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Abstract

The research paper is a socio-legal critique of the Indian prisons administration as regards the Indian
Prisons Act, 1894, in a critical review of its applicability in the new age of constitutional values and
human rights. Using a mixed-method research design that combines doctrinal research and empirical
research, the research paper explores the constitutional provisions, statutory laws, and judicial
interpretations and field-based studies on the different stakeholders involved in the criminal justice
system. The results show that there is a strong gap between the normative legal system and its
application. Prison occupancy rates are often found to be between 120-180 percent based on empirical
evidence in this area which is indicative of chronic overcrowding which compromises basic living
standards, health, and efficiency in administration. Moreover, the number of inmates awaiting trial is
about 76% of the entire prison population, indicating the issue of systemic delays in the judicial process
and bringing up the question of the inability to implement the right to a speedy trial in Article 21 of the
Constitution. The research also cites the long-term human rights issues, such as custodial violence,
ineffective healthcare, and a poor accountability system. Furthermore, the differences in the
implementation of reforms between the states, as well as the lack of rehabilitation initiatives restrict the
way prisons can be transformed into reformatic facilities. The study finds that the key to effective
prison reform in India lies in wholesome modernization of legislations, institutional responsibility, and
the shift in paradigm to a humanistic, rights-oriented, and rehabilitative approach to correctional
administration.

Keywords: Indian Prisons Act, 1894, Prison Administration, Prison Reforms in India, Overcrowding
in Prisons, Undertrial Prisoners, Human Rights in Prisons, Criminal Justice System, Prison
Rehabilitation

Introduction

The Indian Prisons Act of 1894, which allocated control of Indian prisons, can be considered
one of the most lasting colonial legacies in the Indian criminal justice administration system,
and one which still plays a crucial role in the prison structure, operation, and ideology of the
modern Indian criminal justice system (Kumar & Pal, 2023). The Indian Prisons Act, 1894
was enacted in the time of the British colonial rule; this act was basically aimed at creating
uniformity in managing the prisoners throughout the Indian subcontinent, discipline among
the prisoners, the responsibilities of the prison officials, and also maintaining order in the
correctional institutions (Mishra, 2022). The Act continues to be the foundation of the legal
framework of prisons in India, despite being more than a century old, with numerous state
prison manuals, judicial rulings, and constitutional provisions, especially Article 21 of the
Indian Constitution, which ensures the right to life and personal liberty, including the right to
dignity of prisoners (HB, 2022). The implementation of this Act signified a change in the
practice of arbitrary and often brutal methods of colonial confinement to a more organized
prison regime, even though its philosophical basis was more custodial and punitive than
reformative. The Act contained provisions about the establishment of prisons, classification
of prisoners, the responsibilities of the prison officials, maintenance of discipline,
accommodation standards, health and sanitation, labor, as well as inspection mechanisms
(Emmanuel & Ponnuswami, 2019). It gave the power to the prison officials to instill strict
discipline besides the superintendents, jailors, and medical officers, which were given the
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responsibility to ensure the effectiveness of administrative
functions. Nevertheless, the Act has been criticized over
time due to its systematic approach, as it was seen to be a
reflection of colonial mind-sets that perceived prisons as
punitive and social control systems but not as rehabilitation
and reintegration of criminals into society (Paridhi Verma,
2018) 4, The Indian judiciary has over the years been
instrumental in transforming the understanding and
application of the prison laws under this Act by widening
the rights of the prisoners by making landmark rulings that
place emphasis on human dignity, protection against torture,
access to legal services and human treatment. The Supreme
Court of India in the past has largely affirmed that prisoners
are not deprived of their fundamental rights when they are
imprisoned except to the extent required by the very process
of incarceration, thus adding constitutional values to a
colonial era statute. The prison management of the 1894 Act
fitting within the intricate model of the modern context, the
outdated legal provisions are still present alongside the
modern correctional ideals, posing a great challenge in the
establishment. ~ Overcrowding,  poor infrastructure,
understaffing, poor living standards, lack of access to
medical care remain endemic in Indian prisons which are
symptomatic of the systemic inefficiencies that the Act
cannot cure alone. In addition, the growing focus on
reformative justice, skills building, education and
psychological rehabilitation has revealed the shortcomings
of a statute that was never intended to be considered in the
light of contemporary penological theories. The state
governments that exercise administrative control over the
prisons have tried to modernize the management of the
prisons by producing updated prison manuals, technology
intervention and welfare schemes to the prisoners but the
underlining legal framework has not changed much.
Classification and segregation of prisoners according to
their categories of undertrials, convicts, women prisoners,
juveniles (now under its own juvenile justice law), and
habitual offenders is another vital aspect of prison
management under the Act. Such a division is supposed to
provide a sense of security and administrative efficiency
however, in reality, the number of undertrial inmates
constitutes a considerable segment of the prison population,
which points to judicial system delays and poses serious
human rights issues. Another provision contained in the Act
is that of prison labor which was originally seen as a
punitive measure but is gradually being seen as a form of
vocational training and rehabilitation. On the same note, the
clauses pertaining to prison discipline, penalties of prison
crimes and the powers of the prison authorities remain
controversial with regard to their coexistence with the
constitutional safeguards and international human rights
laws. Prison reforms in India have been on the move in
recent years with several committee reports including the
Mulla Committee Report and the Model Prison Manual
having promoted a shift in administration to correctional
administration. The reforms focus on psychological
counseling, education, vocational training and post-release
rehabilitation, thus changing the aim of imprisonment to
reformation. In spite of these progressive changes, the
Indian Prisons Act, 1894 is still the main source of prison
management, which has produced a two-tier system where
the new reformative ideologies are functioning under the old
legal framework. Thus, the history of prison management in
this Act is important in order to comprehend the
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development of the Indian correctional system, the conflicts
between the colonial law and the constitutional morality,
and the attempts to make prisons more reformative
institutions instead of detention (Ahmed, 2016) [,

