigners’ has had concrete eﬀects. In practice, the hubs and spokes policy has introduced the priorities of migration control
into the penal estate. Today’s prison oﬃcers work as quasi-immigration agents,
identifying foreign nationals and collecting their travel documents for the UKBA
(MoJ and UKBA, 2009). Internal directives instruct prison managers to appoint
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‘Foreign National Coordinators’, civilian staﬀ members whose job duties include
calling foreign embassies and serving legal notices on behalf of the Border Agency
(HMPS, 2008). For prisoners, entry into the penal institution now includes a mandatory questionnaire about birthplace and nationality (MoJ and UKBA, 2009).
Depending on his answers to those questions, a prisoner’s daily experience of
incarceration might include getting ﬁngerprinted, photographed, and questioned
by a border agent (MoJ and UKBA, 2009). If he is within ﬁve years of the end of
his term, a foreign national prisoner might be transferred to a penal institution
constituted solely of people facing deportation (MoJ and UKBA, 2009).
In the context of these penal practices, nationality and citizenship status have
taken on a new salience in prison life. Many of the people I interviewed told me
that citizenship mattered in the prison hierarchy, both to relations between prisoners and to the dynamics between prisoners and staﬀ. Foreign national prisoners
often felt that they were, as one prisoner put it, ‘on the bottom rung’ of prison
society:
The reason they call us foreign nationals is to abuse us. They wouldn’t treat the
English boys the way they treat us. The place would be burning. (Anonymous)9
They only have x-ray vision eyes for me. It’s like, this is our country, this is our prison,
we only look after our own. (Rus)

Hindpal Bhui has documented inequities in the treatment of foreign nationals
(Bhui, 2004, 2007, 2009; HMIP, 2010). Bhui’s (2004, 2007, 2009) work demonstrates that incarcerated foreign nationals share unique and identiﬁable needs.
While they hail from as many as 161 diﬀerent countries, these prisoners often
face greater language and cultural barriers than British prisoners; they tend to
have diﬃculty maintaining family contact; and some studies suggest that they
have higher rates of suicide and self-harm than their British counterparts (Bhui,
2004, 2007, 2009; see also Borrill and Taylor, 2009; Bosworth, 2011; Leerkes and
Broeders, 2010).
These needs are highlighted by the institutional emphasis on citizenship. Several
of the prisoners I interviewed said that nationality was more relevant and more
stressful than it had been in the past. ‘I was in prison in 1997’, said Gus, a Jamaican
prisoner who had lived in the UK for four decades and had been incarcerated
twice. ‘Nationality wasn’t an issue then.’ Patrick, who was born in the Congo,
agreed: ‘I’ve been to prison before. I never used to hear these things. I was in
prison from 2000 to 2001 for 12 months and I had no problems with immigration
then. It’s since John Reid; he started all these things.’10
The causal nexus between Home Oﬃce policy and prison life may not be quite
that straightforward. Bhui’s (2004, 2007, 2009) research suggests that both discriminatory policies and xenophobic sentiments were percolating in the British prison
system well before the hubs and spokes policy was conceived. Still, the sense that
nationality is newly signiﬁcant was a common refrain throughout my interviews.
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This theme is notable in its own right. The policy on ‘non-citizens’ has not only
subjected prisoners to a host of new migration control measures. On a more subterranean level, it has also recast the roles of prison life. In the aftermath of hubs
and spokes, ‘the foreigner’ has emerged as a distinct category of existence in the
penal institution.
This development has transformed foreign national prisoners’ lives. Many of the
people I interviewed explained that facing the stigma of being ‘foreign’ and the
prospect of deportation had altered the scope of their daily concerns. ‘It adds
stress, imagining being dumped at an airport not knowing where I was going to
go’, said Patrick. Another man, who asked to remain anonymous, described a
similar experience: ‘I believe you do the crime, you do the time. What I don’t
like is this immigration stuﬀ. I could do my time ﬁne. But I can’t focus with all
this in my mind. My stress is about the rules, not being in prison.’ These comments
suggest that policies like hubs and spokes shape the ‘pains of imprisonment’ (Sykes,
1958). For many prisoners, the government’s newfound emphasis on nationality
has redirected their focus beyond prison walls.
