Life in an awful prison is a better, tougher punishment than death 

Last May, a 55-year-old British grandmother called Lindsay Sandiford arrived in Bali with 10lb of cocaine in her suitcase. She was arrested, tried, and in January — much to the surprise of even the prosecutors who wanted only a 15-year jail term — sentenced to death.

Now as we know, the death penalty was very popular when the sun was viewed as a god and the woods were reckoned to be full of witches. But nowadays, a state has to be exceptionally muddleheaded and backward to think that it has the right to take someone into a room, lay them down and kill them. In front of an audience.

The Indonesian government has a particularly gruesome fate in store for Sandiford. Even though it has the wherewithal to inject her with some kind of painless drug that sends her on her way, it has decided that she will be taken to a small clearing on a remote island, chained to a post and shot by a firing squad.

And to make things even worse, it hasn’t actually said when this will happen. Or whether the whole event might at some point be cancelled by an appeal court.

Understandably, Sandiford has apparently told other inmates that she can’t really face years of hopeful lawyers and endless court cases and that she’d rather they just shoot her in the head now and get it over with.

If I were in her shoes, I’d want the same thing. Because as a species, we are able to cope with despair and regret and shame. But we are useless at dealing with hope. Hope eats away at our souls. Hope can drive a person insane. And what is she hoping for anyway? Because if she loses, she dies. And if she wins, she gets to spend perhaps the rest of her life in an Indonesian prison.

Compared with the jails found in other countries in this part of the world, they’re not bad, apparently. Only some mouthfuls of food contain insects, and many of the latrines are occasionally emptied. In addition, the straw in your mattress is changed from time to time, and the hospital is said to have a complete set of pliers.

Small wonder, then, that Sandiford would like to be shot now. Because whatever horrors hell has in store for a convicted cocaine smuggler, they cannot be worse than the horrors she faces by being kept alive. And that raises a question. Should Amnesty International be campaigning for the introduction of more Bangkok Hilton prisons?

Amnesty, like all right-thinking, level-headed people, is vehemently opposed to the death penalty. But how do you convince the Indonesians, and Johnny Turk and Uncle Sam, that it’s immoral and barbaric and wrong? And what do you say to two hysterical parents whose little girl has been murdered? They want the killer dragged through a salt mine . They want him boiled and eaten by dogs. And they want the X Factor crowd on hand to boo and hiss as he screams and gurgles his way into the next life. And it’s pretty tricky to say, “Wouldn’t it be better, don’t you think, if we put him in a nice warm room and gave him a table tennis bat?”

You often hear people in Britain calling for the death penalty to be reintroduced and I know where they’re coming from. It’s always the same argument: why should this paedophile/murderer get to spend the rest of his days watching Cash in the Attic reruns, and playing table tennis and tucking into lashings of hot shepherd’s pie, while we have to pay our taxes and work in estate agents to keep him there?

There’s a sense that prisons are too cushy, and that the cost of keeping a prisoner locked up is too great. There’s only one way of winning the debate: to convince the braying hordes, the bereaved parents and the Indonesian authorities that if prison were really terrible, then life inside would be worse than death.

Of course, the wishy-washy liberals usually jump up at this point and say prison should be a place of rehabilitation, not punishment. And that’s fine. Because in my new regime, not all the prisons would have slime on the walls and guards who have studied the art of chakra torture.

If you get done for something trivial you can still have Cash in the Attic and table tennis, and a nice biscuit if you promise to behave in future. These would be places of rehabilitation, full of soft music and inspiring posters featuring whales.

But if you’ve done something abhorrent, and you’ve been given life, what’s the point of rehabilitation? You’re not coming out. Ever.

Better then, surely, to silence the pro-death-penalty lobby by making sure the crim is locked in a cell and told he can eat only what he can catch.

No one could complain about this because you’d be able to keep someone locked up for 10p a day; less if the guards could be persuaded to turn up as a hobby. And with awful prisons, there’d be no more silly nonsense about bringing back hanging.

Because then, you’d be able to say to those in favour, “Right. And who wins, exactly, if we hang them?”

Sandiford has already told us — and she is not alone — that she would rather die than lurch through life in a hellhole. So by imposing the firing squad as a punishment, the courts are simply extending a kindness. And I’m sure that’s not what they had in mind. Nor what the braying hordes want.
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