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“This very readable book provides a unique perspective on prison life through the
‘voice” of prisoners themselves combined with insightful academic/practitioner
commentary. It is an important addition to prison literature and will quickly
become a ‘must read’ for anyone who wishes to understand the actual ‘reality’
of the prisoner experience’.

Michael Spurr, Chief Executive Officer, National Offender Management Service,
England & Wales

‘Despite it having risen to become one of the major issues of public concern in
the UK over the past twenty years or so the reality of prison life remains largely
a mystery for most people in this country. Equally mysterious are the inhabitants
of our prisons. Who are they? And more importantly what motivates them? With
its sensitive balance of prisoner voices and expert analysis this timely, intelligent
book does a peerless job of providing the answers.’

Erwin James, Guardian columnist and former prisoner



The Prisoner

Little of what we know about prisons comes from the mouths of prisoners, and
very few academic accounts manage to convey some of its most profound and
important features: its daily pressures and frustrations, the culture of the wings
and landings, and the relationships which shape the everyday experience of being
imprisoned.

The Prisoner aims to redress this by foregrounding prisoners’ own accounts
of prison life in what is an original and penetrating edited collection. Each of
its chapters explores a particular prisoner sub-group or an important aspect of
prisoners’ lives, and each is divided into two sections: extended extracts from
interviews with prisoners, followed by academic commentary and analysis
written by a leading scholar or practitioner. This structure allows prisoners’ voices
to speak for themselves, while situating what they say in a wider discussion of
research, policy and practice. The result is a rich and evocative portrayal of the
lived reality of imprisonment and a poignant insight into prisoners’ lives.

The book aims to bring to life key penological issues and provide an accessible
text for anyone interested in prisons, including students, practitioners and a
general audience. It seeks to represent and humanise a group that is often silent
in discussions of imprisonment, and to shine a light on a world that is generally
hidden from view.

Ben Crewe is Deputy Director of the Prisons Research Centre at the Institute
of Criminology, University of Cambridge. He has published on various aspects
of prison life, including staff-prisoner relationships, the drugs economy within
prison, the ‘inmate code’ and public—private sector comparisons. His most recent
book, The Prisoner Society: Power, Adaptation, and Social Life in an English
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Punishment (with Yvonne Jewkes, 2008).
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Foreword

Andrew Coyle

In the world of prisons, terminology has a particular resonance and alternative
terms are frequently used to soften the reality. Prisons have been described as
jails, penitentiaries and correctional institutions. Over the years prison staff have
been referred to as warders, guards, prison officers and correctional officers.
Those who are held in prisons have been described variously as convicts,
prisoners, detainees and inmates.

Part of the explanation for these variations lies in continuing uncertainty about
what the law intends in deciding that some persons who have committed crimes
should be sent to prison. Are they sent there merely to be detained (hence, jails
and guards), or as punishment (penitentiaries), or in the expectation that they
will be reformed by the experience (corrections)? The use of a particular term
often denotes the priority that a jurisdiction accords to these places, a priority
not necessarily reflected in what actually goes on within them on a day-to-day
basis.

When considering these matters it is helpful to go back to first principles,
which, in terms of imprisonment, are to be found in the criminal law. In England
and Wales, the relevant law is to be found in Section 152(2) of the Criminal
Justice Act 2003, which sets out ‘General restrictions on imposing discretionary
custodial sentences’:

The court must not pass a custodial sentence unless it is of the opinion that
the offence, or the combination of the offence and one or more offences
associated with it, was so serious that neither a fine alone nor a community
sentence can be justified for the offence.

Hence, the law leaves little doubt. Individuals are sent to prison because the
court judges that the offence of which the person has been convicted is so
serious that no other sentence can be justified. In other words, for persons who
have been convicted, it is not a question of whether there are alternatives to
imprisonment; rather, it is that imprisonment is the alternative when no other
sentence can be justified. Imprisonment is the most serious punishment available
to a court following a criminal conviction and the basis of that punishment is the
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deprivation of liberty. This reality has always been understood by those who are
sent to prison; they know that, however anyone else may describe them, they are
prisoners. It has also been understood by prison officers.