For other prisoners, the integration of imprisonment and border control has
played out more internally. Damian, a prisoner I met during my ﬁrst prison visit,
exempliﬁed this process. Initially, Damian told me that he was British: ‘I’m never
going to Jamaica anyway. I’m not dumb. Don’t let my hair fool you.’11 When we
spoke again a month later, Damian was concerned that he might actually be
deported. After several more weeks in prison, Damian said he no longer felt
British. Life behind bars had changed his mind: ‘It wasn’t until I got to prison
that I realized I wasn’t British. When all this started, they made me realize I wasn’t
British.’ Damian’s narrative captures how imprisonment can change a person’s
national identity. The experience of incarceration taught Damian that, despite
whatever he believed or felt, he was not in fact British. The law determined who
Damian ‘really’ was.
Most of the foreign national prisoners I met discovered, like Damian, that they
did not ‘truly’ belong in Britain. Some prisoners however, found that they actually
were British. One man named George described imprisonment as a slow revelation
about his national identity. George had always conceived of himself as Ghanaian
despite possessing a British passport and having lived in the UK for decades. He
felt diﬀerently after coming to prison:
If you asked me before I would’ve said I was Ghanaian. If you asked my mindset, my
identity, I would’ve said Ghanaian. But since being here I’ve realized that I’m not
Ghanaian . . . I don’t ﬁt in with the Ghanaians . . . But I’m not English. It messes with
my identity. I’ve started questioning exactly who I am. I’m not Ghanaian . . . we have
totally diﬀerent aspirations. Before I would’ve said, ‘no, I’m not English’. But I’m
bloody English now and I have to accept it.

George’s testimony illustrates how prison policies take root in identity. The social
dynamics of the penal institution forced George to bring his vision of nationality in
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line with the boundaries drawn by border control policies. Imprisonment prompted
a conversion in George’s sense of self.
This conversion story is in some ways a familiar narrative. Sociologists of punishment have long noted that the practice of imprisonment operates on and
through prisoners’ beliefs about themselves (see, for example, Bosworth, 1999;
Carlen, 1983; Carrabine, 2004; Carrabine and Bosworth, 2001; Crewe, 2007).
Scholars such as Pat Carlen (1983) and Eamonn Carrabine (2004) have demonstrated that the eﬀects of incarceration are often realized in the erosion and revision
of a prisoner’s subjectivity. The novel part of this picture is the role that nationality
is playing in the process that Carlen (1983) and Carrabine (2004) describe. Under
conditions of mass mobility, the experience of imprisonment appears to be unfolding through the concept of national identity, and speciﬁcally, through tension
between the lived and legal notions of national belonging. New policies have situated the 21st-century British prison as a site for the negotiation and contestation of
nationality. Today’s prison is a place where the nation is made.

‘He’s either gay or scared’
The nation-building that goes on in the prison intersects with – and at times disrupts –
existing dynamics of gender and sexuality. There is a rich history of scholarship on the
role that gender and sexuality play in prison life. While most of the criminological
research on these topics has centered on women’s experiences of incarceration (see,
for example, Carlen, 1983; Rafter, 1985) and victimization (Hoyle, 1998; Walklate,
2007), the sociology of punishment has also produced scholarship speciﬁcally focused
on the gender in men’s penal institutions. In the mid-1990s, Tim Newburn and Betsy
Stanko (1995) edited a collection of pieces that examined the relationship between
masculinity and crime (see also Messerschmidt, 1993). During the same period, Joe
Sim (1995) critiqued the ‘hyper-masculine’ posturing that deﬁnes the penal environment
(see also Bowker, 1997). More recently, Ben Crewe (2006, 2009) has explored the role
that masculinity plays in ‘the prisoner society’.
This research dovetails with a related body of criminological writing on gender
theory (Bosworth and Kaufman, 2012; Howe, 1996; Hudson, 2003). Inspired by
Foucault (1978), and more generally by the critique he inaugurated, Mary Bosworth
(1999), Adrian Howe (1996), and other feminist scholars (see, for example, Carrabine,
2004) have argued that assumptions about gender underlie punishment practices. In
their view, punishment does not simply reﬂect beliefs about gender; it produces them.
This theoretical account generates a slightly diﬀerent reading of masculinity. For social
constructionists, penal policies and power structures create gender norms, which prisoners reinforce when they adhere to codes of masculine behavior. Building from this
picture of imprisonment, Howe (1996) argues that penality is itself a gendered concept.
