


This essay will seek to critically analyse the purposes of imprisonment in England and Wales before proceeding to outline the extent to which the current ‘prison crisis’ impacts upon these purposes. This analysis is crucial as research has argued that within recent years the prison system has come under significant scrutiny by the public, politicians and the media (Chamberlen and Carvalho 2018). This surge in scrutiny interwoven with the fact that the prison population in England and Wales continues to rise exponentially (Moore 2011) clearly demonstrates that the prison system in its current state offers fertile ground for academic investigation within the field of criminology. 
When analysing the prison system within England and Wales, it is first imperative to examine the purposes of imprisonment in order to effectively outline the role of prison within the contemporary criminal justice system. This analysis is critical as to effectively analyse the impact of the ‘prison crisis’, the role and function of prison within contemporary British society must first be understood. 
Exploring the role of the British prison system, it is clearly first critical to discuss the notion of rehabilitation, particularly as academics have argued that the prison system remains a tool intended to rehabilitate offenders and to consequently reduce re-offending (Genders and Player 2013). The underpinning of this component of prison has been fuelled by a rise in evidence within recent decades that retribution and deterrence alone are insufficient to tackle criminality and recidivism, perpetuating the notion that prisons must not simply punish but must also seek to remove the barriers between prisoners and successful rehabilitation ranging from housing insecurity to health (Baybutt and Chemlal 2016). This assertion that rehabilitation remains key is supported by academics who have argued that despite a surge in punitive policy, the prison system in England and Wales remains not only a space for punishment but also an instrument intended to reform and rehabilitate prisoners, particularly to tackle the underlying causes of their criminality and to prepare them to reintegrate with society (Bullock and Bunce 2018). 
However, despite rehabilitation remaining a key pillar of the British prison system, it has been suggested that in recent years there has been a pivot towards an increasingly punitive and retribution based approach both within societal attitudes and the criminal justice system (Garrett 2015). In line with this, research has argued that within recent years the UK government has begun to adopt an increasingly punitive penal policy, focusing on prisons as spaces intended to deter criminality and punish convicted offenders (Van Ginneken and Hayes 2016). This pivot towards an increasingly punitive perspective in regards to the function of prison has been moulded by a number of socio-economic and political factors ranging from public fear of crime and loss of faith in the criminal justice system to penal populism within the political sphere (Fox and Albertson 2010). Consequentially, this pivot towards an increasingly punitive approach within both society and at a policy level interwoven with prisons historic role as a space for retribution and deterrence clearly demonstrate that this function of prison remains a key component of its place within the criminal justice system. 
Following this discussion of the role of prisons within British society it is critical to explore the extent to which the ‘prison crisis’ has detracted from the effectiveness of this component of the criminal justice system. The ‘prison crisis’ itself which has emerged in recent years refers to the deteriorating state of the British prison system, this crisis encompasses a wide range of issues including violence within prisons, weak safety records, high rates of recidivism, drug use, and fractious relations between staff and prisoners (Chamberlen and Carvalho 2018). Anchoring this, research has argued that within the United Kingdom, the punitive penal policies which have sparked a rise in prison numbers intertwined with deeply embedded organisational failures, budget cuts and an overarching failure to sufficiently overhaul the prison system has created conditions wherein British prisons are failing to protect staff, inmates and the wider public (Pakes and Holt 2017). 
The factors which have driven this deterioration of the British prison system are multifaceted however they include issues such as overcrowding, ageing prisons, spending cuts and a sharp decline in staff numbers (Chamberlen and Carvalho 2018). Research has gone on to argue that this ‘prison crisis’ intertwined with the fact that England and Wales have the highest imprisonment rate in Western Europe have created a prison system under increasing strain where riots, suicides and violence are recurring issues (Peacock 2017). Following this analysis, it is evident that the ‘prison crisis’ has clearly had a negative impact on the state of the contemporary prison system, in England and Wales, however to explore its impact further it is critical to evaluate the influence this has had on the function of prison within modern society. 
When seeking to analyse the intricate relationship between the ‘prison crisis’ and the role of prison in contemporary society, it is clear that the ‘prison crisis’ has an inherent effect on the failure of prisons to effectively rehabilitate prisoners and the current challenges facing this segment of the population. For instance research has implied that within modern society, the prison population is disproportionately affected by mental health conditions which both effect prisoners chances of successful rehabilitation and increase the likelihood of recidivism, consequently rendering this a key challenge for any prison seeking to rehabilitate its population (Edgemon and Clay-Warner 2018). This link between mental health, prison and re-offending rates is further reinforced by empirical research which has evidenced a correlation between mental health issues and the likelihood of recidivism, suggesting that if prisoners are to be effectively rehabilitated within modern society they must have sufficient access to mental health support and interventions within prison (Fisher et al 2014). 
