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Dr. Costanza Porro1

Ο f the many vulnerabilities and injustices that have been exacerbated 
by the current Covid-19 crisis, the condition of those living in prison 
has been one of the most significantly impacted. Yet, unsurprisingly, 

it has been rarely discussed in the media. In the early stages of the pandemic, 
many warned that the potential outbreak of Covid-19 in prisons would have 
disastrous effects. In the vast majority of countries, including Greece, Italy, 
the UK and the US, the effective containment of the infection inside prisons 
seemed nearly impossible given the sharing of enclosed spaces, overcrowding, 
poor hygienic conditions and the inadequate access to healthcare, including 
protective equipment such as face masks, that characterise most prisons.2

Different countries, similar issues

I n Italy, the US, Venezuela, Peru and other countries, fears over the pos-
sibility of the spread of the infection and anger at the lack of an effective 
response to the crisis by prison management and governments caused a 

number of prison protests and in some cases riots, which were for the most 
part brutally repressed.3 Activists and NGOs urged governments to release 
some of those incarcerated, such as those awaiting trial and those whose sen-
tence was nearing the end, and to allow convicted people with heightened 
health risks due to their age or pre-existing medical conditions to serve their 
sentence at home. 

1 Dr. Costanza Porro is a Post-Doctoral Fellow at the Philosophy Department of the University of 
Hamburg. 
2 For an overview of the situation in different countries see https://www.thelancet.com/journals/
lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30984-3/fulltext. For an account of the Greek situation see https://
www.balcanicaucaso.org/eng/Areas/Greece/Greece-and-COVID-19-in-prisons-isolation-is-not-
enough-200939.

3 On prison protests and riots and their repression in Latin America and the US see https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2020/may/16/latin-america-prisons-covid-19-riots and https://www.the-
guardian.com/us-news/2020/apr/10/us-prisons-coronavirus-uprising-riot. For an account of the 
Italian case see https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-italy-prisons/death-toll-
rises-from-italys-coronavirus-prison-riots-idUSKBN20X2DG and https://www.internazionale.it/no-
tizie/giuseppe-rizzo/2020/03/11/rivolte-carcere-coronavirus (in Italian).

http://
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https://www.balcanicaucaso.org/eng/Areas/Greece/Greece-and-COVID-19-in-prisons-isolation-is-not-enough-200939.
https://www.balcanicaucaso.org/eng/Areas/Greece/Greece-and-COVID-19-in-prisons-isolation-is-not-enough-200939.
https://www.balcanicaucaso.org/eng/Areas/Greece/Greece-and-COVID-19-in-prisons-isolation-is-not-enough-200939.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/16/latin-america-prisons-covid-19-riots
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/16/latin-america-prisons-covid-19-riots
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https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-italy-prisons/death-toll-rises-from-italys-coronavirus-prison-riots-idUSKBN20X2DG
https://www.internazionale.it/notizie/giuseppe-rizzo/2020/03/11/rivolte-carcere-coronavirus
https://www.internazionale.it/notizie/giuseppe-rizzo/2020/03/11/rivolte-carcere-coronavirus
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These measures were proposed to ease the pressure on prison facilities, 
thereby allowing for better containment of the infection, and to protect those 
for whom contracting coronavirus was likely to result in a death sentence. 
While in various countries some such initiatives have been adopted either by 
the government or by the judiciary and as a result of this as well as the sus-
pension of new admissions the overcrowding of prisons has being eased, the 
measures have often been deemed insufficient.4

In the Italian case, in mid-May the government even revised previous deci-
sions of the judiciary to release some medically vulnerable people due to the 
severe criticisms that such decisions had attracted in the media and public 
discourse.5 In some countries , including the US, the worst predictions have 
been realised and various prisons have seen severe outbreaks of Covid-19. At 
the end of June, eight of the top ten coronavirus clusters in the US had been 
in jails and prisons. For example, the Marion Correctional Institute in Ohio, 
did find through the testing of all their inmates that up to 80% currently had 
or have had coronavirus in the past (almost 2,500 cases at the Marion Correc-
tional Institute).6

Besides the obvious health risks associated with the virus, the Covid-19 crisis 
has worsened prison conditions in two main ways. Firstly, it has further ex-
acerbated the social deprivation and exclusion that many who live in prison 
already face: since the early days of the pandemic, prisons have been tem-
porarily closed to visitors and in-presence visits have not consistently been 
replaced with phone and video calls. 

