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ABSTRACT  

The spoken discourse of male prisoners and especially their use of epithets, labels and 

categorization reflect the values, identities, social structure and hierarchy among the members of prison 

subculture, and is shown to be a valuable resource for its examination and understanding. 460 hours of 

interviews with 158 male prisoners in Israel provided a linguistic repertoire of over 500 argot words, part 

of it specific to this group. Analysis of excerpts from these interviews, in which the inmates use and 

interpret some of these words, enables the researchers to study the contribution of the argot to the 

reproduction of this subculture and the dynamics of certain aspects of identity construction and the way 

they are shaped through oppositions.   

             The encounter between the formally dominant Hebrew in Israeli prisons and Arabic creates a 

unique language, whose existence supports the endogenous model that offers the prison subculture as a 

phenomenon that develops as a result of the extraordinary reality of prison life. 

KEY WORDS : Prison; subculture; argot; Israel; Hebrew; Arabic; identity; masculinity. 

INTRODUCTION 

Research on jargon of sub-groups, subcultures, or speech communities (Maurer, 1981) from a 

linguistic, sociolinguistic, anthropologic, and sociologic perspectives, has begun more than 6 decades 

ago (Cardozo-Freeman, 1984; Kaminski, 2003; Maurer, 1955, 1981). Nonetheless, relatively few studies 

on jargon/slang have focused on prison inmates and the complex interrelations between the way they 

experience their world and make meaning of that experience and their unique ways of communication 

(Einat, 2006; Einat & Einat, 2000; Encinas, 2001; Kaminski, 2003).  

This article presents the jargon (argot) of male criminal prisoners in Israel as a semiotic system 

that reflects cultural values, identities, social structure and hierarchy among the members of prison’s 

subculture. Like other subcultures (Alatis, 1992; Andersson & Trudgill, 1990; Hebdige, 1985), the 

prison’s subculture uses a specific linguistic repertoire (Crewe, 2009; Einat, 2005; Hensley et al., 2003; 

Shannon et al., 2010) which serves to design norms, behaviors, modes of thinking, in-group membership 

and social statuses. This article is an attempt to delineate prison subculture through an explication of its 
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argot and to study the contribution of the argot to the reproduction of this subculture. The analysis will 

also illustrate the dynamics of certain aspects of identity construction in male prison through discourse. 

Two main complementary socio-linguistic models have been proposed to explain the nature, 

development and unique features of prison jargon. According to the endogenous model (Goffman, 1961; 

Sykes & Messinger, 1977), a novel language is created that assigns names and tags to behavioral patterns 

and roles pertaining to the prison situation. This model suggests that the prison subculture and argot are 

formed “as a reaction to various ‘pains of imprisonment’ and deprivation inmates suffer in captivity 

(Leger & Straton, 1977: 93).” The importation model (Irwin & Cressey, 1977; Irwin, 1985; Thomas & 

Pool, 1975) challenges this view of prison life, arguing that it underestimates the importance of the 

culture that convicts bring with them from the outside. The claim is that in essence, “inmate subcultures, 

norms, and roles are extensions of belief systems and norms to which prisoners had subscribed to prior to 

entering prison, and the inmate subculture mirrors prisoners’ perception social and personal 

characteristics” (Goodstein & Wright, 1989: 234). It is argued that behavioral and linguistic patterns, 

together with their unique meanings, form part of a more general criminal code that is imported into the 

prison.  

We will address this question through the exploration of the argot used by Israeli prisoners, analysis of 

its Hebrew and Arabic elements and their combination, and its reflection and/or construction of inmates' 

worldviews, beliefs, and attitudes about their existential condition.  

Summarizing our basic results at the onset, we found that Israeli prisons provide a linguistic 

repertoire of over 500 argot words, relating to the inmates' subculture main dimensions such as prisoner 

status, masculinity, violence, and nicknames for police officers and prison staff. The highest levels of 

intensity and attention were found for 'adherence to the inmate code and loyalty to fellow prisoners', 

followed by 'perception of masculinity'. Additionally, in accordance with the ethnic ratio of criminal 

inmates in Israeli prisons which is significantly different than the ethnic ratio in the general Israeli 

population (53% Israeli Jews - 46% Israeli Arabs1; 79.4% Jews - 20.6% Arabs, respectively) 

(http://www.cbs.gov.il/ts/ID0efc2d14ba10aa, 2011), Arabic2 appears to play a major role in Israeli 

prisons' argot and exert great influence. 265 of the 500 argot terms revealed in the study were identified 

as having been loaned from Arabic or showing an Arabic influence of some kind Yet, given that all 

prisoners must acquire a certain level of fluency in Hebrew due to its identification and acknowledgment 

as the official spoken and written language in Israeli prisons and the need to maintain a reasonable level 

of communications with staff, peers and others, the encounter between Arabic and the formal dominant 

status of Hebrew appears to be a predictor of the development of a mixed, new jargon, in accordance 

with the endogenous model. 

  

                                                           
1
 Other ethnic groups are non-Jewish and non-Arabic immigrants or citizens from Ethiopia, Asia, Ex-

Soviet-Union, and the United State (www.shabas.gov.il/Data/data.asp, 2011). 
2
 Here and henceforth, the term ‘Arabic’ refers to the Palestinian dialect of Arabic spoken in Israel. 
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THE PRISON SUBCULTURE 

Many researchers have presented the power of total institutions in general and prison in 

particular as cruel and harmful (Goffman, 1961; Goodstein & Wright, 1989; Sykes, 1958). The rigid 

security-punitive reality that is typical of prison life and the objective and subjective hardships and 

deprivations that the inmates suffer upon entering prison impede how they function within it (Kaminski, 

2003; Timor, 1998). From his very first moment of incarceration, the prison may be subjected to 

humiliating trials that test his stamina in situations of tension, stress and threat, his tolerance to pain, his 

self-confidence, alertness, cleverness and humor (Goffman, 1961; Kaminski, 2003), which frequently 

end in injury, violence and social isolation (Johnson & Toch, 2000; Kaminski, 2003).  