Both of these bodies of literature resonated with my ﬁeldwork in men’s prisons,
where ‘hyper-masculinity’ (Sim, 1995) and gender performance were pervasive.
The prisoners I interviewed almost universally subscribed to sexist and homophobic
visions of the world. Many prisoners told me that being gay was completely
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unacceptable in prison and that anyone who ‘hurt a woman or child’ would be
alienated behind bars. These sorts of claims emerged when I asked prisoners how
they made friends or who was ‘the worst oﬀ’ in the prison hierarchy. ‘I’m friends with
everyone except the gays’, one man told me. As another prisoner put it, ‘Oh, it doesn’t
matter as long as you aren’t gay.’ When I asked about making friends with foreign
nationals in particular, a third prisoner reported that he was ‘friends with anyone’,
including ‘any kind of foreigner’, unless that person was a ‘sex oﬀender’. These comments raise thorny questions about the relationship between gender and sexuality.
They also highlight the complicated exchange between homophobia and the stigmatization of sex oﬀenders. These recurrent themes are worth examining in detail.
One of the most prominent ideas in prisoners’ testimonies was that men and
women are inherently diﬀerent, and as such, should have distinct social roles.
Prisoners often told me that men have a duty to protect woman and children.
They cited this unspoken rule to justify the discrimination against ‘sex oﬀenders’:
If a foreigner is in for rape, we wouldn’t be friends. They’re most likely to get killed in
prison. They have to be on the secure unit. Sex oﬀenders don’t go on normal location.
(Anonymous)

This testimony situates ‘the sex oﬀender’ as a particularly marginal member of the
prison population, one whose deviance unites the rest of the prison community.
Speciﬁcally, sex oﬀenders have contravened the dictate that ‘strong, real men’ – the
only kind of men welcome in the prison – should protect women. This chivalrous
discourse assumes, of course, that women are in need of protection. The stigmatization of sex oﬀenders can thus be understood as an iteration of patriarchy.
Prisoners also advanced a set of claims about sexuality in the penal institution.
The people I interviewed were often reticent to discuss sexuality in explicit terms,
instead expressing their views as a kind of generalized homophobia. When I asked
what rules were the most important in prison, one foreign national prisoner told
me, ‘in prison, you can’t be gay’. During another interview, a prisoner assured me,
‘we all like women here’. Rus, a South Asian prisoner, explained that sexuality
mattered to his daily interactions more than any other category of identity:
‘Nothing matters as long as you’re not gay.’ On the whole, prisoners described a
penal culture in which heterosexuality was a deeply ingrained social norm.
This norm makes life extremely unpleasant for those prisoners who do identify
as homosexual. One man I interviewed oﬀered this account:
Being gay in prison is hard. People taunt you, staﬀ take the piss. They’re verbally
abusive, call you a fag. You get a sausage and they say, ‘You can come to mine and
get fresh sausage’ ... ‘Give us a blow job’, and then somebody pulls their penis out.
People force themselves on someone . . . it’s been known.

This prisoner was the only openly gay person I interviewed in a year of
ﬁeldwork. He spoke about forms of discrimination that many prisoners
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downplayed or dismissed. His comments depict the violent realities of a penal
regime structured on ‘compulsory heterosexuality’ (Rich, 1994).12
The relationship between gender and sexuality in these various narratives is
diﬃcult to parse. On one hand, prisoners’ claims about what it is like to be gay
in prison are conceptually distinct from their comments about the importance of
protecting women or shaming sex oﬀenders. Homosexuality, rape, and pedophilia
– ideas that prisoners often invoked and conﬂated when describing the norms of
prison life – are three diﬀerent things. Considering them in tandem, even in the
context of an academic article, threatens to obscure the distinctions between homosexuality, violent non-consensual sex, and sex between adults and minors. Scholars
should be wary of reproducing the same stigmas we critique.