4 For an account of the often insufficient initiatives to respond to the crisis implemented in the US see 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/05/25/will-the-coronavirus-make-us-rethink-mass-
incarceration. For info on the measures implemented in the UK https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2020/may/15/only-55-of-2000-tags-bought-for-uk-covid-19-prisoner-release-used and http://
www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/PressPolicy/News/vw/1/ItemID/855. For an overview on continental 
Europe see https://euobserver.com/opinion/148385

5 https://dirittopenaleuomo.org/contributi_dpu/sorvegliare-rivalutare-punire/ (in Italian). 

6 For an account of the rate of infection and its effects in US prison see https://www.themarshall-
project.org/2020/05/01/a-state-by-state-look-at-coronavirus-in-prisons,https://www.politico.com/
news/magazine/2020/06/25/criminal-justice-prison-conditions-coronavirus-in-prisons-338022 (end 
of June) and https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/may/20/california-prisons-covid-19-out-
break-deaths#maincontent (end of May)

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/05/25/will-the-coronavirus-make-us-rethink-mass-incarceration. 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/05/25/will-the-coronavirus-make-us-rethink-mass-incarceration. 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/15/only-55-of-2000-tags-bought-for-uk-covid-19-prisoner-release-used
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/15/only-55-of-2000-tags-bought-for-uk-covid-19-prisoner-release-used
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/PressPolicy/News/vw/1/ItemID/855
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/PressPolicy/News/vw/1/ItemID/855
https://euobserver.com/opinion/148385
https://dirittopenaleuomo.org/contributi_dpu/sorvegliare-rivalutare-punire/ 
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/05/01/a-state-by-state-look-at-coronavirus-in-prisons,
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/05/01/a-state-by-state-look-at-coronavirus-in-prisons,
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/may/20/california-prisons-covid-19-outbreak-deaths#maincontent
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/may/20/california-prisons-covid-19-outbreak-deaths#maincontent
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Moreover, shutting down prisons has also eliminated all opportunities for 
those in prison to engage in activities outside prison and for people who run 
educational and other programmes in prison to visit. Finally, in some pris-
ons, worries around the possibility of spreading the infection has led to the 
loss of the hard-fought-for right to spend time outside one’s prison cell, and 
people are once again confined in that often very limited space for the major-
ity of their time. The extreme increase in the use of solitary confinement (up 
by 500% in the US) has further exacerbated social isolation and deprivation.7 
While these measures have been motivated by the protection of inmates and 
staff’s health, some have pointed out that these measures were rendered nec-
essary by a political decision not to address this problem in other ways. For 
instance, by temporarily releasing all those medically vulnerable and ensur-
ing a better access to face masks and other protective equipment. If those 
initiatives had been adopted, it might have been possible to maintain some 
contact between prisons and the outside world without exposing incarcer-
ated people and staff members to great risk. 

Secondly, the lack of transparency and the intermittent flow of information 
(at best) to and from the prison as well as inside prison has been a cause of 
great concern for those living in prison, and their families and loved ones. 
Incomplete or non-existent information about the presence and the progress 
of Covid-19 cases within prison has caused great anxiety. Moreover, the usu-
al difficulties to communicate with and have information about one’s loved 
ones have proven particularly troubling for the families of those in prison in 
these uncertain and unsettling circumstances. All these factors have further 
exacerbated the very severe mental health crisis in our prisons, caused by the 
stress and hardship of living in prison and the lack of effective treatment and 
support, combined with the fact that a significant percentage, higher than
that of the general population, of people convicted experience mental health 
issues and substance abuse prior to being incarcerated8.