It is argued, nonetheless, that many prisoners view the prison as their home for the duration of 

their incarceration and thus attribute considerable significance to the events that occur in prison and seek 

out positions of strength and influence within it (Van Torgeren & Klebe, 2010). In addition, the prisoners 

acknowledge that their since peers are their only friends in prison, belonging is a necessary condition if 

they are to receive any assistance and guidance from them (Winfree et al., 2002). According to Wolf et 

al. (2003), the reality of life in prison intensifies the “collective self,” encourages cohesiveness and 

mutual help and develops collective functionality. 

A significant outcome of the aforementioned psycho-social reality is the creation of – and 

socialization to – an informal code of conduct. This code denies the values of society at large, along with 

its accepted behaviors, incorporates alternative (criminal) morals, norms and ways of behaviors, and 

creates a profound and relentless offensive-defensive position vis-à-vis the prison’s formal laws and the 

behavioral norms of its employees (Hensley et al., 2003; Irwin, 1985). For inmates, the code of conduct 

represents a collective and functional means for coping with the prison environment (Fisher, 1990; 

Goffman, 1961) and alleviating the overall physical and psychological suffering caused by the “pains of 

imprisonment” (Farrington, 1994; Jones, 1988; Sykes, 1958; Toch, 1992). This code gives the inmates a 

foothold, something that diminishes the frustration caused by their incarceration, strengthens their anti-

establishment feelings and develops in them a psychological condemnation of the establishment and 

society as a whole, of which prison is representative (Einat & Hassin, 1999). The code of conduct 

represents solidarity, cohesiveness and their anti-establishment approach, and obeying it represents a 

mechanism of “rejecting the rejecters” (Irwin, 1985) and a symbol of domination and “ownership of 

power” (Crewe, 2005). It provides an informal means to attain power and status in prison, and offers 

laws, roles and behavioral structures that mitigate the feeling of social rejection, loss of status and the 

diminishing of self-worth.  

Inmates must demonstrate conformity to and support of the code. A deviation from it may be 

seen as evidence of “treason,” of collaboration with the establishment and a weakening of the prisoner’s 

spirit, leading to severe sanctions towards him on the part of the other inmates.  

According to Ross & Richards (2002), the unwritten prison code of conduct says that the inmate 

must be loyal to the other prisoners as a group and must never inform on another prisoner or cooperate 
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with the prison staff in any way. He must focus, as far as is possible, on his own personal matters, not 

attract attention, pass the time on his own without bothering other prisoners. He must be careful of what 

he says, behave courteously, avoid friction and not take advantage of other prisoners. At the same time, 

he must show confidence and lack of fear of others, toughness and serenity, and to be willing to back up 

these messages with action when needed. He must refrain from fights and physical altercations in the 

prison, but should such a phenomenon occur, he must not back away. 

Part of the prisoners’ code is related to the inmates’ visible daily behavior, and can be identified 

relatively easily by observing the reciprocal relations between the inmates. Another part of the code is 

hidden and far more difficult to observe. The basic means to learn about and maintain the code of 

conduct is through mastery of the language and communications, because the code is transmitted mainly 

by means of the argot, the prisoners’ jargon (Gambetta, 2001). The vocabulary that makes up the argot is 

partially secret, and only the prison population is privy to its meaning.  

ARGOT – THE PRISON'S JARGON 

Like other subcultures (Force, 2009; Williams & Copes, 2005), the prisoners’ subculture 

provides a framework of activities, experiences and social labeling (Hensley et al., 2003; Windzio, 

2006). The main part of this activity is conditioned on the ability of the group to classify its various 

components and name them (Thornton & Skalnik, 1993). Consequently, the activity of the group is not a 

chance aggregation of events, but rather a series of actions that have been classified and labeled by 

means of language. These labels offer characterization and interpretation of the unique problems, 

difficulties, and experiences that inmates live through (Crewe, 2009; Einat & Einat, 2000; Encinas, 

2001), and provide names for behavioral patterns and social roles that typify prison life (Bondeson, 

1989). The argot then reflects attitudes, beliefs, needs and philosophies, which dominates and guides the 

behavior of its users (Cardozo-Freeman, 1984; Maurer, 1981; Timor & Weiss, 2008). Since mastery of 

the argot represents an important index for the degree of a prisoner’s assimilation into the prison 

subculture (Einat, 2005; Encinas, 2001), a great deal of pressure is put to bear on the inmate to learn it 

(Rommetveit, 1995). Experienced prisoners live and think within the framework defined by the argot 

(Bondeson, 1989), use its vocabulary fluently and can smoothly switch between conventional terms and 

their argot counterparts.  

The term argot was first coined in the 16th century and the original meaning of the word is 

“guild of beggars” or “thieves’ dialect” (Maurer, 1981). This type of language is argued to be “a 

complete language, capable of describing the world from the prison perspective” (Kaminski, 2003: 103). 

The argot is characterized by creativity and imagination and abounds in figurative language, humor and 

irony. Highly charged situations are often presented humorously, in order to reduce their level of severity 

and make them tolerable. These characteristics crucially impact the speed at which they spread among 

the prisoner community (Garabedian, 1963; Kaminski, 2003).  
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IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION THROUGH LANGUAGE 

Identity, defined as “the social positioning of self and others” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005: 586), is 

recently considered to be a dialogic, dynamic and flexible phenomenon, something that is constituted 

through social action, and especially through language. Most researchers reject the view of identity as 

based on pre-existing categories such as gender, ethnicity or religion, and argue for “a relational and 

sociocultural phenomenon that emerges and circulates in local discourse contexts of interaction, rather 

than as a stable structure located in the individual psyche or in fixed social categories” (Bucholtz & Hall, 

2005: 585-586).   

