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HUMAN RIGHTS

The law that cannot liberate: The limits of punishment

Prisons multiply, crime persists—an inquiry into justice, consciousness, and responsibility.

ACHARYA PRASHANT

he judge reads the
verdict, the gavel
falls, and the court-

room exhales. The offender
is led away in handcuffs,
the victim’s family weeps
with relief, and society con-
gratulates itself on another
case closed. Justice has been
served, we are told. But has
it? Look at the man being
escorted to his cell and look
more carefully at his mind.
The same fear that drove
the act still festers there,
the same greed, the same
unexamined darkness that
pushed him toward harm.
The body has been caged,
but the real criminal walks
free. No handcuffs can touch
it. No sentence can reach it.
No prison can hold it.

This is the fundamental
limitation of human justice:
it punishes the act while
leaving the actor internally
untouched; it prosecutes the
symptom while the disease
walks out of the courtroom,
grinning.

The numbers tell the story
of this futility. The United
States, with five percent
of the world’s population,
incarcerates nearly a fifth
of its prisoners, spending
$182 billion annually on an
apparatus that returns close
to 40 percent of its inmates
back to the cells within three
years. India’s system is no
different in essence, only in
style: over seventy percent
of inmates are undertrials
who have not been convict-
ed of anything, the major-
ity from economically and

socially marginalised com-
munities, as though poverty
and marginalisation were
themselves offences. Pris-
ons overflow beyond capac-
ity while courts drown in
backlogs stretching decades.
We keep building more
cells, passing more laws,
hiring more police, and the
same faces keep returning.
At what point do we admit
that we are not solving the
problem but feeding it?

THE SLEEPING
CRIMINAL

What is crime, really? Let us
strip away the legal defini-
tions and look at the thing it-
self. Is crime anything other
than unconsciousness spill-
ing over into action? A man
who truly knows himself,
who has seen through his
own fears and hungers, who
has dissolved the lies he has
been living, does suchaman
steal? Does he rape? Does
he kill? He does not need a
law to restrain him because
there is nothing left in him
that requires restraint. The
awakened mind is not con-
trolling its dark impulses. It
has none. This is the differ-
ence between suppression
and dissolution, between
managing the criminal and
dissolving criminality.

The criminal, then, is not
a monster. He is a sleep-
walker. He is acting out the
same conditioning that runs
through every unconscious
human being; he has simply
crossed a line that society
has drawn and codified.
And society? Society is no
more awake than the man
it condemns. It operates
from the same blindness,
the same unexamined ego.
Too often, it punishes not
to heal but to hurt, not to
transform but to avenge. It
needs someone to declare
guilty so that it may feel in-
nocent. It needs someone to
lock away so that it may feel
safe. This is not justice at its

best; it is justice degraded
into theatre. This is the col-
lective ego playing victim
while remaining perpetra-
tor.

Why does society love
punishment so much? Be-
cause punishment creates
distance. It says: the crimi-
nalis the other, the criminal
is there, safely behind bars,
and I am here, righteous and
clean. Punishment protects
the ego from the unsettling
recognition that the same
darkness lives in every un-
examined mind. The court-
room is not always a place of
justice; at times, it can also
become a place of collective
denial.

DARKNESS CANNOT
CURE DARKNESS

Let us observe the logic we
operate by. A man com-
mits violence, and society
responds with sanctioned
violence: confinement, iso-
lation, deprivation, and in
some places, death. We call
this justice. But violence
cannot cure violence any
more than darkness can il-
luminate darkness. Only
understanding can dissolve

theignorance that produces
crime.

What happens inside a
prison? A man often enters
confused and leaves more
confused. He enters angry
and leaves angrier. He en-
ters without self-knowledge
and leaves with little an-
swered, little resolved, little
transformed, only more bit-
terness added to the pile. In
India, a petty thief awaiting
trial may spend more years
in prison than his eventual
sentence would have re-
quired; he enters as a small-
time offender and exits as a
hardened criminal, educat-
ed by his surroundings in
crimes he had never imag-
ined. We call this correction.
We call this rehabilitation.
The words strain under
their own weight.