Generally speaking, those who are responsible for the prison system in
England and Wales have also understood and accepted this legal reality. For a
short period in the second half of the last century there was an attempt to describe
those held in prison as ‘inmates’, a term with medical overtones, but this was
soon discarded. Similarly, at the turn of the century, there was an attempt to
introduce the term ‘corrections’, with the government going so far as to appoint
a Commissioner of Correctional Services; but this proved to be a transitory and
short-lived diversion.

Clarity of terminology in the prison context is not simply a matter of pedantry
or of legal nicety. It goes to the heart of how men and women held in prison are
to be treated. They are not objects to be ‘corrected’, like crooked trees that need
to be placed in splints until their direction of growth is corrected. Nor are they
merely ‘offenders’, to be defined by one particular aspect of their behaviour, with
all other aspects of their humanity to be viewed through the prism of ‘offending
behaviour’.

While people are held in prison they should be given every encouragement
and incentive to maintain and to develop positive family relationships, to acquire
skills that will help them to earn a living after release and to find employment in
which they can use these skills, to ensure that they have somewhere to live when
they leave prison, to change features of their lives, such as drug and alcohol
abuse, and to get help for medical needs, not least mental health problems. At
the same time, it is important always to be conscious of the fact that these
aspects of personal development and maturity must be based on the choice and
determination of the individual. They cannot be imposed from without.

To some extent it is an inevitable feature of prison life that prisoners are
regarded, in the words of one author, as ‘objects’ rather than ‘subjects’:' things
are to be done to them and for them, rather than with them and by them. The
inevitability of that stems from the legal reality of prison, as described above.
Prisons are primarily places of detention, in which the demands of security and
good order will invariably trump all others. That is what Alexander Paterson
meant by his famous dictum that people cannot be trained for freedom in
conditions of captivity.? That is not to say that prisons should be places of
despair and inhumanity. On the contrary, recent heads of the Prison Service of
England and Wales have pursued with vigour the notion that prisons should be
places of decency and humanity.

However, the ethos of prison remains one in which prisoners are treated as
passive respondents rather than active participants. This philosophical foundation
stone was never more clearly exposed than in the establishment of the National
Offender Management Service.® This gave explicit articulation to the notion that
those in prison were to be dealt with first and foremost as offenders and that they
were to be ‘managed’. This was to be done in a manner which was decent but
which absolutely reinforced the notion of the prisoner as ‘object’, subjected to



Foreword xv

‘end-to-end management’ delivered in a ‘seamless’ fashion. This was the logical
conclusion to an approach that saw the prisoner as an object to be observed by
criminologists, to be assessed according to a ‘criminogenic’* template invented by
psychologists, and to be managed within a world of key performance indicators
and targets, with the measure of success to be a ‘reduction in reoffending’.

The ‘offender management’ approach is based on an unsound premise. It
acknowledges the need to recognise that prisoners are individual human beings
while at the same time implying that their individual humanity is circumscribed
by the fact that they are prisoners. One consequence of this dissonance is the
assumption that this individual approach can be implemented within institutions
which, to borrow a term from one of the Carter reports,’ are increasingly titanic
in size and are of necessity organised on a homogeneous and monolithic basis.

The significance of the chapters in this book lies in the fact that they
attempt to portray those who are in prison as subjects rather than as objects.
It gives them voices that underline their individuality as human beings. While
not seeking to diminish the seriousness of the crimes that many of them have
committed, it also opens a window on to who they are as persons and how their
life experiences prior to imprisonment have been a factor in the path their lives
have taken. The life stories that are recounted are each peculiar to the individual,
yet in no case was it inevitable that the person would end up in prison. In our
own experiences many of us will have come across people who have faced
situations not dissimilar to those recounted in this book, yet who have reacted
differently and more positively. In Chapter 1 Alan analyses his young life with
a considerable degree of insight:

The way I see it, it was out of my control, because it was something that
was confronted at me and I just made the wrong choice. I had two paths to
take and I just took the wrong one every time. I just didn’t learn from my
mistakes.

