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Abstract: Prisons are a recurring topic and backdrop in the popular culture of the Global North. 
They often serve as spectacular environments that seem far removed from most people’s eve-
ryday lives. This article develops the notion of the prison media complex and discusses mate-
rial entanglements between prisons and private media industries via the production of media 
technologies, consumption of communication, and technology development in the prison sec-
tor. The article seeks to answer the question of how we can conceptualise the prison media 
complex (PMC) from a materialist perspective. Taking the Swedish context as a starting point, 
we analyse the economic and material connections that characterise the PMC in this national 
context. Drawing on archival data, participant observations at prison technology tradeshows 
and a prison sector conference, as well as freedom of information requests, we bring nuance 
to the picture of media and communication technologies, as technologies of freedom are also 
based on unfreedom and captivity. 
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1. Introduction 

Crime and punishment are integral parts of the media spectacle (Barton and Brown 
2015): films, television series, podcasts, books and plays on this topic constitute an 
ever-growing part of the media landscape. The demand for content on law and order 
in courts and prisons seems infinite (Cheliotis 2010; Fiddler 2011). This media specta-
cle of crime and punishment, including the representation of prisons and the incarcer-
ated, has been addressed in several studies linking the demand for prison-related con-
tent to an increasing entanglement of the logic of the cultural industries with the logic 
of punishment. This is what Page and Ouellette (2020) called the “prison–televisual 
complex”, and Brown (2009) has addressed as the “culture of punishment”. These writ-
ings focus on the importance of prisons for media production at the symbolic level.  

The relationship between the penal system and the media in its material and indus-
trial dimensions has been less explored. This article seeks to remedy this lack via an 
analysis of what we call the prison media complex (PMC). The article addresses the 
following main research question: How can we conceptualise the prison media com-
plex (PMC) from a materialist perspective? We introduce the notion of the PMC to 
describe and analyse the growing entanglement of private companies and the prison 
sector, focusing on media technologies beyond the symbolic production of prison-
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related media content. The concept of a complex implies both institutional and informal 
bonds between the media and communication industry and the penal system. 

Our understanding of materialism relates here to the question of the political econ-
omy of the media and communication industries (Fuchs and Mosco 2015). We are 
interested in the prison work that emerges in relation to the media and communication 
industry. We explore prison media work as necessary for cultural production.  

The PMC is characterised by three main aspects:  
 
1. Media technologies and infrastructures have been constructed, built and main-

tained in prisons by the labour of incarcerated individuals (Kaun and Stiernstedt 
2020a);  

2. The prison system is deeply intertwined with the media and communication in-
dustry as suppliers of technologies for surveillance and control prisons (Kaun 
and Stiernstedt 2020b);  

3. Prisons serve as testbed environments for developing new media technologies 
(Kaun and Stiernstedt 2021).  

 
In this sense, prisons are producers and consumers of media technologies. However, 
the entanglement of prison and industrial production is not new. It has a history rooted 
in the 19th and early 20th centuries, where incarcerated labour played an essential 
role in constructing communication infrastructure, such as digging canals and putting 
up poles and cables for electronic telegraphy (von Hofer 1993). Since the 1970s, this 
connection has grown stronger and has become more globalised, mirroring other 
tendencies in the overall economy.  

By focusing on the relationship between the media and communication industry 
and prisons from a material rather than a symbolic perspective captured by, for exam-
ple, the notion of the prison-televisual complex (Page and Ouellette 2020), this article 
extends previous knowledge by demonstrating the importance of prisons for media 
technology industries. This approach casts new light on media history, as it reveals 
that media that de Sola Pool (1983) famously called “technologies of freedom” rest on 
the logics of captivity: that is, the production of media and communication technologies 
under conditions of incarceration. In the following two sections, we first use Swedish 
data as our main example to give a historical account of the relationship between the 
media industry and the prison industry; secondly, we discuss the contemporary inter-
sections between media, communication and penal institutions, drawing on material 
from Sweden and the Swedish Prison and Probation Service, international trade fairs 
and other forms of global cooperation between prison systems; and thirdly, we develop 
three avenues of the PMC, namely the production, consumption and testing of com-
munication technologies. We conclude by linking back to the question of what it means 
that technologies of freedom are produced in the context of captivity and incarceration. 

2. From the Prison Industrial Complex to the Prison Media Complex 

The term “prison industrial complex” (PIC) was first used by social theorist Mike Davis 
(1995), later picked up by journalist Erik Schlosser (1998) and further developed by 
Angela Davis (2003). This term is modelled on the notion of the “military-industrial 
complex” (MIC), as underlined by Davis (2003). Both the MIC and the PIC emphasise 
that the entanglement of industries, the penal regime and the military complex always 
also produces “social destruction”, linking carceral and warfare logics with value pro-
duction (see also Page and Ouellette 2020). Both terms hence describe the “complex 
configuration” of the prison system, multinational businesses, and the inmate 
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population in the political economy of the 21st century (Smith and Hattery 2006), con-
necting this to welfare retrenchment, racism, and the criminalisation of marginalised 
groups (Brewer and Heitzeg 2008; Davis 2000; Smith and Hattery 2010; Wehr and 
Aseltine 2013).  

