Working at
Sharpshock

A prison for young
offenders

Ruby Millington

Ruby Millington provides valuable insights as to why
penal institutions do not find it easy to maintain a
rehabilitative or therapeutic mission. Her article
applies to a different field some of the approaches
explored in our recent ‘States of Mind” issue
(Soundings 15).

In 1997  was appointed Writer in Residence at Sharpshock Young Citfenders
Institution and Remand Centre, through a scheme financed and admunistered
by the Home Office, the Arts Council of England, the local Arts Board and the
prison. Employed to work two-and-a-half days a week, my remit was ‘to encourage
the self expression and help raise the self esteem of all people in the prisor’, a
wide and nebulous brief. When the initial funding ran out, the prison raised
money from assorted trusts, renewing my contract on a yearly basis. However,
despite management’s efforts to maintain my post, [ was unclear about their
motives for doing so, and often suspected it was for public relations purposes.
Giving someone freedom to work creatively within the establishment can make
the regime seem more liberal and progressive. The reality is very different.
Sharpshock is a prison for young males aged between 15 and 21. It usually
holds between 700 and 800 inmates. On arbitrary dates in early 2000 the roll
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Working at Sharpshock

terms. That is to say, there are a number of parallels between the way young offenders
progress through the penal and judicial systems and the infant’s negotiation of the
paranoid schizoid and depressive positions.! The adolescent prisoners’ failure to
use the system as something good, which might help them to achieve integration,
experience guilt and wish to make reparation, is caused by the system’s frequent
failure to fulfil what is basically a parental role.

Hinshelwood (1993) explains that ‘prisons exist as they do because of the
prisoner’s psychology, because of his own attitudes to life and to relations to others’.
I would add that the young prisoner’s generally poor attitude to life, and often
dysfunctional relations to others, is compounded by his prison experience (much
in the same way that the infant’s development is helped or hindered by his real,
external mother and surrounding environment, and not just by his internal
perception of it (Klein 1940)); and this contributes to the failure of the rehabilitative
process. By examining this dynamic of the prison as parent, I think it is possible to
understand why the work of staff is so difficult, and, subsequently, why the
establishment’s ‘parenting’ of the young prisoners is so inadequate.

The prison as parent

Through its duty to help rehabilitate offenders, Sharpshock is cast somewhat
reluctantly into a parental role - indeed owing to the age of many prisoners, the
Young Offender Institution does act in loco parentis. Unfortunately, in most cases
it fails to be a ‘good enough’ parent in the care of its prisoner ‘children’. In my
experience, most of the ‘parenting’ done in the prison is merely a repeat of the
sadly inadequate care most prisoners have received from their own parents or
previous institutions, and this serves to compound their previous experience. This
is not necessarily due to wanton neglect on the part of the Young Offender
Institution. Poor parenting is widely recognised as a criminogenic factor, and,
ironically, the teaching of parenting skills to the boys, almost quarter of whom are

1. The paranoid schizoid position in Kleinian psychoanalytic theory is characterised by a
radical splitting of good and bad objects, in which the good is idealised and the bad
denigrated. It is difficult to recognise good and bad qualities as belonging to the same
object, including the self. In the depressive position, there is recognition that good and
bad qualities can be found in the same objects. It becomes possible to feel concern for
the injuries suffered to others, rather than remain wholly preoccupied with risks and
injuries to the self. These are core ideas of the Kleinian psychoanalytic tradition.
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Working at Sharpshock

the boys’ idealisation of their lives outside the prison - lives which have usually
been characterised by dysfunctional family life, failed interventions, drug addiction
and crime, but which are now remembered as a blissful paradise in contrast to the
real and perceived horrors of their incarceration. Boys deny, through relentless
omnipotent bravado about ‘busting the case’, that they will be found guilty. This
splitting off and disowning of guilt does not, however, bring relief, as it serves to
fuel their sense of persecution since they feel they
are being punished unfairly. Clinging to their
‘innocence’ is a favourite defence of remandees,
and is sustained by disowning their own bad parts,
which are split off, denied and projected. Being in
prison, there are plenty of receptacles for these
disowned parts. In the Young Offender Institution hierarchy, sex offenders (known
as ‘nonces’) are considered the lowest of the low and vilified for being unable to
contain their impulses. Informers (known as ‘grasses’) and vulnerable prisoners
(known as ‘fraggles’) are also denigrated. Such individuals are often segregated for
their own protection, which makes them easily identifiable targets and prevents the
projections from being tempered by reality. Boys in the Healthcare Centre, who
suffer from mental illness, are scorned by the rest of the population, who often

‘in most cases, the
prison fails to be a
“good enough” parent
in the care of its
prisoner “children™

feel that their own emotional and mental equilibrium is precarious and consequently
fear ‘madness’ as if it were contagious. Violence and brutality are idealised and are
employed as ways of coping (the story of the Kray brothers is the most borrowed
book in the prison library, perhaps confirming the common belief that Young
Offender Institutions are ‘universities of crime’). While bad objects are easy
to come by, the availability of good sustaining objects is extremely limited at
Sharpshock. Things that are traditionally perceived as good - such as
education, phone calls and association - depend on staff availability, and cannot
be guaranteed. Every time a boy is denied one of these he experiences the
denial as further persecution.

he judicial process of public Crown Court trial, with its attendant scrutiny

by media and public, provides a sobering intrusion of reality for prisoners.

