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I hope to give you my subjective answer to these two questions Why Lifers? Why Not? 

I want to look at the concept of „lifer“. What does it really mean? The basic idea of a life 
sentence is quite simple. In the handbook that the British prison service provides for its 
„lifers“  there are many different categories but in the end, all mean the sentence is for the rest 
of the individuals life. 

The UK document reads as follows 

All life sentences are indeterminate. This means that you will stay in prison until you 
are considered safe to be released. However, there are a small number of lifers who 
have been told that, because of the particularly dreadful nature of their crimes, they will 
stay in prison for the whole of their lives. 
 
The main factors which will decide how long you spend in prison are: 
• the length of your tariff (which is later defined as the part of the life sentence that the 
person must serve in prison as punishment for the offence the person has committed and 
as a general deterrent to others.); 
• whether you have been able to deal with any behavioral problems; and 
• whether you are considered to be a risk to the public. This is the most important factor. 
 
Of those released, the average length of time served in prison on a life sentence is 
between 14 and 15 years. But some people serve less than this and some serve much 
longer. If you are released you will be subject to a ‘licence’ which lasts for the rest of 
your life.  

 
Why Lifers- the basic reasons are all there 
 

• Danger -  you will stay in prison until you are considered safe to be released 
• Disgust - because of particularly dreadful nature of their crimes, they will stay in 

prison for the whole of their lives 
• Punishment for the offence the person has committed 
• General Deterrent to others 

 
Life is for life. The rest of your life you will be under some form of penal supervision. It may 
be inside a prison or outside in the community but you are never going to be free again. If 
being in prison is a state of mind, then you will always be in prison.  
 
In capital punishment we kill the person within a few years of the sentencing, once all the 
appeals and due processes are dealt with. In the life sentence, the ´killing´ is much slower but 
like capital punishment it only ends when life ends. Both types of punishment are meant to be 
painful. Which punishment is more painful to the individual, will depend on the individual 
and the context in which the person finds him or herself.  
 
The prison is a tool of punishment. It involves a government’s organized infliction of harm 
upon a citizen. Corrections is a bureaucracy established by government to carry out these 



harming acts.  Thus it is an act of deliberate evil by the state. It may be necessary, it may be a 
lesser of evils, but it should never be considered a public good. It is an evil because its explicit 
purpose is to cause pain and suffering to a member of society. If prison is not harmful – if the 
offender does not suffer- then we do not think the offender has been punished. In the EU the 
only pain of incarceration is supposed to be the deprivation of liberty, the loss of freedom. 
Many other prison systems are designed as places for the application of additional penal harm 
such as hard labor. 
 
We are often told that this punishment is just because it is deserved due to the nature of the 
offence committed by the offender. It is retribution. I have never understood this idea of `just 
deserts´ because I have never understood how one pain and harm is somehow paid for by the 
administration of another pain and harm. A ´eye for an eye´, a ´life for a life´, it means 
nothing to me. One evil does not justify another evil. Punishment because you deserve to be 
punished has never made much sense to me either as a child or as an adult. Many do believe 
in retribution. Immanuel Kant believed that a state of affairs where a wrongdoer suffers 
punishment is morally better than a state of affairs where he does not suffer. I think that most 
people believe in retribution as a good end in itself regardless of any costs or lack of benefits 
because they want to believe in the Just World where the good prosper, and the bad do not.  
 
Utilitarian thinking involves general deterrence, rehabilitation and individual deterrence and 
incapacitation. As for deterrence, the evidence for either individual or general deterrent is 
very weak. The threat of punishment does not usually deter, nor does the length of the 
sentence imposed make much of a difference. Most crimes are impulsive and ill considered, 
the person does not think about the risk and possible consequences. In those few cases where 
the crime is rationally planned, the individual does not expect to be caught. The threat of 
punishment is not seen as being real. 
 
It could be argued that when a person is incarcerated, then he or she is at least incapacitated 
and unable to do more harm. That should be a social benefit.  In addition to the crime and 
harm that can be done within the prison, there is a lot of data on how organized crime 
continues to be controlled even from the inside. The body may be contained, but the mind is 
much more dangerous.  There is a series of films, America Hardest Prisons, that documents 
the reality of danger some men present, the violence inside the prisons, the attempts to control 
and break these men, and the prisoners’ resistance. The only message seems to be that Might 
makes Right which is something that many criminals have already believed for a long time. 
 