The discursive construction of identity is performed, like any other discursive act, in context. 

Contexts, defined as mental constructs of relevant aspects of social situations, influence what people say 

and how they say it. (Van Dijk, 2006: 165). The notion of symbolization focuses on the processes 

through which features of the ambient environment “take on particular meaning, becoming objects of 

orientation that elicit specifiable feelings and actions” (Snow, 2001: 371). It is no less important, 

however, to take into account the ways in which “symbols and the meanings they convey are often, 

perhaps routinely, embedded in and reflective of existing cultural and organizational contexts and 

systems of meaning” (Snow, 2001: 371). Thus, on the one hand, it is not the ‘objective’ gender, class, 

ethnicity or power that controls the production or comprehension of text and talk, but how participants 

interpret, represent and make use of such ‘external’ constraints, and especially how they do so in situated 

interaction (Van Dijk, 2006: 163). On the other hand, one should not ignore the importance of the 

routinization of meanings and the ways in which they become taken for granted (Snow, 2001: 372).  

         From this, it follows that identities, attitudes and values can be studied not only by means of one-

time speech events, but also through linguistic structures that have become a fixed part of the subculture, 

and provide the members of the in-group with a conceptual, moral and emotional framework. Indexical 

processes, among them the overt mention of identity categories, labels and epithets (King & Clarke, 

2002) are direct means of instantiating identities. Labeling and categorization are understood as social 

actions, and their circulation within an ongoing discourse provides important information about identity 

construction (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Enander, 2010) and might reflect the ideas, values, beliefs and 

attitudes around which the culture is organized and designed. 

The relations between language, values and identities appear to be crucial for social life in 

prison in two distinct aspects: (a) language enables the categorization of various subcultural subject 

matters and hierarchies in prison. Consequently, it helps the inmate to define his own identity and the 

identities of his peers and to develop a moral stance toward the behavior of the latter (Kaminski, 2003). 

(b) Mastery of language reflects one’s belonging to the prison subculture. Upon entering prison, the 

inmate quickly learns that various aspects of his life outside prison are irrelevant to the reality of prison 

life (Schmid & Jones, 1991), and that in order to become a full member in his new community he needs 

to embrace a new code of conduct (Gideon et al., 2010). A necessary condition for the successful 
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socialization into the new community is mastery of language and communication (Cardozo-Freeman, 

1984; Timor & Weiss, 2008).  

By analyzing texts provided by speakers experienced in the prison’s subculture, we aim at 

showing how members of the subculture shape their identities, social statuses and relationships with 

peers through the repeated employment of exclusive linguistic usages. 

METHODOLOGY  

Method 

In order to explore the argot (slang; jargon; ways of speaking) used by Israeli prisoners, and to 

analyze prisoners' norms, values, beliefs, subculture, and attitudes they hold about their existential 

condition – as reflected by it, we utilized a flexible research design (Briggs 1986). This methodology 

enables access to unpredicted subject matters and helps to examine the subject matter from the 

perspective of the research sample (Silverman 1993), the inmates here. We used qualitative methodology 

and phenomenological semi-structured interviews to collect and analyze information from the 

participants. In the final stage of the analysis, we generalized the findings, identifying the main trends 

that emerged from the inmates’ descriptions, attitudes, and analyses of their subculture and their 

experiences (Stake 1995). Such an approach enabled us to incorporate unexpected contents, 

accommodating data as they emerged, thereby enhancing the quality and authenticity of the findings.  

Research Tool 

The qualitative semi-structured interview was found as the most appropriate research tool in 

order to obtain the main objectives of the research. This type of interview is based on general guidelines 

to ensure that all interviewees would be subjected to similar stimuli, thereby allowing a common base for 

data analysis (Maruna 2001). In an effort to ensure consistency of the interviews, we have facilitated 

each conversation. As resultant from the flexible method of questioning, the design of the interview was 

modified as new findings had emerged (Rubin & Rubin 1995). Although such an interview maintains a 

subjective framework, it enables both interviewer and interviewee to correct misunderstandings or 

vagueness during the course of the interview. This flexibility contributes to the quality and credibility of 

the interview (Briggs 1986; Suchman & Jordan 1990).  

SAMPLE  

           A sample of 158 adult male criminal inmates (1.26% of the 12,576 criminal prisoner in the Israeli 

Prison System; www.shabas.gov.il/Shabas/TIPUL_PRISONER/Prisoners+info/prisoners_bitahoni.htm, 

2011) was randomly selected for the study.  The prisoners were incarcerated in 7 prisons, randomly 

selected from the 33 prisons in Israel (www.shabas.gov.il/Prisons/prisons.asp, 2011). Eighty-five of the 

inmates were recruited from four maximum-security prisons, 53 from two medium-security prisons, and 

20 from one minimum-security prison. Of the inmates who participated in the study, 15.8% had been 

sentenced for murder, 25.2% for sexual offenses, 13.6% for drug offenses, 13.7% for theft, 8.4% for 

assault, 3.2% for fraud and 4.2% for blackmail.  The age of the participants ranged from 22 to 65. 
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Assuming that proficiency of argot relates to an understanding and knowledge of prison life 

(O’Donnell, 2004), all the participants that were selected to the study were serving at least two years in 

prison or had been imprisoned twice or more.  

Seven participants were dropped from the study at their request. The subjects were informed of 

the purpose of the study and how it would be carried out prior to the interviews and willingly signed an 

informed consent form. 