Denial is diminished when they are confronted by evidence of their crimes.
But although conviction seems to catapult the boys into a more depressive situation
- the ethos of the convicted side of the prison is all about ‘addressing offending
behaviour’ - the state of mind which this implies is often absent. I feel there are a
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Working at Sharpshock

Movements between prisons happen on an apparently arbitrary basis, with little
account being taken of where an inmate’s family comes from, or how difficult
visiting may prove, or of any commitments he may have in Sharpshock. On one
occasion the Young Offender Institution was thrown into disarray when the entire
complement of trained kitchen workers was suddenly shipped out, leaving no-one
to cook that evening’s meal for the remaining inmates. At the more extreme end
of the scale, incidents such as attacks or even murder demonstrate that the Young
Offender Institution cannot always be counted on to contain the young prisoners’
aggressive urges. Finally, their unwavering belief that they have little to be thankful
for means that they lack the gratitude essential for the development of concern.
While discipline staff are clearly not in a psychotherapeutic role, I feel that theories
about countertransference can be applied to the uneasy relationship between them
and the boys.? The relationship between officer and inmate has parallels in the dyads
of analyst/patient and mother/baby, in the emotional transactions that take place
between them. The first part of the prison’s mission statement refers to ‘keeping in
custody those committed by the courts’. And although this containing role is clearly
about physical security, most people working in the establishment would agree that
there is a duty of containment in another sense, i.e. the provision of some kind of
emotional security for the teenage inmates, a parental function.
rison officers are subjected to forceful ‘projective identifications’ from the
young prisoners. That is, to projections of violent feelings of many kinds,
which the offenders are unable to tolerate or deal with themselves. The
prison officers are often poorly equipped to deal with these projective identifications
(and indeed, unlike a parent or analyst, many lack basic goodwill towards those
they are working with); but they are also up against what Segal (1977) describes
as the patient’s pathological intention to disrupt the containing situation, by
forcefully invading the analyst’s mind in a bid to destroy understanding. Young
prisoners are astute when it comes to finding someone with a susceptibility for a
specific projection (Carpy, 1989; Brenman Pick, 1985), and this gives the projective
identification a particularly powerful effect on the recipient. The unconscious
feelings are projected not just because of their unbearableness, but because their

2. Countertransference (Heimann 1950) refers to the states of mind evoked in parents,
analysts or carers, by infants, patients or others with whom they are in emotional
contact.
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incomprehensible and primitive nature prevents them from being expressed vert: .
This is further complicated by each person’s natural wish to avoid pain, whuc!1 in
turn adds to difficulty in identify the feelings (Brenman Pick, 1985). And the r-ure
violent the emotions, the greater the pressure to act out (Heimann, 1950).
Money Kyrle (1956) reminds us that no amount of theory can provide ins sh
into a patient’s unconscious unless the analyst also partially identifies with the pazient.
Staff at Sharpshock by and large do not have any theory, but are often ident 1ed
with their charges to an extreme degree. During my first year as Writer in Residznce
I was invited to attend the Prison Service’s Introduction to Groupwork Facilitation
training course. The four-day course was delivered by the prison’s psych.logy
department and attended by a mixture of officers and agency workers such as volunteer
basic skills teachers. Much of the learning was experiential and we were required «c
take part in various exercises, playing the role of either facilitator or inmate. In =il
the participants agreed that each time we had to adopt the role of prisoners we soull
play a different type, for example a bully, followed by a vulnerable prisoner and = cr.
However, having assumed our roles in the first exercise it became impossible to change
them in subsequent exercises. The member of staff who had adopted the pers »na of
a disruptive boy became increasingly seditious and unpopular with those playing the
facilitator, while the staff member playing the disturbed and withdrawn tecnager
became increasingly isolated within the group and the target of derision and b »stilizv
from the other ‘boys’. Eventually it became difficult to relinquish our rolss even
during lunch and tea breaks, with the member of staff who had taken on the *ictirn/
scapegoat prisoner’ role being bullied by the others even outside the r-uiring
department. I was interested to see how, even without prior discussion, eac of us
immediately took on a very individual role which we then could not change. This
seemed to demonstrate that we were all heavily identified with certain cvpes of
prisoner, a position which would logically extend into our working lives wherz we
would have a valency for unconscious interaction with such boys who would (again
unconsciously) detect this susceptibility within us.
he vicious circle created when what the patient brings matches aspects of
the analyst’s own psyche with which s/he has not dealt was iden:ified by
Money Kyrle in 1956. Acting as a barrier to understanding, it produces
more conscious or unconscious anxiety, which further hinders understanding. The
analyst may begin to feel that the patient is beyond repair, and experience this as
persecution. Since s/he will necessarily have introjected aspects of the ratient, s/
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Working at Sharpshock