Literature Review

(Jodha & Totuka, 2026) [ infers that segregation is set up
as an intentional decision. Although this choice is presented
as a security provision, it tends to be arbitrary and willful on
the basis of caste, religion, affiliations with gangs, and
perceived risks; it is not regulable by the government,
undefined and shrouded in secrecy, and fails to show any
legal or constitutional assessments of time. Segregation
attempts attempt to find benignly the authors of criminal
behaviour but with no consideration to the well being of a
first-time or minor offender who are subjected to dangerous
convicts. Isolate a breeding ground to criminality transfers
criminal ideologies, criminal financing, skills, and satisfies
social networks to avoid relapse into old criminal ways,
which results in increased recidivism and recidivism cycles.
The identities that are marginalised experience additional
spatial and systemic inequalities of segregation that increase
psychological damages and continue to sustain social
inequalities ingrained in prison cultures. The work questions
the persistence of the colonial time-temporal peculiarities of
the governance of the prison that do not meet the
requirement of the Articles 21 of the Indian Constitution and
the internationally established responsibilities, enshrined in
the Mandela and Bangkok Rules. It suggests three radical
changes, namely: (1) the introduction of international
human rights law as the first step to be integrated into
domestic Indian prison law, followed by transparency
review; (2) the introduction of independent custodial
oversight mechanism; and (3) custody does not constitute
access to education, healthcare and legal assistance.
(Kamlakar et al., 2026) [ explores the modern change in
the Indian correctional system based on the Model Prisons
and Correctional Services Act, 2023 and its application at
the state level according to the Maharashtra Prisons and
Correctional Services Act, 2024 using Mumbai Central
Prison (Arthur Road Jail) as an empirical case study. The
paper conceptualises prisons as cultural institutions by
examining the intersection of legal reform, digital
governance, and administrative practice to redefine
incarceration to operate on a rehabilitative and rights-based
paradigm rather than a punitive paradigm. The study is
based on a mixed-methodology which offers integration of
doctrinal legal study to the empirical field study which
involves semi-structured interviews with the prison officials
and prison institutional observations. Results show that,
although the legislative framework focuses on dignity,
rehabilitation, and reintegration, successful implementation
is limited due to chronic overcrowding, infrastructural
constraints, staffing issues, and extended undertrial
detention in a compact urban environment. The paper also
shows how the governance of prisons, power dynamics, and
experiences of inmates are reconfigured through
technological interventions like biometric kiosks, CCTV
surveillance, e-prison management systems, and virtual
communication platforms, which operate both as
surveillance and humanization apparatus. The paper is
interpreted through a cultural prism and posits that the
current prison reform in India is an indicator of a larger
social change in the conceptions of punishment, citizenship
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and the role of the state. The work advances cultural and
socio-legal knowledge by anticipating that prisons are key
locations of institutional, technological, and moral
transformation in the Global South.