Much scholarly writing has not only analysed but also problematised, critiqued and 
described alternatives to this political-economic penal configuration (e.g. Hartnett 
2011; PCARE 2007; 2017). The highlighting of the interconnections between private 
companies and the prison system has gained importance with the rapid expansion of 
the prison population. During the last 40 years, the global prison population has grown 
exponentially in many countries, especially in the US and in other countries with partly 
privatised prison systems such as the United Kingdom (Blumstein 2011). Conse-
quently, the period from the 1980s until today has been described as an era of mass 
incarceration (Wacquant 2002). In the US alone, the number of those incarcerated for 
drug offences skyrocketed from 40,900 in 1980 to 430,926 in 2014.1 This global devel-
opment follows patterns of structural injustices of race, gender and class, in which po-
licing, control and criminalisation have mainly affected marginalised groups in many 
parts of the world (Sudbury 2014). The US is by far the world leader in incarceration, 
with 698 imprisoned citizens per 100,000 in 2019 (Sawyer and Wagner 2020), and with 
a significant representation of incarcerated individuals being people of colour. Accord-
ing to the Sentencing Project, male people of colour are six times likelier to be incar-
cerated than white men.2 Similarly, David Scott points out that African Americans only 
comprise 13 percent of the total US population but comprise 60 percent of the prison 
population (Scott 2013, quoted in Mathiesen 2014, 3). 

This era of mass incarceration has both political-economic and ideological expla-
nations. The end of a Keynesian paradigm in the global economy and the triumph of 
neoliberal economics has precipitated a global spike in unemployment rates. The 
prison functions as a social institution that absorbs negative externalities (i.e. social 
costs of market fluctuations in the economic system); thus, as Rusche and Kirchheimer 
(1939/2009) showed as early as the 1930s, unemployment rates correlate directly with 
the size of incarcerated populations (for an updated discussion and reanalysis of the 
original argument by Rusche and Kirchheimer, see Inverarity and McCarthy 1988).  

An ideological shift has contributed to rising prison populations, accompanying the 
economic developments, as political agendas claiming to be tough on crime have been 
winning ground since the 1980s; this has tilted the debate on the penal system in favour 
of longer sentences, criminalisation of a broader range of behaviour, and more incar-
ceration as a punishment for petty crimes than ever before. Here, the media has played 
a key role in “reinforcing the legitimacy of mass incarceration as a remedy for social 
deviance” (Novek 2009, 377; see also Yousman 2009). The so-called ‘war on drugs’ 
emerging in the US in the 1980s and 90s (but with local versions in many countries) 
has also contributed to increased incarceration by expanding the list of illegal offences 
and increasing racial profiling (Blumstein 2011). These developments have resulted in 
the increased privatisation of the prison system in many parts of the world. This in-
creased privatisation may have had at least some effect on incarceration rates, even 
if this is a disputed issue (see e.g. Mathiesen 2014; Gilmore 2007).  

It is not only private prisons that contribute to the commercialisation of the prison 
system. Commercialisation is a broader process that also exists in countries without 

 
1 Sentencing Project. https://www.sentencingproject.org/criminal-justice-facts/ (accessed 19 

October 2021). 
2 Sentencing Project. https://www.sentencingproject.org/criminal-justice-facts/ (accessed 19 

October 2021). 
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private prisons. Private or commercial prisons are increasing incentives for criminalis-
ing more behaviours and growing the prison population. At the same time, public pris-
ons are commercialised through prison labour: making a profit on unpaid/underpaid 
labour (Thompson 2012) and using advanced technological solutions to guard and 
manage a prison population to minimise the cost of salaries for human guards (as for 
“prisons without guards”; Delgoda 1980). Regarding the different aspects of commer-
cialisation, the notion of a PIC has been developed. The PIC is defined as an inter-
weaving of private business and government interests with the dual purposes of profit 
and social control (Goldberg and Evans 2009). The definition of the PIC, then, following 
the neighbouring concept of a MIC, includes cooperation between state and commer-
cial enterprises that includes both institutionalised and informal relations.  

The PIC and the MIC are not only structurally similar or neighbouring concepts but 
also overlap to some extent, as, for example, security solutions and communication 
and technology companies are often involved simultaneously in the military and penal 
industries. One example of this in the Swedish context is the public tech company 
Telub, which started in 1964 as a branch within the Swedish military and was also 
responsible for developing and delivering CCTV systems and other telecommunica-
tions-based surveillance technologies to the Swedish Prison and Probation Services 
in the 1960s and 1970s.  

