
1 

The meaning of  persistent 
short-term imprisonment 

 

Marguerite Schinkel – 

University of Glasgow 

marguerite.schinkel@glasgow.ac.uk 



2 

Introduction 

• The research 

• Patterns of meaning 

• Discontinuities in offending (and meaning) 

• Meaning of time 

• Perceived ‘official’ meanings 

• Role of CJS in persistence of offending – 

possible role in breaking the cycle 
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The research 

• Life history interviews 

– 13 men in prison 

– 12 women in prison 

– 9 men in community 

– 3 women in community 

• Analysis almost complete 

• To be followed by 15 follow-up interviews 

around 2 years after the first. 

 



4 

Patterns of meaning – interaction with life 

outside 

• Persistent disruption 
Out 

In 

• Intermittent freedom 
Out 

In 

• Prison as a resource 
In 

Out 

• Prison as aftermath 
Out 

In 
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Persistent disruption 

• When things are going well outside, repeated 

imprisonment puts you back to ‘square one’ – 

houses lost, relationships disrupted etc. Can 

lead to slow or immediate loss and puts life 

on less secure footing. 

I’m worried in case I don’t get out of here. What’s going to 

happen to her and the bairn that she’s pregnant with. And if 

she goes back on the drugs while I’m in here, eh? Because 

I don’t want to get back out there to her being back on that 

stuff. And while she’s pregnant especially. It’s horrible. I’ll 

go after whoever gave her it. (Brian) 
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Intermittent freedom 

• When life is mostly inside prison, periods 

outside are ‘like a holiday’ – a temporary 

window to have as much fun as possible 

 

If you're out six months, back in, out...you look at it as “I'm 

getting out for a holiday”. I.e. you're getting out for a holiday 

is you're going out to binge drink, take drugs, do-do-do, 

THEN come back. (Tyler) 
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Prison as a (poor) resource 

• When people offend to get prison/welcome 

their prison sentence, because it is the only 

help/break from life outside available. 

 

But there was times when I was going out and I was just 

getting no help at all. Like NO help whatsoever, like even 

when I was trying tae get ma life sorted. So instead ae 

trying that wee bit more, I was just coming back in. On 

purpose. (Alex) 
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Prison as aftermath 

• When other problems/events in life lead to 

prison and prison itself has little impact. 

Can be one-off event (car crash) or 

ongoing problem (drugs) 
 

There's no' been any impact. The only impact has been the 

drugs, that I've lost ma family and that through it, ken. 

Just...it's the drugs that have been the impact, no' the jail 

sentences. (Savannah) 
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Patterns intermingle – discontinuity in 

meaning 

• Persistent disruption usually leads to not 

having anything left to lose 

• Starting drugs after period of persisent 

offending or continued offending after 

leaving habit behind often mean shifts in 

pattern. 

• Those using prison as a resource might 

stop when find resources in community 

 



Example of discontinuity - Jim 
Background: aged 2 - mother left; 14 - traumatic car crash, 

17 - father died, lived with older sister, moved into hostels 

when she met someone. 

• Start of imprisonment: “when I was about 21, I started 

getting the jail for the same thing, breach ae the peace, 

and just continued for years and years and years” 

• Continued offending in part because of being known: ‘I 

think when the polis get tae know you, then the tables 

kindae turn a wee bit, you know? You can quieten doon, 

but whether you're allowed tae or no is another thing.I 

mean you can quieten doon tae practically nothing's 

heard fae you. But the polis, once they know you, they've 

got a grip on you, they know exactly how many previous 

convictions you've got, they know where they can get a 

sentence oot ae somebody.’  
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• Discontinuity: hostels closing down in 

Glasgow – now around 35 Jim had to sleep 

rough. 

So that went on for a while as well, on and off 

in between going into jail and I realised “What's 

the point in me actually sleeping rough?” and 

up until I got that flat there, for about 10, maybe 

12 years I would say that I was going in and out 

of Barlinnie, because it went full circle basically. 

It went fae no wanting tae go intae Barlinnie to 

that being the better option. 
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Change in meanings 

• ‘Criminogenic need’: from substance abuse 

to homelessness 

• Meaning of imprisonment: from interruption to 

housing resource 

• Meaning of alcohol: from problem to resource 
I would need tae be drunk, but, in order tae get maself the jail. I 

wouldnae go and get masel' the jail sober, it's no' me. It's no' ma 

personality tae walk over tae the polis and swear at them and 

shout at them and all that kindae stuff, know what I mean? It's 

just no' ma nature at all, you know? It's unheard ae. But when 

I've got a drink in me, it's like “I'll dae it”, know what I mean? 

Dutch courage.  
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Meanings of time 

• Lost time (outside) 

Lost a lot of family events, funerals and family have died 

and because they’re nae ma next of kin or whatever, I 

dinnae get tae got oot tae weddings, just memories. Mm-

hmm. People's 60th birthday party or 21st, my cousin’s, just 

things like that, when you look at photos when you do get 

oot, you're the only one nae in them. (Sally) 

• Wasted time (inside) 

They don’t deter me, they’ve not really been important. 

They’ve wasted my life, aye, but they’ve no stopped me 

from doing it. Because I’ve had that experience, I know 

what the jail's like, so I’m not scared to go back. So... that’s 

the problem because it’s just ruined my whole life, I've 

wasted my whole life in these places. (Dan)  



Perceived ‘official’ meanings 

• No alternative after many ‘chances’: 

• Whatever he gave me, or she gave me, I 

knew that I was breaking it, and then it 

started, after that it was just prison 

sentences. The judge even says tae me 

“There is absolutely nothing more I can do. 

Nothing. Because you’ve tired out everything. 

You've stretched your limit and beyond.” 

(Michaela) 
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• No alternative 

• Incapacitation 

Tae an extent, I just felt that they were wanting me off the 

street. That's what I felt. Just felt they just wanted me off 

the street, didnae want tae rehabilitate me, didnae want tae 

help me, they think I'm past rehabilitation, they think I'm just 

a habitual criminal that's never gonnae change (Scott) 

• Political 

But it's a necessity, though, they'll always have money for 

prison, because it just makes the voters feel safe. They 

walls are there and it makes it look like something IS being 

done. (Peter)  
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Role of CJS in persistence of 

offending 

• Disruption/erosion/destruction of 

relationships/resources 

• Only ‘chances’ given early on – sentencing 

on record 

• Surveillance of known offenders - 

provocation? 

• Little recognition of change and 

discontinuity in sentencing 

• ‘Zig-zag’ path of desistance cut short 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Political opportunity? 

• Lord Carloway (head of Scottish judges) said 

recently: at lower level of offending, 

punishment should not involve increase of 

penalty for repeat offences. 

• BUT many Scottish judges: need prison 

sentences as last resort (for low-level 

offending) 
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Questions 

• How does your country handle repeated low-

level offending? 

• What would alternative to prison as last resort 

be? 
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