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ABSTRACT 

 

Ex-prisoner re-entry into the community has always been problematic both for 

the individual ex-prisoner and society. Re-entry is characterised by a 

multitude of practical problems accessing community resources, 

marginalisation, social exclusion and in many cases ends in failure with the 

ex=prisoner re-incarceration. Despite substantial government resources being 

invested in the ‘reducing re-offending initiative’ the majority of ex-prisoners 

continue to end up back in contact with the criminal justice system. Their 

sentence may have ended but they have not escaped prison. 

 

My own experience of over 20 years of working with ex-prisoners in a housing 

context has demonstrated that ex-prisoners with long histories of homeless 

and involvement with the criminal justice system can, with relatively minimal 

assistance, successful establish lives in the community which avoided contact 

with law enforcement agencies; allowing them to escape future imprisonment. 

 

This dissertation explores the process of re-entry, utilising the history of 

Hargrave House, where I worked from 1984 to 1990, and other community 

projects to identify how these enable ex-prisoners to successfully re-enter the 

community. It critically examines contemporary policies which claim to assist 

the process of prisoner re-entry and demonstrates that the ‘lessons from 

Hargrave’ are largely ignored as punitive objectives dominate penal policy 

resulting in the further social exclusion of ex-prisoners and for many a return 

to the ‘perpetual incarceration machine’ 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

more encouragement to refuse professional help, and to decide 
what was best for themselves, would be of great benefit to most 
people, and to their relationship with society. 
(Sugden and Skinner 1977:117) 
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1. Introduction 

 

The reality for most people leaving prison is that they re-enter a 

community where they will have serious problems finding anywhere to 

live and where they are likely to be unemployed or in poorly paid 

insecure employment. They may have poor mental and physical health 

but will struggle to access health services.  Many will have lost contact 

with families and friends and have to establish themselves in the 

community without their support. Inevitably many ex-prisoners’ re-entry 

ends in failure; sixty-seven percent of all former prisoners are 

reconvicted within two years. For young men aged eighteen to twenty-

one the reconviction rate is over seventy eight percent. (PRT 2006:5)  

 

This hostile environment would be difficult and challenging for most of 

us, yet ex-prisoners are often among those least equipped to deal with 

them. Seven out of ten suffer from two or more mental health disorders. 

The majority have personality disorders and use drugs and/or drink 

dangerously. Eight out of ten smoke. One in twenty slept rough prior to 

imprisonment and a third of prisoners were homeless when 

incarcerated (SEU 2002:18-22).Nine out of ten left school at sixteen or 

younger, four out of five have a writing ability of an 11 year old or 

younger. Over half the men and nearly three quarters of the women 

have no qualifications and 67% were unemployed on entering prison 

(Ibid). The fact they have a criminal record and have been in prison 
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impedes their capacity to enter the job market or get decent wages. If 

these disadvantages were not enough they have experienced 

imprisonment, whose disabling impact is consistently described. Cook 

(1998:32) reports that: 

 

when you leave the prison environment, you find yourself broken, 
a shell of what you used to be. The better you become at coping 
with prison, the worse you are at living a normal life. 
 

and Fletcher (1972:142) tells us:  

Coming out after a long sentence you feel absolutely lost in a 
crowd, for the rest of the world may not exist so far as you are 
concerned. You are afraid of life and really lonely.  

 

Between 1984 and 1990 I worked for the Hargrave House Project, a 

voluntary organisation providing accommodation for homeless men and 

women on their release from prison. The majority of ex-prisoners who 

passed through Hargrave successfully re-entered the community. 

Establishing independent lives and desisting from crime was relatively 

straightforward and normal. In 1990 Hargrave House merged with 

another charity Penrose and my experience over the next decade 

working for the merged organisation were identical. Ex-prisoners could 

and did successfully re-enter society. The majority of both organisations 

residents moved onto their own council or housing association self 

contained flats and less than one in ten returned to prison. (See tables 

2 and 3 below) My experience as a practitioner showed that given 



Page 4 

 

appropriate services the majority of ex- prisoners could successfully 

entry the community and over 90% could avoid re-incarceration.  

 

Below I detail the history of Hargrave House, setting out its philosophy 

and describing how it worked in practice. My description draws on 

Sugden and Skinner’s (1977) account of the setting up of the project, 

the project’s published literature and my own memories of working at 

the project. Drawing from autobiographical accounts by their founders I 

also look briefly at two other projects, Norman House and the Peter 

Bedford Trust. I then look at prisoner re-entry, examining the 

experience of prison, the community that the prisoner re-enters and 

review the literature on the process of desistance. The third section 

seeks to identify what lessons can be learnt from Hargrave’s history and 

from a more contemporary ex-prisoner project, C-Far and compares 

these successful models of prisoner re-entry with the Government’s 

official strategies for assisting released prisoners. In the final section I 

argue that the official models provided for prisoners to re-enter the 

community are fatally flawed, failing to address the main impediment to 

successful re-entry, social exclusion. Instead these services stigmatise 

and punish, compounding existing exclusion, increasing the likelihood 

of the ex-prisoner’s re-incarceration and the continued cycle of prison, 

failed re-entry and further prison. The lessons from Hargrave are that 

ex-prisoners do not need elaborate multi agency strategies but simple 

access to basic resources, and to be treated with decency and respect. 
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Part ONE 

HARGRAVE HOUSE 

 

 

…we do not want to see people in terms of “problems” – for this 
would imply that they needed treatment. Our object, on the 
contrary, was to provide them with accommodation, and the 
opportunity of becoming self sufficient, and of controlling their 
own lives… 
(Sugden and Skinner1977:59) 
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2 Hargrave House – It’s origins 

 

In 1974 Geoff Sugden an ex-prisoner involved in North London PROP1, 

and a PROP supporter Lib Skinner set up Hargrave House Project to 

providing housing to women and men leaving prison. Initially based in a 

leased house earmarked for demolition they were able to make the 

property habitable and establish an accommodation project for ex-

prisoners. Hargrave House was conceived as a co-operative, as ‘a way 

of demonstrating that exprisoners could organise their own activities, 

and make their own decisions’. (Sugden and Skinner1977:12) In the 

early years it became evident that this model was unsustainable. A 

more traditional constitutional model emerged with the project governed 

by a Management Committee and run on a day-to-day basis by a staff 

team.  The resident group retained throughout Hargrave’s history a right 

to representation through four voting members on the Management 

Committee and whilst this rarely involved residents in developing the 

project’s strategy it did allow for grievances to be raised and ensured 

that staff were able to be challenged.  

 

From its outset Hargrave was based on a critique of both the penal 

system and the models of housing provided by other voluntary groups. 

Existing hostels were ‘unnecessarily restrictive’, perceived homeless 

ex-prisoners as ‘doubly inadequate’ and offered people the choice ‘of 

                                                 
1
 PROP (Preservation of the Rights of Prisoners) was a prisoner led organisation that 

sought to represent and organise Prisoners. (Fitzgerald 1977). 
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institutionalisation; or else walk the streets.’ (Ibid:7 & 17) For Sugden 

and Skinner the primary problems faced by homeless ex-prisoners were 

practical. Homelessness required access to housing not treatment for a 

personal inadequacy The project offered all residents their own rooms, 

an innovation at a time when the Home Office still paid its grant on a 

per bedspace basis, thus encouraging hostels to fit as many beds as 

they could in each bedroom. (Ibid:30) 

 

Its origins in the prisoners’ right movement defined its approach. 

Sugden admits that ‘even speaking politely to a Probation Officer was 

extremely difficult’, but the project did not seek to operate outside the 

official arena taking its referrals from prisons and probation offices. 

(Ibid:33) However it remained critical of these agencies and their 

relationships with people subject to the criminal justice systems 

supervision and control.  Hargrave rejected the selection methods of 

other ex-prisoner housing providers. They were clear that the applicant 

as a ‘prisoner’ would be very different to the person they would be in the 

project and rejected official reports as ‘often misleading; especially if 

written by officers who either have peculiar views and prejudices, or do 

not know the people well.’ (Ibid 49-50) Instead they relied on referral 

agencies assurances that the person needed housing rather than a 

residential medical service and housed them on a first come first served 

basis.  
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The houses were characterised by the absence of restrictive rules. 

Residents were able to decorate their own rooms, there was no 

requirement to live communally, catering was down to individual 

residents and residents were not required to work. Visitors were allowed 

and restrictions then common, like curfews, were rejected. The project 

saw itself embedded within the community, the communal areas of the 

houses were made available to local community groups and neighbours 

were encouraged to visit. The project established a minor repairs and 

furniture delivery service for local low income households. A service 

that received enthusiastic referrals from the local social services 

department. 

 

Although Sugden and Skinner only worked for the project for two years, 

they established a clear ethos and confronted a number of the key 

issues the project would have to resolve to be successful. In particular 

they established that the accommodation was only temporary and not 

intended to be a home for life. This was important for two reasons. 

Firstly it avoided the temptation to run the project outside of society. It 

was not a place of escape where people could live lives on different 

terms from those available within the community. Hargrave was 

intended as a stepping-stone not a destination. Secondly it limited the 

extent to which the project could be self-governing. Those who 

managed it, the staff and non-resident committee members, inevitably 

had a longer-term view of issues than the residents living in it.   
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Hargrave kept records of the destination of residents when they left. 

Table 1 (page 10 below) shows that in the first twenty-nine months of 

the project sixty-five residents departed, only six of whom returned to 

custody. Whilst it is likely that other ex-residents were subsequently 

reconvicted and/or re-imprisoned it does suggest that during their stay 

the overwhelming majority of residents were able to escape the cycle of 

repeat imprisonment which is likely to have characterised many of their 

previous lives. As the project matured the outcomes for residents 

became much clearer as shown in table 2. (page 15 below)  

 

Sugden and Skinner were committed to ensuring that the project 

operated inside the law and residents ‘involved in anything illegal’ were 

‘encouraged to pursue these activities outside the house’. (Ibid 43) 

Whilst the Project co-operated with the local police and probation 

services in discharging their legitimate duties it challenged the State 

when it abused its’ powers. Police requests for lists of residents were 

politely refused and the local probation services insistence in sending 

court commissioned Social Enquiry Reports to the project, despite 

repeated requests to not do so, were brought up with a local MP who 

raised the matter through parliamentary questions, causing 

considerable embarrassment to the London Probation service. (Ibid 101 

& 71) This may have contributed to delays in Hargrave obtaining Home 

Office funding, but even 15 years later when Probation Officers were 
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still routinely dispatching this confidential information to other 

accommodation providers they rarely sent any to Hargrave House.  