The PIC and the MIC also mirror political and business interests, and as such, they 
shed light on the entire economic system. As discussed by Goldberg and Evans 
(2009), communication and media companies are an important part of the PIC; how-
ever, their roles and importance have been given insufficient attention in previous re-
search, both within penology and within media studies. The current article turns atten-
tion towards this aspect of the PIC, namely the role of communication and media com-
panies that constitute the PMC. 

Herbert Schiller and Joseph Dexter Phillips (1970) argue that technology develop-
ment takes place within complexes: that is, institutional constructions of both a material 
and a conceptual nature that combine different interests to meet a common goal. Schil-
ler refers to communication complexes, military complexes and electro-industrial com-
plexes. Companies and institutions that form these formal and informal network rela-
tions share common goals. Similarly, Page and Ouellette (2020) observe an increas-
ingly close entanglement between cultural industries and the penal system. Analysing 
the TV programme 60 Days In, a popular reality show that follows law-abiding citizens 
placed in jails, Page and Oullette argue that this show is an example of how penal logic 
has become implicated in the business and cultural practices of entertainment, while 
the logic of the cultural industries, including quantifications of the attention economy 
through ratings, profitability and so on, have entered the prison system.  

While Schiller and Phillips (1970) are interested in the material preconditions for 
media technological development, Page and Ouellette focus mainly on the implications 
of symbolic production in the prison context. Adding to and extending the discussion 
developed by Page and Ouellette, we focus on material aspects – namely, specific 
companies and technology developments constitutive of the PMC – as we see them. 
Accordingly, we conceive the PMC is a subcategory of the PIC, with a broader scope 
than the prison-televisual complex proposed by Page and Ouellette. 

While the notion of the prison-industrial complex has primarily been developed 
within the US context, we argue that it can be similarly applied to other economic and 
penal contexts, as it mainly aims to identify the intricate, formal and informal links be-
tween different sectors to further value production. The objective of this article is to 
examine the nature of these relations and how they play out in the Swedish prison 
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context while making international connections. The Swedish and Scandinavian penal 
institutions are often seen as international outliers, described in terms of Scandinavian 
exceptionalism, especially concerning the (exceptionally low) proportion of the popu-
lation who are incarcerated and the and the (exceptionally humane) treatment of pris-
oners (Pratt 2008).  

Scandinavian exceptionalism has been both challenged (Scharff Smith 2012) and 
defended (Pratt and Eriksson 2012). For the scope of our project, we argue that the 
PMC is less exceptional in Scandinavian countries compared to other aspects of the 
prison system. Relationships between the media and communication industry, the 
state and the prison system share many similarities worldwide, although the scale of 
these relationships naturally differ (Sweden has a much more limited PMC than do 
larger countries with a higher incarcerated percentage). Sweden, however, shares the 
international trend of the so-called “punitive turn” that has been identified since the 
1980s (Brown 2009). Prison populations have been growing, and the ideology and 
rhetoric surrounding crime and punishment have been increasingly marked by notions 
of harsher punishments and more policing and surveillance. This punitive turn and 
mass incarceration have increased the attractiveness of this sector for private busi-
nesses. There are, however, context-specific developments in Sweden that have 
cleared the way for the emergence of a PMC, particularly in the expansion of the public 
sector up to the 1970s and the increasing commercialisation and privatisation that fol-
lowed. 

3. Disentangling the Prison Media Complex 

This article uses archival data and document analysis to present an account of the 
institutionalised and informal relations between the media and communication industry 
and the corrections sector (i.e. the PMC). The materials analysed include archival 
sources documenting the Swedish Prison and Probation Services (e.g. client registers, 
official statistics published by the Prison and Probation Services, and reports and con-
cept papers by the board of Prison and Probation Service, including annual reports 
from 1970 to 2000).  

Although much of the material we rely on originates from the Swedish penal sys-
tem, the PMC also has international layers, including transnational, globally active 
companies and actors that dominate the prison tech sector (Kaun and Stiernstedt 
2021). At the same time, the possibility of establishing close connections between 
prison facilities and private companies is strongly dependent on national jurisdictions 
and regulations and local regulations that might vary from facility to facility.  

Figure 1 illustrates the different layers of the PMC in which connections between 
media and communication companies and the corrections sector emerge. On the local 
level, smaller companies, for example, rely on prison labour to produce specific prod-
ucts. Connections often emerge via personal contacts between work operation officers 
at facilities and local companies. At the national level, specific regulations potentially 
constrain or foster collaboration with private companies and the corrections sector. The 
international layer of the PMC emerges via global companies that, for example, deliver 
infrastructure and technological solutions to the corrections sector. 