7 https://www.unlocktheboxcampaign.org/solitary-covid-report
8 For an account of the mental health and mental health care crisis in US prisons pre Covid-19 see ht-
tps://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/mar/31/mental-health-care-crisis-overwhelming-prison-jail.

https://www.unlocktheboxcampaign.org/solitary-covid-report
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/mar/31/mental-health-care-crisis-overwhelming-prison-jail.
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/mar/31/mental-health-care-crisis-overwhelming-prison-jail.
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Rights to balance

T aking stock of the extremely difficult situation that many living in 
prison are facing at the moment, the current crisis illuminates a core 
issue that we face when critically reflecting on prisons, the conflict be-

tween the rights of those incarcerated, on the one hand, and the right of the community 
to be protected from crime and the right/duty of the state to punish, on the other 
hand. The question of why certain kinds of treatment that would normally be 
wrong because they violate citizens’ rights are legitimate in the case of those 
who have committed crimes is central to the justification of punishment. 
The idea is that something needs to explain why punishment does not violate 
rights and theorists provide different accounts of why that is the case. Propo-
nents of forfeiture theories of rights argue that offenders lose, at least tem-
porarily, rights that would stand in the way of punishment because of their 
wrongdoing.9 The forfeiture of rights is often understood as following from 
the relationship between rights and duties, where the enjoyment of rights is 
conditional on respecting certain duties that those who commit wrongdo-
ing fail to respect.10 Others claim that punishment does not violate offenders’ 
rights because offenders have consented to their punishment.11 When a per-
son voluntarily commits a crime while knowing the consequences of doing 
so, she thereby consents to these consequences. 12

Even if we accept that there is a justification as to why an otherwise rights-
violating kind of treatment, i.e. incarceration, is permitted, virtually no theo-
rists argue that those found guilty for a crime lose all their rights and status 
as members of the community, thereby making all kinds of treatment per-
missible. While the ways people should be treated during punishment and 
the choice between different types of punishment also depend on other fac-
tors, it is widely believed that respect for people’s rights requires limits on the 
ways those convicted of a crime can be treated, and provides reasons against 
(or makes impermissible) particular types of punishment, such as capital 
punishment.13

9 Wellman, ‘The Rights Forfeiture Theory of Punishment’.
10 Goldman, ‘Toward a New Theory of Punishment’.
11 Nino, ‘A Consensual Theory of Punishment’.
12 This consent is tacit, rather than explicit. 
13 Besides reasons derived from people’s rights and status, other considerations that inform the choice 
between different types of punishment and the way imprisoned citizens are treated are considera-
tions of efficacy and efficiency as well as whether these kinds of punishment can serve the different 
aims of punishment, such as deterrence, rehabilitation, retribution and communication of censure. 
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The belief that those living in prison retain some of their rights is also what 
often underlies (explicitly or not)  the concern felt by many about the condi-
tion experienced by those who are incarcerated and the way they are treated 
in prison.

The situation that has developed in recent months can easily be re-de-
scribed using the language of rights. There are at least three sets of rights 
of convicted people at stake in the current crisis. While these rights were 
in many contexts already disregarded and violated before the Covid-19 cri-
sis and prisoners and activists have conducted a number of battles to have 
these rights recognised and respected, the events of the last few months 
exacerbated the situation, thereby illuminating the conflict between dif-
ferent rights and interests at stake. The first is of course the right to health 
which is recognised not just by theorists and activists but by many juris-
dictions to be one of the core rights of citizens, as well as a human right. 
The second right at stake is a right against social deprivation. Kimberley 
Brownlee defines social deprivation as a persisting lack of minimally ad-
equate opportunities for decent or supportive human contact including 
interpersonal interaction, associative inclusion, and interdependent care.14 
She claims that we have a human right to those conditions that are neces-
sary for the realisation of a minimally decent human life and, because the 
opportunities to avoid social deprivation are among those conditions, there 
is a human right against social deprivation. While the right against social 
deprivation is rarely recognised as such in the law, some of its elements, 
such as the right to respect for one’s private and family life of Article 8 of 
the European Convention on Human Rights, are acknowledged. Moreover, 
in some jurisdictions, such as the Italian one, the argument for social op-
portunities for incarcerated citizens is grounded not in their rights but in 
the idea that social contact is instrumental to the rehabilitation of offend-
ers, which is one of the core aims of punishment. Finally, one can identify a 
third right that is at stake in the current circumstances, which one might 
call a right to information. In the law, this right is often understood as the 
right to have access to information about the activities of the state, a right 
to the transparency of state action. 