 

Table 1 
 
Resident destination Time period 

 
 1/8/1974 

to 
31/7/1975 

1/8/1975 
to 

31/7/1976 

1/8/1976 
to 

31/1/1977 

Private Rented 2 2 3 

Return to Family 5 5 5 

Moved to another project 1 8 3 

Re-offended/Imprisoned 1 4 1 

Squat 2 2 2 

Not known 8 2 9 

Total 19 23 23 

Source: Sugden and Skinner (1977:65) 

 

There were a number of occasions when conflict with the London 

Borough of Islington was resolved in the public domain rather than by 

negotiation behind closed doors. Hargrave always refused to play by 

the rules of the establishment and saw itself as existing within and 

being a part of its local community. Hargrave was always seeking to 

establish and develop alliances with other local groups, particularly 

those representing the marginalized and excluded. 
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3. Hargrave House 1984 -1990 – Personal Experiences 

 

I started working at Hargrave in February 1984 when it had been in 

existence for 10 years. It had been a transient decade with the Project 

having to regularly relocate to new premises. A permanent home for 

Hargrave, two large terraced houses on the Holloway Road in North 

London, had been identified and was under construction. The project 

was operating out of 3 short life houses, properties purchased for 

renovation but waiting the necessary funding, dispersed across the 

borough of Islington. The accommodation was run down and very basic; 

single rooms furnished with donated or other second hand furniture and 

shared kitchens and bathrooms.  

 

In 1984 a lively market existed in North London for accommodating ex-

offenders. As well as Hostels managed by the Probation Service there 

was Hargrave House, with its origins in the Prisoners Rights Movement, 

Stockdale House, a women’s hostel (Camp 1974) operated by the 

Griffins Society, an establishment charity whose Trustees were drawn 

from the great and good, (Rumgay 2007) Peter Bedford Trust, a Quaker 

initiative, (Sorensen 1986) Penrose Charity, a men’s hostel set up by 

Mrs Rose, a Prison Visitor at Pentonville Prison, Norman House, 

founded by Merfyn Turner, (Turner 1961) Second House providing 

accommodation for those “discharged” from Norman House, Third 

House run by Ian Thomson, (who required his residents to obtain 
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employment within a week of admission), St Martin of Tours House, a 

Catholic hostel for ex-offenders, SHOP, (Self Help Organisation for Ex-

Prisoners) which had been initiated as a social action project by main 

grade probation staff, North West London Housing Association set up 

the Middlesex Probation Service, Kenton Road Co-operative, a housing 

project started by Hargrave and managed by its members, Bagshott 

Two, a housing co-operative that broke away from Hargrave and was 

led by ex prisoner and ex-Hargrave employee Willie Shilitoe in addition 

to NACRO Housing in London, a government supported charity. 

 

A voluntary committee managed Hargrave and in 1984 none of the 

individual members were ex-prisoners, its staff team did not include any 

ex-prisoners although a number had worked for them in the intervening 

years including Chris Tchaikovsky, who subsequently founded the 

campaigning organisation, Women in Prison. Committee Meetings were 

open to residents, four of whom were eligible to attend as voting 

representatives. The ethos of the Project continued to reflect its origins 

and the values and analysis of its founders. As one of my colleagues 

wrote in 1985  

 

Our present approach is still based on the need for residents to 
make their own decisions about their own lives, with staff 
providing information and support but avoiding pressing 
unwanted treatment or management techniques upon them 
(Brearley 1985:7) 
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Hargrave House had retained its focus on housing men or women 

leaving prison. The residents were primarily men who had been 

imprisoned for significant periods. They included a number of “lifers” 

and men who had been detained in “Special Hospitals”. By 1986 

Hargrave’s had 4 staff, two of whom were ex-prisoners and another 

who was the partner of a prisoner. The Committee was chaired by 

another ex-prisoner and included several other ex-prisoners and 

partners of prisoners. Hargrave’s committee and staff shared a common 

and highly critical view of the criminal justice system, the 1983 Annual 

Report stated that:  

 

the Project views the present penal system as one which creates 
more problems than it solves, and that we do not see custody as 
a solution to any problems within the present system. (HHP 
1983:7) 
 

The experiences of those that had been in prison were valued, with 

Graham Park (1983:4) a leading committee member stating: 

 

The ultimate test of course is whether we are providing the kind 
of service that most homeless people coming out of prison, given 
a real choice, would ask for. 

 

The project did not make moral judgements on the past or present 

criminal activity of residents except where they had a potential impact 

on the Project or on other residents, and we gratefully accepted funding 
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from the Home Office, the Department of the Environment, and the 

Greater London Council.  

 

As a staff team we had a clear perception of our role; the provision of 

accommodation to homeless people leaving prison. Our role was not to 

impose control, to judge, to police, to treat, or to reform. We were not 

social workers but housing workers, providing an initial safe place 

directly on release from prison supplemented with the provision of 

practical help. We achieved this by maintaining an excellent informal 

network that could identify employment opportunities and by assertively 

developing relationships with Islington Council and other providers of 

permanent housing. We developed relationships of equality with 

residents, and most significantly on the key issues, a job and a home, 

we delivered. That the project gave a chance for residents to 

successfully ‘desist’ from crime or ‘resettle’ into the community is 

demonstrated by the figures in table 2 below. (page 16) 

 

Whilst we were refusing to conceptualise ourselves as a rehabilitative 

process we were aware that our model was far more successful at 

‘rehabilitation’ than others projects established and funded specifically 

to achieve this aim. Table 2 makes clear that the vast majority of 

Hargrave House’s residents were successfully moving onto their own 

secure tenancies and very few were returning to prison. 
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Table 2 

Resident destination Time period 

 1/4/1983 
to 

31/3/1984 

1/4/1984 
to 

31/3/1985 

1/4/1987 
to 

31/3/1988 

Housing Association/Local Authority Flat 15 24 7 

Arranged own permanent housing 2 0 0 

Private Rented 0 0 1 

Return to Family 0 0 2 

Moved to another project 0 0 0 

Left to make own arrangements 4 1 0 

Re-offended/Imprisoned 0 2 2 

Asked to leave/Evicted 0 1 1 

Deported  1 0 0 

Not known 0 0 3 

Total 22 28 16 

Sources: HHP (1985:14 & 1988:14) 

 

It is also worth noting that throughout this period Hargrave continued to 

refuse to see applicant’s probation reports or details of previous 

convictions. The decline in the number of residents getting their own 

flats by 1988 reflected a significant reduction in supply. Although I have 

been unable to locate full details of the destinations of residents in 
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1985/6 and 1985/7 I have established that the number moving onto 

Local Authority and Housing Association Flats was 17 and 5 

respectively. (HHP 1987) This decline (shown below in Figure 1) was 

dramatic and caused major problems for the project in its later years 

and was a major factor behind the projects decision in 1990 to merge 

with Penrose Charity.  

 

Diagram One 

 

(Source HHP 1983, 1985, 1987, 1988) 

 

Most of the men and women who lived at Hargrave had reflected on 

their past behaviour and its consequences. Many of them regretted the 
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acts that led to their imprisonment, others after long reflection, remained 

convinced of the rightness of their actions.  Others whilst not 

necessarily defending the individual act did not perceive it as worthy of 

shame. Lots of our residents shared the sentiments expressed by Billy, 

a former prisoner, who said 

 

“Who says it’s right that a man should have £1,000,000 and babies 
starve? The man with the million pounds of course. He doesn’t 
fucking care. So you go and rip the aerial off his flashy car.”(Quoted 
in Fitzgerald 1977). 

 

There is a danger of misunderstanding the direction of causality in any 

relationship. It could be argued that those committed to going straight 

would of course be those most likely to find employment and obtain 

secure housing. However the motivation expressed by new residents at 

Hargrave to go straight or not return to prison were ones they had 

expressed on numerous occasions before. Our experience was that 

that this desire could be made a reality with remarkably little help. 

People with long histories of repeat imprisonment left the project to 

move into their own Local Authority or Housing Association general 

needs self contained flat. They got their own place at an affordable rent. 

It was something that they valued and this value inevitably impacted on 

their decision-making. They had a stake in the community; the 

consequences of crime and imprisonment were now significantly 

different. Retaining their home inevitably made criminal activity less 

attractive. Having their own home also made them less visible to law 



Page 18 

 

enforcement agencies. Spending less time in public space left them 

less vulnerable to routine stopping and searching by the Police. This 

reduced their chance of being arrested for minor offences or offences 

generated by their hostile responses to the Police.  

 

I would like to make a specific observation on the women who lived at 

Hargrave. Throughout the projects history it was mixed with both men 

and (a small minority of) women residents. We did however have 

concerns about this model and from 1986 women were housed in a 

separate part of the building. In 1988 we obtained funding for a 

separate women’s scheme that opened after Hargrave merged with 

Penrose in 1990. Women shared many of the challenges faced by male 

residents but also faced additional issues, primarily their relationships 

with men and the fact they were often seeking to re-establish contact 

with children. It was sadly not uncommon for a woman resident to be 

moved onto her own flat and subsequently have a man move in, take 

effective control of the space and abuse our former resident either 

physically or by “requiring” her to engage in criminal activity for his 

benefit. 
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4. Norman House & The Peter Bedford Trust 

 

Hargrave House was based in the London Borough of Islington. This 

relatively small area has been the home to a remarkable number of 

innovative projects for homeless ex-prisoners. The establishment of two 

of these projects have been documented in published memoirs, firstly 

Merfyn Turner (1961) detailed the establishment of Norman House and 

secondly Michael Sorensen (1986) outlined his founding of the Peter 

Bedford Trust.  

 

Merfyn Turner set up Norman House in 1955 with generous funding 

from private charitable sources. As a conscientious objector who had 

experienced prison during the Second World War Turner (1961:14&15) 

had learnt from his own experience that ‘prison hurts. It hurts different 

people in different ways and in varying degrees. But it always hurts’, 

and ‘prison degrades’. Turner viewed Norman House as an alternative 

to the cycle of imprisonment for its residents. He perceived prisoners as 

lacking the skills “normal” people acquired through their families: ‘the 

needs of homeless discharged prisoners are the needs of deprived 

children’. (ibid: 299) His response was to model Norman House on the 

family. Whereas Sugden and Skinner (1977) had rejected the 

presumption of inadequacy as the cause of both offending and 

homelessness Turner’s (1961 & 1964) philosophy was clearly positivist. 