he may then resort to reprojection in a bid to defend against the feelings. This
again impedes understanding, and may be complicated by the analyst having got
rid of parts of her/himself as well as the unwanted parts of the patient. Applied to
the young prisoner/officer relationship, this means that instead of containing and
attempting to process the prisoners’ projections, the officers may block or reproject
them, thereby confirming their intolerableness.

nfortunately, providing emotional containment is hard for the staff at

Sharpshock, who seem unwittingly or unwillingly cast into the role of

harassed parents; the lack of personnel and resources means that they
struggle to stay on top of practicalities, with little time left over for thinking,
processing, or anything but very basic caring. Many have little experience of prison.
In April 2000 the detail list of the 12 staff running a remand wing housing 64 18-
21-year-olds revealed that four of them had less than four months experience and
four had less than one years experience. One officer was Not In Post (i.e. the post
was vacant) and of the remaining three staff, none had been in post before
November 1997. The younger officers, some of whom are in their very early 20s,
could actually be considered adolescents themselves, but they receive little support
from above, as the more senior and experienced members of staff have less contact
with either the boys or discipline staff. The geography of the prison contributes to
this, with all management staff being located in separate buildings away from the
units, and the care and support of staff care is often overlooked. For example,
when the officers’ canteen was closed for several weeks for refurbishment - ‘a
Standard Audit requirement ... to comply with the Food Act 1990’ rather than a
bonus for those who use it - staff were told that they could buy sandwiches (‘cold
fillings only’) and confectionery, but that these would have to be pre-ordered by
telephone. One Sunday, when the kitchen was closed, staff were given the option
of purchasing the meals normally given to prisoners on reception. For discipline
officers working an 11-and-a-half-hour A’ shift, from 7.45am to 5.15pm (during
which time they would be expected to serve three meals to the boys), this seemed
poorly inadequate. It was as if those in charge of them simply did not care.

The bottom line is that the prisoners and staff are caught in an escalating series
of mutual projective identifications, since nothing can be owned, tolerated or
processed. The result is that the boys are not helped to negotiate the paranoid
schizoid position with its inherent sense of persecution and move towards the
depressive position in which they could experience guilt and attempt reparation.
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adds to the psychic burden of adolescents who are already struggling to discover
and establish their identity. Persuading inmates to adopt the values laid down by
the Young Offender Institution in return for privileges is like training animals to
perform tricks for treats, and overlooks the fact that repression is not the healthiest
option. By presenting a more sophisticated and socialised persona to the world,
and hiding the latent violence that Winnicott reminds us is always present, the
prisoner gives the impression of being a more integrated individual than he really
is, and thus deprives himself of opportunities for real help. At the same time the
adolescent’s false self not only protects him from the outside world, but protects
the outside world from his own projections. It is therefore in the interest of staff,
who are at the mercy of such psychic onslaughts, to encourage such compliance.

he incentive ethos extends to group work and education. A recent

development is to issue juveniles with cards on which staff are supposed

to give marks out of three each time they attend an activity, according to
their behaviour. This ‘certificate’ culture encourages boys to focus on the end
product - usually proof of attendance - rather than on the process itself or the less
tangible rewards they might get from it. This means that the process is seldom
internalised, and confirms the widespread belief that the answers to all problems
lie in the future, which undermines retrospection. It is no wonder that convicted
prisoners have their sights firmly fixed on their EDR (earliest date of release).
Unfortunately the result, when they do leave, is that they have few internal
resources to sustain them. The best they can hope for is an ‘external superego’ in
the form of a Home Detention Curfew tag.