Despite this clear link between mental health, rehabilitation and rates of re-offending, it could be argued that the ‘prison crisis’ is not only stifling rates of rehabilitation but actually contributing to an exacerbation of these existing issues. For instance, conditions cultivated by the  ‘prison crisis’ including overcrowding, violence, isolation and insecurity (Chamberlen and Carvalho 2018) have a direct impact on the mental health of prisoners increasing their chances of experiencing a mental health crisis and consequentially their chances of re-offending once they are released back into society (Baybutt and Chemlal 2016). In addition to this, research has suggested that  the ‘prison crisis’ has also rendered prisons unable to adequately tackle these mental health challenges, arguing that as a direct result of budget cuts and a staff deficiency the ability of prisoners to effectively manage prisoners physical and mental health has been significantly impeded (Ismail 2020). This assertion is anchored by empirical evidence, for instance, due to a lack of resources studies have shown that two-thirds of prisoners have waited longer than two weeks to be seen by acute mental health professionals and some waited over a year to be transferred to mental-health hospitals (Ismail 2020). This clearly demonstrates the direct impact of the ‘prison crisis’ on the ability of prisons to effectively tackle prisoners mental health concerns, consequentially increasing the likelihood of recidivism and inhibiting the ability of prisons to operate effectively as spaces of rehabilitation. 
Furthermore, research has argued that not only is the current prison system failing to rehabilitate prisoners, particularly those with mental health challenges, but in many cases these prisoners conditions are worsening, for instance empirical data has demonstrated that within the last decade there has a been a significant increase in the number of prisoners committing self-harm, assaults and in the most extreme circumstances suicide (Aitken 2021). The relationship between prisoners wellbeing, rehabilitation and the prison environment is both complex and nuanced, however it has been argued within academic research that relationships with staff, rehabilitation courses, opportunities and the prison environment more broadly have a direct correlation with prisoners mental health and their chances of successful reintegration with society (Liebling 2011). This complex relationship between the prison environment, prisoner health and rehabilitation clearly infers that the ‘prison crisis’ may directly inhibit the ability of prisons to effectively rehabilitate prisoners before release, as the multifaceted challenges facing contemporary prisons render them unable to effectively tackle the rise in mental health challenges and associated behaviour within the modern prison system. 
When examining the effectiveness of the UK’s prison system it is also critical to consider the environment which has been fostered by the recent ‘prison crisis’ and the ways in which this may directly impact the role of prison within society. Analysing this aspect of prisons, the impact of the ‘prison crisis’ and the wider implications for the prison system is critical as research has argued that the prison environment is a crucial component of an effective prison which influences the behaviour, prospects and well-being of prisoners both during and after imprisonment (Bosma et al 2019). 
Whilst rehabilitation remains a key principle of the prison system, empirical studies which have suggested that funding cuts and dwindling staff numbers have created prisons which are increasingly hostile and volatile environments, rendering them inadequate spaces for effective rehabilitation (Bullock and Bunce 2018). Building on this, wider research has gone on to anchor the assertion that this hostile and deteriorating prison environment directly effects the ability of prison to achieve its aims, particularly in regards to of rehabilitation. For example, Maguire and Raynor (2016) have asserted that for rehabilitation to be effective, prisons need to cultivate a positive climate where prisoners are actively encouraged to reconsider their perspectives on crime and make proactive steps to change their lives outside of prison. Maguire and Raynor (2016) have gone on to argue that the current prison system, afflicted by stretched resources, dwindling space and an over-reliance on punitive policies has a failed to construct an environment which promotes rehabilitation, hindering this aspect of prison within the contemporary criminal justice system. Building on this assertion, evidence has suggested that within contemporary prisons, factors driven by the ‘prison crisis’ such as overcrowding and budget constraints have created a prison environment which is characterised by deviance, violence and hostility (Bosma et al 2019). This increasingly hostile environment has direct implications for the prison systems goal of rehabilitation, particularly  as it has been demonstrated that violence between prisoners directly contributes towards high rates of recidivism, the cultivation of negative attitudes towards legal system and a culture where prisoners engage in violent  behaviour as a means to protect themselves from further violence (Howard et al 2020).The assertion that the current ‘prison crisis’ is fuelling a failure to rehabilitate prisoners is supported by empirical data which shows 46% of adults go on to be reconvicted within a year of release, clearly demonstrating the current inability of prison to significantly stem the flow of crime, rehabilitate and deter individuals from criminality (Peacock 2017). 