I do believe in the utilitarian argument for rehabilitation, even if it is forced. But rehabilitation 
in the community is more effective, and much cheaper than in the prison. And rehabilitation 
only makes sense to me if the individual is being returned to the wider society as soon as 
possible. So the potential for rehabilitation is an argument against long sentences, especially 
life.  
 
The two arguments for “lifers” are containment and moral disgust. I do believe in caging 
human beings who are dangerous and likely to harm others. At times I have worked very hard 
to try to make sure that the individual was contained as long as possible because I was afraid 
of what that person might do if he was not contained. But I have never pretended to myself 
that this was deserved, rather it was much more of a failure on my part since I had no other 
answer. It was a lesser of evils, a dirty compromise.   
 



We often use a prison sentence because we want to show that we are doing something. I 
recently read of an old woman in the UK who was quite antisocial when she drank. She had 
been given several ASBOs, or Anti-Social Behavioral Orders, with no result. Now the judge 
was going to sentence her to a term of incarceration. No one thought that this would change 
anything but the judge felt that he had to do something. 
 
A life sentence is a statement of our impotence as much as our moral outrage. In Canada, Paul 
Barnardo and his wife, Karla Homolka, drugged and raped her sister Tammy (who then 
choked on her own vomit and died). Later they kidnapped, tortured, raped, and killed 2 more 
women. Paul Barnardo is now serving a life sentence; his wife had helped the police 
investigation and negotiated a sentence of 12 years.  
 
I would be happy if both were caged for the rest of their lives not because it is a deserved 
punishment, nor because of the risk of future crime, but because I have a gut reaction to them, 
they disgust me and I don´t want anything to do with them. I do not believe that either one 
will ever feel remorse for what they did.  So a life sentence for Barnardo is for me, my way to 
banish him. I reject him. I deny our shared humanity. 
 
Recently in the UK there was a young man, who was allowed to go out from an open prison 
to attend an AA meeting. He went on a run, did a lot of drinking, and then later on, he 
assaulted and raped a 16 year girl. She was a virgin and is now suffering PSTD (post trauma 
stress disorder).  Great harm was done by this man. 
 
The first thing that the judge considered was the issue of future danger. She ordered two 
detailed risk assessments.  The judge stated that the law required her  
 

to consider whether there is a likelihood that if at liberty you will seriously endanger the lives, 
or physical or psychological well-being of members of the public at large. In the light of what is 
contained in the reports to which I have referred, I have no hesitation in answering ‘yes’ to that 
question . 

 
Then she said that she had  
 

to consider whether I require to impose an order for lifelong restriction or whether I have a 
discretion in the matter. I am satisfied that, on a proper reading of s.210F, I have no discretion in 
the matter but even if I did, in the circumstances of your case, I would exercise any such 
discretion in favour of imposing an order for lifelong restriction . 
 

Basically this young man has a long history of criminal and anti-social behaviors and asubstance abuse 
both inside and outside. He has been at liberty in the community for less than two months since 1996.. 
Based on what I read, and my own experience, I agree with the judge’s ruling. If he gets out, with no 
real change, then he will likely committ another serious offence; and if it is rape, then I would expect 
him to kill since „dead men tell no tales“. 
 
The judge then considered retribution and deterrence in deciding on the punishment.  
 

Retribution and deterrence again come into play in assessing, as I have to do, the appropriate 
proportion of that notional determinate sentence and I consider that a high proportion should be 
set in this case ... it is appropriate to fix the punishment part at 9 years. Let me remind you that 
the fixing of the punishment part is so as to provide a date at which you acquire the right to 



have the Parole Board for Scotland consider the question of whether and if so when you should 
be released on licence. It does not dictate that you will be released on that date. The date of your 
release will be a matter for the Parole Board to determine in its discretion. 

 
The nine years would be served consecutively to the end of the last of the sentences that he was  
presently serving. So he will be almost 40 before parole is considered, and when, or if, he is released 
then he will be supervised for the rest of his life. And he will probably be a danger until he is just too 
old and weak.  
 
The BBC reported the case as a nine year sentence for rape which is very misleading. I expect in 
reality that he will serve about 15 to 20 years before parole is even considered. And if he continues to 
be a management problem inside the prison then he will probably die inside.  
 
Why Not? 
 