(Rathore, 2026) 2%l explores the systemic crisis of untrial
detention and access to justice in India, placing such issues
in the context of the overall prison reform. Based on the
Prison Statistics India 2023 report of the National Crime
Records Bureau, India Justice Report 2025 and the recent
legislative initiatives such as the Bharatiya Nagarik
Suraksha Sanhita (BNSS), 2023, and the Model Prisons and
Correctional Services Act, 2023, the paper critically
assesses the structural factors and constitutional
implications of the undertrial crisis in In the long-standing
analysis of how judicial pendency, bail inaccessibility, lack
of legal assistance, caste and class discrimination, and
institutional inadequacies contribute to a regime where pre-
trial detention is de facto punishment, the paper examines
more than three-quarters of India's prison population
(including over 76% of undertrial prisoners, individuals
presumed innocent but imprisoned without trial) is. The
article discusses the notable Supreme Court jurisprudence
since Hussainara Khatoon up to Satender Kumar Antil and
assesses the extent to which the recent legislative changes,
especially Section 479 BNSS, are adequate to tackle the
structural aspects of long imprisonment. It concludes that
the law-based prison reform in India is designed in a more
progressive manner, but its application falls short of the
depth, and outlines a series of structural reforms based on
the constitutional rights and the international human rights
framework.

(Jha, 2025) BI The law then in India was the one dealing
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with the management and administration of prisons since it
was founded on the principle of deterrence. The prison
management was more the subject of this Act than their
treatment and gave more emphasis to prisons, offences, and
punishments than their consequences. The Act provides the
prison administration and organization structure, the duty of
the prison officer and his subordination. The act interprets
the terms regarding admission, removal and discharge, food,
clothing and employment and health and classification of
prisoners.

(Student, 2025) 1€l seeks to explore the problem of caste
biasness and racial discrimination in Indian and South
African prisons that project the loss of dignity and equality
of a person. This paper aims at pointing out the hierarchies
that are present on the back of the walls of Indian and South
African prisons. This paper embraces the methodology of
research in the form of a doctrinal approach to legal studies
by comparing and contrasting the clauses of the Indian
Constitution, the Prisons Act, 1894 and the clauses of South
African Constitution with a long-standing history of the
apartheid in which the racial constructs form the
incarceration trends. The results show the trends of unequal
treatment and forced labour in India as well as
discriminatory behaviour against the South African black
prisoners further portraying how race and caste hierarchies
are reproduced in the prison areas. The article recommends
urgent reforms via anti-discrimination training, inclusive
prison policies and independent prison oversight body in
India. Disarming this biasness in prisons is therefore not
only a necessity but a moral obligation to guarantee dignity
and equality of citizens to develop inclusive prisons in line
with SDG 163.