However what both Hargrave House and Norman House had in 
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common was that neither was punitive, both sought to achieve their 

objectives within the community by engaging and working with their 

residents in a voluntary non coercive manner. They treated ex-prisoners 

as individuals to be valued and respected. As Cook, a former worker at 

Norman House has recorded: ‘The core belief was the value of personal 

relations.’ (cited in O’Hara 2005) 

 

Sorensen was a committed Quaker, like Turner he had been a 

conscientious objector during the Second World War although he had 

served in the Friends Ambulance Unit. Sorensen (1986:1-33) worked in 

Pentonville Prison from 1959 to 1965 initially as a Prison Welfare 

Officer and later as the Senior Prison Welfare Officer. In 1968 he 

established the Peter Bedford Trust and was employed as its organiser 

until 1974. (Ibid:50-65) Frustrated by his experience of working within 

the prison system, he condemned ‘the pointlessness of the regimen, its 

lack of overall, coherent purpose’ and ‘the awful effect on men of the 

pressure to be “good prisoners”.’ (Ibid:102) He believed  

as a dogma, that the community has to learn to carry its lame 
dogs in other ways than by passing them totally to the care of 
experts or paid officials, inside or outside of institutions. (Ibid:36)  

 

Sorensen obtained a sub-contract for office cleaning and recruited a 

team of operatives from the Camberwell Reception Centre1. The 

                                                 
1
 The former Camberwell (St Giles) Workhouse which had been taken over by the 

London County Council in 1930 and was used as a lodgings house for single 
homeless men 
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cleaners showed an interest in obtaining accommodation and Sorensen 

was allocated a number of short life houses owned by the Greater 

London Council. Before long Peter Bedford were housing fifty-five men. 

The residents whose ‘adult lives had been spent between prison, 

psychiatric hospital and the road’ were in the 35 to 60 year old age 

groups and lived successfully without any residential staff, paying their 

rent and being accepted into their local communities. (Ibid:59) Sorensen 

was clear that the project was a reaction to the philosophy adopted by 

most charitable agencies working with homeless offenders, which 

perceived them as incapable and inadequate. He was particularly 

critical of the paternalistic approach of NACRO and Norman House, 

which he claimed generated the very inadequacies they claimed to 

cure. He saw Peter Bedford’s achievement to be it demonstration that 

‘men who had been counted as beyond helping were capable of helping 

themselves.’ (Ibid:107) 

 

Although Turner had a very different perception of people who are 

homeless after leaving prison to Sorensen and Sugden and Skinner all 

four shared a commitment to doing something that worked. Sorensen, 

from a Quaker perspective, and Sugden, from his personal experiences 

as an ex-prisoner, rejected the contemporary view that homeless ex-

prisoners were inadequate and instead conceptualised them as capable 

of self-help. Both sought to create opportunities for self-help. Both 

projects demonstrated the validity of their philosophy in that their 
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participants lived up to these expectations and demonstrated a capacity 

to help themselves. Interestingly, in a very different way so did Norman 

House, Turner describing the needs of his “inadequate” residents being 

met by the family he had created. This could be evidence of Norman 

House housing a different sort of ex-prisoner or alternatively that their 

residents adapted to the ethos of the project. In any case all three 

projects, despite their different philosophies, sought to treat their users 

as individuals worthy of respect. None saw their role as encompassing 

punishment. 

 

Both Turner (1961) and Sorensen’s (1986) accounts claim that their 

projects were successful. The structure of the books makes it difficult to 

quantify but both present anecdotal evidence of high success rates. 

Interesting at Peter Bedford, with its lack of residential staff or indeed 

any formal regime the evidence suggests that the vast majority of 

residents settled well and: 

were on the whole more splendid than anyone might have 
guessed. They were considerate, friendly and neighbourly. 
(ibid:112)  
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Part TWO 

PRISONER RE-ENTRY 

 

 

Recidivism is the most important of all prison questions, and it 
is the most complicated and difficult.  
(Gladstone 1895:5)  

 

Isolated from family, friends and society, degraded and 
embittered, offenders are unlikely to survive well in the society 
they confront when they emerge from prison  
(RAP 1972) 
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5. Re-entry 

 

In exploring the transition from prison to community I want to view the 

experience of imprisonment not as an isolated and discreet event, for 

most prisoners it is generally experienced as a repeated process.  In 

1999 approximately two thirds of adult male prisoners were imprisoned 

for at least the second time (SEU 2002:13). For many the cycle of 

repeat incarceration starts during childhood, eighty-four percent of 14-

17 year olds leaving prison in 1997 were reconvicted within two years 

(Ibid:155) and involves a series of releases, often for short periods, 

followed by repeat imprisonment. Those released from prison today are 

those most likely to enter prison in the future.  

 

Prisoner re-entry covers the experiences of prisoners, both positive and 

negative, as they move from the prison to the community. To 

understand re-entry it is important to comprehend the experience of 

imprisonment, its impact on the individual and the characteristics of the 

community the ex-prisoner must seek to establish a life in. These are 

explored in the next two sections. Rehabilitation and desistance focus 

on a change in the individual law breaker or ex-prisoner; diagnose the 

problem in the individual and remedy it by changing the person. The 

consequence of this emphasis is obvious – if the key to the success is 

for the individual to change, programmes should focus on changing her 

or him. This emphasis is too narrow, re-entry theory needs to focus on 
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the wider environment as well as the individual; it is as much about the 

places, prison and community, as it is about the individual person 

making the transition from one to the other. Re-entry theories should 

critically explore the actual community resources available to an ex-

prisoner, the impact that imprisonment has had on them and the 

characteristics of the community they are re-entering. Through this 

wider conceptualisation of re-entry we are able to consider whether 

current high levels of re-entry failure are the result of other factors than 

the individual deficiencies in former prisoners. (Richards & Jones 2004)  
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6. Beyond Official Discourse – Prison as 
experienced by prisoners 

 

There is a major divergence between official discourse and the 

autobiographical accounts of prisoners. Official accounts tell us that 

‘(t)he regimes in STCs are constructive and education-focused’ (CJS 

2007) and that ‘(e)very prisoner has different problems and there are a 

range of services on offer to help them while in prison to prepare them 

for their eventual release.’. (HMPS 2007a) Prison is portrayed as an 

ordered place, performing a benevolent function that benefits both 

society and those incarcerated:   

 

Her Majesty's Prison Service serves the public by keeping in 
custody those committed by the courts. Our duty is to look after 
them with humanity and help them lead law-abiding and useful 
lives in custody and after release. 
(HMPS 2007b) 

 

This discourse ignores prisoners’ experiences and portrays an idealised 

prison bearing little relevance to the real prison. Every prisoner, adult or 

child, male or female, convicted or remanded is subjected to a strip 

search on their arrival in prison. The Prison Reform Trust and Prison 

Service (PRT/HMPS 2002) in their joint prisoners’ handbook describe 

this routine process: 

 

You may, under certain circumstances, be required to bend or 
squat to allow staff to make sure, by visual inspection only, that 
nothing is hidden in the anal or genital area. Standards of 
modesty and decency should be maintained at all times.  
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Autobiographical descriptions of being strip-searched speak of deep 

humiliation, degradation, and a feeling of being violated. (Eaton 1993, 

Wyner 2003) The Carlile Report (2006) lets us view this from a child’s 

perspective, a girl has her sanitary pad inspected in front of her and a 

boy is forced part his buttocks and peel back his foreskin for the guards’ 

inspection. Such a process can never be ‘modest’ or ‘decent’ and for 

the Prison Reform Trust and Prison Service to suggest otherwise is to 

deny the pain and humiliation that is the everyday experience of all 

prisoners, men, women and children alike.   

 

Prisoners are told confidently in their handbook that the ‘Prison Service 

has a strong commitment to tackling bullying in prisons’ (PRT/HMPS 

2002) yet Feltham’s then Deputy Governor, McDowell, has confessed 

that ‘the staff culture here is delinquent’. (cited in Neustatter 2002:49) 

An observation confirmed time and again by autobiographical accounts. 

(Red Collar Man 1937, Behan 1983, Boyle 1977, Cook 1998) This 

culture of planting evidence on prisoners, lying and bullying and the 

management collusion which sustained it was exposed in an Industrial 

Tribunal Case during 2005. (Sims 2005, BBC 2005a, BBC 2005b)  

 

In trying to understand prison it is the people who have experienced 

incarceration that we should listen to. The suffragette Lytton (1914:103) 

described prison as: 
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akin to child’s life, engendered from complete helplessness, 
subjection to others, ignorance and uninformedness as to what is 
happening outside the cramped horizon of the life to which one is 
subject 

 

Infantilization is a common theme in accounts of imprisonment, (Henry 

1954, Johnston 1989) with prison regimes being structured to remove 

responsibility and autonomy. Bill described his experience of prison 

more bluntly: 

 

You don’t use your brain, everything you do you are told. You are 
treated like a pig, so you act like one. You hate them and they 
hate you. (Quoted in Fitzgerald 1977:75) 
 

Brockway (1928:125-126) the parliamentarian, penal reformer and 

conscientious objector pointed out the consequence of the regimes 

described by Lytton and Bill: 

 

The total effect of the (prison) regime is to crush the personality. 
Indeed, the ideal prisoner is the man who has no 
personality……He becomes a good prisoner and a bad citizen  

 

Cook (1998:32) describes this process in a more personal way 

 

Prison is such a strange place that normal behaviour seems out 
of place. If you thought about the horror of prison in normal 
terms, you would soon go mad. You have to try and suppress 
your feelings, so that what you experience eventually seems 
normal. The terrible irony of it is that, when you have denied your 
true emotions for so long, it is very hard to recover them and, 
when you leave the prison environment, you find yourself broken, 
a shell of what you used to be. The better you become at coping 
with prison, the worse you are at living a normal life. 
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Both Brockway and Cook identify that prisons’ impact on future re-entry 

to the community is neither positive nor neutral. The experience creates 

a ‘bad citizen’ whose capacity to live a normal life is compromised. 

Many prisoners experience their incarceration as living constantly in 

fear. Fletcher (1972:10) reports that ‘prison taught me what real terror 

is, the terror of being helpless when people hate you’; Wyner (2003:5) 

observed ‘(p)unishment and pain: that was what it was all about‘ and 

Henry (1954:121) describes the centrality of fear to her experience of 

imprisonment: 

 

All the time at Holloway I had been frightened. Afraid of the key 
turning in the lock of my cell door, afraid of the grim faces of my 
gaolers. Even in the hospital I had felt that trembling 
nervousness that recoiled from the screams in the night, and the 
naked misery in the eyes of many of my companions…… fear of 
madness and melancholia, and of the terrible dreams which are 
part of the long night; fear of the gradual deterioration of the 
decent human instincts that separate human beings from the 
animal world; and a haunting fear of the future, in a life that saps 
initiative and encourages lethargy.  

 

This fear is an evitable consequence of the combination of prisoners’ 

helplessness and the violent nature of the prison. Fear was the 

response of 17 year old Suliman to his first experience of imprisonment:   

 

I was scared stiff when I first arrived with no idea what to expect. 
And my first night there were these other boys leaning out their 
windows yelling abuse at me….dirty Paki and a lot worse.  
 

The prisoner has to respond to his fear and the hostile environment. 

