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In this article, we argue that the practice of electronically monitored “house arrest” is
consistent with Foucault’s insights into both the workings of “disciplinary power” and
“governmentality” and with the self-governing notions of a conservative, neo-liberal ideology
and mentality. Our interpretive analysis of a set of offender narratives identifies a theme we
call “transforming the self” that illustrates the ways in which house arrest is experienced by
some clients as a set of discourses and practices that encourages them to govern themselves
by regulating their own bodies and conduct. These self-governing capabilities include
“enterprise,” “autonomy,” and an ethical stance towards their lives.
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“On the one hand, we govern others and ourselves according to what we take to be true
about who we are, what aspects of our existence should be worked upon, how, with
what means, and to what ends. On the other hand, the ways in which we govern and
conduct ourselves gives rise to different ways of producing truth.”

— Mitchell Dean [9, p. 18].

“It’s about remembering. Remembering things...it conditions us not to forget. It
immediately puts consequences on us if we do, if we do forget.... You are accountable
for everything you do at every minute of everyday or they have to know where you’re
at. And it’s your responsibility to make sure they know. It’s not their responsibility to
track you down... You learn to be accountable for yourself.”

— “Julie,” on living under house arrest, 2001.

“Julie” is a thirty-two-year-old European-American and a divorced parent of three
young children who works as a manager at a fast food outlet. She is one of the two dozen
people we have interviewed living under house arrest in and around a Midwestern
metropolitan area. Julie had been convicted of a drug offense and this was her second
experience with house arrest, having been sentenced to “doing time at home” [2] in
another state. All together she has spent more than two months being electronically
monitored, this time following a three-month stint in a residential treatment center. Now
on her own, Julie, along with her children, lives with her mother. Being on house arrest
means that Julie needs to respond to random phone calls from a Department of Corrections
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computer to verify she is home when she is scheduled to be. In order to do this, officials
installed a small computerized unit in the house attached to her phone line. The calls
demand that Julie complete a drill of answering the phone within the first three rings,
saying her name and the time, and blowing into an alcohol tester that is built into the
machine. While she is doing this, the device takes her picture and compares it to a reference
photograph stored on a central computer.

The practice of electronically monitored “house arrest” has come to play an important
role in the criminal justice system of the United States [21, 27]. Currently, house arrest
programs tether more than seventy thousand individuals to central monitoring systems in
the United States [21] with similar programs in Canada, United Kingdom, Sweden, The
Netherlands, Australia, and New Zealand [32]. The practice emerged in the context of
this broader shift to community-based, “intermediate sanctions” associated with the “new
penology” [11] of the 1980s. This ideological and policy shift emphasized a new rationality
centered on the sorting and classifying of offenders into finer categories of risk and
dangerousness [9]. Intermediate sanctions— including boot camps, intensive supervision,
community service, work-release, restitution, day-reporting centers, and day fines— were
thought of as incremental punishments along the continuum between the extreme ends of
probation and prison and therefore better suited to those classified as lower risk and
marginally dangerous.

In this chapter, we contend that the program of electronic monitoring we studied is
consistent with Foucault’s insights into both the workings of “disciplinary power” [13]
and “governmentality” [17] and with the self-governing notions of a contemporary,
conservative, neo-liberal ideology and mentality [3, 8, 38, 39]. Our interpretive analysis of
this set of offender narratives identifies a theme we call “transforming the self” that illustrates
the ways in which house arrest is experienced by some “clients,” as they are referred to, as
a set of discourses and practices that encourages them to govern themselves by regulating
their own bodies and conduct. These self-governing capacities may be characterized as
“enterprise,” “autonomy,” and an ethical stance towards their lives [17, 39].

The bulk of the academic literature dealing with house arrest has focused on whether
or not the treatment is effective in reducing recidivism and/or assessing its relative cost
when compared to other sanctions [see 5, 6, 7, 19, 23, 24, 28, 31, 40, 48]. Our goal,
however, is to investigate and explore how it actually operates and is experienced by
those subjected to it. Only a few studies [22, 29, 34, 35] have marginally explored what
offenders make of the experience of house arrest, and only two [1, 45] have studied the
experience in-depth. Through an examination of these offender narratives, we can see
how the penalty of house arrest is made meaningful within the experiences of these
individuals. This approach is consistent with the “law in everyday life” perspective [10,
18, 41] that considers law a social process and seeks to investigate how it operates in
routine, everyday ways.

