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Diskarte Lang

Dealing with Operational
Challenges in a Philippine City Jail

Hannah Glimpse Nario-Lopez
University of the Philippines, Diliman

The subhuman conditions in Philippine jails and prisons is a pressing
concern because of its ill effects in delivery of rehabilitative justice.
While many elements are at play, coming from all institutions
involved in the justice process, there is a notion that looking into the
administrative side of prisons and the role of jail officers oversimplifies
the problem and overemphasizes the clout of prison regimes. This
study would like to forward an alternative view. Although officers
bear authority through their badges, their command over the
facility is confronted, challenged, and negotiated by detainees
amidst structural deficiencies. Using qualitative methodology and
grounded theory, covering data gathered for three and a half years,
| discuss officers’ standard routines and techniques in dealing with
the order and disorder of jail life. | take the reader toward a custodial
venture employed by officers—a route they call “pag-didiskarte”
(resourceful strategizing). | conclude with a critical assessment
that though “pag-didiskarte” is valued by officers as a permissive
relational strategy, it is unsustainable and poses further occupational
hazards. | recommend that the country’s jail system can be better
managed if officers’ unprioritized, unheard, demonized subjectivities
are included in criminal justice development.

KEYWORDS: jail culture; Philippine corrections; prison overcrowding; prison
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INTRODUCTION

Wialking past the jail facility’s gates, you are greeted with an
overpowering stench. Eyes askew, you rub your nose and purse your
lips to forcefully breathe out the heavy air. Repeat, until a joyous
platoon in yellow welcomes you. You then realize that you are smelling
whiffs of concentrated sweat of about 4,000 detainees cramped in a
courtyard only slightly bigger than a basketball court.

Imagine this as your workplace. Every day you are greeted by
the same faces. But instead of a smile, each hound you with pleading
concerns about their case, an ailment, malfunctioning toilets, or a
brewing quarrel.

This is the life of a jail officer. They are the Bureau of Jail
Management and Penology’s (BJMP) frontliners mandated to
safekeep and rehabilitate persons in conflict with the law. Behind
their ironclad dispositions, pressed uniforms, and honor badges, these
are individuals who negotiate their custodial roles in an institution
plagued with material deficiencies.

BJMP officers' are directly in charge of the detainee custody
and jail order. They ensure that balance is maintained between
guaranteeing detainee rights and observing bureau mandates. They
are expected to be “role models and agents of change” (BJMP 2012b,
13)—a heavy obligation considering the impoverished jail conditions.
Because of this, they absorb the detainees’ concerns over slow court
processes and degrading jail environments (Bustinera 2016). And
while the BJMP officers recognize these, there is only so much they
can do with the scarce resources at their disposal. This is the focus
of this paper—it aims to depict how the BJMP officers respond
to deficiencies in the Philippine jail system and cope with social
consequences in the structure and order of jail life.

Since the 1980s, Philippine jails and prisons already lacked the
resources needed to carry out their mandate (De Jesus 1992; Gallardo
1994; Solba 1995; Valdez 1995; Toctocan 1998). Overcrowding is the
root cause of this scarcity, resulting from deficient infrastructures and
inefficiencies in the justice system. These have grave effects in jail
management and on the detainees’ rehabilitation (Berdin 1999).

Without any resolution in sight, the perennial problem of filthy
and dilapidated facilities common to all Philippine jails and prisons
seems to support the mortifying characterization of correctional
institutions on mass media’. News media sources do often tend to
sensationalize the reporting of prison events like instances of escapes,
riots, officer misconduct, and illegal activities. It does not help that
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jails and prisons are closed spaces invisible to the public eye, feeding
the misrepresented views about the whole prison system. While these
occurrences are symptoms of structural problems involving the lack of
space, overcrowding, understaffing, and dilapidated facilities, the jail
officers are usually the first to be demonized as passive gatekeepers
or emissaries of extortion.

However, early studies on the Philippine corrections system was
more focused on inmate gangs. Brown (1947), Ashburn (1965), and
Nicolas (1988) dealt with gangs’ negative organizational qualities.
Later works nonetheless had a notably changed perspective. Narag
(2005) for example analyzed gangs as structural responses to the
lack of state provisions. Gutierrez (2012), on the other hand, went
turther by arguing that gangs are not just alternative responses to dire
and volatile conditions but are instead positive and affirmative social
mechanisms. Gutierrez (2012, 199) describes pangkar (an inmate gang)
as a social group that is “engaged in reciprocal roles and integrative
ties.” This challenges the negative perception of gangs showing that
they can be vehicles of prosocial behaviors and linkages. Persons
deprived of liberty (PDL) organize themselves into groups where
they foster positive social mechanisms for sociality and survival in
response to substandard conditions inside the jails.

Nonetheless, most of the literature in prison sociology only
accounted for the PDLs perspectives. The lives of the correctional
officers were studied only to a lesser extent. To date, there is no
published study of the officers’ views on their workplaces and gangs.

In my years of research and extension work in Philippine
jails, I observed that the officers’ role in the criminal justice system
is often overlooked. The officers I talked to expressed that despite
their critical role in the justice system, they feel that they are still
undervalued by the public. It is for this reason that in this article,
I veer away from the already-rich description of the inmates’ lives.
Instead, T focused on the BJMP officers and their narratives in the
hope of providing an inimitable take on an unexplored aspect of the
criminal justice system: the daily lives of prison officers. I see this as
providing a venue through which the experiences of the jail officers
can be fleshed out for a more inclusive understanding of the situation
in Philippine jails and prisons.

Jails and prisons are social spaces—the practices, routines, and
engagements within are social conceptions. As I explore the BJMP
officers’ daily lives, I examined how they responded to consequences
arising from material insufficiencies and how they coped amidst
these challenges. I argue that the BJMP officers remain active in
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maintaining their professional identity through diskarte—a coping
mechanism and strategy to deal with their daily strife at work—amidst
the constraints posed by their environment in their performance of
their duties.

To understand the workings of correctional facilities and the
officers that run them, the article will cover: (a) the broad literature
landscape of jails and prisons; (b) the dominant public perceptions
on correctional officers and their work; (c) the social-responsivity
aspects of jails and prisons as social milieus; and (d) the jail officers’
precarious position in the bureaucracy.

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
THE LANDSCAPE OF JAILS AND PRISONS

In the Philippines, jails and prisons are distinct from each other.
Jails are facilities where persons in conflict with the law who are still
awaiting trial or those serving sentences of three years or less are
detained (see RA 10592, 2013). These are managed by the BJMP.
Prisons are for those already sentenced (on remand) and are managed
by the Bureau of Corrections. This distinction is reflected in the
section title and throughout this piece. However, studies on the
criminal justice system tend to treat prison and jail as a single entity
(Committee on the Classification and Case Work on American
Prison Association 1947; Flanagan, Marquart, and Adams 1998;
Johnson and Toch 1999; Guevarra 2007). These studies often begin
by discussing the importance of prisons in societies and its relation
to other social institutions. These studies on correctional institutions
have been greatly influenced by Clemmer (1940), Sykes (1958),
Goffman (1961, 1963), Irwin and Cressey (1962), and Foucault
(1977).