Sulimans’ response was both pragmatic and violent: 
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I knew if I just put up with it I’d be seen as weak so next morning 
I went up to the ringleader and just had a go at him and we had a 
fight. I got into trouble for that and lost privileges but I had to 
prove I wasn’t going to lie down and take it. (both cited in 
Neustatter 2002:41) 

 

Other prisoners, as Bella describes, respond by self harming:  

 

A lot of girls on C wing cut their arms up, cut their bodies up. I 
don’t think I’ve seen so much blood and scars. They mutilated 
their bodies. They were frustrated. And all you heard the officer 
say was ‘Oh dear she’s attempting, she’s seeking attention 
again’. I said ‘I don’t believe you people’. I used to say ‘Well 
you’re women too, don’t you understand?’ And they walk around 
with their keys, they were so key happy. They look at you as if 
you were just the scum of the earth. I used to say ‘There must be 
somebody out there that you love and would you treat them the 
way you treat us?’ (cited in Eaton 1993:52)  

 

Bella’s description of the callous attitude of staff to the pain of prisoners 

is repeated regularly in prisoners’ autobiographies. (e.g. Tomlinson Red 

Collar Man 1937 Dendrickson, G. & Thomas 1954) They consistently 

describe prison as a violent, lawless institution, experienced painfully 

and requiring the development of anti-social coping techniques that 

compromise future attempts at re-entry. (Macartney 1936, Henry 1954, 

Boyle 1977, PROP 1977, Carlen et al 1985, Padel and Stevenson 

1988, Leech 1993, Jameson and Allison 1995, Maguire 2001, Wyner 

2003) As she or he leaves the prison to re-enter the community it must 

inevitably be with a range of emotions, hopes for the future as well as 

fears along with an overwhelming feeling of escape. Norman 

(1958:191) described his feelings on release: 
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Where was I going to live? 
How was I going to get the rent every week, when I had got 
somewhere to live? 
Where was I going to sleep tonight? 
What was I going to eat tomorrow if anything? 
Had I still got any friends? 
Would I have to go screwing today the very first day that I got 
out? 
What was I going to do? Nowhere to go and dead skint.  
Never mind that, now I was getting out and that was the only 
thing that matters now. 

 

 



Page 32 

 

7. Difficult terrain – The real community 

 

Prison forcibly separates those incarcerated from the community. The 

prisoner often helplessly witnesses the destruction of their former life in 

the community. As one prisoner wrote ‘I have been told today that my 

flat is being taken from me, whether or not my belongings are in it. I’m 

going to lose everything I’ve ever owned.’ (cited in Stancer 2005:1) It 

also isolates the prisoner from the reality of life in the community 

distorting her or his perception of the outside world: 

 

Eventually you forget what the outside is really like. It just 
becomes a fantasy. It’s like light at the end of the tunnel – you 
just build up this fantasy about the outside world, you only 
remember the good things (Carla cited in Eaton 1993:25-6) 

 

These fantasies are common and the isolation of the prison reinforces 

them. Turner (1961:17) has claimed that ‘(t)he greatest deceit of all 

about prison is the illusion it creates in the prisoner of the acceptance 

he will find when he returns to the community’. By keeping reality out of 

prisoners’ lives, elaborate fantasies of future homes, jobs, partners and 

friends are constructed. Whilst these fantasies undoubtedly make the 

pains of imprisonment more bearable they also compromise a 

prisoner’s prospects of escaping future re-incarceration. 
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Whilst the process of re-entry is best conceptualised as a process that 

occurs over time the impact is often most acute on the day of release. 

Ex-prisoner Cara describes her release day: 

 

That first day, when I was released, I thought I was OK. I thought 
I could cope with whatever the world threw at me. And at the end 
of the very first day, I was a broken pathetic specimen. I didn’t 
know where to start, who to go to, where to turn. (cited in Eaton 
1993:57) 

 

The communities that prisoners return to are varied although most 

prisoners come from poor neighbourhoods, often characterised by 

deprivation and social exclusion. Hargrave House throughout its history 

operated almost exclusively within the Borough of Islington in North 

London. Key data from the 2001 census shows Islington has a 

population of approximately 176,000 people covering an area of less 

than 15 square kilometres. (National Statistics 2005a) It is the sixth 

most deprived local authority area in England (National Statistics 

2005b) The population is 75% white with significant black and Asian 

communities (National Statistics 2005a). Over two thirds of the 

population rent their home (36% Local Authority, 14% Housing 

Association and 16% private rented), average property prices were 

£291,000 and 80% of properties in the Borough flats or maisonettes. 

(National Statistics 2005c) During the 1980s Islington experienced 

pockets of gentrification, with in particular, professional childless 

couples, moving into the area because of its close proximity to the City 

of London. Islington was predominately a poor deprived working class 
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area mixed in with an increasingly significant minority of very affluent 

young middle class professionals. 

 

In the late 1970s the Labour Government adopted a monetarist 

economic policy which was continued, with new vigour, in 1979 by the 

incoming Conservative Government. This resulted in high levels of 

unemployment throughout the late 1970s and the 1980s which 

disproportionately impacted on inner city areas like Islington. Hargrave 

House’s residents throughout this time experienced high levels of 

unemployment. What employment that was available tended to be 

unskilled and short term. Often it was “cash in hand” meaning 

acceptance involved breaking the law and risking a return to prison. 

When residents needed health services they found them difficult to 

access, primary health care being over stretched and generally 

reluctant to register new patients, particularly homeless ex-prisoners. 

 

Hargrave House was one of the first community projects to develop the 

concept of ‘move-on’1. In the late 1970s it had approached Islington 

Council requesting a quota of nominations to council housing stock. At 

that time Islington had no such arrangements with any agency but 

agreed to establish a quota for Hargrave. Similar arrangements were 

established with local Housing Associations. This allowed the project’s 

residents to access local authority housing and by the middle of the 

                                                 
1
A process whereby hostels focused on enabling their residents to obtain long term 

housing normally through local authority or housing association accommodation. 
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1980s as table 2 above showed Hargrave was successfully functioning 

as a short term project offering those it housed fast access to a secure 

Council flat. This model was highly successful with over 70% of 

residents being placed in such accommodation. (HHP 1985) However 

in 1979 the incoming Conservative government heralded a dramatic 

change in housing policy. Local Authorities capital budgets were 

dramatically reduced with the result that fewer new homes could be 

built and more significantly legislation introduced the “right to buy” for 

council tenants. The large discounts in purchase prices resulted in 

massive reductions in the number of council properties. This started to 

hit Hargrave and similar schemes in 1986, as the numbers of allocated 

properties began to dry up Housing policy has continued to force a 

reduction in social housing units, with Local authorities becoming 

unable to house even the minority of applicants to whom they owe a 

statutory duty. The consequence for ex-prisoners has been that in most 

areas local authority and housing association accommodation has 

become increasingly difficult to access resulting in a far greater 

dependency on more expensive, poorer quality and insecure private 

rented properties. 

 

These lack of resources make re-entry very difficult. As the Director of 

the campaigning group Women in Prison Cathy Stancer (2005:6) has 

observed: ‘The best worker cannot get women into supported housing if 

there is no supported housing to be had.’ The impact of this mismatch 
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between unrealistic expectations developed in prison and the harsh 

realities of life on the outside are expressed by Meg: 

 

The awful panic feelings that you’re no good, you’re useless – 
you were looking forward, you were going out into this world and 
it was going to be so wonderful and then you come out. It’s not. 
And you feel so useless and hopeless and worthless.(Eaton 
1993:57) 

 

It is however important to stress that in my experience communities 

were not hostile to ex-prisoners. Concerns were expressed by 

neighbours, but these concerns were generally entirely legitimate and 

easily addressed by adopting an open and honest attitude. What was 

most feared was the unknown. Where schemes were established and 

well managed they integrated well and our experience was very similar 

to Sorensen’s: (1986:124)  

 

the capacity for warmth and hospitality is as old as the fear of 
strangers and we had under-rated the quiet acceptance and 
friendliness that there is in a nondescript city road. 

 

The major problem was, as Sorensen (1986:125) points out ‘such 

hostility as we did meet in our efforts to return homeless men to society 

came from local councillors and local officials.’ Ex-prisoners are 

perceived to be a drain on local resources and it is common for local 

authorities to exclude them from services as a group rather than provide 

assistance to them which meets their individual needs and statutory 

entitlements. (Allender et al 2005) As demand for services has 
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increased, available resources have often contracted thus further 

excluding the most powerless and marginalised. Both ex-prisoners as a 

distinct group and the wider social groups from which they are 

disproportionably drawn continue to face greater social exclusion. 
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8. Desistance in theory 

 

There is a growing body of literature on the theory of desistance – 

understanding why and how individuals who break the law stop 

committing offences and ‘go straight’. This interest is more than idle 

curiosity; the knowledge generated is intended to be utilized to 

intervene in lawbreakers lives. Whilst this may be intended to reduce 

the number of crimes they commit it inevitably has many other, often 

unintended, consequences. (Uggen and Irving 1998:1413) Desistance 

is a continuation of the long established focus on recidivism and the 

‘habitual offender’ which has been central to criminology since its 

foundation. (Garland 1985)  

 

Laub and Sampson (2001:1) point out that desistance studies are 

‘hampered by definitional, measurement, and theoretical incoherence’ 

and across the literature it is clear that there is little common agreement 

on what desistance is and how it can be measured. Central to these 

problems is that desistance is characterised by the absence of 

something – a conviction or an offence - rather than a specific event 

occurring. (Maruna 2001) What period without convictions is sufficient 

for the person to be deemed a desister? What is the status of an 

offence that is not detected? Can minor offences be ignored for the 

purpose of establishing desistance? Can someone be said to have 

desisted whilst they continue to lead a deviant lifestyle? These are 
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some of the questions that are consistently ignored and not answered in 

the literature. Follow up periods vary considerably, official statistics 

focus on two years, but most criminological studies focus on six months 

to two years. (Home Office 2005, Laub & Sampson 2001:9)  

 

Shadd Maruna (2001) identified four explanations for desistance. Firstly 

lawbreakers grow out of crime as Glueck and Glueck (1940:105) 

observe that ‘(a)ging is the only factor which emerges as significant in 

the reformative process’. Secondly offenders are “cured” by a treatment 

model delivered either within prisons or the community. (McGuire and 

Priestley 1985, Leach 1992) Thirdly that achieving an enhanced stake 

in society, be it a home, employment or relationship, provides an 

incentive to go straight. (Devlin and Turner 1999) Fourthly that 

punishment deters further offending. (Wilson 1996) 

 

When considering changed lawbreaking behaviour it should be noted 

that desistance is only one form of change. Loeber and Leblanc (1990) 

identified deceleration, the slowing down of offender, specialization, the 

reduction in the range of offences, de-escalation, the committing of less 

serious offences and reaching a ceiling, where the offences remain at 

level of seriousness without escalating, as components of desistance; 

each representing significant changes in their own right. Those 

definitions of desistance that focus exclusively on an absence of law 
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breaking or convictions over a set period of time fail to recognise the 

significance of other changes. 