Reading his story, it is not entirely surprising that he took the wrong path.
Jeremiah in Chapter 6 describes how he tries to balance the need to do what
is required of him in prison (‘I’ve addressed everything that I’'m supposed to
address’) with what is really important to him as he comes to the end of his
sentence: the wish to become a full member of his family. He understands that
his imprisonment is in some respects harder for his partner then it is for him:

...I’ve left her out there to struggle ... standing at the bus stop with my son
late at night, and I phone her and she’s crying and it’s cold and she’s waiting
for the bus to come home ... I’ve left her to defend herself with a young
child when she was young herself.

One wonders which box that ticked in his OASys (Offender Assessment System)
form.® In the same chapter Luke also emphasises the importance of family
relationships and the difficulty of maintaining them in prison, acknowledging that
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his drug addiction further complicates his attempts to do so. He has spent much
of his adult life in prison and comments without self-pity on the pointlessness
of much of his daily life:

You should be able to work in prison and earn your keep, you know what I
mean? ... You can’t tell me that a prison couldn’t set up a scheme where we
are working within a prison, earning decent money, doing anything?

Many politicians and newspaper editors would echo that sentiment.

Most prisoners are adult males and in all countries prisons and prison systems
are built and managed with the needs of the majority in mind, with little thought
given to the different needs of other groups. One thinks back to the mid-1990s,
when following high-profile escapes from male high security prisons the order
went out that henceforth every prisoner being taken out of prison (for example,
to hospital) should be handcuffed to an officer. The literal interpretation of that
order led to the obscenity of pregnant women being shackled even in the labour
suites of maternity hospitals. Chapters 7 to 10 of this book remind us of the
different experiences of women and young people in prison, of the problems
faced by the increasing number of old prisoners, and of those who are of a
different culture or race from the majority. Kirsty’s story is of a young drug
addict who had suffered abuse at the hands of foster parents and was now coping
with the distress of having her infant child taken away from her because others,
including her mother, had decided that it was best that the baby should be looked
after by her grandmother. This may well have been the correct decision but there
seems to have been little attempt to assist Kirsty to cope with what she saw as
a new failure, that of motherhood, on her part.

Wayne an 18-year-old of mixed race, describes how he feels safer inside
prison than outside. He is virtually resigned to the inevitability of a life spent
going through the revolving doorway of the prison, yet wanting to break out of
this cycle:

My biggest concern about getting out of jail is coming back, that will
always be number one. That feeling of letting everyone down, letting down
everyone that has tried to help you again. It comes to a point where people
walk away.

The overriding sense when reading this book is that although prisons may be
homogenous, prisoners are not. They are individual human beings, each with his
or her own story to tell, most of them seeking their own path to a life free of
crime and of prison. The prison system we have today rarely helps the individual
in that search, despite the best efforts of those who work within it.

It was an official publication from the Thatcher government which noted
that when used inappropriately prison can be ‘an expensive way of making bad
people worse’.” Few people today dispute that, with 85,000 people in prison in
England and Wales, it is often used inappropriately. It may be that instead of
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repeatedly attempting to make prison more efficient, we should be looking not
at alternatives to prison but to an alternative to the prison, an alternative that
would more effectively divert people from a life of crime, that would increase
public feelings of safety, and reduce the number of victims. It may be that in
giving prisoners a voice in the way it does this book will encourage us to look
for such an alternative.
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Introduction

Ben Crewe and Jamie Bennett

To get an inside picture one must first be convicted, and then of course,
anything one has to say is valueless and is treated with the gravest
suspicion.

How does one get a feel for prison life, for its daily texture, or for what it is
really like to be imprisoned? Many of the ‘classic studies’, conducted during
the 1950s and the two subsequent decades, make very little use of direct
quotations to illustrate their insight, muffling the voice of the prisoner behind
their analysis. Surprisingly few academic texts manage to convey some of the
most distinctive qualities of prisons — not just their sounds and smells, which,
after all, are not easy to describe on paper, but their mundane frustrations, their
emotional consistency, the daily dilemmas and demands that they generate, and
the combination of misery and mirth that suffuses the environment.

