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Introduction

Darren was arrested in an immigration raid whilst working in a restau-
rant in Northern England as an undocumented worker. Carried out in 
the quieter hours before the evening business, there were just a few cus-
tomers in, he says, and ‘immigration officers just walked in, blocking the 
exits and getting details from the workers before arresting some of them’.1 
And as a result, he spent around the next year of his life incarcerated. 
Over this period, Darren spent various points in solitary confinement 
for speaking out against the treatment of other people detained. He was 
moved between different Immigration Removal Centres (IRCs) several 
times, which he explains was an attempt to try and eradicate solidarity 
between detained people. On-and-off, he worked, mainly as a cleaner 
in corridors and visiting rooms, and in doing so, he made up one part 
of a labour force of incarcerated people in prisons and IRCs, which is 
situated variously at the intersections of criminalisation and punish-
ment, immigration policy and penal strategy, expulsion and control and 
the meanings of work itself. This book is about this work. It is about 
work and the carceral state.

As this book goes to press, the current government has been in power 
in various iterations for over a decade, and when it first returned to 
power it made clear its commitment to the expansion and reshaping of 
one aspect of this work in particular: specifically, that which is carried 
out within prisons. In 2010, such was the extent of this ambition that the 
then Prisons Minster Crispin Blunt spoke bombastically of transform-
ing Britain into a ‘global leader’ in encouraging businesses to make use 
of ‘effectively free labour’.2 In turn, Justice Secretary Ken Clarke argued 
two years later that prisoners were ‘simply a wasted resource – thousands 
of hours of manpower sitting idle’.3 And suggesting that he had ‘always 
been liberal on economics and liberal on social policy’, this was to be at 
the centre of a ‘credo’ of ‘free market economics combined with enlight-
ened social reform’, he had claimed earlier, of which his party was ‘driven 
to both’.4 Indeed, despite a party leadership which has since gone from 
David Cameron to Theresa May to Boris Johnson, at the time of writing, 
from a coalition to a majority government, and from a ‘confidence and 
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supply’ arrangement with the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) back to 
a majority government, in various iterations such assumptions have in 
various ways remained. In fact, despite the different priorities empha-
sised by different forms of leadership, the commitment to transforming 
prisons into what the Ministry of Justice describes as ‘places of hard 
work and industry’ has churned away, quietly and consistently, in the 
background.5

That this is the case may well be related to the malleability of prison 
labour itself. For those driving it, its appeal resides in the way it can be 
imbued with different meanings, at different times and in different con-
texts. Those who have demanded a form of ‘hard labour’, for example, 
might be appeased by the intensified focus on work and the discipline it 
connotes, bound together with punishment in an authoritarian, punitive 
package.6 For those championing prisons as engines of rehabilitation, 
meanwhile, prison labour is articulated as a key mechanism through 
which this is said to be realised. Indeed, in certain contexts at least, its 
attraction in policy terms resides in its ability to marry the two notions, 
and more, together, with some such as Conservative home’s chief execu-
tive Mark Wallace claiming that ‘prison rehabilitation, in particular, is a 
field ripe for a truly radical, conservative revolution’. For doing so involves 
‘smashing the old, false choice between punishment or rehabilitation, 
and making the pro-taxpayer and pro-victim case for reducing reoffend-
ing’.7 Whatever the logics driving it, and whatever the drives it coheres, 
its appeal resides in its ability to hold together and reconcile different 
interests and broader contradictions in the idea of punishment itself.

