


CARCERAL ORDERS

❑Informal prison hierarchy as 
a system of power
❑Amalgamation of prison 

culture, state governance and 
warfare
❑The prison yard as a model 

of the Russian state



INFORMAL PRISON 
HIERARCHY AS POWER

❑Status and resource 
distribution
❑Unofficial rules, sanctions 

and violence
❑Informal leaders as 

intermediaries of control
❑A parallel normative order



FUSION OF FORMAL 
AND INFORMAL AUTHORITY

❑Administrative hierarchy + 
prisoner caste hierarchy
❑Delegated discipline, 

surveillance and coercion
❑Privileged prisoners as 

informal enforcers
❑Cheap control in exchange for 

status and immunity



HISTORICAL ROOTS

❑Sixteenth-century forced 
colonisation and exile
❑Penal servitude under Peter I
❑Siberian and Sakhalin penal 

settlements
❑The Gulag as expansion, not 

origin



VORY V ZAKONE: 
PARALLEL GOVERNANCE

❑Skhodka: collective decision-
making
❑Smotryashchie and 

polozhentsy: enforcement
❑Obshchak: financial foundation
❑Ponyatiya: informal rules above 

formal law



OBSHCHAK AND 
THE POWER VERTICAL

❑Obligatory tribute from lower 
levels
❑Opaque redistribution by an 

unaccountable elite
❑Protection and enrichment 

conditional on loyalty
❑Property and status dependent 

on the centre



WHEN SUBCULTURE 
LOSES THE PREFIX ‘SUB’

❑Prison argot as political 
prestige
❑Brutality as decisiveness
❑Legal compromise as 

weakness
❑Personal loyalty above 

institutional rules
❑Criminal-prison culture as 

national culture



WAGNER: THE CARCERAL 
MODEL OF WARFARE

❑Mass recruitment of 
prisoners
❑Convicts as disposable 

manpower
❑Absolute command and 

demonstrative violence
❑Storm-Z and Storm-V: state 

institutionalisation



EXPORTING THE 
CARCERAL ORDER

❑Occupied Ukrainian territories and 
filtration camps
❑Private military formations in 

Africa
❑Informal detention, torture and 

collective punishment
❑State distancing and absence of 

accountability
❑Carceral governance as 

neocolonial influence



‘PATSAN-STYLE’ DIPLOMACY
❑International agreements 

reduced to ponyatiya
❑Personal promise above written 

procedure
❑No guaranteed rights for the 

weaker party
❑Obligations revised with the 

balance of power
❑Force, status and loyalty above 

law



ECHR, ECtHR AND THE CPT

❑Informal prison hierarchies as an 
independent torture risk
❑Caste status, extortion, 

humiliation and sexual violence
❑Delegated authority and staff 

complicity
❑Separate assessment in 

extradition and transfer cases
❑State responsibility for known 

prisoner-on-prisoner abuse



CONCLUSION

❑The prison hierarchy is not merely 
a subculture within the Russian 
state; it is a model through which 
the Russian state understands and 
exercises power
❑Prisons as infrastructure for 

military mobilisation
❑Informal coercion as a channel of 

neocolonial influence
❑Prison logic as a key to Russian 

foreign policy
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