Yet, at the same time, the slippage between homosexuality, rape, and pedophilia
in prisoners’ narratives is telling, for it suggests the scope and depth of gender
conformity in prison. The notion of a ‘sex oﬀence’ has long been used to demarcate, and in doing so to construct, the line between deviant and acceptable forms of
sexual behavior (Foucault, 1978; Laqueur, 1993; Singy, 2006, 2010; Singy and
Lamb, 2011). By linking ‘sex oﬀences’ to ‘being gay’, prisoners implied that homosexuality is aberrant in prison. By insisting that they always protect women, on the
other hand, prisoners reinforced a masculine gender norm. These claims are two
sides of the same coin: they are both expressions of what it means to be a ‘real’
man. Sexism and homophobia are two parallel modes of gender conformity, and
both shape prison life.
Of course, it is crucial to note that prisoners articulated their ideas about prison
life to me, a woman, in the highly charged space of the prison interview. My claim
is not that the people I met subscribed to sexist and homophobic ideas outside of
our discussions, nor even that these prisoners meant what they said when we spoke.
There is no clear truth to these testimonies, at least not a truth that I could discover
as an ethnographer with a subjectivity of my own. The point, rather, is that assertions of heterosexuality and chivalry had a certain currency in prisoners’ representations of the penal environment. Comments about ‘protecting women’, ‘being
straight’, and ‘hating sex oﬀenders’ appeared with consistency and inﬂexibility in
prisoners’ depictions of their own incarceration. Ideas about gender conformity did
important rhetorical work as prisoners made sense of their daily lives.
The question is what sort of work these ideas do. Mary Bosworth (1999) oﬀers
one answer in her writing on gender in prisons. Bosworth notes that claims about
masculinity are a ‘paradoxical resource’ for prisoners, whose ‘ability to reap the full
beneﬁts of masculinity is always held in check by the authority of prison staﬀ’
(Bosworth and Kaufman, 2012: 190). Prisoners, she explains, are ‘entirely dependent on the institution for all their needs. . . This state of dependency is clearly at
odds with the primary tenets of masculinity’ (Bosworth and Kaufman, 2012; see
also Crewe, 2006, 2009). In this reading, prisoners’ testimonies about disliking ‘sex
oﬀenders’, protecting women, and being ‘real men’ are an assertion of masculinity
in the face of a system that renders men subjects of power. Gender conformity is
one means by which prisoners negotiate the prison’s challenge to their subjectivity.
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There is also a more collective dimension to prisoners’ claims about gender
conformity. This aspect of the prison dynamic ﬁrst emerged during my interview
with a man named Said. When I asked how prisoners new to the prison environment ﬁnd friends, Said explained:
You learn about other prisoners over pool, table tennis, cards. They talk to each
other. When you see someone who stays in his cell you ask, ‘why is he not coming
out of his cell? Is he gay? Is he scared?’ That guy is either gay or scared.

Said portrayed a social regime in which homosexuality is a failure – or perhaps a
refusal – to take part in prison life. His testimony suggests that sexuality is always
at issue in the penal institution, and more to the point, that sexuality is a way to
distinguish between members and outcasts of the prison community. ‘Why is he not
coming out of his cell? Is he gay? Is he scared?’ These questions cast homosexuality
as the border between those who do and do not belong. The prisoners on one side
of the cell door, across that border, are not full members of the prison collective.
They are the foil against which a shared prisoner identity becomes clear.
This account of sexuality suggests that gender norms have multiple eﬀects in
prison. As Bosworth notes, gender conformity is a response to the denial of agency
implicit in incarceration (Bosworth and Kaufman, 2012). On an interpersonal level,
gender norms are also a resource for prisoners seeking membership in a fraught
social space. However true to a person’s actual beliefs or actions, the claim to be a
straight ‘normal’ man is one way for prisoners to show that they belong to the
group. In this sense, assertions about what it means to be a ‘real man’ are part of a
process of collective identity making. In an institution shaped by sharp hierarchies,
gender conformity is a structural principle of social life.

‘Gays do not belong to the country’
The question that remains is how gender conformity and border-focused penal
policies interact. Does gender have anything to do with the integration of immigration and imprisonment? Or are gender and sexuality just independent aspects of
‘the prisoner society’ (Crewe, 2009)? For the most part, criminologists have treated
gender in the latter sense, as the site for a discrete (albeit worthwhile) sociological
inquiry into the penal institution.13 While this approach produces compelling
scholarship on masculinity, it can obscure the degree to which gender norms produce and reinforce an exclusionary understanding of punishment.