Theorizing House Arrest

There is considerable evidence in the US of the emergence of a new regime of social
control; a regime that retains many of the modern themes and practices of the past, while,
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at the same time, has developed new methods of control and accountability that are both
a product and reflection of postmodern culture [44] and a movement towards “conservative,
neo-liberal” governance in criminal justice [33]. House arrest with electronic monitoring
is consistent with this new regime. It incorporates a number of elements of modern, “total
institutions” [20, 46] while this new technique is, at the same time, quintessentially
postmodern in design and implementation. But more, while the disciplinary regime of
house arrest sets the boundaries or, in a number of the clients’ words, the “structure” in
their lives, it is largely left up to them to monitor themselves — to keep to their schedules,
to work or go to school as required, meet with officials when scheduled, offer themselves
up for drug tests, administer their own breathalyzers, and to literally turn themselves in if
they deviate from the conditions of their contract. Thus, although house arrest operates
“panoptically” — with clients “internalizing the gaze” of authorities— in a more complex
way, their “participatory monitoring” [4] actually helps to ensure that the entire system is
working properly. They are, to paraphrase Poster [36, p. 184], individuals plugged into
the circuits of our own panoptic control.

We see the house arrest program then as a tactic of what Foucault [17], in his later
writings, called “governmentality,” or the practices of governing, the techniques and
technologies of how governing works, the rationalities and strategies invested to shape,
guide, and direct the conduct of others, and that make human life a domain of power and
knowledge [17]. As both a disciplinary strategy and a “technology of government,” the
practice of house arrest is designed to treat the client’s body as an object to be monitored
and assessed, broken down, analyzed, and improved upon. It is a program “...imbued
with aspirations for the shaping of conduct in the hope of producing certain desired effects
and averting certain undesired ones” [38, p. 52]. It attempts, in other words, to normalize
the participants and to produce docility. The individual, then, becomes both an object and
subject of knowledge, not simply repressed, but shaped and formed within this discursive
field and social practice. From this operation of power/knowledge come subjectivity and
the formation of the self. Foucault [15] also explored the idea of “technologies of the
self” or patterns of practices that “permit individuals to effect by their own means, or
with the help of others, a certain number of operations on their bodies and souls, thoughts,
conduct, and way of being, so as to transform themselves...” [15, p. 225]. An individual,
equipped with such technologies often created by various “experts” with skilled knowledge,
may develop the self-governing capability that brings their conduct into alignment with
broader moral, social, and political objectives [39, p. 155; 3].

House arrest, then, as a technology of governing, tends to reflect the overarching
political climate in the US of the last several decades which, in turn, is echoed in the “new
penology” and “actuarial justice” models [11, 12] that have emerged during the same
time frame. As O’Malley [33] argues, the US criminal justice system may be differentiated
as a hybrid of neo-liberal principles — characterized by “...the rational choice subject, the
superiority of markets to deliver efficiencies and goods, freedom of choice, a ‘revised
autonomy’ of the enterprising self, the centrality of innovation and of enterprising
individualism, the small and enabling state”- and backed up by a conservative, “three
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strikes” incapacitation mentality [33, p. 216]. According to Rose [39], this type of neo-
liberal regime spawns and utilizes certain strategies, tactics, and regulations that encourage
the self-governing capabilities of subjects. These capacities include 1) Enterprise, or the
array of rules for the conduct of one’s everyday existence that include energy, initiative,
ambition, calculation, and personal responsibility [39, p. 154]; 2) Autonomy, or the taking
control of activities, defining a set of goals, and planning a course of action to satisfy the
needs of existence through one’s own powers [39, p. 155]; and 3) Ethics, understood as
the domain of practical advice as to how we conduct ourselves in the various aspects of
our everyday existence and the ways by which we come to construe, decipher, and act
upon ourselves in relation to the true and false, the permitted and the forbidden, the
desirable and undesirable [17; 39, p. 30, 153].