PROCEDURE 

An approval to conduct interviews with the inmates of the seven prisons has been received from 

the Research Authority of Israel Prison Service (IPS) and The Israeli Police and Prison Service 

Ombudsman. The list of all relevant participants3 was then delivered to the researchers by the Israel 

Prison Service's Head of the Prisoners' Department. Over the course of the following two months, the 

researchers met with all the inmates randomly selected to the study in their prison facilities, explained the 

nature and general objectives the study (i.e., analyzing Israeli inmates' subculture) and requested 

voluntary participation. The confidentiality of the interviews was ensured, and all participants signed an 

official informed consent form, provided by the IPS. This agreement included a statement from the 

inmate declaring his voluntary agreement to participate in the study, acknowledging that he may 

withdraw from the study at any time.  

In the six months that followed, the researchers (two PhD, senior-lecturers in the fields of 

linguistics and criminology – a women and a man – aged 50 and 46 respectively) jointly conducted 460 

hours of in-depth semi-structured interviews with the 158 participants. The interviews were held in the 

education wings of the respective prisons during the inmates' spare time in the mornings and afternoons, 

each session lasting approximately 2.5 hours.  

The interviews with the participants were scheduled a week in advance. On the days of the 

interviews, the researchers were accompanied to the educational wing by correctional officers. The 

inmate scheduled for an interview was escorted from his cell to the educational wing. Nonetheless, no 

correctional officer was present during any of the interviews. To ensure the participants safety, they were 

not allowed to leave the educational wing unaccompanied by prison wardens. Interviewees were 

encouraged to share their prison experiences, their pains of imprisonment, their world of concepts, and 

their philosophy with the interviewers, in their own special words, terms, and their cultural meaning. The 

interviews were performed in a setting conducive to a sense of interpersonal involvement: the two 

researchers and a single participant were sitting by themselves in a large, comfortable room. There were 

no interruptions during the session, and the atmosphere was calm and amicable.  

All interviews were held in Hebrew, and were audio recorded with the consent of the 

interviewees. Recordings were preferred to note-taking for several reasons: (a) Detailed note-taking can 

distract both the interviewers and the participants, disrupting the conversation; (b) It is mentally 

                                                           
3
 Adult inmates serving at least two years in prison or have been imprisoned twice or more. 
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exhausting for the interviewer to listen intently while taking accurate notes; (c) Separating data collection 

from analysis may assist the researcher in avoiding premature conclusions before data-collection is 

completed. In contrary, taking notes requires the researcher to make judgments about what is important 

during the interview; and (d) as with any other research effort, the original data should be complete and 

intact, to ensure that the researchers, or any of their peers, could refer back to it if necessary (Doyle 

2001).  

DATA ANALYSIS 

In light of their essentially qualitative nature, the data were subjected to content analysis 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Weber, 2001). In order to analyze and code the data, interviews were studied 

extensively. Themes within the inmates’ responses emerged naturally, with emphasis being placed on the 

idea that weight was not given to any preconceived themes that the researchers may harbor. The 

transcript data was, therefore, analyzed thematically first, and only after themes were identified, were 

they examined in light of the questions already identified. 

Two measures were employed to assess the salience of the argot content areas: (a) attention, 

provided by the frequency of words and expressions pertaining to a given category or topic, and (b) 

intensity, assessed by the importance assigned to a given category or topics as reflected by its 

connotation and the number of terms assigned to it (Krippendorff, 1980; Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). 

The analysis is, therefore, essentially thematic and based on categorization of content areas. 

In order to illustrate the saliency of prison argot and the themes that emerged, selected 

quotations from the inmates’ replies are being presented throughout the findings section of the paper.   

FINDINGS 

In this section, we focus on those terms that are relevant to the relations between language, 

values and identities; these terms reflect the stances or attitudes of inmates toward the faithfulness to the 

prisoners' code of conduct, and masculinity. 

Examination of the data that had emerged from the interviews reveals over 500 argot terms 

relating to several dimensions of inmates' subculture such as adherence to the inmates' code of conduct, 

prisoner status, and perceptions of manhood.  

LOYALTY TO THE CODE OF CONDUCT  

Two of the principal norms in the prisoners’ code of conduct in Israel (and in most prison codes 

of conduct in the Western world; Einat & Einat, 2000; Trulson et al., 2010) are intra-group loyalty and 

faithfulness to the code of conduct. Violation of the code is perceived as “treason” or “collaboration with 

the enemy” and is thus penalized by a variety of sanctions (Ross & Richards, 2002). A prisoner who 

violates the norm of loyalty among prisoners is labeled with derogatory epithets. Labeling a prisoner as 

an informer or a collaborator with the prison authorities is not something that is done casually. The label 

will become emblematic of that prisoner’s status and social role and will shape the positions of and 



   105 Words, Values  and  Identities:The Israeli Argot (Jargon) of  Prisoners 

 

treatment by his fellow prisoners towards him and sometimes, his own future behavior too. This is a 

sociolinguistic process in four stages: At the first stage, the inmate is “convicted” by his fellow convicts 

in cooperation with the prison authorities. At the second stage, he is labeled with humiliating, demeaning 

names in accordance with the form that his ill-advised behavior has taken. At the third stage, he is 

punished for his “deviant” behavior and his social role is shaped as a “traitor.” At the fourth stage, the 

prisoner internalizes the label of “traitor” and adopts appropriate behavioral patterns.  

At least ten different argot terms have been identified as names that serve to label prisoners 

identified as informers. Some of them relate directly to the act of informing and illustrate it in a figurative 

manner. Thus, for example, there is the epithet musician, an expansion of the verb lezamer (lit. to sing = 

to inform), a well-known slang expression in Hebrew, which has its source in Yiddish (Ben-Amotz, 1974: 

84). On the other hand, the Hebrew words megalgel (lit. to roll = a prisoner who cooperates with the 

prison authorities and who consequently cannot be trusted) and patzua (lit. wounded = a prisoner who has 

“sold his soul” to the Prison Service or the police) are specific to the prison argot and cannot be found in 

regular Hebrew slang dictionaries.  

