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Foreword

The impact of long-term imprisonment is hard to imagine for those who have
never experienced it first-hand. Most who haven’t don’t particularly care what
it’s like. Unless connected in some way to someone serving a long sentence
why should anyone care? When we think about prisoners, generally all we see
in our mind’s eye are faceless, nameless, voiceless criminals safely locked way
from the rest of us. How they feel, about their crimes, their victims and their
incarceration—what they think as they serve their time inside, their hopes and
their fears—is of little concern to the rest of us.
A popular misconception on the outside is that prisoners are having an
easy life with their three-square meals a day and a warm bed at night—with
no regrets for their criminal actions. Taxpayers are regularly regaled by the
press with tales of prisoners lording it up with televisions, phones and pool
tables. The public’s ignorance of prison life has allowed the popular press a free
reign to report prison stories however it pleases. Prisoners are ‘lags’, jails are
‘cushy’—every Christmas at least one tabloid newspaper will publish a prison’s Christmas day menu and contrast it with the deprivations of pensioners.
Media portrayals of prison life usually contain at least a kernel of truth. But
even then it is mostly served up as entertainment or titillation. We may be fascinated, intrigued and horrified by what we see on TV or films, or by what we
read in the tabloid press—but mostly we’re just glad it’s them doing time and
not us.
v
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It might not always seem apparent to the observer, given the amount of
violence in our jails today—but the fact is our prisons are brimming with
self-loathing, remorse and contrition. Vulnerability, psychological dysfunction,
poor mental health and intellectual impairment abounds. As a long-term prisoner, I remember the mental and emotional exhaustion of living day after day,
year after year trying to adjust to living in chaotic captivity. It’s hard to imagine
an environment more inappropriate than our prisons to address problematic
human behaviour. In his most recent annual report, Chief Inspector of Prisons
Peter Clarke described the levels of suicide and self-harm in our prisons as ‘a
scandal’ and suggested an independent public inquiry into the issue. People in
the so-called care of the state, he said, ‘are dying unnecessarily.’ One reason is
surely that we imprison more people in the UK than anywhere else in Europe.
We have more life-sentenced prisoners than Russia or Turkey—more in fact
than France, Germany and Italy combined. But the chasm between the public’s perception of prison and the reality has never been greater.
‘Murderers, rapists and paedophiles deserve all they get, and more,’ say the
politicians, and the proverbial man in the street, outraged by such crimes, is
hardly going to disagree. Violence against the person of any kind causes so
much pain and distress, and victims of crime quite rightly want their perpetrators to be punished; in many cases, the more severe the punishment the better.
So many times after a high-profile conviction, we hear cries that the sentence
was ‘not long enough.’ But how long is long enough for any crime, and what is
it we expect years of incarceration to achieve?
Sensational reporting of violent or sexual crime in particular has no doubt
helped prison sentences to creep ever longer over the past forty years. In 1979,
the average time a life-sentence prisoner spent in custody before release was
around nine years. In 2001, it was thirteen years; today it is seventeen years.
The average minimum term judges imposed for murder rose from twelve and
a half years in 2003 to twenty one years in 2016. In the 1980s, there were two
globally reported UK serial killer trials, at the end of which each perpetrator
was convicted of having killed over a dozen people. Each was given a minimum tariff to be served in custody of 25 years. Such terms then were considered unusually lengthy.
Today, however, we think nothing of it when young men in their early
twenties, or late teens even, caught up in youth gang culture who end up
with murder convictions receive tariffs of 25, 30 or 35 years. Our society
has become inured to the idea of sentencing people we consider to be violent and dangerous to longer and longer periods of imprisonment. In 2006,
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Lord Phillips, the former Lord Chief Justice said, ‘Some murderers are being
sentenced to a minimum of 30 years, or even full-life terms. But I sometimes
wonder whether, in 100 years’ time, people will be as shocked by the length of
sentences we are imposing as we are by some of the punishments of the 18th
century.’
Always missing from the debate on prisoners and prisons however are the
voices of those serving the longest sentences. They are voices that need to
be heard, and finally, this book allows them to speak. Poignant and powerful, it should be the required reading for ministers, judges and especially the
Sentencing Council. A common theme among the subjects is their endeavours to survive—I’ve often described my own twenty years of imprisonment
as a long-term exercise in survival—some will make it, but the sad truth is that
many of them will never get the chance to breathe free air again. Too often a
long prison sentence turns into a death sentence. I hope this book brings the
much-needed reasoning and rationality back to our thinking about prison sentence length.
North Wales, UK
July 2019