What follows in this book is a critical examination of such forms of 
work within the context of a complex interplay of criminalisation, pun-
ishment, economic and labour market restructuring, as well as shifting 
assumptions underpinning them and ultimately the carceral state itself. 
Over the last few decades, an influential body of work has demonstrated 
how the relationships between criminal justice and social policy have 
shifted under conditions of neoliberalism, to the extent that some have 
heralded the ‘advent of a new government of social insecurity’.8 In such 
accounts, it is frequently suggested that there has been a kind of inter-
national policy transfer – uneven and context-specific, certainly – but 
with the United States as its vanguard ‘the “upsizing” of the penal sector 
[is] casually and functionally related to the “downsizing” of the welfare 
sector in the post-Keynesian age’ in some locales, or through which the 
‘conjoint intensification of both social-welfare and penal interventions’ 
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has taken place in others.9 For Loïc Wacqaunt, a ‘punitive turn of public 
policy, applying to both social welfare and criminal justice, partakes of 
a political project that responds to social insecurity and its destabiliz-
ing effects in the lower rungs of the social and spatial order’ (emphasis 
in original).10 As such, it is suggested that the ‘activation of disciplinary 
programs’ applied to the un- (or under-) employed ‘on the one side’ 
and the ‘deployment of an extended police and penal net’ on ‘the other 
side’ make up ‘two components of a single apparatus for the manage-
ment of poverty’.11 His argument is that a penal government of insecurity 
is primarily that of neutralisation: and writing in 2009, he suggested 
that a punitive logic of welfare retrenchment in order (in part) to nor-
malise increasingly temporal, contingent work amongst the ‘recalcitrant’ 
working class is complemented by a ‘penal apparatus’ which simultane-
ously ‘neutralizes and warehouses its most disruptive elements’.12 But in 
the context of England and Wales, what the commitment to (re-)embed-
ding carceral labour a year later indicates is both a reworking of this in 
theory, and its expansion in practice. Some 17.4 million hours of work in 
an ‘employment-like atmosphere’ in prisons were carried out in 2019–20, 
according to the Ministry of Justice: an increase of 37 per cent from seven 
years earlier and at a point where the overall prison population slightly 
decreased from 87,500 to 83,000 people following its immense expan-
sion in the decades prior (Figure 0.1). But whilst this includes that which 
was opened up to the private sector, behind this headline-grabbing drive, 
these statistics include work carried out for government departments 
and bodies. Meanwhile, not included at all is the more prosaic – and 
more common – forms of work maintaining prisons themselves. 

Indeed, as we shall see, this commitment to carceral labour and 
attempts to reconceptualise prisons as labour market institutions in 
post-Fordist contexts do not contradict the idea of warehousing. Rather 
they have a role within it. For the commodification of labour power13 
which it implies is multifunctional, and whilst operating as a key com-
ponent of this neutralisation, it simultaneously operates as part of 
broader movements to expunge, to expel, to reproduce and to regulate. 
Moreover, as Darren would come to experience, whilst championing 
and substantially reworking the parameters of work in prisons, the gov-
ernment simultaneously continued a commitment to harnessing the 
labour power of those detained in the UK’s network of IRCs, accelerated 
substantially under Tony Blair and Gordon Brown’s New Labour govern-
ment previously and which are utilised ostensibly (even if they also have 
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other ‘functions’ in practice) to facilitate the removal or deportation of 
those subject to immigration control. Devoid of any language of reha-
bilitation, this is a utilisation of labour power driven not by a narrative 
of reproducing labour forces, but its opposite. It is solely utilised in the 
maintenance and facilitation of immigration detention. It makes up the 
twin site of a resurgent commitment to the reworking and foregrounding 
of what is collectively called carceral labour here; and, as this book will 
argue, is part of the carceral state.

recalibrating the carceral state

Understanding this requires understanding the role of the carceral state 
and its shifting contours in the production and maintenance of particu-
lar forms of social order. As Stephen Spitzer recognised in the mid-1970s, 
it is the populations castoff through advanced capitalist societies who 
have always frequently borne the brunt of strategies of containment and 
control within them. But whilst his analysis spoke to a period where the 
neoliberal counter-revolution was waiting in the wings, it has partic-
ular resonance at a point where the violence of its impacts have long 
since been realised. Following the ‘period of crisis and stagflation of the 
1970s’, for example, the forms of primitive accumulation ‘reactivated’ 
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Figure 0.1 Hours worked by incarcerated people in public sector and privately 
managed prisons (millions)
Source: Data taken from Ministry of Justice, ‘Reform’, Ministry of Justice Prisons Data, 
2021, https://data.justice.gov.uk/prisons/prison-reform/#prisoners-working
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under the auspices of globalisation on a world scale in the late twenti-
eth century and into the next have involved land grabs akin to a ‘new 
round of global enclosures’ in the global South, ‘social cleansing … and 
organized violence’ geared towards the ‘restructuring and integration of 
countries and regions’ into reworked global structures and have precip-
itated the uprooting or otherwise migration of ‘hundreds of millions’.14 
At a point where there has been a race to the bottom in international 
labour standards, with regimes of ‘flexible accumulation’ involving ‘the 
fragmentation and cheapening of labor through widespread casualisa-
tion or informalisation of work’, global capitalism’s structural failure to 
provide jobs is, at the same time, becoming increasingly pronounced.15 
If, by 2009, some 50 per cent of the global workforce were in ‘vulner-
able’ workplace arrangements (according to the International Labour 
Organization),16 by 2011 some 2.4 billion of those in prime working ages 
(25–54) constituted a ‘global reserve army of labor’ up to 70 per cent 
larger than its active counterpart:17 a ‘destabilized population’ who have 
‘swelled the ranks of the precariat and the structurally marginalized’.18 
And at a juncture where migration policies have been bound up with 
notions of security, the assertion and reproduction of racial ordering19 
and the concurrent ‘wars’ on terror and asylum of which these have been 
a central part,20 immigration detention has further become a defining 
feature of the ‘enforcement archipelago’ that has been constructed.21 