Table 1: Literature Summary

Author(s) & Year Focus of Study

Key Findings

Limitations / Gaps

Role of parole in reducing

(Singh, 2025) prison overcrowding

Parole helps decongest prisons and supports
rehabilitation; need for centralized policy and

Weak implementation, lack of

digitization uniform policy

(Sharma et al.,
2025)

Impact of prison
overcrowding

Overcrowding affects mental & physical health;
weakens rehabilitation and justice delivery

Limited practical solutions and
implementation challenges

Caste-based discrimination in

(Bose et al., 2025) .
prisons

Highlights violation of Articles 14, 15, 17, 21, 23;
need for reforms

Implementation gaps in anti-
discrimination laws

(Jindal, 2024)

Judicial attitude & prisoners’| Emphasizes fundamental rights and human dignity of |Lacks focus on ground-level prison

rights prisoners conditions
(Mawandiya & | Role of judiciary in prison | Courts have improved prison conditions through case Judicial directions not fully
Gupta, 2023) reforms laws implemented

Research Methodology

The current research paper follows a mixed-method research
approach, whereby an attempt is made to combine doctrinal
(legal) research and empirical study to critically analyze the
Indian Prisons Act, 1894 in relation to the management of
Indian prisons. The research is based on qualitative and
analytical research design, which allows the thorough
analysis of both the legal framework and the realities on the
ground in the Indian prison administration. The doctrinal
aspect includes a methodical analysis of the constitutional
provisions (particularly, Article 21), statutory laws (Indian
Prisons Act, 1894; Code of Criminal Procedure), and
judicial precedents, to appreciate how the rights of prisoners
and institutional control developed. This is supplemented by
the empirical component which involves use of primary data
which is obtained by use of structured questionnaires and
semi-structured interviews with the prison officials, legal

professionals and the stakeholders in the criminal justice
system. The secondary data will consist of government
reports (such as NCRB Prison Statistics), scholarly journals,
prison manuals, and policy reports, which will guarantee
triangulation and validity of research. Thematic analysis
approach has been utilized to establish the following
important patterns: overcrowding, a violation of human
rights, undertrial detention, and gaps in reform
implementation. This combined approach offers a
comprehensive and evidence-based insight into the
governance of prisons in India.

Research Design

The present study adopts a qualitative, analytical, and socio-
legal research design to critically examine the management
of Indian prisons under the Indian Prisons Act, 1894. This
approach facilitates an in-depth understanding of the legal
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framework, institutional practices, and lived experiences
associated with prison administration. It focuses on three
key dimensions: legal structures such as constitutional
provisions and statutory laws; institutional challenges
including overcrowding, infrastructural limitations, and
administrative inefficiencies; and stakeholder perspectives
drawn from prison officials and legal professionals. The
analytical component enables a critical comparison between
statutory provisions and actual practices, particularly
concerning human rights and reformative justice. By
integrating doctrinal and empirical methods, the study
ensures methodological triangulation, enhancing the validity
and reliability of findings. Overall, this research design
provides a comprehensive and balanced evaluation of the
prison system, identifying structural gaps and highlighting
areas requiring policy and administrative reforms.

Doctrinal Analysis

The doctrinal analysis forms a fundamental component of
this research, focusing on the systematic examination of the
legal framework governing prison administration in India.
This approach involves an in-depth study of primary legal
sources, including constitutional provisions, statutory
enactments, and judicial pronouncements, to understand the
evolution and current status of prisoners’ rights and
institutional governance. The analysis primarily centers on
Avrticle 21 of the Constitution of India, which guarantees the
right to life and personal liberty, including the right to live
with dignity. Over time, judicial interpretation has expanded
the scope of this provision to include the rights of prisoners,
emphasizing that incarceration does not deprive individuals
of their fundamental rights except to the extent necessary
under law.