Capturing the contours of the PMC entails the inclusion of international connections 
and networks in the analysis. Collaborations between national public enterprises (in 
the Swedish case, the Prison and Probation Service) and multinational tech companies 
and collaborations between prison and probation services in different countries are 
important aspects of the PMC. Therefore, we conducted participant observations at 
two security-technology fairs, one in the United Kingdom and the other in the US, 
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exclusively or partly catering to the corrections sector. At the fairs, we collected infor-
mation from technology companies active in the corrections sector by interviewing 
sales managers and collecting information materials provided at exhibition stalls. We 
also attended the European conference “Technology in Corrections”, held in Lisbon in 
April 2019. The intersectoral meeting is jointly organised by the European Organisation 
of Prison and Correctional Services (EuroPris) and the International Corrections and 
Prisons Association (ICPA) and brings together practitioners from the corrections sec-
tor, industry representatives and academics. The participant observations during the 
conference were documented in extensive field notes, including PowerPoint presenta-
tions, which were made freely available after the conference. 

 

 

Figure 1. Layers of the prison media complex 

4. Three Avenues of the Prison Media Complex  

While Schiller and Phillips (1970) analyse complexes of communication in terms of 
formal and informal relationships between different actors that have an interest in spe-
cific technological developments and hence form complexes, we considered the PMC 
in terms of entanglements in production, consumption and development based on pre-
vious definitions of the PIC. As previously outlined, the PIC is characterised by 

 
1) increased incentives for criminalising more behaviours and growing the prison 

population (i.e., an inmate is a valuable commodity), leading to an increase in the 
consumption of security products by prisons,  

2) industrial prison production contributing to profit from unpaid/underpaid labour, 
3) using advanced technological solutions to guard, categorise and manage a prison 

population to minimise the costs of salaries for human guards (“prisons without 
guards”) and testbedding novel technologies in the prison context. 

 
In the following section, we further develop the three avenues of the PMC (i.e. media 
technology production, media technology consumption and media technology 
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development) by focusing on institutional and informal relationships between state 
agents (e.g. prison facilities, prison authorities and politicians) and media and commu-
nications industries. First, we discuss the role of prison labour in the construction and 
maintenance of media and communication infrastructures. We then consider the roles 
played by media and communication technologies (and the companies behind them) 
and prisons to investigate the ties between the communication and the correction in-
dustry. Finally, we focus specifically on the most recent decades of digitisation and the 
idea of so-called “smart prisons” (Kaun and Stiernstedt 2020b).  

4.1. Production: Prison Media Work 

The construction of infrastructure such as the railway and canal systems has relied to 
a large extent and in many national contexts on incarcerated labour (Mancini 1996). 
This was mainly contracted work or the so-called leasing of prisoners’ labour for actors 
external to the prison facilities. Yet prison labour often remains invisible to the broader 
public, even if carried out in plain sight (Feldman 2020). What is also less known is that 
prison labour has been essential for constructing modern infrastructure for media and 
communication in the post-war period. Telephone systems, computer hardware, dis-
play media (e.g. newspaper stands and billboards) and technologies for media distri-
bution have all been produced in part by incarcerated labour (Kaun and Stiernstedt 
2020a). The extent to which prison labour has had importance for the media and com-
munication industry varies between different periods and places, but the relationship 
between the media and communication industry and prison labour exists in most mod-
ern prison systems.  

The roles that prison labour has had for the media and communication industry is, 
from an overall and general perspective, rather limited, even though it has formed a 
substantial part of the industrial production in Swedish prisons, with about 10 percent 
of total industrial production taking place in Swedish industrial prisons (Kaun and 
Stiernstedt 2020a). Prison labour has had, and still has, significance for specific prod-
ucts of the media and communication industry that require low-skilled routine labour 
and that need to be relatively cheap. This mainly pertains to hardware and technology 
(e.g. cables, poles and packaging) rather than media content or texts, although it is 
common for prison interiors and prison clothing used as costumes for TV or film pro-
ductions to be made by prisoners in prison workshops. Even if the Swedish Prison and 
Probation Service itself states that it never competes with commercial enterprises by 
using low prices, and even though it is prohibited by Swedish law to compete with 
commercial companies through that means, questions of unfair competition and pricing 
issues have constantly been raised about prison labour throughout the twentieth cen-
tury. 
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Company Commodity Production Value in SEK 

Nyckelhus AB Ready-built houses 20,900,000 

Sweden’s Military Equipment 7,850,000 

Swedish Royal Mail Equipment 6,400,000 

IKEA Furniture 4,000,000 

Road Administration Road signs 3,000,000 

Gothenburg Municipality Laundry service 2,900,000 

Televerket  
(a public enterprise for tele-
communications) 