At the same time – and diametrically connected – within the UK, 
an undermining of organised labour, a state-backed rentier capitalism, 
financialisaton and an assault on regulation, the wholesale forms of (fre-
quently state-funded) privatisation and also what have been described 
as the new enclosures are simultaneously emblematic of and have facil-
itated an exponential upwards transfer of wealth, through which a 
quarter of its entire wealth has been appropriated by the wealthiest 1 per 
cent of its population.22 This social restructuring is connected umbili-
cally to a decreasing national income share going to its bottom 50 per 
cent, and the immiseration of the poorest 10 per cent at the fastest rate. It 
has been buttressed by the mobilisation of ‘the disciplinary instruments 
of policing and punishment’ to ‘contain the swelling ranks of problem 
populations’.23 And if this has all had a role in the formation of a carceral 
state which by the twenty-first century was among the most built-up in 
Europe, carceral labour is situated within this. 

Nowhere is this made clearer than from the government itself. The 
recommitment (or as we shall see, latest commitment) to prison labour, 
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in particular, in 2010, emerged (from the perspective of policy makers, 
at least) as part of the same political project as the welfare reforms insti-
gated at that same juncture: themselves central to the austerity measures 
that were then beginning to be rolled out. Driven explicitly by a concep-
tion that criminalisation and particular welfare policies frequently reach 
into the same populations, the reworking of the ‘administration of pun-
ishment’ was not to be seen in isolation, but in conjunction with the 
Department for Work and Pensions’ moves to ‘dramatically reduce the 
number of workless households’ by working towards the same function.24 
According to one of the chief architects of this programme of welfare 
reform – Work and Pensions Secretary Iain Duncan Smith – this would 
be the biggest shake-up of the welfare system in 60 years. But it was a 
shake-up which in its dovetailing among other things with an undermin-
ing of legal aid, a ‘deliberate gutting’ of local authorities, a commitment 
to and expansion of workfarism, the paring down of institutions ‘that 
previously protected vulnerable people’, and a ‘dismantling of [parts of] 
the social safety net’ – upon which the ‘highest toll’ had been inflicted 
‘on those least able to bear it’ – would be described nine years later by 
the United Nations (UN) as ‘highly regressive’.25 Moreover, whilst work 
in prisons was conceptualised as mirroring the function of intensified 
forms of conditionality seeking to normalise recipients to the vagaries 
and demands of post-industrial economic realities, as indicated above, 
this was not to be disaggregated from the broader function of incar-
ceration as neutralisation and blunt forms of state power.26 As newly 
appointed Home Secretary Priti Patel argued, for instance, in 2019 – a 
few months before the government retained power in the fourth general 
election of the decade – expanding the criminal justice system was to be 
one of the government’s central priorities, describing it as ‘fundamen-
tally … the party of law and order, full stop’, before going on to boast of 
making people ‘literally feel terror at the thought of committing offences’ 
in order to secure the ‘defence of our nation [and the] defence of our 
streets’.27 This pledge – which included promises for 20,000 extra police 
officers, to provide 10,000 more prison places (to ‘keep criminals behind 
bars’ and ‘provide better opportunities to reform criminals’),28 to ensure 
longer sentences for certain offences, to encourage an increase in the use 
of stop-and-search and to intensifying deportations of ‘foreign national 
offenders’ – was all part of the government’s drive to ‘come down hard on 
crime’, according to Prime Minister Boris Johnson:29 to herald a return 
to a halcyon time of criminal justice expansionism that had in some 
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contexts been checked as a result of the austerity measures enacted over 
that decade.30 However, as Joe Sim and Steve Tombs have argued, it was a 
promised ‘blitzkrieg of criminalisation’ that had little interest in the forms 
of ‘state-corporate criminality’ against which decades-long ‘programmes 
of deregulation and non-enforcement of law … [had] been institution-
alised since 2010’, to the point where regulation in some areas was almost 
‘non-existent’.31 The government had little interest in restoring or revers-
ing the reshaping and hardening of welfare services themselves. But it 
had every interest in managing its fall-out, and in asserting the carceral 
state as a central force in reproducing, shoring up and reproducing the 
broader forms of order of which it is part.