Other words are those that serve both as general derogatory names and as specific descriptions   

for informers and traitors. A prevalent term is the form manayek, which is the Arabic plural form of the 

word manyak (Ben-Amotz, 1974: 222). Manyak is also prevalent in general Israeli slang to refer to a 

malicious or immoral individual (Ben-Amotz, 1974: 223). In Israeli military slang, the plural form 

manayek is used to refer to the military police, and in the prison argot it serves both as a cognomen for all 

corrections officers and police in general, as well as a general label for a lowlife, and specifically for an 

informer.  

The term wisekh originally comes from the Arabic word wiskh, which means dirty or immoral 

(Ben-Amotz, 1974: 117). In prison argot, it serves both as a general derogatory name, as well as a specific 

label for an informer. The addition of a vowel sound between the two final consonants is a result of 

adapting the Arab word to the Hebrew phonological system. Another relevant term is partyoner for a 

prisoner who cannot be relied on. It is apparently derived from the word partya (from English: party), 

which is defined in Dan Ben-Amotz’s slang dictionary (1982: 325) as “treason.”  

A longtime slang word in Hebrew is the word shtinker, originally from Yiddish, which means 

stinker and refers to an informer (Rosenthal, 2005: 366). In the prison argot, it is used both as a general 

derogatory name as well as to refer to the specific meaning of a police informer.  

In interviews with prisoners, these terms came up repeatedly, with the speakers themselves 

explaining the meaning of these labels in relation to the code of conduct of prison. The speaker in Excerpt 

1 is D, aged 34, who is in prison for the first time, serving a 14-year sentence.    

  EXCERPT 1 

Manyakim, they’re all shtinkers-informers. I can’t accept one prisoner badmouthing 

another. It goes against all the rules of the game. An inmate needs to behave like an inmate and a 
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CO like a CO.  

The use of the first person “I” emphasizes the moral stance taken by the speaker in relation to the 

prison’s code of conduct and positions him as someone who observes the code. This positioning is 

performed by means of the contrast to the form “all,” which relates to those others whose behavior he 

condemns. On the other hand, in the following excerpt, the word “everyone” serves inclusively, in order 

to include the speaker within the group of prisoners who observe the code and to condemn those who 

deviate from it. The speaker is A, in his late 20s, serving his third term in prison, this time, five years for 

property crimes.  

EXCERPT 2 

If someone in the prison is called a wisekh, that means that you can’t trust him. That person 

doesn’t know what’s flying and can’t keep his mouth shut. A prisoner like that has proved to 

everyone that he is a partyoner, and then he’s worthless.  

The ephitets wisekh and partyoner serve the speaker to label those whose behavior is 

unacceptable, and in this way to frame his own identity and position himself as one who does not belong 

to that inferior group, but rather is someone who conforms to the prison’s code of conduct.  

We can learn about the social significance and dangers of verbal labeling from the words of the 

following speaker, M, who is 31 years old and serving his second sentence, this time seven years for drug 

trafficking and use:  

EXCERPT 3 

Interviewer: What would happen if another prisoner said that you are a manyak, or if he badmouthed 

you?  

Interviewee: In the prison, you don’t say manyak about someone, because if you do, he’ll have to 

take revenge, otherwise everyone will treat him like a manyak, that is, ‘not worth spit.’ So if some 

wisekh badmouths me and calls me that, I can do whatever I like [...] and no one can interfere or 

protect him, because both he and everyone knows that he had it coming to him.  

According to the comments by the last speaker, a violent response to an attempt at verbal labeling is 

consequently considered legitimate. This is an indication of the potential power of labeling and its 

significance for the person who may be labeled. Here too, the word “everyone” serves to express the 

speaker’s solidarity and identification with the group’s shared norms. In the following excerpt, the 

pronoun “we” is used to achieve the same effect (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). The speaker is D, 40 years 

old, serving a third sentence for property crimes.  

EXCERPT 4 

We don’t ask inmates what crimes they committed on the outside, and do not decide if they 

are good guys or manayekim accordingly.  
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The comments from the last speaker offer an interesting claim, that the identity of a person in 

prison and his affiliation to one group or another are not determined based on “outside” categories, such 

as ethnic origins, religion, social status outside prison or the type of crime the prisoner committed (with 

the exception of a certain type of crime, as we shall see below). More than that these comments made by 

D necessarily describing the objective reality of prison life, they can be interpreted as a reflection of the 

speaker’s own position in regard to the importance and centrality of behaving according to the code. N, 

40, serving his second four-year prison term, also expresses this point of view:  

EXCERPT 5 

The status of an inmate in prison has nothing to do with the type of offense he committed. 

Except manyakim who raped kids and women, anyone could be a melech (= king) or wisekh, 

depending on his way of behaving. Some inmates have committed murders outside [the prison 

facility] but are considered to be jeda’im (= mentally strong and loyal) in prison. They assist other 

inmates and do not snitch or mesanjer (= turn into slaves) their peers and, accordingly, are respected 

by most inmates. 

These words express other norms and behaviors that are admired, especially mutual assistance 

and refraining from exploiting others. The verb mesanjer is used in general Hebrew slang too, and is 

apparently derived from the English messenger. Other forms include the noun sanjar or sanjer, which 

means a pawn, a worker or a prisoner who runs errands for others, and who is at the bottom of the prison 

hierarchy (Rosenthal, 2005, 226). To lesanjer others consequently means to put them to work for you and 

make them subject to your authority. As can be seen in Excerpt 5, behaving this way towards other 

prisoners is not thought to be something that earns respect.  

    The origins of the word jeda’, used by prisoner N in excerpt 5, is in the Arab word jada’, known   

for decades in general Hebrew slang. It means someone who has physical and mental fortitude is 

independent and courageous; however, in general Hebrew slang, this is a name usually applied to a 

woman (Prolog, 1993: 38). The reason for this is apparently the fact that the final consonant is a guttural 

consonant that is not pronounced by most Hebrew speakers, and consequently sounds to them as if the 

word ends in the vowel -a, which is the most common morpheme to mark the feminine in Hebrew. The 

fact that this word serves in the argot to mark positive masculinity (as we shall see in the next section) is 

apparently indicative of the extensive influence that Arabic speakers have on the Israeli argot. Arabic 

speakers, who unlike the Hebrew speakers do express the final guttural consonant, do not view this word 

as applying to women.  

