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Introduction

The Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) has a longstanding concern with penal reform. This stems from an  
enduring sense of the humanity and redeemability of all offenders. It is informed by our own history, in which 
many of us were imprisoned for our beliefs. 

In the modern day this concern means that some Quakers are much involved in prisons, probation, the  
magistracy, and the third sector. Some, occasionally, find themselves in front of the courts as a result of our peace 
protest.

We favour restorative responses to crime that acknowledge the needs, rights and interests of both those harmed 
and those committing offences. We insist that punishment takes no more of liberty than is required to reduce 
harm. But Quakers do accept that creating safe communities can entail the loss of liberty for those whose  
behaviour cannot otherwise be kept in check.

Universal rights

We consider that society is enhanced by the upholding of rights, responsibilities and relationships. It is demeaned 
when entitlement on the basis of privilege or preferment in civil or political life becomes the norm. 

We hold fast to the right of prisoners to vote, to their responsibilities within society, and to their relationship with us. 

Human rights should not be attached to notions of value or the worth of an individual. Giving voting rights as 
though they are a privilege diminishes the status of voting as a whole. By extension it demeans civic activity and 
democracy.

One hundred years ago the Representation of the People Act 1918 recognised that certain categories of women 
had the right to vote. In this centenary year all women can exercise this right. This is because it is now recognised 
that fundamental rights should, by their nature, apply to all.

Within those 100 years many states have made rights-based declarations and agreed international covenants that 
have set a standard to which all ought to be accountable. Such international instruments help us all envisage and 
hold to that which is best within humanity.

Removing the right to vote

The state does not confer rights, it recognises them. The UK has recognised and ratified the International  
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 

Loss of citizenship in all its dimensions should not be the automatic, collateral consequence of a prison sentence. 
We do not remove the right to vote when a person is given a non-custodial penalty and its removal purely as 
a consequence of imprisonment is a gratuitous and unnecessary additional punishment. Having a blanket ban 
based solely on custody can only become more inconsistent with the increasing and commendable developments 
in non-custodial sentences. 
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Formally, the punitive element of prison is the temporary denial of liberty and mobility. In practice it takes away 
so much more, including opportunities for responsibility for civil and family life. But imprisonment neither  
removes  prisoners’ humanity nor the fact that they remain a part of the society that has judged them. There needs 
to be a way for prisoners to negotiate their place and future in that society. 

A criminal conviction almost always entails a loss of civil society standing. But it should not impose ‘civic death’ 
by creating or compounding a sense of prisoners as the underserving ‘other’ from whom basic civil rights can be 
removed with impunity. 

While there may be room for argument about selective exemptions in rare (and probably offence-specific) cases, 
the presumption that prisoners should vote, if they wish to, should be, we believe, the starting point of all  
argument on this matter.

The practical value of voting to prisoners

Encouraging voting within prisons would bring opportunities, and indeed incentives, to increase citizenship  
education within the prison population. 

We do not presuppose that all prisoners are clamouring for their right to participate in elections, or that ‘having the 
vote’ in individual cases will necessarily make a difference to rehabilitation. Nevertheless, rights convey a symbolic 
sense of worth and inclusion – and prisoners can legitimately be encouraged to appreciate this. 

Citizenship education may or may not make a difference to a prisoner’s political activity after release, but we 
believe its potential value means it should be available – without prejudice as to the outcome. Ways to increase 
understanding of, and participation in, the democratic process should never be wasted.

We accept that a form of ‘civic death’ can be the self-imposed reality for longer-term prisoners, a way of coping  
psychologically with the brute fact of their isolation from the outside world. Party politics and the electoral cycle 
may well seem remote to them. We nonetheless suggest that interest or disinterest in voting cannot be presumed 
for such prisoners, varying as it does according to individual personality, issues of identity, belonging and hope for 
future generations, as well as the prevailing political atmosphere at any moment.  

The desire to desist and reform is often accompanied by a desire to ‘do good’ and make amends – and for some 
longer-term prisoners, exercising civic responsibility through voting may be cast in these terms. 

Conclusion

We applaud the moves that Scotland is making towards greater social inclusion and progressive social policy.  
Prisoner voting contributes to this and is not exceptional or strange: France and Germany do not operate a blanket 
ban and other European democracies such as Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Sweden and Switzerland uphold the 
right of prisoners to vote. 

Scotland is surely right to seek commonality on this matter with these neighbours, rather than with those for 
which upholding the right to vote of prisoners remains alien, namely, Armenia, Bulgaria, Georgia, Hungary and 
Russia – and even, traditionally, England and Wales, where we welcome the tentative rethinking that is now  
taking place.

The existence of the voting rights of prisoners can be seen in a wider constellation of human rights compliance 
that defines the quality of a state’s relationship with its citizens.

We accept that there may be practical, administrative and even financial challenges in enabling prisoners to vote. 
But other democracies have manifestly overcome these, so we cannot regard any of them as insurmountable, or as 
grounds for not proceeding with, or delaying, this overdue moral and political development.

The effectiveness of a criminal justice system depends on its ability to be protective and transformative, to reduce 
and heal the harms caused, as far as possible, and restore lawbreakers to peaceable and constructive relationships 
with their fellow citizens. Upholding the right of prisoners to vote may only make a small symbolic contribution to 
this, but it is a morally vital one. It in no way obviates the need to dismantle the social injustices, and challenge the 
distorted values, which do so much to create a climate in which crime – and the fear of crime – occurs.

We are pleased that the Committee is looking into this issue and we wish to assist in any way we can. 