14 Brownlee, ‘Social Deprivation and Criminal Justice’.
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In this case, the right to information should cover two sets of things: firstly, 
the right of imprisoned citizens to know about the situation in prison (e.g. 
number of Covid-19 cases), the response of the prison management, and the 
way in which the government intends to address the crisis that the Covid-19 
pandemic has caused in prisons. Secondly, one can argue that families have 
a right to be informed about the condition of their loved ones, especially in 
such difficult and uncertain times. This aim can be achieved in various ways, 
including allowing families to communicate with the person in prison more 
frequently and more regular updates from prison management.

Identifying the rights at stake, however, does not exhaust the problem, for at 
least two reasons. Firstly, a familiar objection to many rights theories is that 
even if a theory can provide us with a list of rights, it still falls short in tell-
ing us what these rights really consist of and what are the duties correlated 
to them (i.e. what others entities, including the state, should do to ensure 
the protection of such rights). For example, even if we agree with Brownlee 
that there is in fact a human right against social deprivation, what the op-
portunities are for decent or supportive human contact that people should 
be guaranteed remains an open question. Would a two-hour weekly phone 
call suffice in ensuring adequate contact with family or loved ones or, more 
plausibly, should the opportunities to interact with one’s family be more ex-
tensive?

Moreover, potential conflicts between different rights and claims further 
complicates the issue. In this case, the tension is between the rights of in-
carcerated citizens, the right of the community to be protected from crime 
and the claim/right of the state to punish those convicted for a crime. The 
question is not only which rights different parties have but which rights to 
give priority to when the respect for someone’s rights leads to the violation of 
someone else’s rights. For instance, resistances around allowing particularly 
medically vulnerable offenders to serve their sentence at home is motivated 
by the idea that the right of the community and the right/duty of the state 
to punish would be undermined by this initiative and is to take precedent 
in this case. Whether this tension in fact exists in particular cases and how 
it should be resolved also depends on how we understand the content of the 
right of the community to be protected from crime as well as that of the state 
to punish offenders. In other words, it depends on how we understand the set 
of actions and policies that would ensure the realisation of these rights. 
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Questions regarding the justification of punishment and the permissibility 
of different types of punishment are central to thinking about this issue. For 
instance, if one does not believe that the community can only be protected 
from crime by incarcerating a vast number of those found guilty of a criminal 
offence, one would deny that the release of some of the medically vulnerable 
living in prison presents a clash between the rights of offenders and the right 
of the community to be protected from crime. 

Reform or abolition?

T he idea of prisoners’ rights is central to proposals of prison reform. 15Ad-
vocates of prison reform typically argue that while prisons as they ex-
ist are unacceptable, prisons can be reformed to make incarceration 

justified. In their view, while incarceration in many societies does involve 
degrading treatment and violation of the fundamental rights of the impris-
oned, it can nevertheless have a legitimate goal which could justify its costs, 
provided that significant changes are made to the institution. The claim is 
that prisons could become more transparent and permeable places where in-
carcerated citizens enjoy meaningful opportunities to engage with the out-
side world and retain the right to vote, work and exercise control over their 
labour as well as other fundamental rights, such as the right to health, includ-
ing access to mental health.16 This optimism about the prospect of reform is 
partly motivated by the success of “open prisons” and other more progressive 
prison experiments in some countries, especially in Northern Europe, that 
afford incarcerated prisoners much more freedom, exchanges with the out-
side, and privacy, and are proven to be more effective in rehabilitating those 
incarcerated.17

17https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/09/why-scandinavian-prisons-are-supe   
rior/279949/.

15While prison reform is often discussed by activists and academics, legal scholars as well as criminolo-
gists who have investigated in depth prisons with valuable empirical and comparative work, philoso-
phers have dedicated little attention to a normative analysis of imprisonment and the possibility of 
prison reform. For an exception see Lippke, Rethinking Imprisonment.

16Lippke.

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/09/why-scandinavian-prisons-are-supe   rior/279949/.
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/09/why-scandinavian-prisons-are-supe   rior/279949/.
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Proposals of reform of the prison regime are informed by a respect for citi-
zens’ rights, and the belief that it is possible to reconcile imprisonment and 
the protection of (certain) fundamental rights. 

