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The purpose of imprisonment is often an incredibly polarising subject, with some people insisting that prison should be used as a punishment for someone’s crimes, while others think that the primary focus on the prison system should be rehabilitation. Others believe that having to choose between punishment and rehabilitation creates a false dilemma, as the prison system should places emphasis on both punishment and rehabilitation. It is my objective to weigh up both sides of the argument and putting it in the context of the current prison crisis that is happening in England and Wales right now. 

According to the former Justice Secretary David Gauke, prison is the sharp end of the justice system and is designed to limit people’s freedoms in order to deter them from committing future crimes. Speaking at the Royal Society of Arts in London in March 2018, the then Justice Secretary said; 

‘Depriving someone of their liberty for a period of time is one of the most significant powers available to the State and must be imposed with respect for the rule of law and with purpose.
Prison is the sharp end of our justice system. By imposing this serious sanction, we must be clear about what prison is for.
I believe its purpose is threefold:
First, protection of the public – prison protects the public from the most dangerous and violent individuals.
Second, punishment – prison deprives offenders of their liberty and certain freedoms enjoyed by the rest of society and acts as a deterrent. It is not the only sanction available, but it is an important one.
And third, rehabilitation – prison provides offenders with the opportunity to reflect on, and take responsibility for, their crimes and prepare them for a law-abiding life when they are released.
It is only by prioritising rehabilitation that we can reduce reoffending and, in turn, the numbers of future victims of crime.’ (MP David Gauke, 2018)

The former Justice Secretary David Gauke’s stance was that only by the denial of liberty and personal freedom’s will criminals be able to rehabilitate. Gauke’s three-pronged approach of protecting the public, punishment and rehabilitation shows that he believed the prison system in England and Wales should be multi-faceted. While giving his speeh to the Royal Society of Arts, Guarke also stated that he was committed to bringing in more prison officers in order to negate the rise in substance use and self-harm that is going on in prisons in England and Wales. Throughout Guarke’s speech, he repeatedly used phrases such as ‘getting back to basics’ and ‘getting the basics right’. The emphasis he puts on reverting back to basics and putting punishment above rehabilitation, shows that Gauke had an antiquated view on the prison system and viewed rehabilitation as a means to an end, and not the primary focus of the prison system. In the months prior to Gauke becoming the Justice Secretary, 148.3 people per 100,000 were incarcerated in the UK. (Travis, 2017)
This rose to 173 people per 100,000 at the end of Gauke’s tenure as Justice Secretary. (Sturge, 2019) 

The rise in people incarcerated in England and Wales is worrying as it shows that the current system is clearly not working. The rise in prison populations is also causing an overcrowding crisis. A recent study by the Prison Reform Trust has revealed that 49% of prisons in England and Wales are overcrowded. (Sturge, 2020) The overcrowding in prisons can place an enormous strain as they have to deal with more prisoners than they should. This can also create an unsafe working environment for prison staff as the risk of being attacked rises significantly when you are outnumbered by such a great degree. 

‘Overcrowded prisons around the world create difficult and widespread challenges to maintaining prisoner health and providing a safe environment. Overcrowded prisons can lead to insanitary, violent conditions that are harmful to the physical and mental well-being of prisoners. Staff who are working in overcrowded prisons are also at risk in a range of ways. They face greater potential violence from the prisoners, threat of infection and increased stress and mental health issues.’ (MacDonald & Kane, 2009)

The above passage from a journal about prisoner health is more than a decade old and foreshadows a lot of the current problems that are occurring in the prison system in England and Wales in the present day, such as mental health issues and the rampant spread of the COVID-19 virus throughout prisons that have been boosted by the current overcrowding of almost half of the prisons in England and Wales. 

Prisons in England and Wales have seen a sharp uptick in self-harm, with 770 people per 1,000 inmates engaging in some form of self-harm. (gov.uk, 2020) The number of incarcerated people self-harming has been rising steadily since 2014, with a sharper increase in 2018 which coincides with MP David Guarke’s appointment as The Justice Secretary. It is clear from the shocking numbers shown above that there is a self-harm crisis happening in prisons across England and Wales. It raises the question as to why these people are choosing to self-harm, and if said reason is integral to the prison system across England and Wales. Self-harm is a broad spectrum and is not limited to any one particular act. An example of the self-harm that often goes on in prisons is hunger strikes. 