 

Desistence literature often seeks to explain the changed lifestyle and 

behaviour of former lawbreakers and ex-prisoners primarily in the 

context of interventions by state agencies. This tendency to uncritically 

attempt to place the ‘credit’ for desistance with state interventions may 

be linked to the state’s role as the funder of much research. Taxman et 

al (2004) for example seek to claim success for the ‘Re-entry 

Partnership Initiative’ (RPI) in achieving ‘offender reintegration’. The 

RPI was the initiative of the United States Federal Government who 

also funded this research. Although the data was incomplete and 

ambiguous the researchers felt able to reach definitive conclusions. In 

particular they used the widespread research literature indicating that 

factors outside the remit of the criminal justice system are more 

significant in reducing offending to argue theoretically that by 

incorporating some of these in criminal justice managed packages ex-

prisoners will achieve better ‘re-entry’ outcomes despite being unable to 

provide any empirical evidence to support this thesis. As Richards and 

Jones (2004:226) have suggested, there is a danger that criminal 

justice control may mitigate against the effectiveness of what have 

traditionally been positive factors, pointing out that ‘(c)onvicts now 

dread half-way houses as facilities designed to frustrate their attempts 

to ‘go home’.‘ 
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Likewise Maguire and Raynor’s (2006) Home Office funded research 

evaluates resettlement good practice without questioning its delivery by 

criminal justice agencies. As my evaluation of Hargrave House below 

will argue a project’s ability to achieve a high proportion of positive 

outcomes can be explained, at least in part, by the very fact that they 

are operating outside the formal criminal justice system and are 

rejecting its punitive ideology.  

 

Seeking to define the criminal in biological terms Lombroso talked about 

‘the inefficiency of punishment for born criminals’ and their inevitable 

‘periodic relapses into crime’. (cited in Marauna 2001:19) This positivist 

perspective dominated the concern over recidivists that dictated penal 

policy in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. (Gladstone 

1895, Brockway 1928, Garland 1985) Much of the writing on desistance 

continues this tradition.  Despite considerable evidence of the relevance 

of access to social resources (SEU 2002) the literature on desistance 

consistently reverts to the positivist paradigm. (Burnett 2004, Laub and 

Sampson 2001, Maruna 2001) The presumption is made that 

opportunities for social inclusion facilitate change in the ‘offender’ rather 

than the equally plausible explanation that it is the absence of 

opportunities that increases the likelihood of a person coming into 

contact with law enforcement agencies and subsequently being labelled 

a criminal. The evidence of the criminogenic consequences of inequality 
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and social exclusion become theorised as their victims’ inadequacies 

and inherent criminality. 

 

Criminology has often been criticised for its uncritical adoption of state 

discourse. (Garland 1985, Cohen 1988) Desistance is ultimately about 

the experiences of individual people as their lifestyles change and they 

cease to have contact with the criminal justice system. However the 

voice and perspectives of the person who is desisting is rarely heard. 

Richards and Jones (2006) have addressed the process of desistance 

from the convict’s perspective. Pointing out that ‘(p)risoners 

experienced a dramatic reduction in material resources as the result of 

serving prison time’, routinely losing marriages, homes, cars, furniture, 

clothes and jobs, the process of re-entry is reconceptualised as an 

obstacle course through which ex-prisoners ‘are structured to fail, return 

to prison and, over time, become institutionalized.’ (ibid: 217 & 202). 

Criminologists find prisoner autobiography problematic as Worrall’s 

(2004:442) review of Ruth Wyner’s (2003) account of her imprisonment 

illustrates: 

So is it any more than a ‘good read’?............as an 
autobiographical account of imprisonment, what status should it 
have within social science? …….. how reliable an account is it of 
what ‘actually’ happened to Ruth Wyner? Is it a fair account of 
her treatment? There may be another side to this story and 
perhaps it should be told. There may have been any number of 
prison staff trying very hard to alleviate the pains of imprisonment 
for Ruth Wyner, of whom she may or may not have been aware. 
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Wyner is an educated middle class woman who shares the same social 

characteristics of many criminology lecturers. If her evidence is 

problematic to Worrell then it is highly likely that the experiences of the 

more average prisoner, working class, socially excluded and 

educationally disadvantaged (SEU 2002) will be completely dismissed.  

 

Such a rejection is unfortunate; autobiographical accounts detailing the 

negative impact of imprisonment on individual’s future lives are 

remarkably consistent and provide a considerable body of evidence as 

to what helps and what hinders a return to prison. Their silencing 

means that much theorising about prisoner re-entry fails to appreciate 

that desistance requires an individual ‘to rise above the chaos and 

confusion of the criminal justice machinery’ if they wish to escape ‘the 

perpetual incarceration machine’. (Richards & Jones 2004:227 & 201)  

 

Desistance studies focus almost exclusively on working class young 

offenders and ignore white-collar and other powerful offenders. It is 

however important to remain clear that ‘offenders’ are not the same as 

those ‘convicted’ or those who become prisoners. The studies into 

desistence tend to focus either on groups already involved in the 

criminal justice system or on groups perceived as likely to become 

involved. An example is the Cambridge study that focused on a 

working-class urban sample of young people. (West and Farrington 

1973, West 1982, Nagin and Farrington 1992, Farrington et al 2006) 
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The Oxford Study focused on male prisoners convicted of property 

offences (Burnett 2004) whilst Gadd (2006) focuses on the single case 

of a far right activist. Since Sutherland (1983:5) sought to divert 

criminology’s exclusive gaze from crimes committed by the ‘lower 

socioeconomic class’ it has been recognised that crimes can be 

committed by a far wider range of individuals. This insight is not 

reflected in desistance studies, Burnett (2004) talks about ‘the typical 

social situation of people who get involved in criminal activity’, confusing 

‘criminal activity’ with coming into contact with the criminal justice 

system. As Karstedt & Farrall (2007) have highlighted criminal activity is 

widespread and even involves the majority of the ‘law-abiding majority’. 

In identify the characteristics of offenders lifestyles Farrall (2004) 

highlights surplus unstructured time, lack of income, poor self-esteem, 

and the absence of a legitimate identity. Such a description obviously 

does not apply to white collar or corporate criminals and reflects an 

almost exclusive focus on the poor, working class and socially 

excluded. There is considerable evidence that the criminal justice 

system disproportionally targets these groups whilst enabling the 

powerful and more socially included to escape its grasp. (Box 1983, 

Fitzgerald 1977)  

 

Tchaikovsky’s (1997) research on women prisoners highlights their 

histories of social exclusion, powerlessness and victimisation. The 

Social Exclusion Unit (SEU 2002:66) identified nine key factors 
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influencing re-offending by ex-prisoners. These were “education; 

employment; drug and alcohol misuse; mental and physical health; 

attitudes and self control; institutionalisation and life-skills; housing; 

financial support and debt; and family networks”. Devlin and Turner 

(1999:10-12) interviewed 23 former offenders who were now “going 

straight”. They identified from these interviews a number of common 

factors affecting their interviewees’ decision to stop committing crimes. 

These were; “a compelling one-off experience”; “a personal 

relationship”; “discovery of a creative impulse”; “a religious base”; 

“sense of putting something back”; “a replacement for an addiction”; an 

ability “to distance themselves from associates”; “having tired of crime”; 

and having “acquired something to lose.”  

 

The factors identified by Devlin and Turner and the SEU as impacting 

on desistance and re-offending include both personal and social factors. 

It is interesting to review these and consider the likely impact of prison 

on these factors. It is clear that prison acts in a negative way, 

diminishing the desistance factors and enhancing the re-offending 

factors. As George Jackson (1971:49) observed from his prison cell, 

prisoners are “sent out of the prison more damaged physically and 

mentally than when they entered”. The transition from prison to 

community is not dependant on the individual defective being “cured” 

but on a variety of other external factors which are as much about the 

society they seek to re-enter as about the individual. Describing 
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‘(s)ociety as the Super-Criminal’ Brockway (1928:7) clearly linked those 

who were imprisoned with the inequalities and failures of society and 

concluded: 

Before society has the right to condemn the criminal for unsocial 

acts it should set its own house in order. (Ibid:9) 
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Part THREE 

LESSONS FROM HARGRAVE 
AND CONTEMPORARY RE- 
ENTRY 
 

 

When I was released on a Friday I came straight to Hargrave, I 
felt very happy with my room and new surroundings but still felt 
institutionalised. I kept going into the office because I felt 
insecure. I knew at least I could talk to staff. I must have been a 
pain the first few weeks. I tried keeping myself to myself but 
some of the residents used to knock on my door for a chat; which 
thinking about it brought me out of my shell. 
(Jackson 1987:9) 
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9. Lessons from Hargrave House 

 

Whilst the evidence from Hargrave House’s early years (see table 1 

above) is not conclusive the statistical evidence relating to residents 

destinations detailed in table 2 above is unambiguous. Hargrave’s 

residents predominately completed their stays and left in a planned 

manner to live in their own council or housing association flats. Out of 

the sixty six departures during the three years forty six (70%) obtained 

secure tenancies, four returned to prison or left due to offending (6%) 

and two were asked to leave (3%). These figures indicate a dramatic 

reduction in re-offending. All the residents had arrived at Hargrave from 

prisons; the majority had serious and/or persistent offending records 

and histories of long term homelessness or insecure housing. 

Hargrave’s refusal to accept inappropriate or unnecessary confidential 

information on applicants removed the capacity to cherry pick those 

most likely to succeed. Anecdotally I can confirm that many residents 

were educationally disadvantaged, had long histories of homelessness, 

spent their childhoods in care and had no contact with their families. 

