


REHABILITATION or RETRIBUTION?
A topic that isn’t black & White…





“Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly c— 13th Amendment of the United States Constitution

The above passage taken from the US constitution seems to suggest that the current prison system in the US is unconstitutionally set up to take advantage of prisoners by profiting off the forced labour that the prisoners produce. It is hard for a system that benefits so much off of prisoners labour to remain impartial in determining their innocence/relief. 



It is hard for us as humans to resist our primal urge for vengeance. This is highlighted by those who break the law and commit heinous acts such as rape and murder. But does punishment work better than rehabilitation or should we focus on reforming prison systems worldwide in order to alleviate prison overcrowding and reduce reoffending? 

Besides the incredibly low literary rates for prisoners in the UK, there is also a growing problem with prisoners being subjected to long hours of solitary confinement. This even affects children in the prison system who are sometimes in their cell for 23 hours a day. Peter Clarke, the chief inspector of police has even said that there needs to be a massive overhauling of youth offenders institutes as some offenders are only let out of their cell’s for 15 minutes a day. The below graph shows how the UK public portray the harshness of prison sentences with older people tending to favour longer and harsher sentences than their younger counterparts.  
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50% of the United Kingdom’s prisoners are functionally illiterate
This means that 42,500 people in prison in the UK have a reading age of 11 or lower, with 20% falling below that mark. It is clear and obvious that anyone with a reading age of below 11 would not adapt to most of the jobs of today, which greatly limits ex-prisoners options upon release. The illiteracy of the UK’s prison population could go a long way in explaining the massive reoffender rate that the UK sees, with 75% of ex-inmates reoffending after 9 years and 38% reoffending in the first 12 months. Studies in the US have shown that inmates who receive literary help have just a 16% chance of reoffending when compared with people who have no literary, the reoffending rate is 70%. It is clear from these studies that the UK could learn a lot from some of America’s state’s literary programmes. This would not only improve their job options when leaving prison, but also make their time in prison much easier as it gives inmates a hobby that benefits them more than watching TV or getting into trouble.  


There are 1.5 million people in the United States prison system
Of those 1.5 million, 53% are being forced into labour for pennies. That is roughly 750,000 people. Leading people to wonder if slavery has been abolished or just reformed. It also raises the question if a country would want to reform its prison system if it benefits from its current format. With such menial pay from these forced jobs, how can prisoners be expected to save up enough money that they are not reliant on a life of crime after their release? The idea of working for rehabilitation doesn’t fix the root of the inmates’ problem or solve how they ended up in prison, however, it does have some benefits if the prisoners are compensated accordingly as it can give them increased work ethics. 









While incarceration should never be fun or easy, it should never be needlessly barbaric or cruel. The primary concern for the prison system in the UK should be to rehabilitate instead of punish. While lenient sentences aren’t always the answer, it should be the primary concern of all those working in the prison to increase communication from prisoners, not lock them away in solitary confinement where they lose even more social skills that they will so desperately need upon release. 
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