      Additional features and behaviors, both admired and condemned, are described in the following 

excerpt,      in which the speaker explains the term ra’is, an Arabic word that in the prison argot means 

leader, boss or supreme arbiter. D, 52, now serving a 50-month prison term, says: 
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 EXCERPT 6 

Even tsiftsifim (lit. twitterers, birds = physically small or weak) could be ra’isim as long as 

they have rosh gadol (lit. big head = cleverness, intelligence) and they do not melahlehim (= 

humiliate, mortify) their peers. These are men who know when to talk and when to shut up. You will 

never see them noflim al halashim (lit. falling on the weak); in short – ra’isim.  

         It is interesting to see that the speaker in this excerpt uses the term ra’isim twice. In the first 

occurrence, it appears to refer to the meaning of ‘leader’ or ‘arbiter,’ i.e. a mark of status of social 

standing in prison. However, in the second occurrence at the end of the excerpt, the same term appears to 

sum up the characteristics enumerated earlier as those that are deserving of a positive moral stance. The 

term noflim al halashim denotes improper behavior involving the exploitation of the weaker prisoners, as 

we saw earlier in Excerpt 5 above. Characteristics such as wisdom and control over their words (knowing 

what and what not to say, to whom and when) are also noted in this context. The importance of this last 

trait is also expressed in Excerpt 2 above, through the expression “can’t keep his mouth shut,” to describe 

behavior that is condemned in prison. The double use of the word ra’is by the speaker, both to mark the 

social status as well as to mark a list of characteristics and behaviors is indicative of the importance of the 

code of conduct, and associates observance of the code with the honor and status that follow.  

As noted, some of the interviewees stated that social status in prison is not determined based on 

the crime that the inmate committed. However, in reference to Excerpt 5 above, we will see that the 

utterance, “Except manyakim who raped kids and women” hints that in reality, this is not so. The prison 

subculture in Israel, similar to those in the Western world as a whole, involves a clear hierarchy of crimes. 

It is based on this hierarchy that the appropriate behavioral responses to the perpetrators of the crimes and 

those who violate values and norms are determined. Crimes involving the rape of children and pedophilia 

in general are considered the most serious and contemptible, followed by, in descending order, rape in 

general, incest, harming weak populations (the elderly, children, the handicapped), and crimes against 

state security. Inmates that belong to these populations represent a kind of “outcasts among the outcasts,” 

and become a constant target of victimization (Peek, 2004; Sapp & Vaughn, 1990).  

This population of prisoners is labeled with the most severe and emotionally charged epithets, 

which in addition to being humiliating and demeaning, become for these inmates the symbol of their 

prison status and determine their social position for most (if not all) of the duration of their incarceration. 

The loathing the other inmates harbor for sex offenders is illustrated in Excerpt 7. The speaker is D, who 

is serving his first, very long sentence for manslaughter: 

EXCERPT 7 

Prisoners hate sex offenders, because whoever commits crimes like that is a filthy manyak. You 

look at them and think: What perverts they are, what coccinelles (= faggots) that need to hurt poor weak 

women and kids. And if you think about what they could have done to your family, you… you feel like 

killing them. Everyone in prison, doesn’t matter what they’re in for, hates them.  
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 The use of the second-person masculine singular form ata (“indefinite ‘you’”; see 

Maitland & Wilson, 1987: 497) is frequently employed in Hebrew to emotionally distance the speaker 

from the experience (Tobin & Stern-Perez, 2009). By using this form, the speaker’s personal thoughts and 

feelings serve to represent the general philosophy and hierarchy of values shared by the group. Hurting 

women and children is described as harming the weak, which runs counter to the prison code of conduct. 

The use of the label coccinelle in this excerpt is indicative of the perception of this behavior as being non-

masculine (this subject, along with the term coccinelle, will be discussed below).  

 The speaker in Excerpt 8 (B, having served six of the 8.5 years he was sentenced to) 

describes the loathing for sex offenders as a social norm. He expresses solidarity with the shared code by 

means of the phrases “I and all the guys here” and “here with us,” which express an internalization of life 

in prison as a home, a reference environment and source of strength.  

EXCERPT 8 

I and all the guys here despise rapists and manyakim who hurt old people outside. They are not 

worth anything in here with us.  

This speaker too groups sex offenders together with criminals who have committed offenses 

against the elderly, those who he terms manyakim. This is yet another expression of the moral stance that 

abhors harm being caused to weak and helpless populations. The contempt for prisoners that committed 

these offenses is illustrated in N’s comments in Excerpt 9, which discusses a certain prisoner, whose 

complete isolation and ostracism by all the other prisoners is especially conspicuous. N is a career 

criminal, who is serving his ninth term in prison for property and drug crimes. 

EXCERPT 9 

You see that manyak over there? That manyak got three years for robbing the elderly, and all he 

took was 1000 shekels for drugs. But you know, he didn’t play it asli (= cool) and break into a grocery 

store. Instead, he attacked hasrei yesha (= helpless) elderly people. Why? Isn’t there enough money in the 

banks or shops? What’s the big idea of lipol al halashim (= attacking the weak)? That’s why it’s a good 

idea for him to be a darwish (= a quiet and uninvolved prisoner), otherwise we’ll finish him off.  

