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“Returning home with confidence and hope, participants are able to find and hold satisfying jobs in a range of fields…Regardless of the path they choose, all are radically less likely to return to prison and are far better prepared to lead productive and fulfilling lives when free.”
 This quote from the Bard Prison Initiative indicates that the purpose of college-in-prison programs is to give inmates an education, and therefore opportunities they wouldn’t have previously had access to, in order to benefit them in their lives after their releases. With a college degree comes many more job opportunities, which leads to a steady income and stable lifestyle, which in turn provides a large disincentive for criminal behavior because there is more to live for and more at risk if the person returns to prison. However, the Bard Prison Initiative also claims that it does not consider the length of the students’ sentences during the admissions process, and many of the students enrolled are serving extremely lengthy sentences and might even be in prison for life.
 This means that these inmates will never be able to reap the benefits of an education after release, and recidivism and the acquiring of jobs are irrelevant. So what are the benefits of and/or important reasons to enroll students who are serving life sentences in college-in-prison programs? Why is the mention of “lifers” excluded from the Bard Prison Initiative’s promotional material and why don’t fundraisers address why they should be educated? Is education a human right or should people only care if prisoners are educated if it affects the community outside the prisons? 


A large source of opposition to college-in-prison programs, and the reason public funding for it was cut in 1994, was that people took issue to the fact that inmates were receiving free college education while hard-working, innocent citizens who couldn’t afford college did not receive the same benefits. However, although the logic might be sound, the facts show that “no eligible applicant for a Pell grant ever lost out to an inmate, because the grants are awarded on a merit basis, with any costs above the yearly appropriation coming out of the next year's budget.
 After federal funding was cut, college-in-prison programs became virtually extinct, and the Bard Prison Initiative was founded in 2001 and is funded privately “from generous individuals and philanthropic foundations.”
 

Inherent in the creation of the Bard Prison Initiative and inherent in the claim that lifers should be educated even though it will not impact the outside community is that education is a human right and everyone should have access to it regardless of the tangible benefits incurred, on par with the right to free speech and religious expression or the right to a fair trial. However, is this idea too elusive or flowery to get private organizations and individuals to donate to prison education or must there be a financial or security benefit to incentivize donors? Must there be a more concrete incentive for donors? The viewpoint that private donors will not show compassion unless it affects their lives and communities is a perfect representation of Martha Nussbaum’s idea of “eudaimonistic judgment,” or “a judgment that places the suffering person or persons among the important parts of the life of the person who feels the emotion.”
 Educating inmates saves the public a lot of money in the long run and makes communities safer upon the inmates’ releases; therefore, according to Nussbaum, it is only natural that people will feel more compassion for inmates with a release date because whether or not the inmates being released back into the community are educated and rehabilitated will eventually directly impact them. Eudaumonistic judgment, therefore, could be viewed as sort of a selfish compassion. Professor Mandy, a member of the Bard Prison Initiative faculty, expressed a similar viewpoint and believes that only inmates with release dates’ educations should be subsidized by the program: “I don’t see the point for guys that are not getting out. I mean it’s quite an investment.”
 The effects on recidivism and therefore public safety are quantifiable and therefore the most commonly used promotional statistics and argument: 

“Research indicates that these high and expensive rates of recidivism fall to less than 22% if prisons offer significant educational opportunity to incarcerated men and women.  Among formally incarcerated Bard students, fewer than 2% have returned to prison.  The estimated cost per person, per year of the BPI program is a small fraction of the price of continuing incarceration.   It saves tax payers money, while increasing public safety.”
  
However, what the donors and some faculty do not immediately consider is that the effects on costs of maintaining college-in-prison programs for lifers also has a positive effect for society:  

“Education may be the most effective way to lower prison costs…’In some prison systems, cost-effective management is possible only because programs keep prisoners busy, with less supervision than you’d need otherwise. Especially with respect to certain types of prison educational programs, you save money by hiring fewer officers in the short run and reducing recidivism in the long run’”.

Although money is a very motivating factor in any arena, because the BPI does not use these facts about education for lifers saving the public money, the eudaumonistic judgment cannot be the most only criterion by which people evaluate whether prisoners deserve compassion and an education. For some, showing compassion for criminals is especially difficult because they don’t believe they deserve compassion. Nussbaum elucidates this point: “There may be a measure of blame, but then in our compassion we typically register the thought that the suffering exceeds the measure of the fault.”
 This idea is interesting because she indicates that people will determine whether to dole out compassion by judging the aggregate deeds and qualities of a person and that showing compassion entails very calculated decision-making and less instinct or emotion. Lifers, therefore, are perceived to have committed to most egregious of crimes and deserve a free education the least. 