A work pertinent to this study is Dilulio’s Governing Prisons: A
Comparative Study of Correctional Management (1987), which focuses
on the volatile and complex dynamics of the prison social system.
Dilulio encouraged succeeding works?®, a number of which highlight
(a) the ‘giving end’ of prison structures and systems and (b) the life
of inmates located at the ‘receiving end’ of prison structures and
systems. Through the years, this focus never dissipated toward ‘middle
channels’ that link the ‘giving’ and ‘receiving’ end of prison milieus
albeit attempts of few scholars* to pull attention toward officers. Only
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a small number emphasized correctional staff as an essential element
of prison order.

A JAIL OFFICER’S PUBLIC IMAGE:
PASSIVE GATEKEEPERS AND EMISSARIES
OF EXTORTION

Both Goffman (1961) and Foucault (1977) saw jail officers as
regulators of time and space in an institution largely hidden from
the public. Goffman (1961, xiii) sees prisons as a ‘total institution”
“where a large number of like-situated individuals cut-oft from the
wider society for an appreciable period of time, together lead an
enclosed, formally administered round of life.” For Foucault (1977),
the modern prison is a closed institution where men are assigned
with the intention of moral reform.

Since Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison Experiment (1971), many
perceive prison officers as powerful and banal tools of evil. Officers
are aware of outsiders’ negative perception (Tracy 2004). They lament
how they are immediately called ‘corrupt’ (Crouch and Marquart
1980) and ‘inept’ when instances of prison escape and riot are
reported, even if dilapidated and overcrowded facilities are to blame

(Narag 2014).

SOCIAL-RESPONSIVITY OF CARCERAL WORK

The jail is a social space where interactions synchronously and
simultaneously occur between individuals and groups of people. Social
constructionism frames the social world as a compound of interaction
processes wherein continuous modifications and redefinitions of
meanings and concepts about social objects and routines are created
between individuals. In these commonly held meanings, individuals
derive their beliefs, understanding of norms, and form their world
view (Berger and Luckmann 1991). It is also through reconstructed
shared meanings that I previously (2017) argued that officers adjust
the different ways by which they physically and emotionally comport
themselves depending on who they are interacting with in their place
of work®.

Informed by social constructionism (Berger and Luckmann
1991), Asplund’s concept of ‘social responsivity’ (1987 cited in Israel
1988°) suggests that individuals react and relate themselves to the
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social and physical world. Acknowledging that carceral work has
plenty of social responsivity aspects is important given that a large
part of criminal justice functions depend on officer performance,
especially in the Philippines where detainees (since the early 2000s)
spend two to seven years for trial and another three to twenty years
to serve their sentences (Narag 2005; Bustinera 2016; BJMP 2019a).
Though literature on how correctional officers interact with their
coworkers is rife, little value is given to the social responsivity aspect
in jail and prison work. This is reflected in a review of a total of 172
publications on correctional officers (Day, Brauer, and Butler 2015)
wherein interest is concentrated on officer job satisfaction, job stress,
or organizational commitment.

Job satisfaction has direct effects in shaping employee outcomes.
It is composed of three elements: job autonomy, job variety, and
good supervisorial structure. Those who believe they have more
autonomy, variety, and guidance from mentors are less likely to
experience job burnout. On the contrary, officers with higher levels
of depersonalization, a reduced sense of accomplishment, and poor
work environment factors experienced not only job dissatisfaction
but also other forms of emotional exhaustion (Hogan et al. 2006;
Lambert and Paoline 2008; and Griffin, Hogan, and Lambert 2012).
Research shows that prison officers who received support from their
peers and supervisors (which could be in the form of any social
support, especially during stressful situations) reported increased job
satisfaction and organizational commitment, as well as experienced
less stress (Steiner and Wooldredge 2015; Day, Brauer, and Butler
2015; Triplett, Mullings, and Scarborough 1996).

In an earlier study, officers found the social consequences of
bureaucratic management rewarding but not the social consequences
of their superiors’ desired policy (Duffee 1974). Duffee further
contends that “officers viewed the superintendent’s hypothetical
veto power as the greatest potential threat to their work and to
their new point of view” (1974, 171). Tracy (2004, 2005) finds that
officers unable to meet norms were ridiculed and stigmatized by
superiors and coworkers. Senior officers obtain additional powers and
confidence from authority vested in their positions (Akoensi 2016).
Conversely, junior officers find their authority ‘always undermined’
(252) and are expected to be more cooperative and pleasant under
any circumstance. Because of these findings, I chose to focus on the
narratives of lower ranking (frontliner) jail officers who are directly
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in contact with the PDL. Seeing that this research is exploratory by
design, this might also be a good take-off point to better understand
how jail rules and institutional mandates are deployed on the ground.
To balance views and to depict the contrast of views explained in
existing literature, I supplement the lower ranking officers’ narratives
with the unit heads’ and the warden’s insights about the issues that
surround the challenges of daily jail operations.

JAIL REALITY: POSITIONS OF VULNERABILITY

Prior findings on the officers’ public image are affirmed by my
encounters with jail officers who believe that their work is undervalued
by a public who sees them as mere guardians for scraps of society
(“latak ng lipunan”) (Nario-Lopez 2017, 2020). Officers are caught
between bureaucratic mandates and attempts to foster harmonious
relationships with inmates (Nario-Lopez 2017). Unknown to many,
officers occupy a vulnerable position because they are severely
undermanned and outnumbered by detainees who can easily hide
important information about jail security and manipulate officers by
using riot threats as leverage.

Caught in this precarious position, officers are forced to negotiate
their authority. They straddle between institutional mandates, seniors’
expectations, and complications in detainee civics (Nario-Lopez
2017). Comparable to Goffman’s process of self-mortification, officers
are caught between the disciplining gaze (Foucault 1977)7 of inmates
and bureau officers while carrying out their functions. Consequently,
their work is “marked by contradiction, tension, and paradox” (Tracy
2005, 267).

'The narrow array of literature involving officers’ accounts
depict dearth in understanding how they: (a) deal with poor jail
conditions and a deprivation of basic resources; (b) respond to social
consequences of poor jail conditions; and (c) transform conflicts to
consensus and negotiate their roles as officers. Considering officers’
precarious social position, this study looks to fill the literature gap
by providing a systematic and objective record of Philippine city jail
conditions from jail officers’ perspectives and outlining the ways by
which these conditions aftect the ideal delivery of their jobs.
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RESEARCH FOCUS AND OBJECTIVES
This research is inspired by the growing field of prison ethnography

that deviates from using Western prison regimes as analytical
templates (Drake, Earle, and Sloan 2015). Studying prison life in
unique contexts is indispensable in formulating grounded solutions
to social problems. The paper also engages with the ‘maturing field’
of prison ethnography by revealing how prisons are relational spaces
where people interact based on ‘unstable contingent’ positions
(Martin and Jefferson 2019, 139) despite seemingly certain rules
imposed by institutions. I aim to record officers’ narratives about
their daily experiences in jail as a workplace and as a social space
they share with detainees and argue for an alternative way of looking
at the effects of structural deficiencies across the Philippine criminal
justice system.