Indeed, as Spitzer recognised nearly five decades ago, criminalisation 
and punishment is not just frequently trained upon those seen as being 
characterised by a ‘failure, inability or refusal … to participate in the 
roles supportive of capitalist society’ (the ‘collateral damage’ of market 
economics)32 but by volatility and threats to order itself.33 And it is in 
this context that, in the current conjuncture, his observations are both 
prescient and in need of expansion. Whereas Spitzer saw control mecha-
nisms as ‘more or less discrete’, for example, the reworking of the carceral 
state has indicated a blurring or cross-over of functions and remit. 
Whereas Spitzer spoke in broad strokes of strategies of ‘normalization’, 
‘conversion’ and ‘containment’, what now might be added are dominant 
attempts to incapacitate and to expunge. Analyses of contemporary 
carceral state power cannot be understood solely as a form of ‘symbio-
sis’ between social and criminal justice policies, but must be attuned to 
the ‘neoliberal racial and security regimes’ of which the carceral state is 
a central component, writes Jordon T. Camp.34 And as Arun Kundnani 
has demonstrated, this in turn requires foregrounding the ways global 
capital regimes from the 1970s have facilitated the ‘mass rendering’ of 
surplus populations in the global South and the global North and how 
‘racial border regimes, mass incarceration and imperialist violence are 
integral to neoliberal political economy’.35 

Writing also in the 1970s, Jeffrey Reiman’s searing analysis The Rich 
Get Richer and the Poor Get Prison depicted the criminal justice system 
as a mirror within which ‘[w]hom and what we see in this mirror is a 
function of the decisions about who and what is criminal’.36 As he contin-
ued, the ‘inescapable conclusion is that the criminal justice system does 
not simply reflect the reality of crime; it has a hand in creating the reality 
we see’. His argument was not that the image in this mirror was ‘created 
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out of nothing’, but that what it displayed was something far more than 
the narrow category of ‘crime’.37 Yet if, against this backdrop, this mirror 
was, as he argued, akin to a carnival mirror – distorted and reproductive 
of a distorted ‘common sense’ – almost half a century later, the ‘ines-
capable conclusion’ might well be that this carnival mirror is distorted 
even further. Prisons, as Sim suggests, embody and remain ‘intimately 
connected with the reproduction of an unequal and unjust social order 
devised by the social lacerations of class, gender, “race”, age and sexual-
ity’.38 They are the expression of a political and institutional gaze which 
is focused in particular directions and pays scant regard to others. Mean-
while, they have been joined by forms of carceral expansionism which 
are both distinct and ideologically and institutionally connected in the 
form of immigration detention. In short, nearly half a century after 
Reiman was first writing the above, the rich have got richer, the poor 
have got poorer, and have also got more of and more kinds of prisons. 
And within this carnival mirror is carceral labour.

reforging dynamics of carceral labour

Work and the Carceral State examines the role of carceral labour within a 
broader political framework of criminalisation and punishment, arguing 
that, as a distinct form of contemporary statecraft, it is part of an attempt 
to ‘select, eject [and] immobilize’, in Leanne Weber and Benjamin Bowl-
ing’s terminology.39 Taking seriously warnings that ‘casual usage’ and 
‘conflicting definitions’ of the carceral state (and its conceptual cousin 
‘the penal state’) run the risk of eroding ‘its analytical utility’,40 this book’s 
focus is on carceral labour carried out within prisons and immigration 
detention as complementary aspects of the carceral state. But it further 
foregrounds the fact that the carceral state itself expands well beyond 
the walls of these sites of confinement. On a snapshot day in 2021, for 
example, there were some 78,000 people in prison and 223,000 people 
under supervision by the criminal justice system in the community, whilst 
in the year to March 2021 around 13,000 people were detained under 
immigration powers.41 But as Marie Gottschalk points out, the carceral 
state shapes ‘and in some cases deforms’ the lives of many others beyond 
these formal mechanisms, ranging from those children whose parents 
are or have been incarcerated or those residing in communities and areas 
where criminalisation has penetrated most pervasively.42 Indeed, to that 
could be added those on immigration bail and those required to rou-
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tinely attend immigration reporting centres, for example, or those who 
have been held in euphemistically named ‘contingency accommodation’. 
Further, Gottschalk argues, the carceral state increasingly impacts upon 
the workings of ‘key governing institutions and public services’.43 And it 
is in this broader context that this book’s analysis is situated. For, whilst 
its focus is on distinct forms of carceral labour within prisons and immi-
gration detention, as the analysis that follows will demonstrate, it cannot 
be dissociated from broader analysis of the carceral state itself. 