Foreign national prisoners often described gender as an integral part of their
national identities. One man told me in our ﬁrst interview that ‘in prison you can’t
be gay’. When he came into our second interview, I began the discussion, as I
usually did, by asking him how his day was going. He sat down and said:
Jesus Christ, I’m worried about the gays. Today, someone said to me, ‘you look good’
. . . If you are gay, unlike in America, you are a dead man. They will beat the shit out
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of you . . . In England, it’s all about macho this, macho that . . . And because this is a
hold prison with short sentences . . . rapists and pedophiles? I stab them every day if I
have to. I feel a victim of this. (Anonymous)14

This commentary presents prisoners who do not conform to gender norms as a
threat to the rest of the prison community. Citing fears of victimization, this prisoner framed homophobia as a form of self-defense. The self in his testimony is part
of an implicit prisoner collective. It is also a distinctly English self. ‘Unlike in
America’, this prisoner stressed, ‘in England, it’s all about macho this, macho
that’. This claim aligns beliefs about ‘the gays’ with an understanding of
‘Englishness’. It suggests, in other words, that ‘macho’ norms are a constitutive
part of the national culture.
Again, it is crucial to note that there is no identiﬁable truth to this assertion.
This man’s testimony does not prove or reveal that England is especially homophobic. To the contrary, his narrative troubles the notion of Englishness by demonstrating that national identities are both constructed and contested. Resisting his
classiﬁcation as a foreign national, this prisoner sought to demonstrate that he
‘really knew’ what English culture was, and in this sense, was in fact an English
person. He invoked homophobia to lay claim to a British national identity.
Many prisoners drew these sorts of connections between sexuality and nationality. One man identiﬁed himself as British and then matter-of-factly informed me
that ‘Britain is a country where they never liked the gays’. Other prisoners
attempted to explain to me what life was like in England by telling me about
how British men, unlike other kinds of men, protect ‘their women and children’.
My own subjectivity was highly relevant to these conversations. My identiﬁcation
as a foreigner, and speciﬁcally as an American, tended to draw out prisoners’
sweeping claims about the nature of British culture. Building from the same
ideas that they had used to deﬁne the boundaries of the prisoner collective, prisoners employed homophobia and sexism to establish themselves as members of
British society.
Such rhetoric was not conﬁned to claims about Britain. In a narrative with
illuminating parallels, a Jamaican national prisoner named John also described
homophobia as a deﬁning feature of his identity:
In the Caribbean, we kill gay people over there. We have them, but they undercover.
Gays do not belong to the country. In my country, they prefer lesbians. Man on man,
they shoot him. Over here them got gay rights. If any gay man come up to me, step oﬀ.

John’s comparison between gays and lesbians drives home the gendered aspect of
much homophobia. In his testimony, it is not simply homosexuality but male
homosexuality that is particularly threatening and objectionable. The implicit
fear within this claim is twofold: male homosexuality represents not only a rejection
of heterosexuality, but also a violation of gender norms in which ‘real men’ are
identiﬁed by their desire for women.15 John argued that such norms are a part of
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what it means to be Caribbean. Like many of the other prisoners I interviewed, he
used homophobia as a way to distinguish the culture of the place he called home.
This testimony illustrates how homophobia becomes a metonym for broader cultural
concerns. As John described it, homophobia was not just an expression of prisoner
solidarity. It was also a way to situate himself outside the country in which he was
incarcerated. It was also a way to situate himself outside the country in which he was
incarcerated. The Caribbean, and with it John’s sense of self, became intelligible through
a sexuality norm. Sexuality literally deﬁned the boundaries of John’s geographic identity.
This, of course, is not how the law identiﬁes national and regional borders. The lines
drawn in policies like hubs and spokes are very diﬀerent than those that prisoners invoke.
Legal theorist Linda Bosniak has written about these diﬀerent conceptions of
citizenship and nationality. In ‘Citizenship Denationalized’, Bosniak (2000) presents a typology of the many citizenship discourses at work in liberal societies.
Bosniak’s list includes citizenship as a legal status, as a marker of rights, and as a
mode of identity (see also Volpp, 2002: 1592). She argues that western capitalist
countries tend to emphasize the ‘citizenship as rights’ discourse, and in the process,
to marginalize people who experience their nationality and assert their citizenship
in other ways. This theoretical account comes to life in testimonies from prisoners
like John and Said. What Bosniak is describing, at its base, is the clash between
diﬀerent ways of understanding national belonging. In laws and prison policies,
nationality is a category that determines what sorts of treatment apply, where you
will be transferred in the penal estate, and whether you will ultimately be deported.