Within this analysis, it is also imperative to critically analyse the impact the current ‘prison crisis’ has had on the ability of prisons to operate effectively as spaces of retribution and deterrence, particularly as this element of prison has been the subject of an increased emphasis within recent years (Van Ginneken and Hayes 2016). When examining the research within this field, it is evident that the current state of prisons in England and Wales, influenced by the ‘prison crisis’ has created fertile ground not only for criminality to remain undeterred but for criminality to flourish. For example, it has been suggested that the ‘prison crisis’ has cultivated prison conditions which allow organised gangs to operate within prison committing acts of violence and drug operations more freely, easily and without fear of punishment particularly in a prison system which is increasingly under-funded and where levels of staff recruitment and retention continue to fall (Maitra 2020). Maitra (2020) has gone on to assert that within contemporary society, the ‘prison crisis’ has created fertile conditions for gangs and particularly drug gangs to exploit the fragility of the system, Maitra (2020) consequentially suggests this growth in gangs has left other prisoners feeling they must protect themselves by forming their own gangs, rendering prisons spaces where violence, drugs and criminality are not only present but actively increasing. However, it is important to note acknowledge that this assertion is contested, for example Phillips (2012) has outlined the lack of conclusive empirical data regarding gangs and violence in prison, citing the lack of a clear definition of a prison gang as an obstacle in producing definitive knowledge in this field. Despite these limitations, research has gone on to support the overarching arguments outlined by Maitra (2020), for instance it has been argued that whilst politicians continue to employ penal populism and anchor prisons role as a tool of punishment deterrence, in reality the ‘prison crisis’ has rendered prisons spaces where drugs and criminality thrive, inherently compromising the safety of staff and prisoners whilst simultaneously detracting from the ability of prisons to fulfil their function as a space for punishment (Chamberlen and Carvalho 2018). 
When exploring the assertion that the ‘prison crisis’ and its inherent effect on the security of prisons has created conditions where criminality may flourish, it is important to acknowledge that this criminality is not limited to violence but also other forms of deviance. For example, interwoven with the rise in violence empirical research has demonstrated a distinct rise in drug use in prison, proceeding to suggest that this is now widespread and one of the key issues placing strain on the contemporary British prison system (Ford and Berg 2018). Research has argued that the ‘prison crisis’ may be directly attributed to this surge in drug use, as the insecurity fuelled by budget cuts, staff numbers dwindling and a lack of resources have created an environment wherein drug use is not only growing but is fuelling the wider inability of prisons to function effectively as spaces of punishment and deterrence (Chamberlen and Carvalho 2018). Chamberlen and Carvalho (2018) are not isolated in drawing links between drug use and wider prison issues, for example academics have argued that the endemic use of drugs with British prisons may be directly linked back to the growth of prison violence, inferring that as drugs increasingly penetrate the prisons system this inherently leads to an increase in organised crime, gang violence and drug fuelled violence (Connor and Tewksbury 2016). In addition to this intricate relationship between drugs and gang violence in prison , research has gone on to argue that the ability of these criminal operations to flourish in prison has contributed towards a prison environment where rather than being deterred from criminality, prisoners are actively able to expand their criminal network, learn new criminal skills and become increasingly involved in criminal enterprise (Roxell 2011). Consequentially, it is  evident that the ability of criminality to flourish in prison, underpinned by an insecure prison environment created by the ‘prison crisis’,  represents a direct challenge to the ability of prisons to deter and punish prisons, instead rendering them breeding grounds for further crime and violence. 
In conclusion, following this critical analysis of the  relationship between the ‘prison crisis’ and the role of prisons within society a number of conclusions may be drawn. First of all it is evident that the ‘prison crisis’ has directly inhibited the ability of prisons to perform their key functions of rehabilitation, retribution and deterrence by creating spaces where prisoners are able to not only unable to engage in positive interventions but where criminality is able to flourish. Throughout this analysis of the contemporary prison system, it is clear that a plethora of factors have contributed towards the ‘prison crisis’ and rendered the prison system in its current form unable to effectively perform its role within the criminal justice system, therefore the ‘prison crisis’ must be addressed if rehabilitation, retribution and deterrence are to remain key pillars of the British prison system. Finally, it is critical to acknowledge that whilst this paper has explored some key issues, the inability of prisons to effectively implement rehabilitation, retribution and deterrence is a multifaceted problem therefore more research must be done to critically explore the spectrum of issues which have created the current ‘prison crisis’, this is particularly crucial at a point when prisoner numbers continue to rise (Moore 2011) rendering the state of prisons more critical than ever within the criminal justice system . 
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