The fact that self-harm is so prevalent amongst prisons across England and Wales suggests a mental health problem is sweeping the prison system. According to the Prison Reform Trust 26% of women and 16% of men received treatment for a mental health condition before being incarcerated. (Prison Reform Trust, 2020). The current crisis raises the question of how can a system rehabilitate someone when the data shows that they actually leave them in a worse mental state than when they are first incarcerated. Guarke’s speech at the Royal Society of Arts in 2018 explained that the goal is to prepare inmates for a law-abiding life upon leaving prison. This has shown to rarely be the case, as 75% of former prisoners will reoffend within 9 years upon their release. (GtR, 2018) 

With the reoffender rate and mental health problems being so high in prions in England and Wales, attention must be turned to the condition of the prisons to see if they can correctly serve their purpose of security, punishment and eventual rehabilitation. In 2019, the government made £100 million available to improve the security of prisons in England and Wales. (BBC, 2019)

"Far too many of our jails have been plagued by drugs, violence, appalling living conditions and a lack of access to meaningful rehabilitative activity," – Chief Inspector Peter Clarke speaking in his annual report, 2019 (BBC, 2019)
The above quote from Chief Inspector Peter Clarke gives an insight into the current state of prisons in England and Wales. A massive reason as to why there is such a crisis amongst prisons is likely down to the fact that 49% of them are overcrowded. How can wardens and guards be expected to maintain an orderly environment when there is such a disparity between the number of inmates and the number of officials working in these prisons. The goal of rehabilitating these prisoners gets tougher when overcrowding is more prominent as less care and attention can be given to individual prisoners as budgets and man-power is stretched to cover the inflated population. The BBC source also contradicts the governments figure of 770 people self-harming out of 1,000, stating that although self-harming is rising in prisons, it is not as much as gov.uk say, standing at only 155 cases per 1,000 inmates. (BBC, 2020).

The current crisis occurring in prisons in England and Wales would appear to be about money as well as staffing issues previously mentioned. The prison service in England and Wales saw budget cuts of 20% between 2010 – 2015 which correlates with the rise of violence and self-harming in prisons. (BBC, 2019) As well as the fall in spending, the number of front-line prison workers fell 26% between 2010-2015. 

‘The UK prison population is on the increase, and has been steadily rising for a number of years with no signs of decreasing. The Government says that since 1945, the total prison population increased from around 15,000 to more than 86,000 – and has almost doubled since 1993. In 2017 alone, there was a summer surge of offenders sent to prison in England and Wales – the number rose by 1,200 between May and August.’  (InBrief, 2020)
The rise in people incarcerated in England and Wales coupled with the fall in man-power and spending has greatly affected the prison system and has caused or contributed to the problems that plague the system in the present day. The lack of financial aid and staffing has not only affected prisoners mental-health and physical wellbeing, it has also greatly hindered the prison systems ability to fulfil its main objectives: to punish and rehabilitate, as shown by the reoffending rates being so high. 

Not everyone agrees that rehabilitation is a feasible end goal of the prison system. Sir Martin Narey, a former director of the prison service, thinks that the attempted rehabilitation of offenders in prison simply does not work and should be scrapped.

“The things we did to prisoners, the courses we put them on, the involvement of charities, made little or no difference… Decent prisons in which prisoners are respected seem to provide a foundation for prisoner self-growth. Indecent, unsafe prisons allow no such growth and further damage those who have to survive there… Stop fretting about rehabilitation. Politely discourage those who will urge you to believe that they have a six-week to six-month course which can undo the damage of a lifetime. The next time someone tells you they have a quick scheme which can transform lives – transform is the word of which you should be particularly suspicious – politely explain that life isn’t that simple.” – Sir Martin Narey (The Guardian, 2019)

Sir Martin Narey’s comes across as very jaded with these comments, as he says that attempting to rehabilitated people is essentially a lost cause and should be done away with in order to focus solely on creating a safe and decent prison system. Narey’s theory is that by the time someone is in the prison system, it is already too late to rehabilitate them as what can be done in prison cannot un-do a lifetime of experiences that led them to a life of crime. While Narey’s comments could seem quite nihilistic and even cruel, it is important to realise how experienced he is in the prison system and has stated that he has seen first-hand the futility of these courses and schemes. Narey’s comments imply that prisons should simply be a place to punish and to keep the general public sage until the criminal’s release or even death. The reoffending rate amongst prisoners who have been released gives credence to Narey’s theory that rehabilitation is futile, and that more should be done in order to prevent people from being a part of the prison system in England and Wales. While Narey’s comments make sense, it could be argued that adopting this style of imprisonment would make the general public more at risk from being targeted by criminals if none are rehabilitated as opposed to the minority who are being rehabilitated at the moment.  However, punishing criminals by simply taking away their personal freedoms can deter them from committing crimes upon their release, as well as deterring would-be criminals from committing crimes in the future. The very foundation of prison is removing criminals from the society and taking away their freedom, so it is impossible to construct a prison system that does not primarily focus on punishment. 
Given the current prison over-crowding crisis that is happening now, it could make sense to make punishment/removal from society the main focus for prisons in England and Wales as it requires less man-power/spending than schemes and staff designed solely to rehabilitate prisoners. 