The house arrest program discussed here embodies this hybrid form of neo-liberalism.
It seeks to govern clients through the limited freedom it grants them but always with the
constant threat that this freedom may be taken away. In other words, it governs its
subjects through structuring and controlling the possible field of action where they are
“free” to make the “right” choices in which they learn to govern themselves. Thus the
clients are “not merely ‘free to choose’ but obliged to be free, “to understand and enact
their lives in terms of choice” [38, p. 87]. They are treated as rational actors who respond
to positive incentives and negative consequences. The program is touted by officials as
being highly efficient and cost-effective as it deploys private sector technologies and
makes program participants pay for the use of the equipment as well as their drug tests.
Clients must work, most at least forty hours a week, not at public sector “make work”
jobs, but in private sector jobs that, if they do not already have one, are arranged for them.
Thus they are rendered docile not through their isolation and segregation from society but
rather through their integration into everyday, labor/wage and commodity exchange
relations. The discourse of house arrest, articulated by both staff and clients, is one
where the values of work, self-help, self-control, responsibility, and accountability are
celebrated.

Studying House Arrest

In the fall of 2001 Staples conducted face-to-face, open-ended interviews with twenty-
three clients in a house arrest program in a metropolitan area in the Midwest. The interviews
took approximately thirty to forty minutes to conduct. We used an interview guide of
about a dozen general questions centered on their experiences with house arrest. The
interviews were taped and later transcribed. The final sample included twenty-three
individuals, fifteen European-Americans (twelve males and three females) and eight
African-Americans (one female and seven males). The mean age was thirty-three with
a range of eighteen to seventy-four.

The house arrest program we studied is located in the same building as the Department
of Corrections’ 172-bed residential program we will call “The Center.” House arrest, as
practiced by this community corrections department, is a highly structured program
involving mandatory employment, educational and treatment programs, frequent drug
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and alcohol testing, and offender fee payment that is touted by officials as an alternative
to incarceration. Once assigned to house arrest, offenders sign a three-page seventeen-
point contract that outlines all the conditions and behavioral expectations of the program.
Clients must develop a daily schedule of approved activities (e.g., work, school, AA
meetings, doctors’ visits, etc.). Weekly, face-to-face meetings with their “House Arrest
Officer” are required to review and update schedules and to verify their compliance
through testing for drug or alcohol use, the collection of pay check stubs, or signed
verification of attendance at required treatment programs. All the clients we spoke with
were court-ordered to maintain full-time employment. House arrest officers also make
unannounced visits to places of employment and residences. In addition, a computerized
Mitsubishi Electronic Monitoring System (MEMS) device is installed in the offender’s
home. The device functions to verify compliance with the house arrest contract by
recording the offender’s voice, taking his or her picture, and collecting breath samples for
analysis. The house arrest officer determines the number of calls appropriate within a
specific block of time and the system randomly calls the offender within those blocks.

When a call is made, a computer simulated human voice tells the person answering
the phone that the call is from the house arrest department and a short pause gives the
offender time to get to the phone in case someone else has answered. The system then
instructs the offender to take their own photograph and to submit a breath sample through
a straw inserted into the home monitoring unit. The photograph is displayed on a computer
screen in the house arrest office next to a reference photo previously entered into the
system so that staff can verify the identity of the person answering the call. The results of
the alcohol breath test are recorded in the computer and displayed on screen with the
photo of the offender, which includes name, date and time. If a violation occurs, the
computer immediately places a second call. If the second call results in a violation, an
alarm alerts staff at the House Arrest office.

If a client does not respond to phone calls, there is a two-hour window for them to
either call the house arrest office or show up in person. If they do not contact the office
within this time frame, they are “violated” by their house arrest officer, meaning that they
have broken their house arrest contract. Likewise, having a “hot UA” (a positive urine
analysis) will result in an infraction. Program staff members frequently call upon local
law enforcement to conduct residence checks and to look for those suspected of being
AWOL, to provide arrest and detention services, to investigate allegations of abuse in the
home, or verify an offender driving on a suspended license. The program requires offenders
to pay a daily monitoring fee and all fees associated with the program, including drug
testing.