The speaker contrasts robbing the elderly with breaking into a store or bank, presenting the latter 

as a legitimate action that conforms to the accepted code of conduct in prison. The term asli that he uses is 

borrowed from the Arabic (atzli), and means cool, first rate (Ben-Amotz, 1982, 26). In the prison argot 

too, it serves as a positive epithet and as praise. The phrase hasrei yesha (= helpless) that he uses to refer 

to the elderly is interesting from another respect: It is a relatively high-register collocation in Hebrew, and 

is the accepted legal term for this type of victim. The use of this register on the background of the 

speaker’s vernacular intensifies the negative emotional feelings that he expresses towards the act of 

harming the elderly. The use of the plural “we” in the last sentence seemingly reflects the moral stance of 

the entire reference group towards such acts.  
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The interview excerpts that we analyze in this section, which describe the code of conduct in 

prison, are peppered with argot terms and other utterances that are related to the ways in which the 

concept of masculinity is perceived in this cultural and social context. In the next sub-section, we will 

examine the linguistic design of male identity in prison through these terms and utterances, along with its 

connection to the prison’s subculture.  

MASCULINITY: BEING 'A MAN' IN PRISON 

Recent works on gender identity assume that “doing gender” (West & Zimmerman, 1987) is an 

ongoing act of performance (Baxter, 2009; Chun, 2001; Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2003; Gomez, 2010; 

Hendricks, 2009; Kaplan, 2005; Korobov, 2007). “Gender has constantly to be reaffirmed and publicly 

displayed by repeatedly performing particular acts in accordance with the cultural norms […] which 

define ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’” (Cameron, 1999: 420-421). Masculine identity should constantly 

be performed and negotiated, while one produces and reproduces “what it entails to ‘do masculinity’ in 

relation to the surrounding culture and social structures.” (Andersson, 2008: 140).  

Identities always acquire social meaning in relation to other available identity positions and other 

social actors (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). In defining what one is not, the own category is explored in a more 

in-depth way (Van De Meiroop, 2009: 732). Masculine identity is often constructed through designing an 

opposition between what is considered being ‘a man’ and what is considered being ‘a non-man’ 

(Andersson, 2008) or an ‘antithesis of man’ (Cameron, 1999).  

For some men, in certain cultures, the only perceived available way of expressing and validating 

masculinity is through the use of violence or by signaling a capacity for violence (DeKeseredy & 

Schwartz, 2005: 362). There is, however, no simple standard of being a man that guides every man’s 

behavior, including the use of violence (Messerschmidt, 1993), and the relations between masculinity and 

violence should be considered culturally dependent. (Andersson, 2008: 141). 

In the prison subculture, violence is dominant in the power relations between the inmates (Wolff 

& Shi, 2009). For most of the prisoners, physical strength, courage, toughness, violence, honor and the 

ability to coerce behavior on another prisoner represent legitimate tools to achieve status and control 

(Ireland, 2000). Consequently, except for a few exceptional cases, the physically strong are also the 

socially strong.  

The inability or lack of success on the part of a prisoner to internalize and apply the norms of 

behavior regarding the willingness to fight and the ability to manage on his own, without help from the 

prison staff (Kaminski, 2003; King & McDermott, 1990) is expressed in his being labeled with 

demeaning and humiliating feminine names, and in the fact that he ultimately assumes the role of the 

weak (Adams, 1992).  

The fear of becoming a victim or the target of derision and contempt is a dominant element in 

the prisoner’s behavior, and often causes him to behave in an especially aggressive manner in order to 

prove his masculinity (Ross & Richards, 2002). The struggle over the right labeling is a cruel one whose 
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outcome can crucially impact the prisoner’s quality of life, as described by A, aged 36, who is serving a 

fourth prison term for property crimes.  

Excerpt 10: 

   When I went to prison for the first time, one of the ustazim came up to me and said that he really 

like my gym shoes and that tomorrow he was coming to take them. When I refused, he explained that 

there is no such thing as saying no to him, and that he was only coming to borrow them for an indefinite 

period of time. Well, I was young and I didn’t know what to do. During the night, another prisoner came 

up to me and told me not to give him the shoes, even if that prisoner should hit me or stab me, because if I 

don’t “play the game,” everyone will treat me like a cocci (= weak) and exploit me. The next day, when 

that prisoner came up to me, even before he had the opportunity to ask me for the shoes, I pulled out a shiv 

and cut his face. So it’s true that I also got facial cuts, and it’s true that straight from the clinic, I was 

thrown into solitary, but I played the jeda, and since then everyone has shown me respect. 

The term ustaz that appears here means ‘leader’ in the Israeli argot, but is originally an Arabic     

word that means teacher or educated person (Rosenthal, 2005: 8). The connection to the original meaning 

of the word shows that violence and physical strength, as important as they are, are not the only source of 

social status and means to control others. While it is true that the prison leaders control by means of 

strength, they also excel in loyalty and shared values, self-control and wisdom, and they give those around 

them a feeling of confidence and calm. They are prisoners with physical and mental fortitude, who are 

able to remain strong in a place where other prisoners show weakness. These prisoners do not exert their 

strength unnecessarily, and only do so against those who violate the prison code of conduct. Admiration 

for these masculine qualities is also expressed in Excerpt 11. The speaker is R, 34, serving in prison for the 

first time, a seven-year term: 

 EXCERPT 11 

You see prisoner A? He’s one of our ustazim. You can sit with him face to face, talk and 

tell him everything, and he – like a living vault, will not whistle (= release) or reveal anything. Even 

if they put him in solitary, cut him up, threaten or terrorize him, nothing will move him. He will 

never open (= expose), or lose his temper.  

Understating the importance of physical strength also comes up explicitly in the words of the 

speaker in Excerpt 6 above, in which he emphasizes the value of the other qualities that a leader needs 

above that of physical strength. Moreover, to have physical strength and the willingness to use violence 

does not mean unlimited use of this power. A number of argot terms, such as loco (Spanish: crazy) and 

cowboy (borrowed from English) are specifically used to negatively label prisoners who have a high 

propensity for violence and aggression and use violence frequently and in an uncontrolled manner. 