Many indeed exhibited behaviour which today would be labelled as 

evidence of personality disorders, but these characteristics were never 

recorded or seen as particularly relevant. There was no evidence that 

these characteristics impeded residents’ capacity to move-on to lives 

avoiding contact with the criminal justice system and sustaining their 

tenancies over time.  
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As well as the minimal rate of re-incarceration detailed in table 2 above 

it is worth noting the low drop out rate. Shared housing is a difficult 

environment to both live in and to manage. Rules are inevitable and the 

breaking of these rules unavoidable. Hargrave House consciously 

minimised the rules imposed on residents, restricted them to an 

operational minimum. It was recognised that the rules had a purpose 

and they were generally enforced with this purpose in mind. The staff 

team and residents sought to live by consensus, conflict was, wherever 

possible, resolved through discussion and agreement and enforcement 

activity kept to a minimum. Clearly the value residents placed on their 

accommodation and, perhaps even more importantly, on the flat they 

knew they would eventually get, provided motivation to sustain their 

occupancy and avoid the risk of being evicted. This extended to rent 

payment which all residents attended to religiously. This motivation 

must have impacted on other aspects of their life and contributed to 

residents either substantially reducing their lawbreaking or ceasing it 

altogether. One absence from these statistics is mortality. Satter (2003) 

has identified that over the period of 1996 - 1997 ex-prisoners were 

almost four times more likely to die than the general population of the 

same age, however in the six years between 1984 and 1990 no 

residents died. Indeed the only ex-resident to die to my knowledge was 

a young man who returned to prison where he took his own life.  
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Two publications by Hargrave House’s successor organisation provide 

similar statistics for three financial years in the early 1990s. (PHHA 

1991 and 1994)  Penrose and Hargrave Housing Association (PHHA) 

was a significantly larger organisation but it carried forward much of 

Hargrave’s philosophy, its first Chair was a former Hargrave Committee 

Member and I was its first Director. Hargrave’s move-on model was 

retained and new relationships developed with a range of local 

authorities and housing associations which led to additional move-on 

quotas. Table 3 below shows the destinations of residents in these 

three years. One hundred and seventy two residents moved on during 

these three years, an average of just under sixty a year. Thirteen (8%) 

returned to prison whilst ninety-five (55%) moved into their own local 

authority or housing association flat. This provides evidence that the 

model continued to enable ex-prisoners to gain secure accommodation 

in the community although the problems obtaining move on 

accommodation meant that residents stayed with PHHA longer, before 

being allocated their own flats. Despite this the projects maintained re-

imprisonment rates of less than 10%. The latest figures available from 

Penrose Housing Association1 report that 70% of residents move on 

positively and ‘that less than 3% of Penrose service users moving on 

are due to a return to custody.’ (PHA 2006:3) 

 

                                                 
1
 PHHA was renamed Penrose Housing Association after a later merger with the Self 

Help Organisation for ex-Prisoners (SHOP) 
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Table 3 

Resident Destination Penrose & 
Hargrave Housing Association 

Time period 

 1/4/1990 
to 

31/3/1991 

1/4/1992 
to 

31/3/1993 

1/4/1993 
to 

31/3/1994 

Housing Association/Local Authority Flat 31 23 41 

Arranged own permanent housing 10 0 0 

Private Rented 4 2 4 

Return to Family 5 4 6 

Moved to another project 0 0 2 

Left to make own arrangements 0 2 7 

Re-offended/Imprisoned 2 7 4 

Asked to leave/Evicted 9 3 1 

Deported  0 0 0 

Not known 0 2 3 

Total 61 43 68 

Sources: PHHA (1991:7 & 1994:7) 

 

Crime and deviancy cannot be explained solely by a defect or 

inadequacy within the person committing it but requires an 

understanding of the social context and that person’s relationships to 

others. Hargrave’s focus was on the social factors, we resolved welfare 

benefits problems, advocated for clients in their interaction with 
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officialdom, and we were exceptionally good at accessing secure, 

affordable good quality long-term accommodation for them. We were 

clear our role was not to rehabilitate or treat our residents. Hargrave 

focused on establishing material stakes in society for the ex-prisoners 

who re-entered through it. This gateway enabled Hargrave residents to 

establish lives in the community which in turn helped them to avoid 

returning to prison. This service was provided because we believed that 

ex-prisoners had a right to it. It did not come as part of a package that 

judged their crimes or labelled them on the basis of previous 

convictions. It was not a service provided reluctantly to the undeserving 

on the basis that that it ‘protected’ the deserving from their future 

crimes. We took no view on previous convictions and more importantly 

we did not require our residents to. Hargrave provided a space in which 

residents were not defined by their past lawbreaking but in terms of 

their futures as members of the community. The project focused not on 

addressing past offending but on securing practical stakes in the future.  

 

Maruna (2001) reports the findings of the Liverpool Desistance Study 

that sought to psychologically compare two groups of ex-convicts, one 

group who was going straight and the other who remained actively 

involved in lawbreaking. Whilst the behaviour of the two groups had 

diverged Maruna found this did not reflect a change in values. The 

significant difference between the two groups was their attitude to their 

past lawbreaking. Those who were continuing to offend perceived their 
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law breaking as evidence of deficiencies within themselves; they were 

bad people. Those who had changed took a very different view of their 

past behaviour, perceiving it to be more a result of external factors; they 

had been victims of circumstance.  The key difference was in the 

personal narratives. As Maruna (2001:154) observes  

 

Going straight, according to the interviewees, is in no way about 
accepting defeat. Desistance was uniformly described as an 
active, rewarding, and even defiant process 
 

Hargrave ex-residents who had established themselves in their own 

flats, who were embedded in their communities and living largely crime 

free lives perceived themselves as having triumphed over the 

‘authorities’. They certainly did not conceptualise the changes they had 

undoubtedly made as conformity. They had escaped the cycle of 

imprisonment, but they saw this escape as having been achieved on 

their own terms. They deserved their new lifestyles, they had won. 
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10. Contemporary organised support for 
prisoner re-entry 

 

Some prisoners have always had informal help from friends, family and 

their local community on their release. In addition, organised 

interventions, by the state and private philanthropic organisations, with 

ex-prisoners have been a consistent characteristic of the penal system 

since the late eighteenth century. (Forsythe 1987) ‘After-care’ or 

‘resettlement’ has been provided to ex-prisoners by a variety of 

organisations on a compulsory and voluntary basis, with a range of 

stated aims. (Ignatieff 1978) The 1857 Penal Servitude Act allowing for 

the conditional and supervised early release of convict prisoners 

through the ‘Ticket of Leave’. (Forsythe 1987:73) However during the 

19th Century and early 20th Century the state normally regarded the 

provision of assistance to ex-prisoners a private matter left to the Prison 

Gate Missionaries and Discharged Prisoners’ Aid Societies who 

provided a patchy range of services for ex-prisoners. (Pratt 1992) 

These voluntary services reached the peak of their influence in the inter 

war years with the Borstal Association being able to get their Secretary, 

Paterson, appointed as a Prison Commissioner. (Hood 1965) 

 

In evaluating these interventions it is important to note than whilst they 

were delivered ostensibly independently of the government by private 

voluntary organisations dominated by individuals of a very different 

class to most ex-prisoners. Garland (1985:40-41 & 49) has described 
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the Victorian network of social regulation as a range of state, quasi-

state, and private organisations linked together by ‘a common 

ideological regard which fixed the problem population of each institution 

in fundamentally similar terms’ whose focus was as much on ‘a desire 

for political order as to the tenets of Christian charity.’ 

 

The Criminal Justice Act 1968 introduced parole (a modern version of 

the Ticket of Leave) and allocated the responsibility for supervising 

those released under its provisions to the Probation service. Parole 

supervision was complemented by voluntary after-care which allowed 

ex-prisoners not under supervision access to a Probation Officer. The 

ethos of this work was based around welfare and although as Maguire 

and Raynor (2006:21) have observed that ‘overall the assistance 

provided was variable in availability, quality and effectiveness’ the 

support and practical help provided by Probation was of benefit to many 

ex-prisoners.  During the 1980s post release work was increasingly de-

prioritised and in particular voluntary arrangements for short term 

prisoners were withdrawn or restricted. The 1991 Criminal Justice Act 

represents a turning point in the history of the Probation Service. Firstly 

the sentence of probation was redefined as a punishment whose core 

characteristic was its impact on the liberty of the lawbreaker and 

secondly by reconfiguring the parole system so that decisions were 

based on assessment of risk. (Hudson 1993) This paradigm shift has 
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had far ranging impact on the probation service and other state 

interventions around prisoner re-entry.  

 

Since 1991 the Probation service has been subjected to extensive 

organisational and ideological change. The organisational changes has 

seen in rapid succession the introduction of National Standards, the 

abolition of the independent local probation committees, the 

establishment of a National Probation Service followed rapidly by its 

replacement with a National Offender Management Service (NOMS) 

incorporating both probation and prisons. However it is the ideological 

changes which have been even more dramatic. As Garland (2001:177) 

has observed ‘the ideals upon which it (probation) was based have 

been discredited and displaced’ requiring probation to accommodate 

itself to what Priestly and Vanstone (2006:409) have described as the 

‘dominant ‘punishment fits all’ paradigm.’ At the same the introduction of 

‘Evidence Based Policy’ and the ‘What Works’ agenda claimed to 

provide a depoliticised objective basis to practice. However, as Farrent 

(2006:323) has observed, this new knowledge has within it ‘an 

entanglement of power relations’ and Naughton (2005) has pointed out 

the evidence of what works is selectively identified, often for political 

rather than policy reasons. In fact it often leads to highly ideological and 

political policy and practice as Naughton observed about the 

consultation around the 2003 Criminal Justice Act  
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The only evidence that was (selectively) accepted was that which 
served to support and enforce the defined problem and proposed 
solutions according to New Labour’s ideological agenda. When 
coupled together, this built into a forceful discourse in support of 
the intended reform programme. (Ibid:64) 

 

The evidence is selected to justify the predetermined ideological policy 

and then presented in a manner designed to portray the policy as 

objective hiding its highly politicised nature. 

 

For the prisoner engaged in re-entry the changes in penal and criminal 

justice policy are even more dramatic. Firstly changes in sentencing are 

imprisoning people for longer (PRT 2006) and often the sentences are 

indeterminate making release both discretionary and provisional. (Lyon 

2007) Secondly the nature of state interventions has changed 

significantly. Interventions with ex-prisoners have increasingly been 

framed by the paradigm of ‘risk’. They are defined by an assessment of 

the risk the ex-prisoner is perceived to represent rather than an 

appraisal of her or his needs. (Maurutto & Hannah-Moffat 2006) Thirdly 

ex-prisoners are subject to enhanced levels of control and surveillance 

that include a range of new restrictions (e.g. electronic tagging). (Norris 

& McCahill 2006) Fourthly the rise of enforcement has seen probation 

responding to ex-prisoners breaching licence conditions, even relatively 

minor ones, by the regular use of prison recalls. (Padfield & Maruna 

2006) Collectively these changes make probation interventions into the 

lives of re-entering prisoners more intrusive, restrictive, and punitive.  
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11 The Reducing Re-Offending Initiative - 
Pathways to freedom or roads to nowhere? 

 

The Reducing Re-Offending Initiative was a direct response to a report 

by the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU, 2002), Reducing Re-offending by 

Exprisoners. At the core of the report was the identification of the scale 

of social exclusion experienced by prisoners. Some of the 

characteristics of prisons from the report are highlighted in table 4 

below.  

 

Table 4 

Social Characteristic 

 

Percentage 

Ran away from home as a child 47% 

Taken into care as a child               27% 

Excluded from School 49% 

No educational or vocational qualifications 52% 

Numeracy equal or below Level 1* 65% 

Reading equal or below Level 1* 48% 

Homeless directly prior to imprisonment 32% 

2 or more mental disorders 72% 

Psychotic disorder 7% 

History of Illegal Drug Use  66% 

History of Hazardous drinking 63% 

 

 

* Level 1 – the level expected of an 11-year-old) 

Source: SEU (2002) 

 

 

The report made clear that we imprison the socially excluded and 

recommended the development and implementation of a National 
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Rehabilitation Strategy. (ibid:132) Work commenced within government 

to develop appropriate policy responses.  