This idea directly contradicts the idea from Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice when Portia acknowledges that Shylock is not obligated to show mercy to Antonio, who is in breach of their agreement, but that compassion and mercy are not obligatory, but fall freely and should come from within, independent of the other person involved.
 According to this line of thought, “humanity, compassion, and mercy” are “the beliefs we seek to live by” and just because one person didn’t show these qualities at one point doesn’t mean someone shouldn’t show them toward that person.
 This is the mindset taken on by Max Kenner, the founder of the Bard Prison Initiative, and many of the BPI faculty; they believe that the nature of the student-inmates’ crimes are “irrelevant” and should not play a role in the admissions process because everyone “deserves” an education.
 In fact, even though the information on the inmates’ crimes is public knowledge and is easily accessible on the New York State Department of Corrections website, “there is an unwritten agreement among most of the faculty that looking up such information would benefit no one and…individual crimes were never discussed.”

Nussbaum shows a more lenient, holistic, and Portia-like perspective on the issue of compassion and judging people based on their actions and qualities when she specifically addresses the issue of showing compassion for criminals: “Typically we feel compassion at the punishment of criminal offenders, to the extent that we think circumstances beyond their control are at least in good measure responsible for their becoming the bad people they are.”
 She therefore believes that those who are simply a product of their harsh environments deserve compassion. However, what distinguishes between two prisoners who committed the same crime, one as a result of his or her upbringing and the other out of pure maliciousness? It is impossible to tell the difference and regardless of the upbringing or personality of the prisoner, they committed the crime and should be punished in the same way. When it comes to the relationship with funders, this exists in the imagination of the audience- donors don’t know what prisoners specifically they donate to- they just know that a lot of underprivileged people are in prison and this might have to do with why they have been incarcerated. The donors, therefore, are more likely to donate to the prisoners because of the potential notion that they were incarcerated for reasons beyond their control and should be shown compassion. 

Additionally, many, like Foucault, show compassion for prisoners because of the terrible, “crushing” effects of prison and the conditions that inmates suffer after being incarcerated. Foucault claims that an inmate becomes “an agent of his own captivity” and that they lose a sense of “individual self, personal interest, and unique desires.”
 Providing for education for the inmates, therefore, “represents for the prison a positive step in the process of rehabilitation”: “What the college presents if not so much a direct challenge to the institutionalization process, but an alternative form of legitimate compliance coupled with a previously alien opportunity structure within the prison walls.”
 

A critical question that Foucault proposes is whether prison is meant for solely punishment or for rehabilitation as well. By not taking into account prior circumstances or any external factors, some “have railed against a philosophy of rehabilitation that ‘coddles’ inmates with too many amenities” and believe that prison is for punishment and regard any signs of compassion or humanity as “frills.”
 Others, such as Kant, take it a step further and view the entire idea of compassion as “a weak and misguided sentiment” and believe that “such benevolence is called soft-hearted and should not occur at all among human beings,” in any aspect of life, let alone in prisons.
 

However, for those serving life-sentences, recidivism rates don’t necessarily apply, but the benefit of having to hire less prison guards assuredly does and “providing a long-term goal helps [the inmates] to stay sane and makes them less prone to violence. It also makes the entire prison easier and less expensive to manage.”
 This argument is especially relevant in the context of maximum-security prisons such as those in which the Bard Prison Initiative teaches, but not because of the common misconception that it is because these institutions contain the most hardened criminals with the worst behavioral problems and with the least to lose. To the contrary, “Lifers-perhaps in their desire to make some amends for their extreme failures in altruistic behavior- tend to be far more motivated than other prison inmates when it comes to participating in reeducation and self-improvement programs.”
 And for the inmates that do have behavioral problems, when the programs give them something to live and work for, they begin to behave better, find more self-confidence, and relate better to each other and their surroundings. Fatima, a student-inmate states:  “When faced with a confrontation, I walk away. I don't let them bother me … I don't react to everything they say. In the past I would have fought the girl, [but now]I don't want to lose the program. I don't want to fight because I'm in college.”
 The program becomes something to live for and an incentive to be a better person. Brian Fischer, New York’s Commissioner of Correctional Services, hits at the core of the rehabilitative ideal: 
“Education changes people. And, I think that’s what prisons should do, change somebody from one way of thinking to a different way of thinking.  .  .  .  It’s the logical view of incarceration; going to prison is the punishment, once in prison it’s our obligation to make [people in prison] better than they were.”
 