Equipment 2,790,000 

Trästandard Furniture 1,800,000 

Public agencies Furniture 1,100,000 

KF Furniture 1,000,000 

Table 1: The largest clients of the Prison and Probation Service in 1976 (Expressen, 
6 November 1976) 

 

Company Area of Business 

Aftonbladet Journalism 

Brand New Television AB Media production 

Canon Electronics 

Dagens Nyheter Journalism 

Duplica Print & Kommunikation Advertising 

EO Grafiska Graphic design 

Eskilstuna-Kuriren Journalism 

Esselte Graphic design 

Exakta Printing AB Advertising 

Expressen Journalism 

Göteborgsposten Journalism 

Svenska Dagbladet Journalism 

Helena Ullstrand Design AB Advertising 

Helsingborgs Dagblad Journalism 

Hexatronic Fiberoptic AB Electronics 

I-magé of pr AB Advertising 

Ink n Art Produktionsbyrå AB Graphic design 

Mittmedia AB Media production 

Nordisk Film TV-Produktion AB Media production 

Nyhetsbyrån Siren Journalism 

Piteå-Tidningen Journalism 

Print on demand Stockholm AB Graphic design 

Profilskaparen Graphic design 

Promotion i Boo Advertising 

R.M. Electronic AB Electronics 

Realtryck AB Graphic design 

Ricoh Sverige AB Electronics 

Rodemreklam AB Advertising 

Sib-Tryck Holding AB Advertising 

StrieProfil AB Advertising 

Sveriges Radio Media production 

Sveriges Television Media production 

Sydsvenskan Journalism 
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Sörmlands Media AB Media production 

Tele2 Business AB Telecom 

Teq Display Advertising 

Tredje Statsmakten Media AB Media production 

Table 2: Media and communication companies in the customer register of the Swe-
dish Prison and Probation Agency in 2018 

We found that in 2018 at least 37 media companies were included in the customer 
register of Swedish prison production (see Table 2). In addition, the product catalogue 
from KrimProd, the unit responsible for organising production within the Swedish 
Prison and Probation Service, lists its own products (not those subcontracted and pro-
duced on demand), which are offered in the open market. This list includes media and 
communication products such as TV boxes, newspaper stands, acoustic panels, street 
stands, computer shells, envelopes and correspondence cards, among others (see 
Table 3).  
 
Year Orders Televerket (public enterprise 

for telecommunications) 
Royal Mail % of total tele-

communications 

1970 2,150 211 52 12% 

1971 1,800 103 50 12% 

1972 1,700 72 42 7% 

1973 1,700 79 37 7% 

1974 1,700 75 22 6% 

Table 3: Overview of the most important prison media work between 1970–1974. 
This information is taken from the order registers to the Swedish Prison and Proba-

tion Service 

The client registry reveals only which companies have placed orders to the Prison and 
Probation Service and nothing about what kinds of products they have commissioned. 
In interviews, the production managers at the Kumla and Hall prisons told us of prod-
ucts for display and distribution, often for the advertising industry and for display media 
such as billboards, signs, and display stands. One example of such a product is the 
use of newsstands, which display newspapers and magazines common in most gro-
cery stores and kiosks in Sweden and produced in the factory at Kumla Prison. In this 
way, the largely “invisible” work of incarcerated individuals is highly visible in public 
settings country-wide (Kaun and Stiernstedt 2020a).  

Examples of contemporary prison media work exist beyond Sweden. In the US, the 
electronic waste recycling of broken computers and other media technologies in fed-
eral prisons, handled by the company UNICOR, has generated criticism due to the 
dangers of toxic e-waste (Jackson et al. 2006). In Finland, the Criminal Sanctions 
Agency (CSA) collaborated with the start-up company Vainu to provide a comprehen-
sive database of businesses on a global level that employs artificial intelligence (AI) to 
predict the best business opportunities for its clients (Lehtiniemi and Ruckenstein forth-
coming). To train AI, the start-up has worked with Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, which 
hires online workers to classify content. The archetypal work conducted by platform 
workers is content categorisation – for example, determining whether a news article is 
about the company Apple or the fruit. Digital gig workers – in this case, incarcerated 
individuals – do what AI cannot do: interpret context and feed such data into a system, 
based on which machine learning will improve the algorithms. In the autumn of 2019, 
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around 10 female prisoners were categorising the content of business publications at 
one Finnish prison. This work required no specific skills beyond the ability to read and 
very fundamental skills to use a laptop (Chen 2019; interview with Rasila). Similarly, 
incarcerated individuals conduct low-skilled, repetitive work at US prisons, contributing 
to the large-scale digitising projects of libraries and archives (Kaun and Stiernstedt 
2021). 