Transforming the Self

For all most all of the clients we spoke with, a sentence to house arrest produced a
number of seemingly contradictory feelings and emotions. On the one hand, many
complained, sometimes bitterly, about the intrusive and “disciplinary” aspects of the program
such as the random phone calls and the rigid schedule as well as the cost of participating
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and the stress on them and their family and other intimates [45]. On the other hand,
nearly all the clients began their interviews by declaring that, for a variety of reasons,
house arrest was “better” than the alternative of sitting in the county jail. Some of those
reasons included being able to sleep in their own bed, cook their own food, work and earn
money, and to remain with family. Yet, another purported benefit of the house arrest
program was what some described and what we call the tutelage aspects of the program:
how it imposed a necessary “structure” onto their lives, how it taught them various life
skills, and how it helped them become “responsible” and “accountable.” Therefore, we
hear in the narratives of clients the adoption of various modes of evaluating and acting
upon themselves as they seemingly develop the self-governing capabilities of “enterprise”,
“autonomy,” and “ethics” [39].
For example, “Mark” is an African-American male in his early twenties who attended
a local community college. He had been convicted of driving while intoxicated and
manslaughter, the result of a car wreck. In his interview, Mark revealed a number of self-
governing capacities he claims to have taken from the program. Asked about his daily
schedule in the program, Mark said:
Mark: “I’m probably working more than I’ve ever worked in my life but I don’t
mind it since that’s what [the program] gave me, was a work ethic, because I
didn’t have any since I was just a little spoiled kid who didn’t do anything. And, that
is just the whole reason they put you on it, to add that structure to your life, that
you’re saying, I go to work, I come home, and that’s the place I need to go, that’s
what I put that on my schedule and that’s it.” You’re supposed to have that schedule
for your life, and life is supposed to be full of appointments and schedules, and, but
I mean life is supposed to have that structure and I guess that’s what it’s suppose
to do.”
When asked what the experience of house arrest meant to him, Mark said, “The whole
meaning and purpose towards house arrest is to have a certain structure in your life and
you can’t have that structure without any type of guidelines.” And finally, echoing an
ethical stance on his own behavior, Mark told us, “Man, I don’t feel any animosity towards
being on house arrest ‘cause | have to live up to my responsibilities which I guess this
place really teaches that, you have to live up to certain things if you’ve made those
mistakes, live up towards them. And so, I mean, I’m actually happy everyday.”
”Marge,” a European-American in her 30s and the mother of five children who works
in a fast-food restaurant, a job arranged by the program, told us that she hates to be
monitored 24 hours a day, but “You know, it’s better than sitting in jail.” Marge went on to
speak of the opportunity for self-sufficiency, lessons and skills learned, and personal
accountability that the program permitted and encouraged: “And at least under house
arrest you can provide for your family and if you’re not out there doing what your not
supposed to be doing then it’s not a problem anyway.” She continued:
Marge: “And, it all, actually, sometimes people that have had problems in the past
with maybe drugs or alcohol or situations like that, if they know what’s more
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important then, house arrest can actually be a beneficial thing to a person. You
know, for one, your proving to the community that you can survive, be a part of the
community without, you know, I don’t know, it’s, it’s not... I’ll be the first to tell you
that I hate the phone calls, especially in the middle of the night, whatever, but it’s a
lot better than sitting in jail, at least you still have the opportunity to be with your
family and provide for your family, and do the things that you need to do.”

Asked to reflect on the relationship between house arrest and jail, Marge states:
Marge: “Even if you have been here at The Center, when you get out of here, I
mean, you learn to appreciate a lot more, and, actually, this has all been a really
good experience for me, because, I mean, it’s taught me budgeting money, even
with house arrest, I know have to have a payment in, you know, so I mean, this is
part of my probation condition, so, you know, actually you have to sit down and
budget your money too to make sure that you have the money for house arrest, you
know, so, it’s really been a learning experience, and, I’ve actually benefited from
it.”

Staples: “Is it a lot of pressure?”

Marge: “Yeah. Basically, yeah. You know, because, you know you got to make
sure that you are there when they call, you know and, if you’ve lived your life, you
know, like I have, five children, I’'m constantly busy, busy, busy. If you’ve lived
your life that way, by a schedule, [ mean it just totally turns your life upside down,
you know. You have to make sure, and there’s accountability again, responsibility,
especially for your actions, you know, you wouldn’t want to put yourself in that
position so now you have to be accountable and responsible, and it is, it’s hard at
first, but like I said, once you get the hang of it and you’re not doing anything wrong
and you’re doing what you’re supposed to be doing, it doesn’t become a problem
anymore.”