As such, by exploring the roles, contours and functions of carceral 
labour this book elaborates on understandings of the contemporary 
carceral state in England and Wales. And in doing so, it demonstrates 
how a renewed commitment to carceral labour has been underpinned in 
official rhetoric by claims of a dyad of labour market integration on the 
one hand, whilst also being integrated within institutions whose stated 
purpose is to facilitate expulsion on the other. But whilst it pays specific 
attention to the period from 2010 onwards as a particular conjuncture, 
not only does it extend its analysis beyond this period, it further suggests 
that this dyad reinvokes and fundamentally reworks a dynamic – of 
labour control in the centre and utilised in conjunction with expulsion 
and banishment from the country – which has been central to its reali-
sation historically. 

There is a substantial body of literature focusing both implicitly and 
explicitly on the historical development of carceral labour, not least 
through the ‘revisionist’ histories of the twentieth century exploring 
the relationship of the prison and punishment to labour markets in 
Europe, to the development of capitalism, with regard to penal-welfare 
nexuses and with regard to both the political and ideological assump-
tions shaping punishment and in some regards work itself.44 In fact, such 
is the extent of this literature and reflections on it – emerging in many 
regards as a riposte to a largely benevolent official narrative of slow but 
steady enlightened progress – that even towards the end of the twentieth 
century Adrian Howe was bluntly asking whether there was any need to 
‘engage with yet another overview of this history’? And the short answer 
was ‘no’.45 But if as more recent searing analyses of political economies of 
punishment46 and of immigration control47 have demonstrated, this con-
clusion was premature, what follows here is not an attempt to replicate 
these. Rather, it draws on them in an analysis foregrounding this dyad, 
demonstrating how it has been a vehicle of carceral labour, and further 
among the driving impulses of it. 
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Indeed this further enables a critical examination of carceral labour’s 
role within the management of those designated ‘problem’ populations 
and those ‘surplussed’ historically, a term which, following Max Haiven, 
is more accurate than ‘surplus populations’, for as he points out, ‘so-called 
“surplus populations” are not responsible for or defined by their fate’.48 
And arguing that such dynamics can only be understood by understand-
ing carceral labour’s genealogical roots in the symbiotic relationship 
between capitalist development in the ‘centre’ and colonial conquest, 
it explores carceral labour’s antecedents through forms of banishment 
and transportation, through punishment in houses of correction, work-
houses and prisons and within the contexts of particular forms of labour 
relations historically. In doing so, it demonstrates how carceral labour 
embodies Gurminder K. Bhambra’s warning that asserting colonial-
ism as ‘merely the companion condition of the emergence of capitalism, 
which is understood to be constituted through an immanent logic (an 
impulsion ‘outwards’ –  whether of markets or production) that is inde-
pendent of colonialism’ not only displaces colonialism ‘from the centre 
of analysis’, it leads to an understanding of capitalism ‘understood in 
abstraction from its colonial imbrication’.49 That is, it denies understand-
ings of historical struggle and change.50 As such, whilst the focus here is 
not a global history, its argument is that understanding carceral labour in 
this manner requires re-centring this analysis, not least because it makes 
it possible to re-explore the political, economic and social relations it 
has been realised within. Moreover, as it will demonstrate, through this 
symbiosis it is possible to locate a dyad of expulsion and assimilation at 
the intersection and forefront of labour markets, criminalisation, social 
policy and banishment, and through the contours of institutional sites 
of punishment. 

This comes at a pertinent time. As the second decade of the twenty- 
first century rolled into the third, the global uprisings sparked by the 
police murder of 46-year-old George Floyd in Minneapolis were indic-
ative of the way the latest killing of a Black person as a result of contact 
with the criminal justice system in the United States resonated with 
iterations of racist state violence across every continent.51 In turn, they 
coalesced with ongoing demands to confront how historical legacies are 
realised in the present – demands which have always been made by those 
facing the brunt of state racism52 – not least against a backdrop of what 
has been called both ‘imperial forgetting’ and ‘imperialist nostalgia’.53 
In the UK, part of the government’s response to these uprisings was to 
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appoint a Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities which concluded 
a year later that the British empire was a vehicle for cultural transforma-
tion.54 It was established by a current Conservative prime minister who 
once claimed of parts of the African continent that ‘the problem is not 
that we were once in charge, but that we are not in charge any more’.55 
Meanwhile, the last New Labour prime minister was a man who sug-
gested that the British empire was something to be ‘proud’ of.56 And if, as 
Ann Laura Stoler suggests, there is a need for ‘repositioning the present 
in [its] wider structures’,57 carceral labour has an integral place within 
this. 