Erwin James
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Praise for Life Imprisonment
from Young Adulthood

“In all the attention to mass imprisonment in recent years, criminologists have
only turned recently to what is clearly one of the most significant and problematic features of it: life sentences with no possibility of release for decades,
especially when imposed on the very young. In Life Imprisonment from Young
Adulthood, Crewe, Hulley, and Wright go beyond the legal transformations
that have accompanied this revolution in punishment in England and Wales,
to give us the deepest empirical look at adaptation and survival in long-term
imprisonment for over forty years; a generation that has seen the life imprisonment sanction explode across the common law world.”
—Professor Jonathan Simon,
University of California, Berkeley, USA
“Changing trends in sentencing and the use of imprisonment have resulted in
the imposition of prison tariffs so lengthy that they were only recently regarded
as highly unusual and barely survivable. In Life Imprisonment from Young
Adulthood, Crewe, Hulley and Wright explore this peculiar manifestation of
our deep cultural attachment to incarceration and describe the ways in which
very long sentences are experienced by the men and women serving them. At
the core of this book is violence—the violence of the offences that result in
lengthy sentences, the violence that has saturated the lives of those serving
them, and the violence of a system that fractures lives and consigns the people
xv

xvi      Praise for Life Imprisonment from Young Adulthood

it punishes to squander decades behind bars. It is meticulously researched,
imaginatively constructed, elegantly written and quietly passionate about the
injustices and cruelties surrounding its subject matter. Life Imprisonment from
Young Adulthood will undoubtedly quickly become a classic in the canon of
sociological studies of the prison.”
—Professor Yvonne Jewkes, University of Bath, UK
“Life Imprisonment from Young Adulthood is a masterwork of social science. The
book is original, comprehensive, balanced, and insightful. The authors draw
on a rich body of scholarship spanning a wide range of disciplines to bring
moral, existential, and psychological insights to bear on a complex subject that
is assessed with a thorough set of mixed research methods, the rich findings of
which are all reported with clear, concise, and often compelling prose.
This study of life-sentence prisoners embodies social science at its best. The
authors provide a ground-breaking analysis of life sentence prisoners—their
crimes and their punishments; their trials and tribulations in relation to their
crimes and their imprisonment as they grapple with what they have done,
what they are now, and what they might yet become; and ultimately their
remarkable human resilience in the face of profound and life-changing adversity that is analyzed with great empathy and insight. For life sentence prisoners there is persisting damage and loss, but also enduring growth and hope for
lives worth living. Reformers can take a cautious hope from this seminal study,
which offers fruitful guidance to students of correctional policy and practice.
Everything one would want to know about the nature of the crimes and
punishments of life-sentence prisoners as full-blooded human beings working
out their lives in harsh and often unforgiving circumstances is concisely and
often eloquently presented inside the covers of this marvellous text. I am confident this book will mark a turning point in the study of prison life and adjustment that will move the field to greater and more nuanced understandings of
crime and punishment in general as well as in the context of life-sentence prisoners. By probing the outer edges of crime (homicide) and punishment (life
terms), Crewe, Hulley and Wright shed a bright light on timeless questions
about human nature that are at the heart of our understanding of crime and
punishment.”
—Professor Robert Johnson, American University, USA
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