Prisoner writings, such as diaries and autobiographies, often do a better job
of capturing the everyday culture of the prison and the interior mental universe
of the incarcerated. In recent years, accounts by Erwin James and Ruth Wyner,
among others, have added to a long tradition of first-hand accounts of the prisoner
experience.” By their nature, though, these are singular experiences of prison
life, and they are imperfect guides to the general experience of imprisonment
(inasmuch as one can talk in such terms). As Steve Morgan suggests, they tend
to be written either by ‘straights’ — respectable citizens thrust into a world which
to them is highly alien — or ‘cons’ — experienced criminals, serving very long
sentences or having an extensive history of short sentences.> Some of the more
sensational ‘con’ autobiographies, alongside a broader canon of ‘gangster-lit’,
have, if anything, obscured some of the truths about prison life, or, at best,
presented an extremely partial picture of crime and punishment.

Arguably, then, the voices of more ordinary prisoners are under-represented
in this canon. One of the main aims of this book is to expand and fill this
spectrum (however incompletely), both through the range of topics it tries to
cover and the inclusion within each chapter of at least two different prisoner
accounts. The chapters have been designed so that they combine first-hand
narrative with academic commentary. Each is divided into two sections: the first
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section comprises extended excerpts from interviews with prisoners,* while the
second seeks to put the interviews in wider context, to highlight and discuss their
key themes, and to note any salient issues that are missing from the interview
extracts. By structuring each chapter in this way, we hope to offer richness of
detail alongside a wider consideration of patterns, trends and explanations.

Our wider aims are manifold. First, we want to give value, exposure and
intrinsic credibility to the inside account of the convict, whose thoughts are too
often concealed or discounted, as Zeno notes in the epigraph at the start of this
chapter. In doing so, we want especially to humanise prisoners, for we fear that
the term ‘prisoner’ evokes in most people the sense of a categorically different
species. As social inequalities grow, and social distance and ignorance become
correspondingly greater, it is all the more likely that prisoners will be thought
of only in terms of the acts they have committed rather than the lives they
have led and the life experiences that provide a backdrop for their offending.
As many of the testimonies in this book illustrate, violence, abuse and neglect
are common in prisoners’ backgrounds; recurring themes of low self-esteem,
guilt and both ‘respect’ and ‘disrespect’ point to deep-rooted emotional patterns
and preoccupations. Prisoners rarely talk to prison staff or to their peers about
these issues, and the prison environment provides only limited opportunities to
deal with them. By framing prisoners’ experiences within a wider account of
their lives, we want to widen the lens through which they are seen and perhaps
reshape public perceptions of who prisoners are. We also hope to offer insight
to staff who work with offenders and to practitioners who design the policies
that affect them.

In the selection of prisoner extracts, there is likely to be some bias towards
interviewees who are more than usually articulate. However, in our experience,
very few prisoners struggle to depict their world and express their feelings. Even
among prisoners who are deemed conventionally ineloquent, there is a clarity
of expression, a directness in the use of language, and a raw descriptive quality
that seems related to the extreme nature of the environment — its tendency to
focus the mind on life’s existential priorities and to concentrate and crystallise
all manner of social and emotional phenomena, from friendship to fear.

This edited collection is preceded by books with similar aims — collaborations
between academics and prisoners,” and exchanges between prisoners and
outsiders.® In terms of tone, though, we have been most influenced by work by
neither prisoners nor academics: in particular, the documentary films of Rex
Bloomstein,” notably Strangeways (1980), Strangeways Re-Visited (2001), Lifer
— Living With Murder (2003) and Kids Behind Bars (2005), and the oral histories
of Tony Parker, particularly The Frying Pan: A Prison and its Prisoners.® Both
Bloomstein and Parker manage to place their audiences inside the prison, without
manipulating them into taking up moral or political positions. Academics could
learn much from their style and technique. Just as his preference for dispensing
with evocative musical accompaniment renders his films more rather than less
evocative, Bloomstein’s capacity to brave out silences and ask straightforward,