Staples: “Any final thoughts about the experience that you would like to share with
me?”

Marge: “I don’t plan on ever, ever doing it again! (Laughs). I don’t. I appreciate
the fact that I’m here to talk to you and that I’m not in jail, but, the expense, is you
know, just trying to keep up with appointments and scheduled times, and, it’s definitely
been a life learned experience, and I just do not want to have to face it again.”

“Reggie” is an African-American male in his thirties, married with two children. He is a

small business owner who had reluctantly agreed to plead guilty to a charge of sexual

assault. He told us about how he ended up on house arrest and, like Marge, evokes a

sense of personal responsibility that he linked to the community and the larger social

order.
Reggie: “So I’m thinking, instead of him [the judge] giving me another thirty days
and him taking me away from my family, I have a house note to pay, taking me
from my house and my family is hurting my family also, so I think the judge was
lenient and said, “He doesn’t need to be in jail, let’s do, let’s give him house arrest.
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And then by then I can get a better evaluation and he can be on his way.” So it’s
satisfying everyone, the judge, the community, you know everything.”
And later in the interview, Reggie accepts his own liability for what has happened to him
and sets his sights on moving forward and taking control of his own life:
Reggie: “I assume responsibility for being at that bar. So if I assume responsibility
for being at the bar, I have no one to be mad at about this house arrest situation but
me. That means I have to do what’s necessary to get past it. Now, if [ want to be
mad about the situation and, ‘this isn’t fair,” then I’'m not assuming responsibility
and then therefore house arrest is going to be a pain in the ass for me. Let’s get
past it and go forward, this is what I need to do.”
Staples: “So you are just constantly focusing on the alternative, which is just not
very pleasant.”
Reggie: “Right. And if you don’t conform and meet the, uh, contract that you sign,
can’t say you didn’t know, ‘cause you signed it.”
“Julie,” the European-American in her thirties quoted at the beginning of this chapter,
states when asked to describe her experience on house arrest that, “It was uh, [pause]
structured. It was a lot better than being in jail, which was the alternative for me.” Julie
goes on to tell us about a specific skill she has developed and how this has led to personal
accountability:
Staples: “Hmm, structure. Anything else about the experience that comes to mind?”
Julie: “It’s [pause] remembering. Remembering things, um, ‘cause a lot of times in
the normal daily life it is difficult. So we forget things and it conditions us not to
forget. It immediately puts consequences on us if we do, if we do forget. But when
you’re out on the street normally you forget ‘oh well’ little things,. Here you pay
the consequences if you forget anything. I forgot to find out one time here in The
Center and lost my passes for three weeks. You forget something on house arrest,
you could be called back here and sent straight back to The Center. They don’t
give you chances on house arrest.” She continued, “It’s immediate accountability.
There is no second chances, there is no ‘well, let me think about it.” No.”
Staples: “Not a lot of slack, huh?”
Julie: “Uh huh, no slack at all. You are accountable for everything you do at every
minute of every day or they have to know where you’re at. And it’s your
responsibility to make sure they know. It’s not their responsibility to track you
down. It’s part of what it is going out, you learn to be accountable for yourself.”
Later in the interview, Julie evokes the performative technology of the confession [16]
when she tells us how others know about her circumstances.
Staples: “So, a number of people know that you are on house arrest?”
Julie: ““Yeah, everybody that I associate with, everybody that I talk to knows what’s
going on with me. I’'m not ashamed to admit what I’ve done ‘cause I’'m paying for
it. I took accountability for what I did and the responsibility for what I did and I'm
trying to put it all behind me and move on and they are trying to help me. They are
trying to help me put all behind me and making sure that I stay on the right track.”
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When Julie described the routine of house arrest, answering the phones, etc. she identified
what she sees as the tutelage aspect of the program and the acceptance of docile
subjectivity. She stated, “It’s a conditioning program, that’s what all this is. They’re
conditioning you to live like, better on life’s terms. It does work. Doing the things you say
you’re going to do and uh, kind of uh, learning to respect authority.” She goes on to
compare the house arrest to a work release program she participated in another state:
“That was plain, straight up, just a work release program. They didn’t try to recondition
you at all.”