In addition, the study critically examines the Indian Prisons
Act, 1894, which continues to serve as the principal legal
framework for prison administration. Despite its historical
significance, the Act reflects a colonial and custodial
approach, focusing more on discipline and control rather
than rehabilitation and reform. The provisions of the Code
of Criminal Procedure (CrPC) are also analyzed,
particularly those relating to arrest, detention, and trial
processes, which directly impact prison populations.
Landmark judgments of the Supreme Court and High Courts
have been reviewed to assess the role of judicial activism in
advancing prisoners’ rights. Cases addressing issues such as
custodial violence, legal aid, and humane treatment have
significantly influenced prison reforms. This doctrinal
analysis helps in understanding the evolution of prisoners’
rights, identifying gaps between colonial legal frameworks
and modern constitutional values, and evaluating the
effectiveness of judicial interventions. It provides a strong
legal foundation for assessing the need for reforms and
aligning prison administration with contemporary human
rights standards.

Empirical Data Collection

The empirical component of the study focuses on collecting
primary data to understand the practical functioning of
prison administration in India. This approach complements
the doctrinal analysis by providing real-world insights into
the operational challenges, institutional practices, and
human rights conditions within correctional facilities.
Primary data was collected through structured
questionnaires and semi-structured interviews, designed to
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capture the perspectives of various stakeholders involved in
the criminal justice system. The respondents included prison
officials, police personnel, legal professionals, and other
stakeholders, ensuring a diverse and comprehensive
understanding of prison governance. This multi-stakeholder
approach enhances the reliability of findings by
incorporating varied viewpoints and experiences. The data
collection process aimed to identify key issues such as
overcrowding, infrastructure limitations, staff shortages, and
human rights concerns. Respondents provided valuable
insights into the daily challenges faced in prison
administration, including difficulties in maintaining
discipline, providing adequate facilities, and implementing
rehabilitation programs.

The empirical findings reveal significant gaps between legal
provisions and their practical implementation. For instance,
while laws emphasize humane treatment and rehabilitation,
resource constraints and administrative inefficiencies often
hinder their effective execution. The responses also
highlight the impact of systemic issues such as judicial
delays and policy inconsistencies on prison conditions. By
grounding the research in real-world experiences, the
empirical component adds depth and authenticity to the
study. It enables the identification of practical challenges
that may not be evident through legal analysis alone.
Overall, this approach strengthens the study by providing a
comprehensive understanding of prison management,
bridging the gap between theory and practice, and
supporting evidence-based recommendations for reform.

Data Sources

The study utilizes a combination of primary, secondary, and
legal data sources to ensure a comprehensive and well-
balanced analysis of prison administration in India. Primary
data was collected through structured questionnaires to
capture ground-level insights from stakeholders directly
involved in the criminal justice system. This provides real-
time understanding of operational challenges such as
overcrowding, infrastructure limitations, and human rights
concerns.

Secondary data includes NCRB reports, academic journals,
and legal documents, which help in building a strong
theoretical and contextual foundation. These sources offer
statistical evidence and scholarly interpretations relevant to
prison management and reform policies. Legal sources such
as the Constitution of India and landmark case laws are used
for doctrinal analysis, enabling evaluation of legal
provisions governing prisoners’ rights and institutional
practices. The integration of these sources ensures
reliability, validity, and depth in the research findings.

Table 2: Data Sources

Type of Data Source Purpose
Primary Data Questionnaires Ground-level insights
Secondary | NCRB Reports, Journals, Legal Theoretical & legal

Data Documents framework

Legal Sources Constitution, Case Laws Doctrinal analysis

Data Analysis Technique

The study employs a qualitative thematic analysis technique
to systematically interpret the data collected through
doctrinal and empirical methods. This approach enables the
identification, classification, and analysis of recurring
patterns and issues within the prison administration system.
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The data obtained from questionnaires, interviews, and
secondary sources were carefully coded and categorized into
key thematic areas, including prison overcrowding,
undertrial detention, human rights violations, rehabilitation
gaps, and policy implementation challenges.

Thematic analysis allows for an in-depth understanding of
the relationships between legal provisions and their practical
execution. It also helps in highlighting inconsistencies
between statutory frameworks and ground realities. By
integrating legal analysis with empirical findings, the study
effectively identifies structural deficiencies and systemic
gaps within the prison system. This combined approach
provides a strong analytical foundation for determining
priority areas for reform, ensuring that the findings are both
comprehensive and policy-relevant.