Another example of how prison labour feeds into contemporary media industries is 
found in software coding conducted by prisoners. Since 2010, The Last Mile pro-
gramme3 has been training incarcerated individuals to code while serving their sen-
tences. The Last Mile programme is offered in eleven prison facilities across California, 
Indiana, Kansas, and Oklahoma. It includes six months of software programming with 
eight hours of daily training (Last Mile Program 2020). In some facilities, such as San 
Quentin State Prison in California, where the Last Mile programme was first introduced, 
the incarcerated with coding skills are doing coding piecework for external partners. 
Their hourly pay differed significantly from their payments for other prison work assign-
ments. For example, while an incarcerated coder earns up to USD17 per hour, his or 
her fellow inmates working in a kitchen or laundry section earn 13 to 80 cents per hour 
(Ear Hustle 2019; Sawyer 2017).  

These examples reveal that production in the media and communications industries 
is an integral part of the prison system worldwide. Work tasks performed for the media 
and communications industry are, as with most prison labour, a form of routine manual 
labour; nevertheless, even though they play a marginal part in the media industries, 
they are not unimportant and comprise a fair share of the production in prisons.  

4.2. Consumption: Prison Media Tech 

Within the Swedish prison system, the so-called telecommunication surveillance of 
prisoners was implemented in the 1960s, but gained momentum in the 1970s. We 
argue that implementing telecommunications infrastructure for surveillance is an im-
portant part of the PMC. Not only are prisons one of the main customers of security 
solutions and technology, but much of the technological development of security tech-
nologies has been spurred by innovations first developed for a prison setting, while 
later finding their way into society (Kaun and Stiernstedt 2021).  

At the same time, technologies for surveillance and other forms of so-called prison 
tech are not a national matter to the same extent as the Prison and Probation Service. 
Surveillance technology is a global industry, with a few companies dominating the mar-
ket. In this section, we draw the contours of this market, the relations between interna-
tional companies and the National Prison and Probation Service, and its role in the 
PMC.  

Different companies are involved in developing and selling technologies to prisons 
worldwide. First, there are the companies that deal mainly or exclusively with technol-
ogies for security, surveillance, and communication in prisons. Among these is US-
based Stanley Security, one of the leading providers of electronic security systems to 
the corrections industry. Second, there are companies for which prisons are a second-
ary market or customer and that mainly supply other parts of repressive state appa-
ratus (e.g., the military or police) with technologies for communication and surveillance; 
among these are Securitas, Attenti Group and MP Sec. Third, there are the big tech 
companies, such as Microsoft and GMI. For these, the prison industry is only a small 
segment of their customers.  

 
3 https://thelastmile.org/ (accessed 1 November 2021). 

https://thelastmile.org/
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Table 4 below shows all the global or international companies that were suppliers to 
the Swedish Prison and Probation Service in 2018 within the areas of technical secu-
rity, communication technology, information security and individual security. 
 

Company name Service Company headquarters 

Supercom   Technical and physical security Israel 

Attenti Group Technical and physical security Israel 

Stanley Security Technical and physical security USA 

Securitas Technical and physical security Sweden 

Siemens Technical and physical security Germany 

Nokas Security Technical and physical security Norway 

Caverion Security Technical and physical security Finland 

Ricoh Communication technology Japan 

Microsoft   Communication technology USA 

CGI Group Communication technology Canada 

Secure State Information security Canada 

Gemalto (Thales 

Group) 

Information security The Netherlands 

MP Sec Individual security Sweden 

Table 4: Overview over external services and products bought by the Swedish Prison 
and Probation Services in 2018, based on Freedom of Information Request 

These companies deliver to prisons a range of media and communication technologies 
used for security and surveillance, such as electronic monitoring, surveillance cam-
eras, offender monitoring systems, GPS-tracking and RF-bracelets; they also deliver 
more general communication solutions and digital infrastructure that is not specifically 
tailored for prison use, including information security systems and communication plat-
forms. In 2018, Supercom, for example, landed a contract worth SEK 60 million for 
digitally monitoring offenders in Sweden’s prisons,4 and Stanley Security the following 
year signed a multi-million SEK contract for surveillance camera equipment for Swe-
dish prisons.  

These deals are part of a public procurement proceeding in which companies can 
compete in a supposedly transparent process for contracts. However, there have been 
proven instances of corruption within these proceedings. As late as 2014, three man-
agers within the Swedish Prison and Probation Service were sentenced to prison for 
corruption (such as taking bribes; SVT 2014). In 2012, the Swedish National Audit 
Office released a report that specifically defined the Prison and Probation Service as 
an area at risk of corruption and bribery (Riksrevisionen 2012). This led the Prison and 

 
4 2017/S 077-148964, https://ted.europa.eu/udl?uri=TED:NOTICE:053238-

2019:TEXT:SV:HTML 

https://ted.europa.eu/udl?uri=TED:NOTICE:053238-2019:TEXT:SV:HTML
https://ted.europa.eu/udl?uri=TED:NOTICE:053238-2019:TEXT:SV:HTML
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Probation Service to intensify its work to prevent instances of corruption. In 2017, it 
released a policy – their first ever – on this topic. Public procurement and the buying 
of goods and services is an area discussed in the policy paper, which instructs all parts 
of the authority to make annual risk assessments about corruption and bribery within 
its operations (Kriminalvården 2017).  