[ feel the ‘false self’ syndrome also manifests itself on an institutional level,
when the Young Offender Institution responds to criticisms by making cosmetic
changes that masquerade as improvements without actually altering anything. The
prison’s false self seemed to be very much in operation in a shocking incident in
which a 19-year-old prisoner was murdered by his cell-mate, who beat him to death
with the leg of a table. Three weeks prior to the murder the Governor had removed
all the cigarette machines from the officers’ mess and circulated a Governor’s
Information Notice (GIN) clarifying the dangers of passive smoking and decreeing
that non-smoking prisoners should not share cells with those who smoked. This
seemed to demonstrate that he was out of touch with the reality of what happened
on the wings: firstly because most prisoners have to make a 12.5g of rolling tobacco
last a whole week, and, because roll-ups produce very little smoke, the amount of
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Christmas (a notoriously terrible time) One issue [ took up was sexual health, a
subject about which many boys are poorly informed, often arriving at Sharpshock
with sexually-transmitted diseases. Their lack of knowledge about basic things such
as conception became apparent through their creative work. One 16-year-old boy,
for example, wrote a story about meeting a girl with whom he had sex; she then
announced to him, the following morning, that she was pregnant. The magazine
provided information about HIV and contraception, and included a section where
boys’ anonymous questions were answered by experts from the Sex Education
department of a local hospital. My intention to solicit questions from the boys by
getting them to write them down on a piece of paper which they put in a special
box was met with derision by some colleagues, who maintained that no serious
questions would be asked. However all the questions were valid, and [ noticed
that officers also contributed questions. The magazine was vetted and approved
by the duty governor. However, following distribution, there were a number of
complaints about its content which some people felt to be offensive and even
pornographic. My line manager insisted that all copies should be withdrawn. This
seemed ironic as, in literal terms, withdrawal is not an effective form of
contraception and, on a more metaphorical level, the boys would already have
conceived (the information) by the time it was removed. Eventually the lack of
facilities - it wasn't until my third year that [ managed to get hold of a donated
second-hand computer - meant that the magazine ceased production. This was
disappointing as it had been extremely popular with the boys and had won several
awards which were a source of pride.

y work has also included projects for the officers, although my efforts

here have met with a certain amount of denigration. On one occasion |

made a game called Fridge Magnet Philosophy for a unit office. Each
magnet bore an aphorism pertinent to prison life. These included ‘to understand
allis to forgive all’; ‘all truth is subjective’; ‘it takes one to know one’; ‘those who
tolerate injustice are as guilty as those who perpetuate it’; ‘freedom is a state of
mind’; and ‘that which must be earned can never be bought’. They were
accompanied by two larger magnets saying true and false. The idea of the game
was to decide under which of these headings each aphorism belonged and to place
them accordingly. I hoped that this might encourage some discussion about issues
that were usually avoided. A few days later I noticed that the officers had added
some aphorisms of their own, mainly about each other’s sexual behaviour.
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In the last year I have attached myself to C wing, a unit which accommodates
65 convicted and remand inmates aged 18-21. The convicted boys are serving
sentences of various lengths, generally for crimes such as armed robbery, and
occasionally include those serving life sentences for murder. I feel I have developed
a good rapport with the officers on C wing who, although often sceptical about my
projects and ways of working, treat me with a mixture of indulgence and
protectiveness. There is something parental, perhaps specifically fatherly, about
the way in which they indulge my creative ideas, often going to great lengths to
facilitate my projects, and yet always knowing where to draw the line when my
creative ideas go beyond what is practical or advisable. When I was asked to help
make a Home Office video about the dangers of self-harm, the unit was host to a
full film crew for a weekend - a massive burden on top of the staff’s normal duties,
but one they accepted with enormous good grace, realising that this would be a
source of great excitement for the boys in their care. The unit seems to be more
integrated than other units. For example, the ethnic make-up of staff on the unit
is sufficiently diverse - with officers coming from India, the Philippines, Nigeria,
Wales and Scotland - for them to refer to themselves as the ‘United Nations’. [
feel that C wing is unique in its acknowledgement of these differences and its finding
them a source of pride, rather than of racial conflict, and that this is important on
a unit where around half of the young prisoners are from ethnic minorities. Staff
are also proud of their record of ‘turning around’ difficult boys, and a large number
of the inmates are ‘red bands’, trusted with important jobs and rewarded with a
greater amount of freedom within the prison. In the same way that I feel safer
there than on other units, and consequently more able to work creatively, I think
that the inmates also feel more ‘parented’.
rojects I have done on C wing have ranged from simply providing a bed-
time story for each boy on the unit to arranging for a Christmas show by a
famous magician, who taught them close-up magic which they could practise
in their cells over the holiday, when staff leave results in long hours of ‘bang up’.
At New Year each boy was allowed to select a picture postcard on which he could
write a message and have sent to himself on any nominated date throughout the
following year. Most of them chose to have the cards sent to themselves a few days
after their release as a reminder not to come back to prison.
During a period of extremely low morale due to staff shortages, groupwork
became impossible, as there were insufficient officers available to supervise the

127












Working at Sharpshock

working with individuals on what seems to be a part-object basis.

Finally, I am aware that my article paints a bleak picture of the young offender
institution, and should add that, while the rewards of working within it are few
and far between, this serves to make them all the more welcome. Once, when
asked by a visitor what I did, a senior officer replied, ‘She makes us think’. This
feels, to me, to be a step in the right direction.
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