Due to limitations of securing research permits, this study
solely focuses on a city jail under the BJMP. I chose a city jail over
regional and district jails because of its intense operations, a valuable
quality for this study. City jails tend to be more overcrowded, severely
undermanned, and have a higher detainee turnover.

I engage the literature in this study’s research objectives: (a) to
examine how officers view their workplace, specifically the challenges
that overpopulation and understaffing pose to their individual duties
and institutional mandates; (b) to discuss how they respond to group
(pangkat) and individual detainee conflicts and facilitate consensus;
and (c) to examine how they plow through their duties to deliver
institutional mandates despite few resources. These inquiries embed
the experiences of officers within “larger and, often, hidden positions,
networks, situations, and relationships” (Charmaz 2006, 130).

'This study hopes to give voice to officers whose insights have
been rendered contemptible due to their ill reputation. While this
study recognizes that relationality is surrounded by a variety of
exchanges, these discussions are not the focus of this paper. Rather,
this study intends to become a channel where officers can manifest
their occupational needs and hazards and render visible the ways in
which conditions mediate particular views, decisions, and associations.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed qualitative methodology with constructivist
epistemological approach for the following reasons. First,
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constructivism emphasizes understanding and (re)constructing
meanings that individuals create about their social reality (Denzin
and Lincoln 2011). Second, constructivism allows the formation of a
multiplicity of interpretations of a single social reality—a supposition
that should be considered if more inclusive depictions of jails and
prisons as social spaces are to be made. I recorded narratives of
officers from varying designations and ranks, considering that jail
work also entails a variety of skill sets and demands.

Since everyday life in Philippine jails is an under-researched
subject, I decided to approach the field with an exploratory outlook
and by employing grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Taking
inspiration from this analytical framework, I prioritized seeing both
data and analysis as a creation of shared social experiences and
relationships between participants and their social world (Charmaz
2000). Here, I look into officers’ “hows and whys” (Charmaz 2012)
as jail workers.

The focused data gathering for this particular study lasted
for one year (mid-2014 to mid-2015) and was designed to be an
exploratory study for a larger research project that lasted for another
two and a half years (2015-2018). From 2014 until March 2020,% I
spent two to three days of each week in BJMP facilities. Seven years
since this research started, I have continued doing “jail work” as part
of my extension services and research work.

Data for this research consists of narratives from 22 jail officers
grouped according to rank in their assigned focus group discussions
(FGD:s). I randomly selected the 22 officers out of 200 names from a
roster called ‘Alpha List.” Respondents have been with BJMP from 4
to 22 years. Officers spent 48 hours on the job per week on average,
spread out in 5 to 6 workdays.

Jail officers either: (a) acquired training from the National Jail
Management and Penology Training Institute and hold a bachelor’s
degree and certificate of civil service eligibility; or (b) have entered
service laterally as a graduate of the Philippine National Police
Academy. Most lower ranking officers using the former career
trajectory are still considered junior officers. Some of them are
assigned to duties related to their bachelor’s degree. However, due
to understaffing across Philippine jails, officers multi-task. This
underutilizes specializations, prior professional training, and skills.
For this study, I purposefully selected lower-ranking officers since
their tasks require them to be in contact with detainees and are
primarily responsible for deploying bureau mandates on the ground.
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'The use of FGDs is most appropriate for this study because it
allows for open sharing of both collective and contested meanings
and provides ways for tacit features of their shared social realities
to surface. I made it a point to group officers according to rank so
that they feel comfortable voicing out their opinions. Staying true to
constructivist grounded theory, I remained alert about the differences,
similarities, and other forms of distinction between people, which
may be manifested during the discussion.

The focus group also takes methodological direction from
pakikipagkwentuban (storytelling), a culturally sensitive Filipino
method of unstructured interviewing that considers cultural protocols
to make respondents comfortable enough to share information.
Pakikipagkwentuhan is a more familiar process of exchanging
information (Oteza 1997; Javier 2004). Pakikipagkwentuban was
done individually, as well as during officers’ meals, break times, work
gatherings, and meetings. I also observed some of them as they
carried out their duties.

I obtained permission to conduct this research from the jail
administration. General Michael Escarte Vidamo®, former Chief of
Legal Service of BJMP National Headquarters, endorsed my request
to the warden. After I presented my concept paper and literature
report, the warden and officers welcomed my research. Paperwork
securing my entry permits were then processed with headquarters.
When my permits arrived, the facility added my information on
official jail records where I was tagged as ‘Researcher” My photo
and biometric information were taken, and I received an ID card.
Whenever I entered the field site, I underwent a body search and an
inspection of belongings and documents.

Alongside ensuring standard ethical measures such as preserving
anonymity and confidentiality of interlocutors and the field site, I
also assured officers of this study’s delayed publication. I understood
that any information divulged may jeopardize officers’ careers.
Letting time pass is vital in minimizing traceability and ensuring
that officers’ identities are protected. All names mentioned in this
study are codenames. All notes, audio recordings, transcripts, and
manual coding books, are kept securely from public access. Officers
included in this study have been reassigned to difterent posts as of
August 2020.

Self-care is another ethical aspect that I am very conscious of.
Given that a crowded and badly maintained jail is not a healthy
place for long visits, I made sure I was physically healthy. I consulted
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the doctor, took vitamins daily, and constantly updated my flu and
pneumonia vaccines, and took tuberculosis vaccines. I developed skin
rashes during data gathering and received medication. Whenever
I felt sick or unrested, I postponed field visits until I regained my
strength so that I would not contract any communicable diseases.
This paper underwent several iterations from 2015 to 2021. This
allowed me to challenge, restate, and refine my own interpretations

about the officers’ social reality (Bryant 2002, 2003).

FALLING BELOW STANDARDS:
FOSTERING COLLABORATION AND
ACCOUNTABILITY

'The Philippine criminal justice system rests on five pillars: law
enforcement, courts, prosecution, corrections, and community.
BJMP is part of the corrections pillar in charge of rehabilitating
the prosecuted (Philippine Judicial Academy 2011). The bureau,
attached to the Department of Interior and Local Government, is
responsible for keeping those with ongoing litigation. BJMP was
formed in pursuit of the state’s obligation to establish “a secured,
clean, adequately equipped and sanitary jail for the custody and
safekeeping” of detainees (Section 63, Republic Act No. 6975).

'The observance of bureau protocols is delivered via a channel of
national, regional, provincial, municipal, and city bureaucracy wherein
jail units are designated to house persons undergoing trial or serving
a sentence within their place of jurisdiction. Within each jail are
‘units’ meant to ensure the smooth functioning of the jail: Inmates
Welfare Division; Custodial; Health; Administration; Records;
Escort; Searcher and Gate; Paralegal; Food Management; General
Services; Intelligence; Communications Center; and Unit Executive
Senior Jail Officer.