This situation reveals that certain contracts and investments often rest on informal 
contacts and networks between state agencies and private enterprises, which is un-
surprising given the structure of a PMC. Following the idea of the complex, corruption 
is, to some extent, a key element in the relationship between state agencies and com-
mercial enterprises (Schiller and Phillips 1970). These relationships are fostered and 
maintained via the events and trade fairs that we attended and observed. Cornfeld 
(2018) calls these events “live theatres of technologies”, where the latest technological 
innovations are presented and negotiated before their launches, hence underlining 
their importance for developing the security and surveillance industry beyond the 
prison complex. 

4.3. Development: Testbedding Emerging Technologies in Prisons 

The PMC also has wider significance for the media and communication industry due 
to the role that prisons play as testbeds for new technologies (Kaun and Stiernstedt 
2020a; b). As with the importance of military-related technology developments, includ-
ing cell phones, GPS and the Internet (Ledbetter 2011), technologies for surveillance 
and monitoring have at times been tested within a prison context or developed for sit-
uations of incarceration before they find their way to wider society. The ankle bracelet, 
originally inspired by a sci-fi cartoon (Gable and Gable 2016) and implemented in the 
1970s for inmate surveillance and parole monitoring, was adapted for employee sur-
veillance and morphed into Fitbits and other forms of digital self-tracking devices (Ber-
nard 2019). Similarly, RFID scanning technology to automate inmate counts (provided 
by Guardian RFID, for example) has been remediated in scanners for Amazon ware-
house workers (Delfanti 2019).  

Technologies for automated voice recognition, so-called voiceprints, have been de-
veloped with prisons as testbeds. A precondition for using the telephone in many US 
prisons is that an inmate must agree to be recorded and that his or her conversation 
can be used for training voice recognition algorithms with a range of commercial appli-
cations (Joseph and Nathan 2019). Another example is electromagnetic contraband 
detectors, first developed in the health sector; in recent years, they have been adopted 
in corrections and further developed for this context. For example, they are now port-
able and can be moved easily within a prison facility. Recently, scanners have re-en-
tered the tech sector, where they are used to monitor employees and guests to prevent 
business espionage helped by clandestine mobile phones or USB drives concealed on 
people entering and leaving business facilities (Kaun and Stiernstedt 2021).  

These examples point to the fact that the PMC also entails aspects of innovation 
for new media and digital technologies in which the prison can play an important role 
as a testbed for media and communication companies. The relationship between pris-
ons and these industries is not a one-way street where prisons are buyers and industry 
suppliers. It is rather the case that technologies move between different parts of the 
PMC, and that these moves are marked by iterations and changes that also help de-
velop technologies for communication and societal control. 

Beyond the test bedding of specific technologies, prisons are increasingly embed-
ded in larger innovation projects based on collaborations with private companies. A 
prime example is the increasingly discussed ideas of “the smart prison” and “prisons 
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without guards”, which further strengthen the role of media and communication com-
panies within the prison sector (Kaun and Stiernstedt 2020b). This is a global trend in 
which Asian countries have taken the lead. Hong Kong has, for example, opened the 
first operational smart prison. The general idea behind such initiatives is to integrate 
new digital technologies into the prison ecosystem, both for reasons of rehabilitation 
and normalisation and for surveillance and control, which are important aspects in the 
prison context.  

To implement the idea of a smart prison, the discourse focuses on the prison as an 
area lagging and losing opportunities in terms of the digital transformation of society 
(Kaun and Stiernstedt 2021). To rehabilitate inmates and prepare them for life outside 
prison walls, digital technologies must be introduced within prisons. If digital is the new 
normal, then the principle of normality (of great importance in Scandinavian penology) 
must include digital technologies (van de Steene 2020). This includes initiatives in dig-
ital work for inmates, allowing them to work with coding and training AI. However, in 
the discourse on smart prisons, ‘digital’ is an elastic concept that includes allowing 
inmates to handle e-waste, to work with e-commerce and to manage incoming digital 
orders or take the role of customer support staff. It also includes introducing limited 
Internet access for inmates and allowing them to communicate with their family and 
friends not only via traditional landline telephony but also via video apps on specially 
designed inmate tablets.  