Others deny this compatibility and argue that incarceration is inconsistent 
with the respect of offenders’ rights and their status as members of the com-
munity. In their view, prison is designed to separate supposed dangerous citi-
zens from others and to operate as a constant surveillance system that inher-
ently excludes some from the community and involves the violation of core 
civil and political rights. Some conclude from this that incarceration can still 
be justified when the crime committed is serious enough to warrant a sus-
pension of these rights and status and when it undermines the offender’s  
membership in the political community; this judgment is often accompa-
nied by the claim that imprisonment should only be used as a last resort, only 
for the worst crimes. 18

Others believe that this is one of the reasons to push for the abolition of pris-
ons. The prison abolition movement, once confined in the domain of the radi-
cal left, has recently attracted growing attention and support. The movement 
is internally very diverse and prison abolitionists are motivated by a variety 
of reasons.19 Some believe that since prison, as well as the criminal justice sys-
tem more generally, has historically always had the covert purpose of main-
taining and reinforcing oppression- in particular that of people of colour and 
the poor-it is naïve to imagine it can be made to serve different, justifiable, 
aims.20 Others point out that while we take prisons to be inevitable, they are 
one of a number of sanctions available to the courts to deal with those who 
commit criminal offences, an historically contingent way to respond to crime 
the widespread use of which dates back only to the eighteen century. 21

18 Ramsay, ‘A Democratic Theory of Imprisonment’.
19 The most renowned prison abolitionists worldwide are Angela Davis and Ruth Wilson Gilmore Davis, 
Are Prisons Obsolete? Gilmore, Golden Gulag.  For an interesting account of the work of Gilmore and 
the different perspectives within the abolitionist movement see https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/17/
magazine/prison-abolition-ruth-wilson-gilmore.html?fbclid=IwAR1Tqmk_o4rt85nkzBhbfbd_DQoT-
tdQyHILZieLVEnXciTN6ltXPUl2Sov8. 
20 Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete?
21 Foucault, Discipline and Punish.

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/17/magazine/prison-abolition-ruth-wilson-gilmore.html?fbclid=IwAR1Tqmk_o4rt85nkzBhbfbd_DQoTtdQyHILZieLVEnXciTN6ltXPUl2Sov8. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/17/magazine/prison-abolition-ruth-wilson-gilmore.html?fbclid=IwAR1Tqmk_o4rt85nkzBhbfbd_DQoTtdQyHILZieLVEnXciTN6ltXPUl2Sov8. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/17/magazine/prison-abolition-ruth-wilson-gilmore.html?fbclid=IwAR1Tqmk_o4rt85nkzBhbfbd_DQoTtdQyHILZieLVEnXciTN6ltXPUl2Sov8. 


Many argue that prisons are very ineffective in achieving one of their core 
stated aims, crime reduction, as they routinely fail to rehabilitate those con-
victed; conversely, often it is precisely imprisonment and its consequences 
which cause people to commit further crimes once released. As a very costly 
institution that is ineffective, perpetuates oppression, violates people’s rights, 
and humiliates, prisons ought to be abolished.  

Abolitionists do not exclusively focus on the abolition of prisons, to be 
achieved with a moratorium on the building of new prisons, the de-crimi-
nalisation of many acts currently regarded as crimes and the de-carceration 
of those currently convicted, but propose a radical plan of change aimed at 
addressing the causes of crime and at transforming societies. The proposal 
is to defund prisons as well as other oppressive parts of the criminal justice 
system, such as the police,22 and invest in communities and social welfare. By 
addressing poverty, homelessness, systematic racism and other kinds of op-
pression we can build a just society where crime is significantly less frequent 
and responded to in very different ways that are more humane and effective.

Abolitionists are often accused by reformists and defenders of the status quo 
of being too idealistic. The image of the “dangerous criminal” who poses a 
threat to the community and needs to be contained is so ingrained in our 
collective imagination that a world without prisons seems almost unthink-
able.23

22 Recently, following the homicide of George Floyd at the hand of a police officer in Minneapolis, the 
proposal of defunding the police has received some attention in the media and public discourse. See for 
instance https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/may/31/the-answer-to-police-violence-
is-not-reform-its-defunding-heres-why?fbclid=IwAR3fwnohst25es48_XiQ4KxtnMTgDm06c1i3a-
5JYhld75DMNFauzYAwnd40
23The idea that we need prisons to protect our communities from dangerous people misses two aspects 
of incarceration and response to crime: firstly, that a significant number of those currently incarcer-
ated are not convicted for violent crimes and should not be regarded as dangerous; and secondly, that 
there is evidence that responses to crime other than incarceration and the traditional procedures of 
the criminal law, such as the trial, might be more effective in dealing with those responsible for crimes, 
including very grave and violent crime. Harris and Maruna, ‘Shame, Shaming and Restorative Justice’. 
McGeer, ‘Civilizing Blame’.