With its origins in pre-capitalist formations, carceral labour was 
honed further ‘during the so-called Age of Discovery, symbolized by 
the bloody conquest of the America’s’.58 By the sixteenth century, a dyad 
of expulsion and violent assimilation was integral to the forms of con-
finement emerging in the centre broadly to control, sort and resolve the 
‘problems’ thrown up by the violent economic and political transforma-
tions taking place, and simultaneously existed in conjunction with the 
increased utilisation of banishment within and between colonised ter-
ritories. Indeed, its ‘functions’ in this regard included ridding nations 
of those deemed undesirable or dangerous, utilising the dispossessed as 
the ‘cannon-fodder’ of colonial expansion,59 asserting a broader political 
and ideological offensive against ‘vice’, vagrancy, recalcitrance and rebel-
lion, and instilling the basis of societal relations. Or in short, imbricated 
within colonialism and within the centre itself, carceral labour was never 
solely about crime, but operated at the intersection of – sometimes at the 
vanguard of – shifting forces relating to labour relations and regulation, 
class formation, punishment, suppression of rebellion and constructing 
forms of social relations.

As such, as Christian G. De Vito and Alex Lichenstein have set out 
in their panoramic history of convict labour, then, carceral labour 
embodies the manner in which ‘legal regimes, state power, and private 
action [have linked] unfreedom and punishment’, as well as problema-
tising historical accounts of labour and work ‘which tend to associate 
the evolution of labour relations within a teleology of freedom’.60 Indeed, 
as well as being teleological, such accounts are punctured by historical 
analysis demonstrating capitalism’s utilisation of varying forms of labour 
extraction and relations.61 But if carceral labour was incorporated in such 
regards through the form of a multiple institutional apparatus shaped 
dialectically through the driving forces of colonial and capitalist devel-
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opment, this in turn radically altered in conjunction with these forces 
themselves: through the new avenues for transportation opened up and 
closed off, for example; through the shifts in prison reform coalescing 
with ongoing transformations in the criminal justice landscape; through 
the transformations in ‘social policy’ underpinning shifts in its institu-
tional mechanisms in order to facilitate this further; and through shifts in 
understandings of work itself. By the end of the eighteenth century and 
into the next it was within these contexts that the contours of carceral 
labour – the dyad of labour control within the centre, and as banishment 
and expulsion to and between Britain’s empire – was radically being 
reworked further. Whilst, by the end of the nineteenth century and into 
the twentieth, carceral labour within the UK itself was beginning to be 
amalgamated in what has often been termed a ‘rehabilitative ideal’, in 
some ways reaching a zenith in the post-1945 welfare settlement, as part 
of a particular confluence of criminal justice and social policy struc-
tures. However, as Satnam Virdee has demonstrated, this settlement 
was never manifested in the ways frequently envisaged,62 and in turn 
carceral labour was further incorporated in a penal structure where this 
‘ideal’ in practice often looked very, very different from that suggested 
in official discourse.63 Indeed, when examined through the imperatives 
of expulsion and assimilation through which carceral labour has been 
embedded, this forces re-thinkings of carceral labour itself. 

Drawing on Avery Gordon’s work on haunting,64 this analysis suggests 
that whilst the current conjuncture is unique, the dynamics embedded 
within it between interrelations of private and state power, for example, 
or between punishment and ideas of reform, or between material con-
ditions and ideological understandings have been played out in very 
different ways in many others times, and in many respects are central to 
the history of them. Moreover, it further suggests that in radically new 
form, the contemporary carceral state reworks anew a dyad that is not 
just central to its origin-story historically, but is dialectically connected 
to it. For, whilst colonial elites attempted to utilise some forms of carceral 
labour as a ‘weapon of immense value’, in the words of one former 
colonial attorney-general,65 it is the material and ideological conditions 
imposed by colonialism which have in many respects underpinned the 
migratory movements of many incarcerated workers in the contempo-
rary carceral state, and who in many cases face deportation or removal 
to Britain’s former colonies. ‘We are here because you were there’, as A. 
Sivanandan famously put it, of British colonialism.66 And as such, the 