'The city jail in this study (hereafter referred to as “CJ”) is located
along one of Metro Manila’s main roads. It is close to residences,
businesses, and government agencies. During data gathering (2014
2015), CJ’s population stood close to 3,000 detainees. Only male
detainees are housed in this facility. It has a total land area of 3,191 m?,
while the total cell floor area is 1,142.75 m? for 38 cells. Compared
to the Philippine standard of 1.5 m? as the minimum space for each
detainee, CJ is 348 percent congested (BJMP 2014). Considering the
United Nations’ standard of 4.7 m? (UNODC 2013), CJ has a 900.26
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percent congestion rate. A year after this research’s data gathering,
the population ballooned to almost 4,500 due to newly committed
drug offenders (BJMP 2016).

Congestion affects the CJ’s quality of life in three aspects:
health; crime deterrence and delivery of rehabilitative services; and
management. Congestion is the primary breeder of diseases in CJ.
Poor ventilation makes it easier for diseases to spread. Common
illnesses include upper respiratory diseases, parasitic gastrointestinal
infections, and skin diseases, which are easily spread especially during
warm weather and absent clean water. Congestion poses other perils
on PDL health. Each PDL is only provided PHP 60.00 for meals
and PHP 8.00 for medications daily. A CJ Health Unit officer said
that overcrowding coupled with an insufficient health budget hamper
access to proper diagnosis and treatment, sanitary conditions, and
nutritious food—all essential to PDL well-being.

Overpopulation also hinders the delivery of rehabilitation
programs because officers’ energies are directed toward peacekeeping.
Crowded conditions negatively affect everyone’s temperaments.
During data gathering, five riots broke out between gangs. Triggers
range from a detainee being bumped (nasagi) by another detainee,
fighting over sleeping spaces, misunderstandings with a newly
committed PDL with mental health issues, and even a pail of water
that accidentally spilled over’. “Mabilis talaga magka-initan ng ulo” (it
is very easy to lose one’s temper), shared one officer who has been
serving for more than ten years.

“Kapag masikip, mainit, kaunting damba lang sa iyo, tiyak aalma
ka!” (If the space is cramped and it is hot, even the slightest touch can
provoke you!) Competition for living and sleeping spaces is the major
cause of violence between detainees. They inevitably bump into each
other as there is nowhere else to go, increasing chances of conflict
escalation.

Riots are not new in the bureau’s history. For instance, detainees
had tried to climb facility rooftops to protest against a warden. There
had been numerous noise barrages and strikes over the demolition of
self-built bunk beds. Officers find it challenging to deter violations
because detainees conduct illegal activities—smoking cigarettes,
closing illegitimate business transactions, and assembling fatal
weapons—within hidden spaces. Officers understand that detainees
are reacting to subhuman conditions in jail (also discussed in Narag
2005, 2016; Narag and Lee 2018). But emotions are not easy to
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manage (Nario-Lopez 2017). Officers said they feel “helpless” because
the bureau cannot easily hire jail officers to address understaffing
(Narag and Jones 2017; Bustinera 2016; Narag 2019). Staft are largely
outnumbered—"*“Kukuyugin talaga kami!” (We can easily be mobbed!),
said one officer.

As of October 2014, CJ only had 43 custodial officers and
37 escort officers, way below both national (BJMP 2015a) and
international standards (UNODC 2013). The ideal officer-detainee
ratio within jail premises is 1:7—C]J’s ratio was 1:107. Outside
premises, one detainee must be guarded by two escort officers. In
CJ, there had been 45 detainees per one escort officer. This lack of
manpower is mainly attributed to the bureau’s inability to create
plantilla (permanent) positions on demand. A custodial unit officer
remarked that this is one of the things BJMP needs to urgently respond
to. In 2018, the same situation across BJMP facilities remained
(BJMP 2018). As of 2020, BJMP had a total of 121,505 persons
detained. On average, facilities have been 443 percent congested
(BJMP 2019b). Similarly, BJMP only had 978 custodial officers who
were further divided into shifts to man the detainees (CoA 2019).
Average custodial officer-detainee ratio has slightly improved to 1:58
(CoA 2019) albeit still falling way below standards. According to an
officer, some dorms are left without even a single custodial officer.
One custodial officer shared, “minsan din dalawa lang kami doon eb,
sa buong jail. Mabuti na lang may stay-in” (Sometimes, only two of us
are left inside the whole jail. Good thing we have other officers who
live within the vicinity).

It is nearly impossible to deliver jail routines, according to
the warden. He explained that if it were not for ingenious ways—
“diskarte’—they had thought of such as asking for the cooperation
of pangkat leaders and members, they cannot do standard routines
and procedures. For example, officers largely rely on the “mayores”
(pangkat leader) who are held accountable for the good behavior of
their members. Each dorm has a “ku/turero” (counter) who assists
in the routine counting of the PDL population. They arrange dorm
residents into columns of ten while officers record the official jail
population for the day. Former cooks and kitchen aides prepare meals
for their co-detainees and make sure that officers and visitors get
served hearty and well-balanced meals daily. “Trustees” are PDL
who have been identified as ‘low risk’ by custodial jail officers based
on criminal history, educational background, family history, and
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willingness to be rehabilitated. “Trustees” are vital in jail operations as
they run small errands such as cleaning the facility, cooking meals for
officers on-duty, and doing minor clerical work for jail officers. Those
with medical, legal, and educational training also assist in health,
paralegal, or inmate welfare services.

This confirms the continued existence of earlier findings (Narag
2005; Gutierrez 2012; Jones 2014; Narag and Jones 2017) that show
how engaging pangkat and their members in shared governance
promotes the preservation of inmates’ dignity (Narag, Galehan, and
Jones 2018). Further, this study also enriches Gutierrez’s (2012)
explanation on the origin and dynamics of inmate social groups™.
Today, pangkat members and officers collaborate in the ‘appointment’
and process of choosing dorm leaders based on their level of education,
the length of time spent in jail, a deep sense of concern for fellow
PDL, and the ability to communicate. In exchange for their service,
pangkat leaders (and trustees) maintain their self-identity, initiate
projects, and enjoy privileges. Members, on the other hand, find a
renewed sense of self-worth for their process of choosing leaders is
legitimated, their voices are heard, and they are held accountable for
their own and their peers’ actions. PDL find meaning because they
learn to shape jail order without using threats and other forms of
deliberate control.

Officers in this study shed light on the value of shared governance,
which help with the functioning of the prison system in providing
additional manpower for jail operations; providing an additional layer
of security (mayores are responsible for peace and order in their own
dorm); and helping officers and fellow detainees understand each
other’s needs and perspectives. With this I want to put forward a very
important clarification—'inmate gangs, typically interchanged with
‘criminal gangs, have become very disparate in the context of diskarte.
‘Criminal gangs’ are groups of individuals engaged in illegal activities
primarily outside prison walls. Inside, ‘criminal gangs’ are culprits
for illegal trade, for leveraging through riots, and for contraband
manufacturing within detention facilities. Inmate gangs, on the other
hand, are groups of inmates who form together inside incarceration
facilities. I see a PDL’s view in needing to join gangs for protection,
a sense of belonging, and material security. Further, ‘inmate gangs’ are
different from ‘criminal gangs’if we pursue Gutierrez’s (2012) earlier
point on the pangkat potential for pro-social behavior. Through
diskarte, gangs’ positive functions are fostered by officers who give the
PDL population chances to earn trust, opportunities to participate
in jail life duties, and more importantly by making them accountable
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for each other’s actions. Through diskarte, ‘inmate gangs’ become
desensitized from criminalistic propensities because of the officers’
active efforts to engage them in the structure and order of jail life.