Yet transformation is pos-
sible; this is not wishful
thinking. In the 1990s, Nor-
way’s prisons were produc-
ing the same dismal results
as everyone else’s: recidi-
vism rates between 60 and
70 percent. Then Norway
asked a different question.
Instead of asking how to
punish more effectively, it

asked how to rehabilitate
more meaningfully. It rede-
signed its prisons around
the principle of normalisa-
tion: life inside should re-
semble life outside as closely
as security allows. Officers
became mentors. Inmates
retained voting rights and
access to education. The
maximum sentence was
capped at 21 years, with
the average term served far
shorter. Today, Norway’s re-
conviction rate stands near
20 percent. Same human
beings, different philosophy;,
radically different results.

The lesson is not admin-
istrative. It is existential.
When you treat a human
being as capable of change,
change becomes possible.
When you treat him as
worthy only of suffering,
suffering is all you reliably
produce.

THE CRIMINAL AND
THE JUDGE

Here is what no courtroom
will readily acknowledge:
the criminal and the judge
are not as different as they
need to believe. Both move
under the weight of hu-

man conditioning. One has
crossed a line that carries
a legal sentence; the other
crosses lines that the law
does not address.

The difference is not one
of purity but of permission.
One act is named and pun-
ished; another is normalised
and applauded. One steals
property; another steals joy
through comparison, gos-
sip, and quiet manipulation.
One inflicts visible harm;
another inflicts damage
that leaves no bruises but
hollows lives all the same.

This is not to collapse re-
sponsibility or excuse vio-
lence. It is to point to some-
thing more uncomfortable:
the same ignorance that
erupts as crime in one life
often appears as respecta-
bility in another. The court-
room can punish an act, but
itis not designed to question
the inner soil from which all
such acts grow.

You sentence people ev-
ery day. With glances, with
silences, with conclusions
delivered casually over din-
ner tables and WhatsApp
groups. You decide who
deserves patience and who

deserves contempt, who is
redeemable and who is not.
The courtroom is only the
official theatre. The unoffi-
cial trials never stop.

All violence drinks from
the same poisoned well.
Theft, assault, emotional
cruelty, exploitation, indif-
ference: these are not dif-
ferent diseases but differ-
ent intensities of the same
blindness. And blindness
does not disappear by con-
demning those in whom it
becomes loudest. It disap-
pears only when it is seen,
first in oneself.

THE ONLY
PUNISHMENT THAT
WORKS

The problem with punish-
ment is not that it is harsh.
Harshness is sometimes
necessary. The problem is
that punishment has for-
gotten its purpose. To pun-
ish means to correct, and
correction means transfor-
mation. Any punishment
that does not even attempt
transformation risks de-
generating into revenge, and
revenge is merely violence
with a cleaner name.

What would real correc-
tion look like? It would hold
up a mirror so unsparing
that the one who looks can
no longer hide from himself.
‘When a man truly sees what
he has been doing, when he
sees the pattern and not just
the incident, something
breaks. He says to the old
tendency: you have no right
to exist anymore; you must
go. That is transformation.
That is the only sentence
that reaches the root.

Guilt that does not trans-
formis moral theatre, a per-
formance for oneself and
others. And forgiveness, as
it is often practised, can be-
come another game of the
ego: I was hurt, and now I
generously choose not to
retaliate; look how noble I
am. Real forgiveness does

not arise from generosity
but from clarity. It sees that,
at the psychological level,
there was not a villain to be
hated but conditioning play-
ing out its script. When this
is seen clearly, resentment
dissolves, even while re-
sponsibility remains intact.

THE MIRROR

None of this means abolish-
ing consequences. Society
requires boundaries, and
actions must have out-
comes. But the spirit behind
correction must change:
from revenge to responsi-
bility, from caging bodies
to awakening minds, from
producing better prisoners
to producing better human
beings.

Until we address the
root, we will keep building
prisons, passing laws, pro-
nouncing sentences, and
wondering why nothing
changes. The employer who
exploits workers within le-
gal limits, the corporation
that poisons communities
but pays its fines, the nation
that flattens forests and calls
it development: are these
not forms of violence? They
are harm without hand-
cuffs, destruction without
visible blood.

The real criminal is not a
person. It is ignorance it-
self, and ignorance cannot
be arrested, sentenced, or
executed. It can only be il-
luminated.

The question is not wheth-
er this is idealistic. The
question is whether we can
continue calling the present
arrangement realistic when
it has so obviously, so spec-
tacularly, and so repeatedly
failed.

The revolution will not be-
gin in the courtroom. It will
begin in the mirror.
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