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Philosophy Behind Bars

OVERVIEW

Prison rehabilitation programmes need to be geared towards 
personal development and growth 

The psychological damage of spending time in prison is well 
documented with violence and self-harm incidences increasing.  
Over the past 20 years, the prison system in England and Wales has 
focused on evidence-based programming , yet prison recidivism 
rates remain high. Whilst prisons understandably need to maintain 
focus on risk reduction and factors related to criminal behaviour, a 
change needs to be made if we are to reverse these trends. There 
are currently insufficient opportunities for people to either work 
towards something or find ways of coping whilst in prison.  

In a series of educational classes lasting 12 weeks, I worked closely 
with small groups of men serving long sentences for serious crimes. 
The class engaged them in philosophical conversations drawing on 
the ideas of some of the great philosophers to consider questions 
of identity, society, morality and how to live. The research took place 
in a therapeutic community and a high security prison in England 
which offered important contrasting environments.  

This provided opportunities to understand alternative means of 
engaging people in prison in meaningful activity – activity that has 
the potential to lay the foundation for genuine identity development 
essential in the process of rehabilitation. 
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The most recent research into pathways out of 
crime demonstrates the importance of identity work. 
People who are entrenched in a criminal lifestyle 
need to understand their present in the context 
of their past and develop a concept of a ‘future 
self’. Prisons are notoriously poor at providing an 
environment that allows for this work to take place. 

The research articulated four key themes: wellbeing, 
trust, relationships, and open-mindedness. 
Philosophy education based on the principles of 
Socratic dialogue with an aim of developing a safe 
community to explore philosophical questions can 
cultivate each of these.  

Participants clearly articulated how the programme 
had given them a better understanding of 
themselves, of others, and of the world around 
them. Over time, participants got to know each 
other, developing more tolerant views and a better 
understanding of different perspectives. They began 
to trust the process and use the classroom as a 
space to try out new ideas and ways of thinking 
without fear of reprisals.  

Importantly, they were there as people and students 
and not due to their offending behaviour. As such, 
participants began to develop a vocabulary of 
alternative self-definition. They started to  describe 
themselves in positive (non-offending) terms which 
was  an important step towards seeing themselves 
as such.  

My findings indicate that providing space in 
prisons for self-reflection and opportunity for self-
articulation are key to genuine growth and personal 
development. These each depend upon developing 
trusting environments and positive pro-social 
relationships both among the prisoner population 
and between staff and prisoners.  
 

Prisons often fail  to provide such spaces, instead 
creating charged atmospheres underpinned 
by religious tensions and machismo that works 
against any rehabilitation aims to which the prison 
programming might aspire. 

There is growing evidence around the need for 
personal self-reflection to successfully desist from 
crime. This research shows that prison promotes 
the formation of a hyper-masculine ‘survival’ 
identity. However, education, and more specifically 
philosophy education, can play a role in cultivating 
growth identities that encourage personal 
exploration, self-reflection, and development of new 
interests and skills among prisoners.  

     POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

• Prisoners need space to develop new identities 
through programmes that allow them to 
personally develop 

• It is important that programmes not directly linked 
to offending behaviours are allowed to take place 

• Perspective of rehabilitation need to take a 
broader view of the person focusing as much on 
diverting people towards something as it does 
diverting people away.  

• Prison environments have a narrow vocabulary. 
Prisoners need to be able to describe (and 
therefore think of) themselves as something other 
than an ‘offender’, ‘criminal’, or ‘prisoner’. 

FINDINGS 
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About the book

Long-term prisoners need to be given the space to reflect 
and grow. This ground-breaking study found that engaging 
prisoners in philosophy education enabled them to think 
about some of the ‘big’ questions in life and as a result to see 
themselves and others differently.

Using the prisoners’ own words, Szifris shows the importance 
of this type of education for growth and development. She 
demonstrates how the philosophical dialogue led to a form of 
community which provided a space for self-reflection, pro-
social interaction and communal exploration of ideas, which 
could have long-term positive consequences.

 

Kirstine Szifris is Senior Research Associate at the Policy 
Evaluation and Research Unit, Manchester Metropolitan 
University. Before moving into academia, she worked as a 
teacher hosting philosophy clubs during lunchtimes and after 
school clubs. She has a PhD from Cambridge University which 
takes a humanistic approach in placing the prisoner’s voice 
at the heart of the research.
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