REDUCING ANTAGONISMS: MANAGING GANG
DOMINANCE

Officers unanimously agreed that violent incidents in CJ have
dramatically diminished. “Iba na talaga. Talagang barbaric talaga ‘yung
dati . . . Ngayon ang sistema iba talaga sa dati” (It is really different
now. The system we have today is very different), said George.
Despite occasional disruptions, it is not as “barbaric” as before. Past
incidents were largely driven by competition between prominent
gangs. Nowadays, conflicts stem from personal troubles such as
disrespecting their dalaw (visitor), miscommunication, laziness, or
unpaid debts.

Officers explained that heated conflict (“initan” and
“pagbabanggaan”) between gangs have diminished because of their
own efforts and the support of the jail leaders. The warden and
officers have collectively decided to change how they regard gangs,
leading to the creation of better communication lines and more
positive relationships between officers and detainees. The bureau also
strengthened its formal authority to “deal with” gangs by maintaining
a strong presence of high-ranking officers. These tenacious efforts
created a “cultural change” (officers’ own words) inside the facility,
which made it difficult for gangs to assert dominance.

This “cultural change” began when officers realized that
eliminating gangs is an impossible feat. Gangs have become a
fundamental part of ‘Filipino jail life, providing alternative social
and support systems (Narag 2005; Gutierrez 2012) such as preparing
detainees’ food, paying for jail repairs themselves, and helping
maintain order.

Lower-ranking officers understand that gangs cannot be
eliminated because of their important role in daily routines and
mediation, and negotiation amongst themselves and with jail
leadership. As recommended by more progressive jail leaders, the CJ
administration decided to recognize and manage the positive roles of
gangs. According to all focus groups, this is the best that they can do
given the many limitations they have—“Ipakita mong makatao ka at
susunod sila” (Show that you are compassionate, and gang members
will comply), the warden said.
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Officers spoke of routines they had crafted to establish
camaraderie with detainees. As officers and PDL mutually
relinquished antagonistic views of each other, resourcefulness, hope,
and camaraderie were cultivated, fostering a sense of community. It
is the warden’s hope that in the future, gang dominance and inmate
status will no longer be conceived out of power to extort but out of
being other-centered. In the meantime, CJ officers appreciate gaining
an enriched understanding from the perspective of pangkat members
and no longer fear what they do not understand.

'The warden also said that he needed to accept that incarceration
facilities will always be underfinanced. Despite this, the warden
and his officers propel change in jail culture by improving three
institutionalized channels: (a) spearheading the implementation
and refinement of the Therapeutic Community Modality Program
(TCMP); (b) developing a communicative process of appeasing
parties in conflict; and (c) initiating modifications in jail language.

THERAPEUTIC COMMUNITY
MODALITY PROGRAM

TCMP was established in 2005 with a few participants but was later
expanded to the whole correctional system. TCMP was revitalized
in 2011, adopting a more comprehensive outlook with a wider range
of programs designed by psychologists, psychiatrists, and volunteer
spiritual leaders. That same year, BIMP mandated TCMP for all jails.
Today, both BJMP (Escabel et al. 2015; Bondad 2020; BJMP, n.d.)
and the Bureau of Corrections (BuCor) (PPA 2017; BuCor 2012)
offer TCMP. According to Joanne, TCMP would not have been as
successful if ‘service providers’ such as NGOs did not consistently
offer resources for activities.

TCMP is a “self-help program” geared toward changing
detainees’ beliefs and behavior that justify bad habits. It includes
individual and group counseling sessions on topics such as anger/grief
management and substance abuse. TCMP aims to prepare inmates
for post-confinement through character formation and education.
'The program is structured to use positive social relations to modify
inmate behavior (BJMP 2020). Because TCMP reshapes PDL
behavior, it is easier for staff to communicate and build relationships
with detainees. Beyond these functions, TCMP also assists in jail
order by structuring detainees’ schedules to curb “buryong” (boredom),
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which puts PDL at higher risk of mental illnesses that push them
to get involved in deviant acts (also in Narag 2005). The program
is an important element in the community, establishing unity and
camaraderie among detainees. As Joanne, an officer serving for
twenty years, puts it, TCIMP “is a way of life” that enables detainees
to be more productive.

In TCMP, a detainee’s day starts with a flag ceremony, morning
announcements, and a dance exercise routine?. TCMP features
a new theme daily: a concept about good moral values, a Bible
verse, good news, and a humorous story. After the morning routine,
detainees are free to practice their religious rituals. Livelihood skills
training and completion of high school diplomas are also available
through the Alternative Learning System (ALS) of the Department
of Education. In January 2021, the ALS Act (RA 11510) was signed
into law, institutionalizing the program across the correctional
system. The law secures the continuity of the program because it
allocates permanent positions for teachers (IMercado 2021). Prior to
the law, ALS in jails and prisons relied on volunteer teachers from
civil service organizations and qualified PDLs (Vicente 2019).

Through the years, TCMP depended on vacillating support
from BJMP’s upper management. According to Joanne, TCMP was
also adopted by other facilities. But unlike in CJ where it is used
as a strategy for jail management and rehabilitation, other jails
only use it for “compliance.” In 2013, only 21 out of 1,130 jails
adopted the program (BJMP 2013%). Fickle sustenance from the
national government causes inconsistent outputs and depletes officer
motivation to pursue (Nalumen 2002) and invest further studies
to develop the program. Officers’ disinterest in TCMP may result
in ineffectiveness and total failure (Patac 2002). Although TCMP
hopes to provide a compendium of resources for officers to effectively
deliver their duties, the ideal is not easily practiced in all facilities.

Program and staff support are not the only aspects that may
influence TCMP’s success. Mabanag (1997) found that there are
(counter) ‘cultural factors’ that trigger resistance from detainees.
Some officers such as Edna view opposition as a constitutive part
of jail life. Others like the warden believe that opposition is only
“natural” if detainees do not completely understand the purpose
and vision of the changes implemented. As officers, they have the
duty to clearly explain each new rule for detainees to trust their
intentions. Ultimately, officers are still thankful because unlike other
jails where they had served, CJ] PDLs are easiest to talk to because of
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available channels for communication and pangkat leaders who help
‘problematic’ detainees realize that TCMP and other CJ efforts are
for their own welfare.

COMMUNICATIVE PROCESS

Another form of sociocultural change the officers instituted is treating
effective communication as critical in establishing, maintaining,
and strengthening positive social relationships. They call this the
Communicative Process (CP). According to officers, CP’s premise
is anchored on the golden rule: “do unto others as you would have
them do unto you.”