In people’s lives, however, nationality is a way to relate to those around you.
The hubs and spokes policy exacerbates the tension between these modes of
nationality. This policy singles out particular prisoners as foreign, alters the
dynamics of prisoners’ daily interactions, and introduces deep anxiety about citizenship into prisoners’ lives. In practice, hubs and spokes puts the legal and lived
notions of nationality into direct conﬂict. Faced with this conﬂict, foreign nationals
attest to their membership in an imagined community (Anderson, 1983). Prisoners
contesting their deportation assert their Britishness, while those who identify as
foreign describe why they represent and prefer their ‘home’ countries. In both
versions of the nationality narrative, homophobia and sexism surface as powerful
vehicles for belonging. Gender conformity, already used to establish the borders of
the prison collective, becomes a way to identify the borders of the nation as well.

Conclusion
In 1998, Jonathan Simon (1998a) published ‘Managing the Monstrous’, an article
that traced the emergence of restrictive sex oﬀender laws in the United States. At
the time, Simon (1998a: 452) argued that sex oﬀender registries exempliﬁed a new
penology, one concerned less with the rehabilitation of individuals than with the
management of high-risk populations (see also Feeley and Simon, 1992, 1994).
As Simon (1998a) noted, this penology assumed that criminals come in classes,
that their characters are ﬁxed, and that the best response to crime is heightened
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crime control. Nearly 20 years later, this assessment of criminal justice is part of the
canon of criminological thought. The new penology, with its actuarial logic and
managerial solutions, has become the dominant understanding of late modern
punishment.
As we reﬂect on the 21st-century prison, it is worth revisiting the relationship
between sex and punishment in Simon’s account. While he was tracking a larger
sociological trend, Simon (1998a: 452) located ‘the transformation [of] the penal
process’ in the treatment of sex oﬀenders, whose deviance seemed particularly
‘intransigen[t]’. For Simon, attitudes toward sex oﬀenders reﬂected social phobias
and revealed assumptions about how to handle the threat of crime. This description
has much to oﬀer scholars concerned with gender’s role in border control.
Though he was not making an explicit gender critique, Simon implicitly
acknowledged that conceptions of punishment are intertwined with fears about
sex. He recognized, in other words, that gender conformity is a vehicle for beliefs
about the purpose of the prison. These insights hold true today. In an age of
mobility and expulsion, the machinery of crime control is increasingly directed
toward the identiﬁcation of ‘foreigners’. Globalization has made punishment a
boundary-drawing project, and as Simon’s work foreshadowed, these boundaries
are drawn through gender.
Today, the borders of the prison community, and of the nation, take root in the
construction and endorsement of gender norms. Prisoners invoke gender to explain
where they are from, where they want to go, and how they cope with incarceration.
Gender and sexuality shape prisoners’ identities and ground their claims about why
they should not be expelled. In the global prison, gender and sexuality are thus
more than themes of prison life. Gender conformity is a language of exclusion and
a powerful way to determine who among us ‘really’ belongs.
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Notes
1. The new prison policy on foreign nationals emerged from a scandal that began in
April 2006, when then-Home Secretary Charles Clarke announced that more than
1000 foreign nationals had been ‘improperly’ released from prison without being
considered for deportation (see BBC, 2006). The ‘foreign criminal’ scandal, which
prompted Clarke’s resignation, also led to a significant restructuring of the prison
bureaucracy. I have examined this bureaucratic reorganization elsewhere in more
detail (Kaufman, 2013).
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2. In April 2013, the UKBA was split into two separate divisions – one for immigration
enforcement, one for visa requests – both of which were absorbed into the Home
Office. This means that the UKBA is no longer a stand-alone agency. For clarity, I
refer throughout the article to the UKBA, the name by which the organization was
known at the time that the hubs and spokes policy was introduced.
3. When the hubs and spokes policy went into effect in 2009, the two ‘foreign-only’
prisons were HMP Bullwood Hall and HMP Canterbury, which has since closed.