 

On the publication of the Government’s official response Reducing Re-

offending National Action Plan (Home Office 2004) Corner (2004), one 

of the authors of the SEU report and the civil servant responsible for 

negotiating across government departments to develop the 

implementation plan, admitted to being ‘dismayed to have been 

involved in this failure of strategy and joined-up working’. Corner 

highlighted the resistance of various government departments to critical 

reforms proposed by the SEU and the manner in which these concrete 

proposals have been substituted with commitments to ‘map provision’, 

‘look at proposals’, ‘develop strategy’ and ‘timetables’ for concrete 

action. It is a ‘catalogue of indifference’ which: 

 

demonstrates that there is not the political will to make 
imprisonment actually work in the fight against crime; its use 
remains purely one of punishment. The chief casualties are the 
most vulnerable, because for them, a prison sentence far 
exceeds the deprivation of liberty – it also brings homelessness, 
poverty, ill health and damaged families in its train. (ibid) 

 

The Reducing Re-offending National Action Plan identified seven 

‘pathways’ intended to lead to reduced re-offending. These were: 

Accommodation; Education, Training and Employment (ETE); Mental 

and Physical Health; Drugs and Alcohol; Finance, Benefit and Debt; 

Children and Families of Offenders; and Attitudes, Thinking and 
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Behaviour. (Maguire and Raynor 2006) This plan has since been further 

developed through the drafting of regional reducing re-offending 

strategies and associated action plans. (e.g. GOEE 2005)  

 

The Reducing Re-offending Initiative constructed its multiple action 

plans under headings that reflect the SEU’s identification of the 

centrality of social inclusion.  Unfortunately, the substance contained 

within them often fails to address the real issues of social exclusion 

faced by prisoners trying to re-enter the community. Burton and Carlen 

(1979:44) have alleged that: ‘Official Discourse seeks to redeem 

legitimacy crises by the confrontation and appropriation of unofficial 

versions of discreditable episodes’ and this strategy appears to function 

within the Action Plan.  To use the example of prisoners’ families, who 

the SEU both identifies as victims of the system and crucial to the 

reduction of re-offending the Action Plan (Home Office 2004:37) takes 

ownership of the problem: 

 

Maintaining family relationships can help to prevent ex-prisoners 
re-offending and assist them to resettle successfully into the 
community. However, 43 per cent of sentenced prisoners say 
that they have lost contact with their family as a result of going 
into prison. 

 

and having boldly identified that ‘a more co-ordinated and strategic 

approach needs to be taken to develop an effective pathway for 

children and families’ it delivers an action plan in which four of the six 

objective commits them to: ‘examine barriers’, ‘determine how’, ‘develop 
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material’ and ‘establish best practice’. (Ibid 39-40) The two action points 

that actual commit to direct action with prisoners or their families are the 

inclusion of a commitment to prisoner education and a promise that 

‘implementation of the green paper will be the main vehicle for ensuring 

that the needs of children and families of offenders are met’. (ibid 39) 

What is not mentioned is that although the green paper, Every Child 

Matters (Treasury 2003), identifies prisoners’ children as a priority the 

Government’s response paper, Every Child Matters: Next Steps (DfES 

2004) (published after the green paper but before the re-offending 

strategy) makes only one passing reference to prisoners’ children. The 

main vehicle for the implementation of the families and children 

pathway had already left the station, unoccupied by any prisoners’ 

children. Through creative drafting the very real problems had been 

acknowledged and then effectively dismissed. The Family pathway was 

never intended to be a road to anywhere.  

 

The other pathways are similarly deceptive, the plan recognises that 

‘(a)ppropriate and accessible accommodation is the foundation of 

successful rehabilitation’ (Home Office 2004:9) but the action focuses 

on bureaucratic activities rather than the provision of housing. 

Commitments are made to ‘(m)ap and analyse existing housing’; 

‘(c)ollate data to define scale and scope of accommodation needs’; 

‘(d)evelop and pilot a single housing needs assessment tool’, ‘(d)evelop 

timetable to introduce a measure at the induction stage of imprisonment 
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to establish whether existing tenancies have been sustained or 

effectively closed down’ and ‘(r)eview whether additional research or 

guidance is needed’. (Ibid:10-12)  

 

Although much emphasis is given to the importance of evidence much 

of the powerful evidence supplied by the SEU (2002) is simply ignored. 

In fact hard evidence is notable in its absence. My analysis above of 

Hargrave House shows that data is available to identify accommodation 

projects that have significant and positive impacts on reducing re-

offending. The Home Office claim that ‘(r)esearch suggests that 

addressing severe accommodation problems can make a difference of 

up to 20 per cent in terms of a reduction in offending’. The research 

referred to is identified by a footnote to have been a single unpublished 

HO OAsys pilot study using data covering only one year after release.  

This evidence has subsequently been incorporated in a range of policy, 

strategy and practice documents including the Cumbria Joint Protocol 

for Housing Offenders (Cumbria Probation Service 2006) Surrey 

Supporting People Strategy 2004-2009 (Surrey CC 2004), and the 

Qualitative Health Needs Assessment of Ex-prisoners in Stockport. 

(Burgess-Allen 2006) All have lost the caveat about the limited status of 

the research.   

 

The value placed on evidence is however best demonstrated in the 

‘Attitudes, Thinking and Behaviour’ pathway where it is conceded that 
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‘(e)valuation of the cognitive skills programmes has produced mixed 

results’ but that ‘(t)hey are, however, one of the key building blocks in 

the programme of interventions to reduce reoffending.’ (Home Office 

2004) The cognitive skills programme is clearly a political priority and its 

central role is unthreatened by evidence questioning its effectiveness. 

Similarly other evidence of policy that could work has been excluded 

from the exercise. Evidence is selected (or discarded) to meet the 

requirements of policy. Thus it is not the policy that is based on 

evidence but the evidence that is selected to fit the pre-determined 

policy. This use of knowledge has brought into question the whole 

research function of criminal justice agencies with Walters (2005:6) 

alleging that ‘(t)o participate in Home Office research is to endorse a 

biased agenda that omits topics of national and global concern in favour 

of regulating the poor and powerless.’  

 

A central flaw of the reducing re-offending initiative is the repeated 

retreat of the National and Regional Action Plans into bureaucratic 

paper based solutions. Ex-prisoners re-entering the community have 

needs that are well established: somewhere safe to live, sufficient 

money to survive, access to health care and time and space to re-

establish relationships and sort their lives out.  The problems they have 

accessing these essential resources are not related to the crimes that 

led to their imprisonment, they are consequences of more general 

shortages and the fact that ex-prisoners tend to belong to those 
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sections of society that are the most socially excluded. The housing 

problems faced by ex-prisoners are sadly, a manifestation of a wider 

housing problem. When it is claimed: 

 

that effective progress in reducing re-offending can only be made 
by joint working between criminal justice agencies and by a 
broad partnership approach involving other key organisations – 
statutory, non-statutory, private sector and not-for-profit 
organisations – to address the multiple and diverse needs of 
offenders (GOEE 2006:6) 

 

an attempt is being made to develop elaborate, bureaucratic and 

inefficient arrangements that will divert attention from far simpler, more 

effective and less expensive solutions. Hargrave House was one such 

solution. Another more recent one was a small West Country voluntary 

organisation called C-Far. 
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12. Centre for Adolescent Rehabilitation: a 
contemporary case study 

 

The Centre for Adolescent Rehabilitation (C-Far) was established in 

1977 by Trevor Philpott, a retired Army Colonel. He wanted to use his 

skills as a senior officer to help young ex-offenders reintegrate into 

society and stop offending. (C-Far 2004) C-Far was based in the South 

West of England and provided a 12 month ‘Life Change’ programme, 

consisting of an 11 week intensive residential course followed by a 

minimum of 9 months community support. A key characteristic of the 

scheme was that it did not ‘cherry pick’ participants with a good 

prognoses of success, as Wilson & Killingley (2004) report that ‘the 

Trainees recruited are not only persistent offenders but also serial 

substance abusers.’ The subsequent community support was provided 

by volunteer mentors and C-Far staff. (Jackson 2004) The residential 

aspect was very intense, involving both class room based activities and 

outdoor activity for 14 hour a day, 7 days a week. Over the 11 weeks 

trainees complete: 

 

nationally accredited (NCFE) courses include victim awareness, 
offending behaviour, anger management, community work, drugs 
and alcohol abuse, health, first aid, relationships, parenting, 
citizenship, ICT and Key Skills academic work, Certificate of 
Personal Skills Development, Community Sports Leaders Award 
and the Duke of Edinburgh Award. (C-Far 2004) 
 

Such a demanding programme inevitably resulted in a significant 

number withdrawing from the course. However those who droped out 
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continued to receive community support from C-Far and were given the 

opportunity to participate in a future course. (Wilson & Killingley 2004)  

 

C-Far was clear that its objectives included the reduction of its 

participants re-offending but approached its task on the basis of 

developing the potential in its trainees rather than focusing on their 

inadequacies or potential risk. This fits in with Burnett and Maruna’s 

(2006) concept of ‘strength based resettlement’ which they compare 

with the deficit models of risk based and needs based resettlement 

work that dominates most provision.  

 

There is clear evidence that C-Far delivered on this objective. C-Far 

itself claimed a two year re-offending rate of 30%. (BBC 2002) Given 

the characteristics of the participants this figure indicates a significant 

and substantial impact. In a detailed evaluation Wilson & Killingley 

(2004) identify a clear distinction between the philosophy of C-Far and 

criminal justice agencies.  The positive attitude of trainees was summed 

up by one who claimed ‘(t)he buzz that I've got from here and learning 

about myself is far better than the buzz that I've ever got off crack, far 

better’. Trainees compared prison, which they perceived as a 

mechanism for making them disappear with C-Far which was perceived 

as an opportunity to make a positive change to their lives. Wilson & 

Killingley conclude: ‘If we genuinely value social inclusion, C-FAR 

should be but the beginnings of that hope.’ 
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C-Far closed in March 2005 for financial reasons. High profile calls for 

government funding to save the project fell on deaf ears. (BBC 2005c) 

Writing about the projects demise Philpott (2005) recalls that C-Far was 

considered a ‘maverick’ and a ‘threat’, and that despite the progressive 

rhetoric of criminal justice agencies the project never generated 

significant support. A project that offered a model with the potential to 

make a major and significant contribution to delivering the stated 

government objective of reducing re-offending was not replicated but 

allowed to close. This suggests that there are higher priorities than the 

reduction of re-offending. 
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Part FOUR 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

Social workers, administrators, government ministers and all are 
bogged down by too low a view of what others are and too elevated a 
view of what they are and of what they can do.’ (Sorensen 1986:118) 
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12. The Punitive Obsession
1
 

 

Deconstructing penal and criminal justice policy has never been straight 

forward. Brockway (1928:13) observed: 

 

It is difficult, however to state what the official theory of legal 
punishment is, because, as expounded by different authorities, it 
is hopelessly inconsistent and incoherent. 