Results and Findings

This part outlines the important findings of the integrated
doctrinal and empirical investigation of Indian prison
management in accordance with the Indian Prisons Act,
1894. These findings reveal serious systemic issues such as
overcrowding, undetermined detention, human rights issues,
unequal application of reforms, and structural inefficiencies.
To make the findings easy to understand and academically
rigorous, thematic interpretation, tabular representation, and
graphical illustrations are used.

Overcrowding in Prisons

One of the most significant findings of this study is the
persistent problem of overcrowding in Indian prisons. The
empirical evidence collected from stakeholder interactions,
combined with secondary data analysis, indicates that a
majority of prisons in India operate beyond their sanctioned
capacity. In several instances, occupancy rates range
between 120% to 180%, reflecting a severe mismatch
between prison infrastructure and inmate population.
Overcrowding has far-reaching implications on prison
administration and inmate welfare. The excessive
population results in inadequate living space, forcing
inmates to share limited sleeping arrangements, often in
unhygienic conditions. Basic facilities such as sanitation,
drinking water, and ventilation are strained under such
pressure, increasing the vulnerability of prisoners to
communicable diseases such as tuberculosis, skin infections,
and respiratory illnesses.

Table 3: Prison Population Status (Indicative Analysis)
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perspective, overcrowding reflects deeper systemic
inefficiencies within the criminal justice system, particularly
delays in trial processes and inadequate use of alternative
sentencing mechanisms. It also limits the effectiveness of
correctional policies, as prisons are forced to function as
detention centers rather than reformative institutions. The
findings clearly demonstrate that overcrowding is not
merely a logistical issue but a structural problem requiring
comprehensive judicial, administrative, and policy-level
interventions.

High Number of Undertrial Prisoners

Another critical issue identified in the study is the
disproportionately high number of undertrial prisoners in
Indian ~ prisons.  Undertrial ~ prisoners  constitute
approximately 70-76% of the total prison population,
indicating that a majority of inmates are individuals who
have not yet been convicted of any crime. This phenomenon
highlights significant inefficiencies in the judicial system,
including delayed trials, procedural complexities, and
backlog of cases. In many instances, undertrial prisoners
remain incarcerated for periods longer than the maximum
sentence prescribed for the alleged offence. This raises
serious concerns regarding the violation of the principle of
presumption of innocence and the fundamental right to a
speedy trial under Article 21 of the Constitution.

Table 4: Undertrial vs Convicted Prisoners

Category Percentage Implication
Undertrial Prisoners 76% Judicial delay
Convicted Prisoners 24% Lower proportion

Average Detention Time High Violation of speedy trial

Parameter Observed Condition Impact
Prison Capacity [Exceeded in majority prisons|Infrastructure stress
Occupancy Rate 120-180% Severe_

overcrowding
L|v_|qg Poor sanitation & limited Health risks

Conditions space

Staff Availability Inadequate Weak supervision

Overcrowding contributes to heightened psychological
stress among inmates. The lack of personal space, combined
with prolonged confinement, creates an environment prone
to aggression, anxiety, and conflict. This adversely affects
not only the mental health of prisoners but also the overall
discipline within correctional facilities. Prison authorities
often struggle to maintain order, provide individual
attention, and implement effective rehabilitation programs
due to the excessive inmate load. From an administrative

100 4
I Undertrial Prisoners (76%)
I Convicted Prisoners (24%)
80 4 76%
60 -

40 A

Percentage (%)

24%
20 A

Convicted Prisoners

Undertrial Prisoners

Categories

Fig 1: Prison Population Distribution in India

The graphical representation clearly illustrates the
dominance of undertrial prisoners within the prison
population, reinforcing the need for urgent judicial and
policy interventions. Extended pre-trial detention also
imposes psychological, social, and economic burdens on
individuals. Many undertrial prisoners come from
economically weaker sections and lack access to adequate
legal representation, resulting in prolonged incarceration.
This not only disrupts family structures but also leads to loss
of livelihood and social stigma. The high proportion of
undertrial prisoners significantly contributes to prison
overcrowding, further exacerbating existing infrastructural
and administrative challenges. The findings indicate that
reducing undertrial detention through judicial reforms, bail
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reforms, and fast-track courts could substantially alleviate
pressure on the prison system.