All of this, of course, opens new business opportunities and increases the presence 
of media and communication companies within the prison realm. More debated, how-
ever, have been the aspects of security, control and surveillance in a smart prison. 
‘Robot-guards’ equipped with microphones, loudspeakers, CCTV and infrared cam-
eras, new AI-augmented CCTV camera systems with facial recognition, and wrist-
bands with the ability to measure other biometrical data (such as heart rate) are part 
of the solutions and innovations implemented in the prison context (Leung 2019). 
These innovations are currently being tested at prisons in Asia and Europe to “enhance 
efficiency” (Dormehl 2019) within a prison and automate the work process to accom-
plish a “prison without guards” (Khair 2018). 

The global discourse on smart prisons and the tropes of “radical innovation” within 
the correctional complex have also found traction within the Swedish context. These 
experiments have been organised as collaborations between the prison sector and 
state agencies, the research community and technology industry partners. At one of 
the industry expos we observed in this respect, the chief information technology officer 
at the Swedish Prison and Probation Service, Håkan Klarin, talked about a “triple helix” 
of academia, market partners and the Prison and Probation Service as the way towards 
digital transformation. In 2018, the idea of the “triple helix” was supported by the Swe-
dish Innovation Agency, which approved a grant for a project to develop testbeds for 
radical innovation within the Prison and Probation Service based on the collaboration 
between industry, a public agency, and an academic partner. The project was de-
scribed as an example of a turning point in public administration in Sweden and as a 
long-term investment working by “trial and error” with “smart technology” and “latest 
research” to develop and evaluate new technological solutions for the prison industry 
(Kaun and Stiernstedt 2021).  

5. Conclusion 

The notion of the PMC suggests that the relationship between prisons and media is 
not only established on a symbolic level in terms of media representations and ideo-
logical media texts about prison and incarceration, but also on the material level via 
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industrial production in prison facilities. Prisons play a marginal yet significant role in 
the production of goods and services for the media and communication industry.  

This material connection between the prison and media industries emerges as a 
combination of production, consumption and development that intertwines these sec-
tors. Not only does work by prisoners produce communication technologies, but pris-
ons are also large-scale consumers of technologies that make them an attractive field 
for a globally operating industry. In addition, prisons have functioned as sites for testing 
evolving technologies, as spaces in which privacy concerns are of less importance. 
We further argue that the intertwinement between the media and communication in-
dustry and the corrections sector increases over time. In particular, the extensive digi-
talisation of all levels of society, including the prison system, is a driving force of further 
entanglement. Digital media technologies are an increasingly integral part of the penal 
system while also being produced and tested in the prison context. This can be under-
stood as a PMC in which formal and informal bonds are formed and interests aligned 
between the media and cultural industries, the state, and the prison system (with ties 
to neighbouring areas such as the military and police). One aspect of the PIC, dis-
cussed and theorised in much previous work, is therefore this PMC; here, the early 
work by Schiller and Phillips (1970) can aid our further analytical efforts in unpacking 
and unmasking these relationships between the media and communication industry 
and the prison system. 

In the 1980s, de Sola Pool (1983) argued for the empowering potential of electronic 
communication technologies even before the Internet, social media and user-gener-
ated content were widely used and discussed. One of his main concerns was whether 
and how new electronic communication technologies emerging and evolving in legal 
grey zones can contribute to new freedom and empowerment through communication 
and how their freedom is linked with freedom of speech. He explored the policy and 
legal logics that evolve and envelop new technologies while emphasising the im-
portance of electronic media technologies for the possibility of freedom.  

Here, we are also concerned with questions of freedom through and with commu-
nication, albeit from a slightly different perspective. Our starting point is that the free-
dom of some people emerges in and through the unfreedom of others, both symboli-
cally and materially. While media technologies enable many to have freedom through 
communication, media always also encompass captivity and the unfreedom of others 
who contribute to their production through forms of unfree labour. Incarcerated individ-
uals worldwide who have contributed through their work to build media infrastructures, 
but who are subjected to constant surveillance by technology and, in that way, have 
contributed to technological developments, are an important part of de Sola Pool’s 
terms ‘electronic technologies of freedom’. At the same time, incarcerated individuals 
are often constrained in their access to and use of those very technologies.  

De Sola Pool argues that media technologies are guaranteed different degrees of 
freedom by law, which has implications for someone’s freedom of speech. His main 
concern is how regulation potentially constrains these freedoms when new electronic 
communication technologies emerge. What we have highlighted in this article is that 
media technologies should not only be thought of in terms of freedom but also in terms 
of captivity. Although media technologies allow freedom of speech and information, 
their infrastructure has been partly based on incarcerated individuals and captivity by 
people constrained from the possibilities to express themselves freely. The PMC is one 
telling example of the dialectic relationship highlighting the organisational entangle-
ments between media industries and the corrections sector.  
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