Finally, asked to summarize her experience Julie offered, “If people understand the
concept of house arrest, it’s a breeze. A lot of people try and put more into it than what’s
really there. They just basically need to read the rules and regulations. It helps. It says it all
right there. It’s guidelines is all.” She went on to elaborate how she saw the need for the
tutelage function to be embedded in the everyday lives of arrestees and how this offered
them the opportunity to develop personal autonomy and control over their own lives.

Julie: “It’s just a wonderful program, an alternative to jail. I mean, this is a good
program [The Center] also but the house arrest...like I said, it keeps you controlled
more in your environment you’re used to. The environment that you need to be
controlled in, the environment that you’re going to be at out there. In here is not
where you’re going to be forever. That environment is where you need help
controlling, not this one. I think the house arrest is a much better alternative to The
Center, in my opinion. You know, this is much better than jail. But I really believe
that a lot more people should go to house arrest because that’s where they need to
be controlled in their environment, in their own home. That’s where they need the
help, not in here...You can’t get a much better chance at organizing your life than
house arrest. And I’ve done it; I know it can be done.”

Similar to Julie’s notions of transferring the lessons and skills learned from the program
to affect her life when the structure is removed, “Duane,” a thirty-six-year-old African-
American who works as a night grocer and has a wife and three children, offered the
following when asked to describe his experience on house arrest:

Duane: “Um [pause] it’s very uncomfortable. This is the first time, hopefully the
last, um, it’s uh, it’s an experience of that I feel that I can live by and learn from it,
you know, apply it to my, you know, my life as I go on... I think that uh, as far as me
being, um, prompt. As far as being on time for something and being responsible, uh,
as far as taking care of business. Uh, if [ went and, you know, doing that before,
um, | think it would kind of help me in the future to, uh, you know, to be more
responsible. Uh, more business, as far as taking care business and that sort of
thing.”
Duane’s “taking care of business” evokes the enterprising and autonomous skills necessary
to navigate daily life. He goes on to take personal account of his past behavior and
suggests an ethical narrative in the need to “get a life” (i.e., to govern oneself) or else be
subjected to the disciplinary regime of authorities.
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Duane: “You know, uh, I guess, um, like I said, it’s a valuable lesson. You know, no
one can make my bed for me, [ made it for myself. Whatever I brought on myself
here is basically something that I have to deal with. Learn from it. You know, if you
don’t learn from your mistakes then, uh, better get a life then ‘cause you’ll always
be in a predicament.”

And, asked if he had any final thoughts, Duane turned to the energy, initiative, and ambition

of “enterprise.”
Duane: “It’s not bad, you know, just like with everything else, it can stand some
improvement, on the way they, um, handle some situations. So far, so good with
me. [ want to be honest and just give it one hundred percent. I just hope that the
program’s honest with me and gives me a chance.”

“Chris” is a thirty-two year old European-American male and forklift driver who was

divorced with three kids but living with his parents. Like many of the others, Chris

characterized the program “structure” imposed on him as both constraining and enabling.
Staples: “So you feel it’s effective in terms of watching or controlling you?”
Chris: “Yeah, sure. Yeah, sure it does. It, uh, like I said earlier, it just uh, it’s effective
in, uh, putting structure in your life. Putting, you know, living by a schedule, you
know, instead of just. Basically, I mean it’s not, it is kind of controlling. But, uh, that
could be a good thing in a lot of areas.”

Asked to reflect on the difference between jail and house arrest, Chris said:
Chris: “Uh, basically what 1 get out of it. Instead of being incarcerated in jail,
you’re able to go to your house; you’re able to work like a normal person. You’re
able to do the normal things as long as you have it on your schedule. But, it also
keeps you from going out and, uh, doing the things that got you there in the first
place. Which is for me, DUI. “
Staples: “So is it a blurring between the two?”
Chris: “Yeah, it’s more of, uh, like you know really I think they ought to do it more
often to people. Because instead having someone sit in a jailhouse where they
can’t make money. You know, some people need to be there because their attitude
is, ‘I don’t care - I’m going to go out and do the same thing I did before.” Well, they
need to be in the jail. But a lot of people, you know, realize that they made a
mistake and they can get out and, you know, work and pay off fines or whatever.
Child support, whatever they have. And uh, but at the same time still have structure
in their life and be, you know, on a monitor system where, ‘Hey, we can tell if
you’ve been drinking’ or whatnot. I think it’s a good system.”