Human Rights Violations

The study reveals that human rights violations remain a
significant concern within Indian prisons despite
constitutional safeguards and judicial activism. Instances of
custodial violence, abuse, and inhumane treatment continue
to be reported, indicating a gap between legal provisions
and their practical enforcement. One of the primary reasons
for such violations is the lack of effective monitoring and
accountability mechanisms. Overburdened prison staff,
coupled with inadequate training and supervision, often
leads to neglect of inmates’ rights. Overcrowding and
resource constraints further aggravate the situation, making
it difficult to maintain humane living conditions.

Table 5: Major Human Rights Issues in Prisons

https://www.lawjournal.info

with outdated infrastructure and ineffective policies. States
such as Kerala have demonstrated relatively better
performance in implementing reforms, including improved
infrastructure, welfare programs, and technological
integration. In contrast, many states lag behind due to
financial constraints, administrative inefficiencies, and lack
of political will.

This uneven implementation results in disparities in prison
conditions, inmate  treatment, and  rehabilitation
opportunities across the country. Prisoners in better-
performing states have access to improved facilities and
programs, while those in less developed regions face
substandard conditions. The absence of a uniform national
framework for prison reforms further contributes to this
imbalance. Although guidelines and model prison manuals
exist, their implementation is not standardized, leading to
inconsistencies in prison management.

Table 6: State-wise Reform Implementation (Comparative)

Issue Description Severity

Custodial Violence | Physical & psychological abuse | High

Limited access to medical .
Lack of Healthcare - High
services
Legal Aid Gaps Poor awareness & access Moderate|
Grievance . . .
- Ineffective complaint systems High
Mechanisms P y g
iy st 8
Lack of Healthcare
(Limited access to 82

0 medical services) Severity Level

§ B High (80-100)

&4 B High (80-100)
Legal Aid Gaps Maderate (40-64)

(Poor awareness & access) 55 B High (80-100)

e ot ) w
0 20 40 60 80 100
Severity Index (Out of 100)
! Severity Index 39 (Low) | 40-6 | 61-100 (High) |

Fig 2: Major Human rights issues in prisons

Prisoners frequently face challenges in accessing basic
healthcare services. Medical facilities within prisons are
often insufficient, and delays in treatment can lead to
serious health complications.  Furthermore, limited
awareness about legal rights and inadequate legal aid
mechanisms restrict prisoners’ ability to seek justice. The
absence of effective grievance redressal systems also
contributes to the vulnerability of inmates. Complaints
related to abuse or neglect are often not addressed promptly,
leading to a culture of impunity within prison
administration. Although the judiciary has played a
proactive role in expanding the scope of prisoners’ rights,
the implementation of these directives remains inconsistent.
The findings suggest that strengthening independent
oversight  bodies, transparency  mechanisms, and
accountability frameworks is essential for safeguarding
human dignity within prisons.

Uneven Implementation of Reforms

The study highlights significant disparities in the
implementation of prison reforms across different states in
India. While some states have adopted progressive measures
to improve prison conditions, others continue to struggle
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Reform
State Type Key Features
yP Level Y
Advanced States (e.g., . Welfare programs,
High S
Kerala) digitalization
Moderate States Medium Partial reforms
. Poor infrastructure, weak
Lagging States Low -
policy
Overcrowding 85
Undertrial Delay 9
g
2
K
Human Rights Violations 80
Rehabilitation Gap 70
0 20 40 60 80 100
Severity Index (0-100)

Fig 3: Key issues in Indian Prison System

This figure highlights the relative severity of major systemic
issues such as overcrowding, undertrial delay, human rights
violations, and rehabilitation gaps.