The seven ‘hub’ prisons were: HMP Risley; HMP Hewell; HMP Morton Hall; HMP
The Mount; HMP The Verne; HMP Wandsworth; and HMP Wormwood Scrubs
(MoJ and UKBA, 2009). HMP Huntercombe has since been added to the list of ‘allforeign’ facilities, while Morton Hall was ‘reroled’ as an Immigration ‘Removal’
Centre (IRC) in May 2011.
4. The 2009 agreement between the Prison Service and the UKBA states that prisons
should be used to ‘maximize’ the immigration detention estate (MoJ and UKBA,
2009: 9). That agreement sets the ‘performance target’ for the number of detainees
held in prisons at 250 (MoJ and UKBA, 2009: 9). However, according to the Vine
Report, approximately 760 ex-prisoner detainees are currently imprisoned in
England and Wales (Vine, 2012: 19). These statistics raise concerns about the structural relationship between prisons and detention centers (see Bosworth, 2012;
Kaufman, 2013).
5. These prisons included one ‘all-foreign national’ institution, a hub prison, and several spoke facilities. My semi-structured interviews with prisoners, each of which
lasted between 40 minutes and three hours, began with questions about that prisoner’s migration to the UK and centered around his experiences of the hubs and
spokes system. However, I intentionally let conversations develop around different
themes where it seemed appropriate, and as a result, many interviews included discussions of gender, race, and British colonialism, among other topics. These interviews took place in the rooms where prisoners typically meet with their legal counsel.
For a fuller discussion of my research methodology, see Kaufman (2012b).
6. Some of the prisoners I interviewed in immigration surgeries were black British
citizens who had been misidentified as foreign nationals by prison staff members.
I have documented this process elsewhere, arguing that the identification of foreign
nationals is a profiling exercise that depends on racialized assumptions about
what foreignness looks and sounds like (Kaufman, 2012b). While that line of
thought is beyond the scope of this article, the enduring relevance of race bears
mentioning here.
7. It is extremely difficult to calculate the precise number of ‘foreigners’ behind bars.
As of 31 December 2012, there were 9975 foreign nationals listed in official Ministry
of Justice polls of the prison estate (MoJ, 2012). However, another 795 prisoners are
listed in those tables as ‘nationality not recorded’ (MoJ, 2012). Both my own
research and Hindpal Bhui’s work for the Prison Reform Trust suggest that these
‘unidentified’ prisoners are often foreign nationals, and more to the point, that
official statistics on nationality are often inaccurate (Bhui, 2004; Kaufman, 2012b).
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8. For a more specific description of the ways that prison and immigration staff
members resist the hubs and spokes policy, see Kaufman (2012b).
9. All names used in this article are pseudonyms chosen by the prisoners. Where they
are not named, prisoners requested to remain anonymous.
10. John Reid was the British Home Secretary from 2006 to 2007. He replaced Charles
Clarke after the foreign national prisoner ‘crisis’ and initiated the inter-agency
negotiations that led to the hubs and spokes policy.
11. Damian’s reference to his hair raises crucial questions about the relationship
between race and nationality in the British prison. That relationship is beyond
the scope of this article, but as this quote suggests, it is impossible to think critically
about the prison (and about gender) without addressing race. I have written elsewhere about the role that race plays in identifying foreign nationals (see, for example, Kaufman, 2012a, 2012b) as have other scholars (see, for example, Bhui, 2009;
Bosworth, 2011).
12. The late feminist poet Adrienne Rich coined and developed the term ‘compulsory
heterosexuality’ in her work on ‘lesbian existence’ in a society dominated by heterosexual norms (see Rich, 1994).
13. See Bosworth and Kaufman (2012) for a fuller analysis of this claim, including a
literature review of the moments where gender surfaces in the sociology of
punishment.
14. A ‘hold’ prison is a remand facility that incarcerates unconvicted prisoners pending
trial.
15. To be clear, my claim is that John’s specific articulation of homophobia has a
gendered dimension. Legal scholars have spent considerable time teasing out the
relationship between gender and sexuality (see, for example, Franke, 1995;
Koppelman, 1994). In the context of sexual harassment law, for instance, scholars
note that homophobia does not reduce entirely to gender discrimination (Franke,
1995; Koppelman, 1994). This article does not contest that argument, but rather,
aims to explore its limits and analogues in the British prison system.
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