Roz, a college-in-prison graduate serving 50 years to life, puts it best: 
“I sort of started identifying with the world, understanding the world better; understanding … my crime and why I was here … I just wanted to read everything … I wanted to know more, I wanted to explore … And I found that … I started surrounding myself with people of like minds. Because when I first came here I … had a chip on my shoulder that I wanted somebody to knock off … I had no self-respect, no respect for others. … When I started going to college that was like the key point for me of rehabilitation, of changing myself. And nobody did it for me, I did it for myself.”
 
Another student-inmate, Sherry, reflects: 


“Because when you take somebody that feels that they're not gonna amount to anything, and you put them in an environment … like, when you're in college it takes you away from the prison … I can't really find the words, but it's like, you're opening your mind to a whole different experience… [College] puts you on a higher level. It broadens your way of thinking, … Nobody can take it away. It's something that you could use for the rest of your life.”
 


Education might even be especially important for those serving life sentences because since they will never physically be free, they can at least free their minds.
 The Bard College president Botstein says, “The most amazing thing, I have to say, the most shocking and absolutely unbelievable thing is that it takes radical incarceration, the loss of all hope to engender a genuine love of learning.”
 Reshawn Hughes, a BPI student, states: “While at Bard, I learned that freedom was something much different than just a physicality, a space of physical existence. Freedom had a lot do with your ability to think. Freedom had a lot to do with your ability to communicate with others. To see the world in a different view.”
 Therefore, if prison is meant for rehabilitation and education is a critical means to this end, then those serving life sentences should gain access to the same programs, as it changes people and gives them hope for a future, even if that future is behind bars. 

Some inmates even use the concept of rehabilitation and their “educational achievements as a springboard to freedom.”
 Jon Marc Taylor, who received his “bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees behind bars in a maximum-security prison,” appealed to his governor to grant clemency for becoming a changed man. Many believe that granting him an early release would “give the wrong impression to society” and believe that inmates deserve to serve their full time, regardless of how rehabilitated or changed they become during the process, because they “deserve every bit of it” and that “college achievements don’t overshadow the ugliness of the crime” and are independent of one another.
 Taylor, however, claims that if the governor refuses to grant him clemency, “it’s an indictment against rehabilitation.”
 The idea of clemency in cases of extreme rehabilitation complicates the aforementioned idea of rehabilitation because it provides a concrete manifestation of the ideal. While many believe that prison should be rehabilitative, they oppose the idea of granting clemency in these cases, which questions the sincerity of their belief in how possible or genuine rehabilitation and change truly is. 
Prison education also has a democratizing effect. Jed Tucker adopts the ideas of the aforementioned author Martha Nussbaum’s that liberal arts are “a powerful instrument in shaping the kind of citizens necessary to sustaining a true democracy.
 The BPI, by giving these inmates a liberal arts education, produces “free-thinking, independently minded and humane citizens” that constitute the foundation of a genuine democratic society. Xaxier, another student-inmate, speaks of the democratizing effect that the program has had on him: “I feel like I’m now part of the conversation. By acquiring a knowledge of history you feel engaged in the discussion. I learned this in the BPI.”
 Tucker believes that “to experience this radical sense of inclusion while detained in an excluding institution speaks to one of the most important effects of the BPI.”
 Democracy fosters programs such as the BPI and therefore creates an endless cycle of democratic principles and engenders a society where all citizens are participants in the system and have a stake in it. Truly democratic citizens seek to protect their environment and will not commit crimes against it. Therefore, democracy can be viewed in many ways as the ultimate goal of college-in-prison programs. 

The Bard Prison Initiative is an extremely beneficial program, and although it primarily speaks of how it benefits those who are released from prison after completing the program, some of the most critical benefits are actually incurred by educating inmates serving life sentences. Whether funders will respond to the important principles educating lifers represents, however, is a different story. However, the fact that programs such as the Bard Prison Initiative exists is a testament to the compassionate nature of many human beings- founders, funders, and faculty alike. 
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