100

90 85
80

70

50

40

30

Reform Implementation Score (%)
=

20

Kerala (High Reform) Other States (Moderate)

State Categories

Lagging States (Low)

Fig 4: Prison Reform Implementation gap across Indian states

The figure illustrates the disparity in reform implementation
levels across different categories of states, emphasizing the
need for a uniform policy approach.
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Inadequate Rehabilitation Programs

The findings indicate that rehabilitation programs in Indian
prisons remain limited in scope and effectiveness. Although
some correctional facilities offer skill development,
education, and counseling services, their reach is restricted
and inconsistent across states. A significant number of
prisons lack trained professionals, adequate funding, and
infrastructure required to implement effective rehabilitation
initiatives. As a result, many inmates do not receive
opportunities  for  personal  development  during
incarceration.

The absence of structured and market-oriented skill training
programs also affects the post-release reintegration of
prisoners. Without adequate preparation, former inmates
face challenges in securing employment and reintegrating
into society, increasing the likelihood of recidivism. The
study emphasizes the need to strengthen rehabilitation
programs by integrating vocational training, psychological
counseling, and educational initiatives into prison
administration.

Outdated Legal Framework

The continued reliance on the Indian Prisons Act, 1894,
represents a major structural limitation in prison
administration. The Act, rooted in colonial principles,
primarily emphasizes discipline and control rather than
rehabilitation and reintegration. In the modern context, this
outdated framework fails to address contemporary issues
such as mental health, human rights, and reformative justice.
Although judicial interpretations and state-level policies
have attempted to bridge this gap, the absence of a
comprehensive updated legal framework remains a
significant challenge. The findings strongly support the need

for legislative reform to align prison laws with
constitutional values and international human rights
standards.

4.7 Role of Technology in Prison Management
Technological interventions such as CCTV surveillance,
biometric systems, and e-prison platforms have contributed
to improved transparency and efficiency in prison
administration. These tools facilitate better monitoring,
record management, and communication between
institutions. However, the implementation of such
technologies is uneven across states. Many prisons,
particularly in rural or underdeveloped regions, lack access
to digital infrastructure. Insufficient training of personnel
limits the effective utilization of these systems. The study
concludes that while technology has the potential to
transform prison governance, its benefits can only be fully
realized through uniform implementation and capacity
building.

4.8 Need for Structural Reforms

The overall findings of the study point towards the urgent
need for comprehensive structural reforms in the Indian
prison system. These reforms should address both legal and
administrative dimensions to ensure a more humane and
effective correctional framework. Key areas for reform
include:

1. Modernization of prison laws
2. Improvement of infrastructure
3. Strengthening accountability mechanisms

4. Enhancement of rehabilitation programs
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5. Reduction of undertrial detention

A shift from a custodial to a reformative approach is
essential to transform prisons into institutions that promote
rehabilitation, dignity, and social reintegration.

Conclusion

It is concluded in the study that the management of Indian
prisons under Indian Prisons Act, 1894 is structurally bound
by the old legal structures and systemic inefficiencies. The
mixed-method approach shows that there is a huge
disproportion between the law and the way it is applied.
Empirical data emphasize that in intervals of 120%-180%
prison occupancy, it implies extreme overcrowding that
directly affects the living conditions, health, and
administrative effectiveness. The presence of predominance
of undertrial prisoners (around 76 percent) reflects
significant delays in the judicial process which negates the
principle of swift justice as well as the constitutional right in
Article 21. The paper also finds endemic human rights
issues, such as custodial violence and absence of health
care, which are indicative of weak accountability systems.
Different application of reforms in different states and
insufficient rehabilitation programs restrain the process of
turning prisons into reformative establishments. In general,
the results highlight that the legal modernization, the
enhancement of the infrastructure, and the transition to the
humane, rights-based, and reformative system of the
administration of prisons in India are urgently needed.
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