Another aspect of this question is the attitude towards those who harm the weak, which repeatedly comes 

up in the remarks of many of the speakers, for example in Excerpts 6-9 above. It appears that, like the 

situation that was documented by Andersson (2008) and Van De Meiroop (2009: 733), in the prison 
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subculture too, it is impossible to establish and maintain a masculine position by attacking a weaker or 

defenseless person (Andersson, 2008: 156; Hearn & whitehead, 2006). 

Using one’s strength to harm the weak is then considered behavior that is held in low regard and 

is the target of contempt. An interesting term in this context is that of coccinelle, which appears in 

Excerpt 7 above. Coccinelle is a French word (lit. ladybug) that is used to refer to a man who has changed 

his gender. In regular Hebrew slang, it refers to a man with effeminate characteristics or behavior 

(Rosenthal, 2005: 335). The way in which the speaker in Excerpt 7 uses this term resembles what 

Cameron (1999: 423) describes regarding the words “homo” and “gay” in the discourse of young 

American men. These words do not necessarily refer to a sexual tendency, but are frequently used to 

characterize a person as having non-masculine traits. Because the speaker in Excerpt 7 is referring to men 

who committed sexual offenses against women, it would appear that labeling them as a coccinelle is 

completely irrelevant to their sexual tendencies, but instead refers to their “failing to measure up to the 

group’s standards of masculinity” (Cameron, 1999: 423). This interpretation is further bolstered by the 

use of the term cocci in Excerpt 10, which is an abbreviated form of coccinelle. Because of the absence of 

any sexual context, this term appears to refer to a man who exhibits weakness according to the standards 

of prison life. The two terms together consequently serve to denote a category of ‘non-man’ and to 

categorize a prisoner as a person lacking in the characteristics needed to ‘be a man,’ according to the 

accepted norms of prison subculture.  

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSIONS 

The present study, the first of its kind to be conducted in Israel, focuses on the identification of 

different aspects of prison life and of the male prisoners’ subculture and unique code of behavior as 

reflected in their prison argot.  

The present findings show that inmate argot clearly exists in Israeli prisons, and represent meaningful 

and rational worldviews, beliefs, attitudes, and actions on the part of inmates.  

The linguistic repertoire of prisoners and especially their use of epithets, labels and 

categorizations, are shown to be a valuable resource for examining and understanding the cultural and 

behavioral values, identities, social structure and hierarchy among the members of a prison’s subculture. 

The analysis of the ways in which the members of this relatively isolated subculture use and interpret 

their argot provides not only a rich and complex picture of the prison subculture, but also an interesting 

tool to observe identity construction and the way it is shaped through oppositions. 

Behaviors that comply with the prisoners’ code of conduct appear to be the most important and 

significant in the Israeli inmates' subculture. Such actions reward their performers with positive labels 

and, at the same time, bestow upon them social status and admiration from the other members of the 

community. On the other hand, the use of abusive labels for others enables the speakers to express a 

moral stance towards unacceptable behaviors, and in this way to position themselves as those who 

uphold the code of conduct. One category of actions, receiving the highest levels of attention and 
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intensity in the prison argot, relates to inmates' loyalty towards other prisoners and adherence to the 

prisoners' code of conduct. Collaborating with prison personnel and/or snitching on fellow inmates are 

regarded as the most severe violations of the code of conduct and are linguistically stigmatized. Another 

significant category of behaviors, reflected through several argot terms and expressions, relates to the 

concept of masculinity. The positive male identity is labeled in terms that reflect not only physical 

prowess, but also wisdom, self-control and loyalty to the shared values. The discursive shaping of the 

opposition ‘man’-‘non-man’ and the labeling of those who belong to the latter category (i.e. who have 

been 'womanized') by means of demeaning labels, enables the speakers to express their position in regard 

to the ‘proper’ masculinity, and thereby to ascribe this ‘proper’ image of masculinity to themselves.  

On the background of the relatively large number of Arabic speakers in Israeli prisons it is not 

surprising that many prison argot terms have their source in Arabic or have some Arabic influence. 

Despite the presence of many words and meanings imported into prison from outside society and which 

are familiar from regular Israeli slang, it appears that Hebrew and Arabic have established a unique form 

of language, whose words and meanings may be different from both Hebrew and Arabic. Two 

representative examples are the words dniba and kussa. The word dniba means ‘tailing behind’ and is 

derived from the Arab word danab (= tail) and the word kussa means 'to cut up' and is derived from the 

Arab word kuss (= zucchini). Both words do not exist in these forms in either Arabic or Hebrew and are 

used exclusively by the speakers of this specific speech community.  

Following the aforementioned examples as well as the polemic axioms of assimilation (i.e. the 

endogenous model) and pluralism (i.e. the importation model; Kjolseth, 1982), this paper concludes that 

from the point of view of the argot, there appears to be a degree of multilingualism that indicates 

assimilation versus pluralism: Assimilation promotes ethnic language shift while the pluralism type 

promotes language maintenance (Encinas, 2001, 87). The Israeli prison argot in its environment mostly 

approaches the endogenous (i.e. assimilation) model. That is, Hebrew and Arabic establish and/or join 

with the argot terms lexically to form an equally understandable slang, usually very different in words 

and meanings from the host languages.  

Interestingly, the Arabic language, in comparison to Hebrew, is the source of most negative, 

derogative, violent as well as humiliating terms in Israeli prison argot. For example: Madroob (Crazy; 

violent inmate); Intifada (to terrorize); Kussa (To cut up); Wiseh (dirty – informer); Sharshucha 

(prostitute – collaborator); Brara (the bottom of the criminal world); Abu-Antar (show-off – prison staff). 

It would therefore be interesting to examine whether the adoption of words and expressions from other 

minority languages by inmate argot also exists elsewhere: for example, whether negative terms in 

American prisons argot stem from Spanish words.  
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