Here and below, Chris suggests that those who refuse to submit to authority and remain

recalcitrant need to be incarcerated whereas enterprising and self-governing individuals

can employ the “structure” of the system to their own advantage and satisfy the needs of

their existence through their own powers. He also connects the “structure” to his own

ethical behavior and aspiring self-image:
Chris: “And so uh, it’s a, but it keeps me, ‘What time are you going to be home?’
‘I’1l be home at eleven fifteen,” you know, and that makes me follow my schedule
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to where I have to go out and be back by eleven fifteen. And so, you’re basically
keeping your word.”
Staples: “Any final thoughts?”
Chris: “Well, let me think. Just basically I think it’s a, uh, it’s a good rehabilitation
program. Basically, that’s what I’d call it and uh, as a matter of fact where uh, you
know, being uh, getting structure back in you life and uh living uh, living as you say
you’re going to live. Doing the things you say you’re going to do and uh, kind of uh,
learning to respect authority. Learning to, uh, humbling yourself. Basically, that’s
what I’ve learned from it, and, when I get off in seventeen days, it’s going to take
you know, transfer the structure that I had in this program into my everyday life
when somebody’s not monitoring me everyday. And uh, it helps you in doing that.”
“Justin” is a European-American, twenty-years-old, who works on a landscape crew and
lives with his parents. He was originally assigned to a month house arrest following a
drug conviction but a “hot” UA got him another month. Asked to describe his house
arrest conditions, Justin focused, like many others, on the “structure” of the program but
added that he perceives that the program is reserved for those who have demonstrated
some enterprise and autonomy already. “Right, yeah, it’s pretty relaxed. You got structure
to it. So long as you talk to people you can get the schedule changes you need. It’s not
that bad,” adding “Yeah, it’s more of a deal for people who have, I guess, showed some
kind of promise, you know. And you’ve held some employment for a while you look like
you might possibly be straightening your life up. We just want to keep an eye on you for
a little bit and make sure you’re doing what you’re supposed to be doing.”

“Charles,” an African-American, thirty-two year old who lives with his fiancée works
at sales for a living. He did not reveal what he had done to be sentenced to house arrest
which he had served two weeks of a month sentence when we spoke.

Staples: “Maybe you could just describe for me what it’s like living under house
arrest.”
Charles: “Well, it’s, it beats the alternative, number one. Number two, it’s really not
bad ‘cause you can pretty much, you know, be home to focus on things you need to
focus on. A lot of times, you know when you don’t have those restraints, definitely
things going on and it’s hard to keep up.”
Asked to sum-up his feeling about it, Charles focused on the themes consistent with
enterprise, self-rule, and ethical behavior.
Charles: “The biggest thing about this whole program thing is its accountability. |
mean, if a person’s not used to being accountable for things, that’s probably why
they got in trouble. You know and I think that’s something that maybe relies a lot
on. I got to get back to accountability. I’'m accountable for my actions, I ‘m
accountable for my whereabouts, I’'m accountable for everything I do. And that
falls into responsibility so if you want to be responsible, you have to stay
accountable.”

“Dusty” is a European-American male in his twenties who lives with a brother and

roommate and works at a car wash while trying to complete a technical degree at a local
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community college. He had served more than 60 days on house arrest and says that the

routine of house arrest helps “Keeps me honest.” Asked to elaborate on the idea of house

arrest, Dusty suggested that the social control function actually creates a kind of space,

an “opportunity” for some to reflect on and come to understand themselves.
Dusty: “Well, in my opinion, it’s the type of situation where they’re limiting your
activities so you have an opportunity to think about what you’re going to do where
you have just a little bit of freedom, but also restrictions, keeping you from doing
what you shouldn’t be doing. Kind of see things from that perspective. You know,
you’ll maybe make some proper decisions. That’s where I see it.”