CP routinized avenues for open communication, negotiation
of officers’ and PDLs needs, and amelioration of differences. These
routines are: (a) having weekly meetings with mayores and other dorm
leaders to discuss residents’ needs and other matters arising in their
dorms; (b) inviting collaboration between officers and PDL to find
solutions to problems; (c) crafting programs that divert competition
between gangs; (d) working with PDL to tap external help from
NGOs and funders; and (e) providing a standardized and non-violent
process for dispute resolution.

CP practices undercut old-timer officers’ view of gangs as
threats to jail order. Most notable among CP practices is the conflict
mediation system designed to curb gangs’ clannish and violent
tendencies. Prior to CP, gangs inserted themselves in all sorts of
interpersonal conflicts, believing that they need to ‘take matters into
their own hands’and seek justice for their members. Seasoned officers
explained that gang wars never end because parties constantly feel
the need to prove their dominance.

In CP, officers make sure that offenses do not escalate. Recognizing
the importance of gang membership in inmate life, officers include
gangs and their leaders in conflict mediation. The pangkats social
structure is utilized and transformed as channels for deliberation and
participative/collaborative peacekeeping. The following standardized
measures for conflict mediation are undertaken in CP:

Step 1. Talk To: The offender is privately approached by a
more senior detainee to inform him that his actions have
offended somebody. Reminders are thereafter followed
by close supervision.
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Step 2. Pull-up: If the offense is repeated, the violator is
privately reminded with a firmer tone by the same senior
detainee.

Step 3. Dealt With: A sterner reprimand is given by an
officer accompanied by two detainee-peers. The group
formally ‘serves’ and explains the violation. Compliance
is demanded from the offender.

Step 4. “Haircut”. No one’s hair is cut in this process.
Instead, this connotes that the offender has reached the
last stage of alternative conflict mediation. In “haircut,” a
panel of five—consisting of seniors, peers, and officers—
is constituted to talk to the offending party and arrive
at an agreed-upon ‘behavior-shaping strategy’ (e.g.,
disallowing the PDL from attending social activities
and receiving visitors or giving extra chores in their
dorms) to penalize him and make him realize the effects
of his offense. The panel makes sure that the offender
understands the penalty’s terms and objectives.

CP discourages anyone from indiscriminately acting upon anger
and retaliating against abuses, threats, or any wrongdoings—including
officers. According to one officer, their badges do not vest them with
the authority to ‘take matters into their own hands.’

With these mechanisms, respeto (respect)—a word posted in big
and bold letters in various areas of the facility—becomes realizable.
Officers and PDL express kind words and sincere concern for each
other. Condescending tones, gaslighting, and withdrawn non-verbal
gestures are not welcome. Everybody is given the chance to calmly say
and ask what they want. This fosters a heightened level of empathy
and compassion for everyone in the facility. Rather than demanding
compliance, cooperation is invited.

Much like restorative justice, CP provides alternative methods of
conflict mediation and problem solving that value participation and
involvement of victim, offender, and their social networks. According
to officers, CP enables people to control tempers, reflect on their
own behavior, and “pagiging patas” (practice fairness). Jane remarks:
“ngayon talaga magtataka ka, kasi kahit sila mismo, nag-uusap usap na.
Sa level pa lang nila naayos na” (at present, we are amazed that on their
own, detainees talk to each other with civility and can resolve their
differences on their own). In practicing CP, transformative justice is
replicated because the individual is challenged to relate with those
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around them and their environment, generating a “kind of internal
spiritual transformation” (UNODC 2006, 104).

Indeed, official records show that conflicts between PDL and
PDL-officers were reduced (BJMP 2015b; 2016). Through CP, officers
help transform conflicts to consensus via continuous and trustworthy
deliberation, collaboration, and everyday practices of fairness.

MODIFICATIONS IN JAIL LANGUAGE

Jail administration tries to affect change by changing colloquial terms,
especially crude ones. Following attempts of both BJMP and BuCor
to protect the vulnerable from stigmatization, CJ is proud to address
their detainees as ‘persons deprived of liberty’ (RA 10575, 2013).

According to Charisse, an officer for eight years, they believe
that words shape one’s consciousness. By changing terminologies in
“jail lingo,” officers perceive a transformation of how detainees see
themselves and others (see Table 1). For example, officers changed
“gang territories” into dorms named as “barangays” to imply a sense
of community. “Mayores” are now chairpersons to imply a more
respectable type of leadership. Gay detainees, injuriously called
“donuts” (“because they have a hole”), are now simply called by their
own names.

Jail Terminology New Name

Sigue-Sigue Sputnik )
g 9 P Brgy. Mapayapa Main

Main
Sigue-Sigue Sputnik Brgy. Mapayapa
Obrero Annex
Sigue-Sigue

Brgy. Masaya
Commando B Y
Batang City Jail Brgy. Maligaya Main

Batang City Jail Sub 2 Brgy. Maligaya Annex

Batang City Jail .
9 Y Brgy. Maligaya 2

District 4

Bahala na Gang Brgy. Maginhawa
District 6 Main

Bahala na Gang Brgy. Maginhawa
District 7 Annex

Inmate Detainee or Residente
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Mayores

Chairman

Mayor Vice-Chairman
Kulturero Kalihim or Secretary
Jail Aide Kaagapay or Trustee

Chief Medicine

Bantay Kalusugan or
Medical Coordinator

Jury Hukom or Judge

Bastonero Tanod

Buyunero Housekeeper

Panalang Cleaner

Buyon Rest Room

Taga-sundo Runner

Lampiyesa Paglilinis

Asintado Tagamasid or

Bundol Sulsol or Bribe

Tiryado Sinadya or Intentional

inaito Kasalenan or
Violation

lllegal Contraband
Sabayang Pagsunod

Buhos na Mabilis, Quick
action to order

Kubol Small Room

Tarima Bunks

Pagbagsak Weekly Fundraising

Palakpak Affirmation

Simbol Meeting

Calling Visitor’s Fee

Balukol or Buarot Extortion

Nabukulan Naisahan

Rancho Food Supply

Donut Gay Homosexual

Table 1. Changes in Jail Language
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'The officers believe that TCMP, CP, and all other set routines
must be constantly reaffirmed by language. Transforming basic
jail terminologies also aids officers in delivering their duties since
conversations are now professionalized. They hope that changes in
gangster-like language and communication would also lead officers
to regain control within the facility without fear that riots would
erupt in the slightest exercise of supervision over detainees.

CJ’s active efforts to reshape the social landscape in the facility
resonate well with the experience in other prison settings such as
the one investigated by Akoensi (2016) wherein building positive
interpersonal relationships with inmates was found to be critical in
establishing equitable prison order. These measures—T'CMP, CP, and
reforming of jail language—imply negotiations between old ways and
new rules. In transforming conflicts to consensus, officers unanimously
agree that change must be gradual. Officers saw that in the case of
their facility, what worked for them was accommodating positive
aspects of gang culture and the redirection of jail culture to better
manage gang dominance. Slowly, change in jail culture is achieved by
constant practice. In the meantime, officers claim that they can make
do with what they have. They find accord in improvements—big
and small, seen and unseen—in the relational features of jail life. By
respecting PDL dignity as human beings and showing compassion
through the provision of basic necessities (food, toiletries, recreation,
healthcare, etc.) and psychosocial assistance (counseling, TCMP, and
other psychological and psychiatric services), officers find that their
influence over social order within facility walls becomes affirmed and
supported.