A life sentence is a denial of hope, of the human potential for growth and change. The 
message is clear, you are no longer a human being who we want in our society. It is 
banishment that only ends with the individual´s death. A life sentence is a terrible thing to say 
to another human being.  We are denying him the possibility of being part of our community. 
It is a form of living death. 
 
In the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, there were killers who were in 
agony over what they had done; full of remorse, and asking for the forgiveness that they knew 
was not deserved. And often they were forgiven. And welcomed back to the community. But 
there was also killers who felt nothing, and only told their stories to avoid criminal action, and 
neither asked for, nor were they given forgiveness. They will not be punished because they 
have told the truth but there is no justice or reconciliation in their freedom.  
 
I do not see how either a life sentence or capital punishment would bring justice in such cases, 
but I do not want to live with such people, in the same way as I do not want to live with the 
righteous killers of Nazi Germany or the Soviet Union. It is a gut reaction on my part, but I 
also know that no punishment will give peace or justice. Only real remorse brings healing and 
renewal, and the potential for forgiveness, but that has nothing to do with ´just deserts´. I will 
not forgive unless I experience the real remorse of the other, not just because I have my gut 
reaction, my desire for revenge, but because I have no right to just forgive, to pretend that all 
is well. False forgiveness devalues me as well as the victim. 
 
I also want to lie to myself, to pretend that those awful people are different from me. I want to 
say that I would never do something as awful or evil as what they did. But history and the  
research done by Milligram and Zimbardo shows that is not true. We are all capable of great 
evil. 
 
A life sentence is an ugly thing. There is too much pleasure being taken in the following 
statement  
 

There’s a popular misconception that life in prison doesn’t mean all of one’s natural 
life. In just the last year, there are 21 Georgia lifers who are no longer around to tell 
you otherwise. If they could, they’d let you know that parole for a life sentence is a rare 
commodity. 
-- Georgia State Board of Pardons and Parole 

 



There is a film, The Farm-Life Inside Angola Prison, that documents how savage a life 
sentence can be. Angola is the Louisiana State Penitentiary and is estimated to be one of the 
largest prisons in the U.S. with 5,000 inmates and 1,800 staff members. It is located on an 
18,000 acre (73 km²) plantation that is surrounded on three sides by the Mississippi River.  
Over 80% of the men with life sentences will die in Angola.  
 
My major problem with the life sentence is that it devalues the humanity of the other, and the 
inherent potential for growth and healing. It is also a myth that such sentences can give us 
justice. 
 
People can cope with long sentences, even with a life sentence, especially if the prison is 
designed properly. But people need to have meaning, dignity and hope. Too often the lifer 
cannot find either.  
 
EU Penal Policy 
 
In the majority of cases, there is no reason to incarcerate. The prison should be the last resort 
of the court. I do believe in the prison and the use of moderate sentences - not too short, and 
not too long - when it is necessary to incarcerate. A low rate of incarceration and moderate 
sentences means the staff will have the resources and time to do something with the person. 
Too many inmates, or too long sentences, defeats the efforts of the penal staff. The WHO 
Health in Prison project, the UK model of the Healthy Prison, and the EU Penal Rules, all 
demonstrate that the inherent violence of the prison can be controlled, and even some human 
development is possible. Short sentences are an unnecessary and costly waste of resources, 
and long sentences are counterproductive with a lot of collateral damage. 
 

A crime prevention policy which accepts keeping a prisoner for life even if he is no 
longer a danger to society would be compatible neither with modern principles on the 
treatment of prisoners during the execution of their sentence nor with the idea of the 
reintegration of offenders into society. 
-- Council of Europe 

 
Societies with a high rate of incarceration such as Russia, the US, the UK and the Baltic 
countries are not more safe or just societies with lower rates of crime and disorder. The rate of 
incarceration and the rate of release have a lot to do with politics, the media and popular 
culture but very little to do with the rate of crime in society.  
 
In most cases the life sentence cannot be justified in terms of either need or benefit. In the UK 
example containment is probably necessary. 
 
We need to remember two facts: 
1. The best predicator of future behavior is past behavior. 
2.  People are capable of radical, even transformative, change. 
Too often the different forms of the “life sentence” forget the second fact. 
 
In the end I fear that we use the life sentence too often and too easily just because we can. 
And what does that say about us? Lord Acton wrote that „Power tends to corrupt, and 
absolute power corrupts absolutely“. A „life sentence“ is a lot of power that needs to be 
restrained as much as possible. 