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/may/31/the-answer-to-police-violence-is-not-reform-its-defunding-heres-why?fbclid=IwAR3fwnohst25es48_XiQ4KxtnMTgDm06c1i3a5JYhld75DMNFauzYAwnd40
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/may/31/the-answer-to-police-violence-is-not-reform-its-defunding-heres-why?fbclid=IwAR3fwnohst25es48_XiQ4KxtnMTgDm06c1i3a5JYhld75DMNFauzYAwnd40
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/may/31/the-answer-to-police-violence-is-not-reform-its-defunding-heres-why?fbclid=IwAR3fwnohst25es48_XiQ4KxtnMTgDm06c1i3a5JYhld75DMNFauzYAwnd40


Prison reform seems to many a better alternative as it is more realistic and 
achievable, a solution for the here and the now. However, while some plans of 
prison reform are rather modest, the most convincing proposals, especially 
in philosophical debates, rely on a perspective which is equally far from the 
realities as we know them. Firstly, many of those who argue for prison reform 
rightly believe that incarceration as we know is unjustifiable, and that only a 
prison where people’s fundamental rights are respected could become defen-
sible. This, however, if possible, requires prisons to undergo very significant 
reforms aimed at changing features that many regards as essential features 
of prisons, such as the separation between incarcerated citizens and the rest 
of the community. 

Moreover, like many other theorists of punishment, the majority of those 
who argue for prison reform also recognise that it would be hard to justify 
imprisoning people in societies that resemble the ones we live in. This is be-
cause in societies like ours where people who are imprisoned are dispropor-
tionately members of ethnic minorities and lower classes, who are victims 
of severe distributive and other criminogenic injustices and often left with 
very little alternative other than commit a crime, the state’s right to punish, 
and especially to imprison, is called into question.24 The state has no standing 
to punish citizens insofar as it fails to treat them with the respect owed to 
full members and to provide them with the resources and opportunities that 
should come with membership in the community. Therefore, for prisons to 
be justified it is not simply the institution of prison, but society more broadly, 
that would have to be radically transformed. While these remarks do not set-
tle the debate between prison abolition and prison reform, they clear the way 
from a common misconception of which prison abolitionism is victim, the 
idea that the abolitionist proposal is in some way utopian and unrealistic 
compared with the reformist perspective.

24  The idea that the state does not have the standing to punish in unjust societies have sparked a very 
interesting philosophical debate in the past few years. See for instance Duff, ‘Blame, Moral Standing 
and the Legitimacy of the Criminal Trial’; Kelly, The Limits of Blame; Tadros, ‘Poverty and Criminal Re-
sponsibility’.



Lessons from Covid-19?

T he current Covid-19 crisis forces us to ask ourselves truly radical, and of-
ten uncomfortable, questions on incarceration and its use by our states. 
Paradoxically, in a time where prisons are closed and segregated from 

the outside as they haven’t been in years, the core of incarceration as we prac-
tice it shines through in the most transparent way. The fact that the tension 
between different rights and that between individual rights and public protec-
tion has concerned the lives of so many of us living outsides prisons during the 
pandemic, should not make us underestimate the extent of the wrongs and 
harms perpetrated against those incarcerated. Prisons are places where peo-
ple’s fundamental rights are routinely violated and our fellow citizens who are 
incarcerated and their families far too often find themselves at the mercy of 
institutions that are indifferent and uncaring if not outright oppressive and 
cruel. This should urge us to radically rethink this institution. Whether this 
should lead us on the path of prison reform or prison abolition remains to be 
seen. However, the idea that prison abolition is too idealistic to be taken seri-
ously should not stand in the way of our political reflection and action. 
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