DISKARTE LANG!
GETTING BY WITH A LITTLE OF EVERYTHING

'The experience of CJ officers at work is consistent with findings that
emphasized the relationship between unsatisfactory work conditions,
job stress, and demand for intensified officer commitment (Stohr et.
al 2000; Lambert, Hogan, and Jiang 2008). When I asked CJ officers
what they need the most to accomplish their duties, they agreed
in unison: “/ahar”—they lack everything! Officers find it amusing
that they are still able to function despite this lack in a// resources.
While they expressed their commitment, happiness, and camaraderie,
officers said it is mainly diskarte that keeps them afloat. It came as
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a surprise to me when they cheered upon hearing diskarte. To CJ
officers, “diskarte” means being resourceful even with very little resources.

Diskarte has no direct translation but is associated with
resourcefulness. Anthropologist Michael Tan (2008) suggests that it
originated from the Spanish verb “descartar” (to discard). Embedded
in this adaptation, Tan (2008) suggests, is the cultural belief that
one must ‘discard’ fears in confronting the cards one is dealt with
in life. This entails being bold, brave, and enthusiastic to take on
life’s challenges. In Filipino colloquial language, when somebody says
“Diskartehan mo na lang iyan!” it means that you need to find ways
to “wing it” or “make it work.” Diskarte enables Filipinos to survive
everyday life in poverty (Arumpac 2012). Officers said that they take
pride in coming up with ingenious solutions to problems. Through
diskarte, challenges are endured.

For officers, diskarte is a distinctively Filipino ability to devise
nifty ways and “make do” with what is available. In their context,
diskarte also means possessing, undertaking, and doing the following:
(a) being ingenious; (b) improvising or innovating; and (c) seeking
out social networks “to get the job done.” Jose, an escort officer,
found that nylon ropes can substitute for handcuffs whenever he
transports detainees to court hearings. Ramon groups detainees
whenever they are in city hall courts to make them more visible to
the public and thus lowering the chances for escapes. Custodial Unit
officers devised biscuit cans as storage boxes for detainees’ personal
items, which doubles as a small stool or personal table. Discarded
ice cream cups and tubs are used as dinnerware. They do their best
to “beautify” the facility by recycling plastic bottles as plant pots and
to mend rusted gutters. Wood from discarded office furniture are
refurbished, used to make new ones, or used to repair those that are
almost falling apart. Joanne sought out her personal contacts to solicit
support for TCMP activities. Anj tirelessly requested for grants from
international funders for the health unit’s X-ray machine, TB testing
laboratory, and medications—all badly needed because the state
subsidy cannot cover these expenses. The warden, unit heads, and
officers regularly deliver “courtesy calls” (visits) to local government
leaders, NGOs, and religious groups for donations in cash and kind.
'The jail leadership actively seeks out partnerships with international
tunders so additional prison technologies and resource training will
be introduced to them, to keep aware and to take a step closer toward
certifications, standards, and routines they must be pursuing.

Whenever they are faced with a difficult situation or a problem,
the warden has a relaxed meeting with officers who are in charge or
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could possess the potential to help formulate solutions. According to
the warden (and as seconded by some officers), it is very important
that you keep calm (“kalma ka lang”), rationalize without invalidating
emotions and stress, and hear all suggestions with delight. This
collaborative process paves the way for the birth of diskarte with the
principle that no idea is too small and that no jail resource must go
to waste (“fapon”). “Lahat ng diskarte, mabalaga . . . walang diskarte
na walang kwenta!l” (we value all forms of diskarte), said the warden.

All officers value diskarte but in different ways. However,
expressions of delight toward it vary. Some officers find that diskarze
gives them more fulfillment in their jobs. Others see that diskarte
provides opportunities to show commitment to their profession.
Meanwhile, most unit heads see that diskarte puts them at a better
disposition to navigate difficult circumstances. Vern shared that she
enjoys her job more because her abilities shine in adversity. Angela
finds more fulfillment whenever she succeeds through diskarte.
“Diskarte is a gamble”—some claim, but officers find excitement in
its precarious character. In CJ’s context, diskarte is much more than
seizing and confronting the “cards you are dealt with” (Tan 2008).
Succeeding in diskarte makes jail work more exhilarating due to
triumphs over seemingly impossible challenges.

Another interesting enrichment is that contrary to popular belief,
diskarte can be an avenue to demonstrate mastery of one’s duties.
Through diskarte, officers can apply their educational background and
jail training to navigate difficult situations. Diskarte also stretches as a
moral language embodying obligation to go beyond the requisites of
their job description. This can explain why CJ officers take pride in
“abilidad, kaya nilang dumiskarte!” (innovativeness, they know how to
strategize). Diskarte is not only a tool that allows officers to do their
jobs despite the lack of resources but is also a form of empowerment
and a permissive exercise of the officer’s commitment.

EXCUSING OCCUPATIONAL HAZARDS FOR
DISKARTE?

The active efforts of CJ officers to transform conflicts to consensus
and diskarte practiced in many forms show how jails and prisons are
indeed social spaces. Here, intersubjective actors come from different
positions to negotiate and engage in various exchanges. CJ officers
find a sense of hope and pride when they overcome trials by relying
mainly on themselves and their own abilities. However, I would like
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to judiciously interrogate its possible misapplications: How different
is diskarte from other forms of discourse that glorifies strife, resilience,
and perseverance? My fear is that diskarte can be used to justify
unreasonable burdens in jail work. At the other end, I also recognize
the possibility that diskarte may be used as an excuse for not meeting
international prison standards.

I also want to ask: in what ways can diskarte be hidden in the
concentration and circulation of power in the jail bureaucracy? My fear
is that because officers can utilize diskarte anyway, the state becomes
relieved of pressure in providing ample staff and improvements in jail
facilities. I am afraid that officers will eventually reach their limits
because of occupational hazards that we do not even recognize. I am
afraid that diskarte in itself is an occupational hazard. It is important
to assert that even though CJ officers do find meaning in diskarte,
they want things to change structurally and systematically.

I fear that diskarte itself can be an occupational hazard. Although
diskarte is meaningful to the officers, they want and need structural
change. They want their job recognized as a high-risk occupation that
deserves fair hazard pay. Their work environment exposes them to
physical injuries, health risks, and psychological distress, which also
affect their families. These stressors increase their risk of hypertension
and affect their quality of life post-retirement. Officers also demand
that their duties be formalized. They are tired of multi-tasking and
absorbing the shocks of a deficient criminal justice system. They
demand a workable state subsidy. Officers also expressed the need for
leaders who are open to progressive change. They need an empathetic
and grounded leader who can reciprocate their level of commitment.
Furthermore, officers aspire for bureaucratic stability and an end to
patrimonialism pervasive in traditional Philippine politics.