However, when comparing the prison system in England and Wales to the Scandinavian prison system, the differences in philosophy stand out boldly. 

‘An international comparison reveals some interesting trends. Norway moved its focus from punishment to rehabilitation (including for those who were imprisoned) 20 years ago. This was followed by large reductions in reoffending rates. Compared to a reoffending rate of around 50% within a year in the UK, Norway’s is around 25% in five years.
There is much to learn from this. A lot of people processed within the criminal justice system have vulnerabilities that can make them prone to offending, which might suggest why rehabilitation can be so successful. Recent evidence suggests that the UK prison population has serious levels of self-harm. And a recent report finds that 90% of the UK’s prison population suffer from metal health problems. Releasing such people without investing in their treatment is bound to lead to reoffending. 
Though less dramatic, the same report finds that nearly 40% of people detained by the police also suffer from mental health issues. A substantial portion of criminals, then, could benefit from support rather than punishment. Locking up or otherwise criminalising people with these vulnerabilities also raise ethical issues. In particular, what would be a just response to crime committed by the vulnerable?’ (Bandyopadhyay, 2020)
 
 
Since Norway moved their prison system’s priorities from retribution and punishment to rehabilitation, reoffending has gone down dramatically. Similar to the prison system in England and Wales, Norway’s prisoners also suffer from mental health problems, although not nearly as much as prisoners in England and Wales. Norway offer support to prisoners while they are in and leave prison for their mental health problems in order to reduce the risk of reoffending. The fact that Norway manage to have such low reoffending rates when comparing them to England and Wales despite focusing primarily on rehabilitation directly contradicts Sir Michael Narey’s theory that rehabilitation does not work. 

It could be argued that the prison system in England and Wales does not focus on rehabilitation simply due to the financial strain it would bring on a system that has already saw it’s budgets being cut by 20% in the last decade. However, according to Sidhartha Bandyopadhyay, who is a professor of economics at Birmingham University, this is not the case. 
‘From an economic perspective, rehabilitation makes sense. A recent study that colleagues and I undertook across England and Wales provides illustrative examples of changes in sending more people to prison (a proxy for a model that emphasises punishment) versus community sentences (a proxy for a more rehabilitative approach). Based on a statistical model using data on case disposals and crime rates across England and Wales, it provides estimates of how changes in case disposals affect crime rates.
For example, sentencing 1% more offenders to prison for property offences (including theft and handling) is estimated to reduce next year’s recorded crimes by 2,693. But a similar 1% increase in community sentences reduces these offences by 3,590. When one considers that community sentences cost on average a quarter of prison sentences, it appears there is scope to reduce property crime (approximately 72% of recorded crimes in the analysis) more cost-effectively and humanely through a greater use of community sentences instead of prison.’ (Bandyopadhyay, 2020)
Adopting a model similar to the Scandinavian one would also improve the current overcrowding of prisons in England and Wales as Norway seem to be less enthusiastic about sending people to jail and prefer community sentences which cost on average a quarter of what prison sentences cost. This would not only help overcrowding in England and Wales but also free up funds that could be spent on increasing the number of prison staff as well as rehabilitation.  

If you asked any senior official currently working in the prison system in England and Wales what the purpose of prison was, they would say to punish and eventually rehabilitate. Sadly, it is clear that although that is the official purpose, it is not really implemented which leads to the incredibly high reoffending rates that occur in England and Wales. Adopting aspects from Norway’s prison system would not only lower the current reoffending rate in England and Wales but also save money in the long run and allow for that money to be allocated to areas that are currently in crisis such as overcrowding, lack of staff and mental health. 
Rehabilitation is supported by Kant’s philosophy of human dignity: 
‘A good will is good not because of what it effects, or accomplishes, not because of its fitness to attain some intended end, but good just by its willing’ (Immanuel Kant, 1797)
With this, Kant suggests that it is intention and not actual outcome, that makes an action inherently good or bad. 
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