Later in the interview, Dusty declared that he has a course of action and a set of goals for

himself now; a different way of being.
Dusty: “I have a better idea on what I want to do and what I’'m going to change
about myself. [ had a drug problem myself and as far as my hang-up and places
that I hung out, the people I hung out with, and a lot of times, I had a poor use of
time. I just think it’s, think maybe I’ll make some better decisions as far as how I
use my time and where I go... “Oh, you know I understand why they do it and it
seems to make sense to me because uh, you know, I think initially if I wasn’t on it,
maybe, you know, I think being on it I have an opportunity to make some better
decisions. Instead of being just left free from a restrictive environment | have
opportunity, a window to think. I can’t say I like it but I say it’s probably the best
thing for me.”

Finally, we spoke with “Ernie,” a forty-one year old African-American, married, who
works as a general laborer in a factory. He had twice been convicted of drinking and
driving and was half way through a thirty day sentence to house arrest.

Staples: “OK, maybe you could tell me what it’s like living under house arrest.
How do you experience the whole thing?”
Ernie: “It’s, it, it’s better than being here [The Center] and it’s not really that bad.
You know, they call and you don’t have to talk to anyone so you just talk to the
machine which is great, you know, so you just blow in the machine. You know, no
drugs, no alcohol present in the house, which ain’t no problem. I’ve been sober for
over nine years, you know, so I don’t see that as a problem. I go to my AA meetings
and I speak about it and I, you know, and my group is very supportive. Told me if
I have any problems to let them know. My boss is very supportive. He told me he
wanted me to make it through this.”
Ernie, like Julie above, describes the transformative effects of the confessional technology
of the 12-Step Program he participates in. Commenting on his experience at The Center,
Ernie feels that it helped him gain self-control. “Yeah, in The Center, it’s a wonderful
program it’s just you have to deal with so many different attitudes and personalities and
you know, it taught me my patience. That’s one thing this taught me.” And later: “Umm,
like I says, think before you act, think before you act on your impulse thing like I did.”
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In his final comments, Ernie offers his own words on how “modern individuals are not
merely ‘free to choose’ but obliged to be free, to understand and enact their lives in
terms of choice” [38, p. 87] and acquiring the skills to negotiate life’s terms.

Staples: “Any final thoughts about the experience that you want to share?

Ernie: “You should weigh out the consequences ‘cause sometimes you don’t end
up getting lucky like this, you just go to jail. You don’t have the privilege of making
money, you know, and another thing it taught me how to collect my money a little
bit better. I was kind of doing that before, but now I think that I’ve got better at it
‘cause you know, I’ve practiced it for three months. It’s like embedded now.”

Conclusion

The house arrest program we studied may well be seen as a “disciplinary technology,”
intent on the production of “docile bodies” through both “hierarchical observations,”
designed to instill the gaze of authorities in clients, and “normalizing judgments” that set
the behavioral standards to be upheld [14, 44]. As practiced, and as participants have
attested, it is an intrusive, regimented regime of control that is backed up by the constant
threat of incarceration. And yet, rather than simply coerce clients into behaving, this
productive form of disciplinary power operates as a kind of training program intended to
engender certain “self-steering mechanisms” [16] by which participants may come to
experience, understand, judge, and conduct themselves. In this “neo-liberal” model of
governing, subjects are ““...confronted with a field of incentives suggesting ways of utilizing
individual skills and circumstances maximizing their own ‘life chances’ while minimizing
their cost to the state” [47, p. 452].

Did the house arrest clients we interviewed really develop the ostensibly self-governing
qualities they professed to have adopted? Will they go on to be less troublesome citizens,
newly reconstituted liberal democratic subjects? We cannot say; we can only report what
they told us. Goffman [20] suggests that those spending time in institutions tend to internalize
the idea that they will be reformed or will learn something from the experience because
they do not want to think that this time in their life has been simply wasted. These clients
may have adopted a similar stance and want to believe that, despite how difficult they
found the program, they met the challenges and it has changed them for the better.
Furthermore, it may not be a coincidence that the clients who reflected on what they
thought were the more productive qualities of the house arrest program were also the
ones who had spent time in “The Center” and/or participated in various “12 Step” programs.
Were they merely mimicking the therapeutic rhetoric of empowerment and transformation
they had been condition to believe? Or were they just telling us what they thought we
wanted to hear? Both are possible. Regardless, what seems important to us is that the
discourse they have taken on, this narrative of truth they have come to employ to tell the
story of their lives is a crucial link in understanding the ways we are governed by others
and the ways we attempt to govern ourselves.
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