Officers need these because while diskarte may pull them
through their shift, it is 7oz enough. The officers had already expressed
their weariness over their current warden’s impending end of term,
any further budget cuts, or any national policy that could lead to
turther jail congestion'. The CJ officers fear for the continuity of
programs and “cultural changes” that had already caused them so
much. In these fears are bouts of dismay and dread for the reality that
diskarte cannot (and should not have the responsibility to) sustain the
jail system. While diskarte seems an effective solution to structural
problems in the Philippines’ criminal justice system, diskarte also
threatens the officers’ reverence for their profession. I find it unfair
that in the interest of their devotion to public service, jail officers are
placed in permanently precarious positions.

Diskarte Lang 183



IMPLICATIONS OF STUDYING JAIL LIFE

Certainly, the work environment and the social relationships between
officers affect the delivery of custodial functions. The findings in
this research point out that a lot of weight is placed on the officers’
shoulders. My hope is that this piece brings to the forefront the
importance of soliciting officer commitment, which is especially
critical during budget deficits, cuts, and delays because the regrouping
of tasks and realignment of resources fall mostly upon the officers
(Hogan, Lambert, and Griffin 2013). Based on findings in this
piece, I urge others to boldly ask: if these structural deprivations are
universal in the Philippine setting, have members of the jails and
prison population also developed the same coping mechanisms? If
so, how are these received by the bureaus and specific personalities in
the bureaucracy?

I hope this piece serves as a cautionary tale for us to give proper
attribution to the dedicated public service that Filipino jail officers
offer each day. Various studies had already found that officers are
more likely to stay if their sincere relations thrive in the workplace
(Hogan, Lambert, and Griffin 2013; Leip and Stinchcomb 2013).
I hope that both BJMP and BuCor seniors continue to cultivate
positive work environments just as in the case of CJ. I support
the recommendation of Lambert and Paoline (2012) to formalize
officers’ jobs beyond custodial duties to widening the range of post
variety, increasing officers’ input in decision-making, improving
communication channels, strengthening administrative support, and
eliminating role strain.

Social inquiry and method offer promising tools in analyzing jails
and prisons. Studies can focus on the different administrative levels
of BJMP and BuCor to better understand carceral facilities as social
spaces. Policy development, monitoring, and evaluation studies can
benefit the justice system, specifically on: (a) additional skills training
for jail personnel; (b) utilizing other expertise, such as designating
psychiatrists, psychologists, and even sociologists in jails and prisons;
and (c) developing leadership philosophies and practices of wardens.
Specifically, academics can look into institutional responses toward
alternative coping mechanisms arising out of material deprivations
in the correctional system.

I encourage future studies on under-researched agencies in the

Philippine criminal justice system—such as BuCor, Public Attorney’s
Office, Parole and Probation Administration, and Bureau of Child
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and Youth Welfare—to widen discussions on deviance, crime, parole
and rehabilitation in society beyond the language of law, discourse of
punitive publics, and narratives of vengeful leaders.

Lastly, I suggest that we become sensitive to how porous
culturally embedded terminologies such as diskarte can become.
These can be co-opted by those who attempt to limit the circulation
of power for their own benefit. We must regard these facilities as
indications of the logics and practices of violence, power imbalance,
and pain in our society. Jails and prisons are not mere places of
confinement but quarantine zones hiding the worst of social
inequalities. What happens inside reflects relational exchanges that
perpetuate exploitation in our society. Diskarte should not excuse

anybody from liability, especially leaders.

NOTES

1 RA 9263 mandates the professionalization of BJMP, establishing
standardized ranking, higher qualifications, and a compensation system
for employees. As such, they officially carry ranks as officers.

2 Examples in popular culture are prison films such as Shawshank
Redemption (1994) and Bulaklak sa City Jail (1984), mental institution
films like One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975) and Shutter Island
(2010), which depict prison guards and hospital staff as ‘stupid,” ‘brutal,
and sexually deviant workers (Tracy 2004) preying on inmates who are
usually poor and helpless.

3 Cullen et al. (1993) worked on the correctional orientation of prison
wardens; Stohr et al. (1994) compared Dilulio’s ‘control model’ and
‘employee investment model’ and inquired about staff management in
correctional institutions; McCorkie, Miethe, and Drass (1995) looked into
the structural, managerial, and environmental roots of prison violence;
Simon (2000) explored the idea of “hyper-incarceration” by taking stock
of other sociologists’ work including Sykes’ Society of Captives (1958)
and Clemmer’s Prison Community (1940); Liebling (2000) applied Dilulio
in policing literature and penal enterprises; Gendreau and Keyes (2001)
discussed measures to make prisons humane spaces; Huebner (2003)
inquired on the existence of administrative influences on prison violence;
Wener (2006) looked into the effectiveness of direct supervision in
correctional institutions; Berg and DelLisi (2006) studied prisons as
melting pots for cultures, races, ethnicities, and citizenships; Cullen,
Jonson, and Eck (2012) explored the idea of ‘accountable’ prisons; and
Day, Brauer, and Butler (2015) tested the intersections between social
support and coercion of staff to inmates. Drawing from Dilulio, their
scholarship advanced the idea of prison social order in public discourse.
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Such as Lombardo (1981); Cullen et al. (1993); Liebling (2000); Lambert
and Paoline (2008); Griffin, Hogan, and Lambert (2012).

i.e., they comport themselves differently when interacting with PDL or
higher authorities, depending on how they have constructed how they
‘must’ appear and depending on the end goal of the interaction

Israel’s article entitled “Social Responsivity as Elementary Human Action”
(1988) was used as a reference for an English translation of Asplund’s
Det sociala livets elementara former (1987).

Both Goffman and Foucault share the view that prison officers are at the
receiving end of power. For Goffman (1961), officers are also subjected
to the same expectations governing prison walls. Meanwhile, Foucault
(1977) suggests that techniques of power and domination governing
human existence also control how officers behave. In the modern
penitentiary, they are expected to be disciplined and trained to reform
delinquents.

When the COVID-19 pandemic broke out in the Philippines (around mid-
March of 2020), all facilities were placed on total lockdown. In effect, |
was unable to continue my jail visits. To this date, however, | continue to
provide my consultancy services via online conferencing software.

Around nine people were hurt in this specific riot.

Official data for the number of BJMP custodial officers for 2019 and
2020 are unavailable.

Inmate groups were initially formed based on ethno-linguistic identities.
The routine comes with an original dance tune composed by a PDL.

Information from this source was requested from BJMP through the
Freedom of Information Portal.

And this is exactly what happened. Two years after this study, President
Rodrigo Duterte waged his all-out war on drugs, causing the CJ population
to swell even more. After the very first month that President Duterte
took his seat of office, the CJ population grew from 2,800 to more than
4,000. Worse, the warden was unseated by an “unsympathetic” leader,
who (according to an informant) was the main cause of a big riot that
broke out soon after the new warden took over.
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