 

and Hudson (1993:149) has concluded that: 

In spite of so much activity in both penal practice and penal 
discourse, criminal justice continues to be a disaster. 

 

Official discourse combines justifications based around individual and 

general deterrence, public safety, retribution, just deserts, incapacitation 

and rehabilitation. The Social Exclusion Unit approached the operation 

of the penal system through a perspective of concern for ex-prisoners 

re-offending rates. The evidence appeared clear; prison was not an 

effective tool in reducing lawbreakers’ future offending and was, in fact, 

contributing to future crime. The SEU’s (2002) analysis showed that 

prison was recycling on a regular basis, many people whose main 

characteristic was social exclusion. Having defined the problem in these 

terms the solutions they proposed led them in two directions, firstly to 

advocate a much more aggressively rehabilitative agenda for penal 

institutions and secondly to call for a significant reduction in the use of 

prison.  

                                                 
1
  The Phrase the ‘Punitive Obsession’ was coined by Giles Playfair (1971) 
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This agenda was formally endorsed by the Government and over the 

next two years departments worked towards developing a cross 

government action plan which I have shown above effectively adopted 

the rhetorical shell of the SEU’s report and hollowed out it out to deliver 

what Corner (2004) described as an ‘inaction plan’ and ‘a catalogue of 

indifference’. Why when as Davies (2005) observed ‘the government 

had the copper-bottomed evidence it needed to attack reoffending’ had 

it been unable to follow this through with action? The evidence of ‘what 

works’ provided by Hargrave and C-Far might be overlooked, but the 

SEU placed the evidence in the very heart of government. 

 

However in turning the reducing re-offending agenda into policy it had 

to be accommodated within a wider ideological and political context.  In 

terms of evaluating ‘what works’, the criteria of reducing re-offending 

had to compete with other priorities and policy options. Referring to 

penal policy a century ago in New Zealand Pratt (1992: 247) 

commented that: ‘After care hostels and half way houses…..are likely to 

be vote losers’ illustrating that one of the most important criteria in 

policy making is the political advantages or disadvantages of particular 

options.  Evaluating policy in purely technical criminal justice terms may 

lead Hudson (1993:149) to the conclusion that it is ‘a disaster’, but this 

is to misunderstand policy formation, as Naughton (2005:52) has 

observed ‘(p)olicy decisions incorporate evidence as to whether a policy 
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will be politically acceptable and implementable.’  Tonry (2004) has 

detailed the way evidence of what works has been selectively rejected 

by British Governments who have instead followed American politicians 

in adopting populist penal policies that are perceived to be tough.  

 

It is clear that there has been a move towards increased punitiveness in 

penal policy. Feeley and Simon (1992) have referred to this trend as the 

‘New Penology’, Bottoms (1995) as ‘Populist Punitiveness’, Christie 

(1994) as ‘Gulags, Western Style’ and Goldson (2002) as the ‘New 

Punitiveness’. Increasingly punitive policies are seen as politically 

advantageous and in particular the political strategy of New Labour has 

been modelled on the politics of President Clinton in the United States, 

who famously left the Campaign trail in 1996 to preside over the 

execution of Ricky Ray Rector, a black man with severe learning 

difficulties, to establish his tough on crime credentials. (Tonry 2004) 

 

The emerging ‘reduced re-offending’ initiative had to be reconciled to 

the dominant ‘tough on crime’ ideology. Punitive approaches place 

greater emphasis on the pain inflicting aspects of penal sanctions and 

stress the principal of ‘less eligibility’ (Garland 1985) which seeks to 

avoid ‘rewarding’ lawbreakers by ensuring they do not get preferential 

treatment. An example of the triangulation generated by this 

reconciliation of the rehabilitative agenda of the SEU and the dominant 

punitive ideology is provided by the Government’s Homelessness Code 
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of Guidance for Local Authorities. (DCLG 2006) This gives ex-prisoners 

a right to be regarded in priority need for housing but later the same 

code recommends the exclusion from housing entitlement where: 

 

there was a likelihood that ceasing to occupy the accommodation 
could reasonably have been regarded at the time as a likely 
consequence of committing the offence. (ibid 98) 
 

In determining whether she or he will be housed the vulnerable ex-

prisoner must hope that the local government officer determining their 

claim is a follower of Lombroso rather than Beccaria.  

 

At a time that the ‘New Punitiveness’ is driving policy towards mass 

incarceration, expanded state surveillance and control, reductions in 

social tolerance, the increased targeting of working class youth and 

black and minority ethnic communities by law enforcement agencies 

and the use of criminal justice responses rather than welfare solutions 

to problems generated by mental health, poverty, and ‘naughtiness’, 

initiatives based on social inclusion inevitably become entangled with 

punitive trappings that effectively compromise and neutralise them. 

Evidence of ‘what works’ must satisfy ideological as well as technical 

criteria and in particular a high premium is placed on punitive 

characteristics. One consequence of this is that those promoting 

alternatives to prison increasing highlight punitive aspects to gain the 

confidence of policy makers and the judiciary. (Allen 2005) However 

evidence from projects like Hargrave House and C-Far suggest that one 
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of their key strengths is their rejection of the punitive. This allows 

participants to move beyond their past ‘bad’ persona and focus on their 

future and realising their potential. Alternatives which seek credibility by 

incorporating punitive elements risk compromising any hope they had of 

success. This may explain why failure rates of non custodial disposals 

have trended to those of custodial as the punitive characteristics of 

prison have been replicated in community punishments.  
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14. Escaping the Perpetual Incarceration 
Machine. 

 

As Hargrave House demonstrated the concept of resettlement could be 

both a simple one and an effective one, it involved securing long term 

accommodation, budgeting income, accessing community resources 

and not getting arrested. The Chief Officers of Probation however 

define resettlement as: 

 

A systematic and evidence-based process by which actions are 
taken to work with the offender in custody and on release, so that 
communities are better protected from harm and re-offending is 
significantly reduced. It encompasses the totality of work with 
prisoners, the families and significant others in partnership with 
statutory and voluntary organisations. 
(cited in Maruna et al 2004:5) 

 

This definition illustrates the way a relatively simple objective mutates 

into something complex, muddled and contradictory as it seeks to 

incorporate the ideology and rhetoric of contemporary penal policy. For 

the (ex-)prisoner caught up in the implementation of such resettlement 

there is little hope of escape. As Richards & Jones (2004:202) have 

observed: 

 

In effect, many prisoners are never allowed a fair opportunity to 
return home and start a new life. Instead, these persons are 
processed through correctional stages where they are structured 
to fail, return to prison and, over time, become institutionalized.  
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Projects like Hargrave House and C-Far demonstrate that effective 

alternatives do exist. They are not unique. Many generic homeless 

services continue to work with ex-prisoners as homeless people rather 

than as ‘offenders’. Some ex-prisoner and ex-offender projects continue 

to resist the dominant punitive ideology and do effective work based on 

respect for their service users and assisting them to overcome the 

hurdles presented by their lack of access to community resources.  

 

One of the lessons of Hargrave House is that an effective way of 

reducing ex-prisoner re-offending is to focus on the individual as a 

citizen with rights and needs and that by addressing these, ex-prisoners 

are given an opportunity to successfully re-enter their communities. 

Uggen et al (2004:263) have observed that: 

.  

criminal offenders are less distinguished by class or by social 
status than by their legal relationship with the state and their 
separation from their fellow citizens. 
 

Thus illustrates the manner in which the very key to successfully re-

entry (which leads to reduced re-offending) is social inclusion which is 

denied the convicted lawbreaker. Punitive approaches emphasising the 

ex-prisoners’ ‘risk’ and ‘offending’, disempowering her or him and lead 

directly to their further social exclusion.  

 

My own involvement in Hargrave House may lead to my objectivity 

being questioned; clearly I am not an impartial and disinterested party. I 
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would however argue that the statistical evidence that I have presented 

above about the outcomes for the prisoners whose re-entry was 

through Hargrave House and its successor organisations clearly 

indicate that the model was remarkably successful in facilitating ex-

prisoners re-entry. Likewise C-Far clearly had a far more positive 

impact on the lives of its participants than the multitude of criminal 

justice interventions they had experienced. Further research is needed 

both to explore in more detail how these type of projects so effectively 

assist prisoner re-entry and equally importantly why their clear lessons 

are not incorporated into that part of the evidence base used to 

determine policy and provision. Tilley (2005) has observed that:  

 

For realists, the key question is not ‘What works?’ but ‘What 
works for whom in what circumstances?’ 

 

Whilst it is clear that the ‘whom’ Tilley refers to are the individuals 

processed by the criminal justice system he has accidentally hit on the 

critical weakness of much academic treatment of penal policy. Whilst 

Brockway (1928) and Hudson (1993) try and explain policy from a 

presumption that it serves it stated aims they will inevitably conclude 

that it is confused and a failure. The reality is that penal policy does in 

many respects work for politicians; if not for victims, prisoners and ex-

prisoners. Is it any surprise that it appears to work better for the 

powerful than it does for the powerless? 
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There is a need to both expose the political manipulation that leads to 

prisoner re-entry policy failing prisoners and to highlight the clear 

evidence from groups like Hargrave House that prisoner re-entry can be 

successful achieved by projects that reject the State’s punitive agenda 

and refuse to operate as agents of its control. Projects ‘work’ that 

accept ex-prisoners as fellow citizens, highlighting their rights and work 

with them to access the community resources needed to successfully 

re-enter and break their connections with ‘correctional services’. Eaton’s 

(1993:99) research with women ex-prisoners led her to the conclusion 

that ‘(t)o change their lives the women had to recognise the need for 

and the possibility of taking control’ and this taking control is central to 

genuine social inclusion. There is a need to resist the ideology of 

current penal policy with its evidence free evidence based practice and 

its multi agency inaction plans and reclaim the ex-prisoner as our fellow 

citizen in need of access to basic community resources. Housing 

shortages, inadequate access to health services, unemployment, 

racism and poverty are social problems which require social policy 

solutions. In terms of ex-prisoner re-entry the priority should be the 

facilitating of their access to community resources. Beyond that we 

need to remember Sugden and Skinner’s (1977:117) advice: 

 

more encouragement to refuse professional help, and to decide 
what was best for themselves, would be of great benefit to most 
people, and to their relationship with society. 
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