“Almost like Freedom”: Prison
Libraries and Reading as Facilitators
of Escape
Jane Garner
ABSTRACT

Escaping into a book is an experience valued by readers everywhere. Inhabiting the stories, being
exposed to the knowledge we ﬁnd in books, and being in the libraries that provide us access to
these books are common ways to experience an “escape” from unpleasant or difﬁcult realities.
What then is the experience of escapism provided by books and libraries for one speciﬁc community, with vastly restricted access to leisure activities, media, and family? Through a phenomenological analysis of data gathered from Australian prisoners, it is found that prisoners are also
able to experience a form of escape through reading and using their libraries, and that this is a
highly valued experience in their lives. The importance of access to a library and reading for prisoners is discussed with reference to existing knowledge regarding the relationship between libraries, books, reading, and escapism for communities living in difﬁcult circumstances.

L

ibraries and reading have long been associated with escapism in both scholarly and
nonscholarly writing. In Neil Gaiman’s (2013) lecture on why our future depends on libraries, reading, and daydreaming, he mentions the role of reading and libraries in pro-

viding escape to readers in difﬁcult and unpleasant places, such as prisons. Although Gaiman

seems to be alluding to a metaphorical prison, there are parallels to be drawn between the
escapism achievable through libraries and reading for those in metaphorical and actual prisons. Most notably he writes:
If you were trapped in an impossible situation, in an unpleasant place, with people who
meant you ill, and someone offered you a temporary escape, why wouldn’t you take it?
And escapist ﬁction is just that: ﬁction that opens a door, shows the sunlight outside,
gives you a place to go where you are in control, are with people you want to be with
(and books are real places, make no mistake about that); and more importantly, during
your escape, books can also give you knowledge about the world and your predicament,
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give you weapons, give you armour: real things you can take back into your prison. Skills
and knowledge and tools you can use to escape for real. (Gaiman 2013)
Gaiman could be describing an actual prison in this passage. Prisoners who are deprived of
their freedoms, families, employment, and leisure have limited means of experiencing escapism from their realities. For a population for whom escapism is perhaps more desirable than for
those of us without limits to our freedom, the opportunities for achieving this escape are severely restricted. What then are the experiences of escapism that are achievable by actual prisoners, through reading and using prison libraries? This report explores this question.

Methodology
The data used in this study of the experiences of escape facilitated by prison libraries and reading come from a recent Australian phenomenological study (Garner 2017) that explored and
explained the experience of using a prison library, from the perspective of the prisoners who
use them. Data were gathered through semistructured interviews with 27 male and female
adult prisoners from seven prisons across three states and territories of Australia. The prisoners
interviewed for the study were serving custodial sentences in prisons representing all levels of
security: maximum, medium, and minimum. Some prisoners interviewed were housed in secure “protection” units to ensure their safety from other prisoners (see table 1 for list of interviews). It should be noted that the prisoners interviewed were selected on the basis of their
current and frequent library use, and their choice to read during some of their unstructured
time. Although the literacy levels of the participants were not tested, it is likely that their literacy levels were higher than the average Australian prisoner population. The Victorian Ombudsman (Glass 2014) identiﬁed that in Victorian prisons in 2013, 59.5% of prisoners had literacy levels that required intensive support. At a national level, the National Centre for
Vocational Education Research (Dawe 2007) identiﬁed that 62% of Australian prisoners had
literacy levels that are classiﬁed as less than functional. As the participants in this current study
were regular readers, it is likely their literacy skills were higher than the average Australian
adult prisoner. Therefore, the beneﬁts available to prisoners provided through libraries and
reading are likely to be unattainable to the average prisoner.
An identical set of questions was asked during each interview, but many additional probe
questions were asked throughout the interviews to follow up and expand on interesting comments that had been made (see table 2 for a list of questions asked of all participants). This technique is typical of phenomenological interviewing, in which the goal of the additional questions is to build on and explore the responses given to the main questions (Seidman 2013).
An audio recording was made of each interview. The interviews ran for approximately 1 hour
each, resulting in nearly 30 hours of recorded data. Each interview was transcribed into a written transcript and was then ready for analysis.
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Table 1. List of Interviews
Interview Number
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27

Pseudonym

Gender

Security Level

Alan
Andrew
Alice
Aiden
Diane & Debbiea
Donna & Daniellea
Michael
Marcus
Matt
Max
Mitchell
Owen
Oscar
Oliver
Otto
Greg
Gabriel
Gary
Geoff
Peter
Phil
Paul
Patrick
Tina
Tara
Tanya
Tracy

M
M
F
M
F
F
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
F
F
F
F

Maximum
Maximum
Maximum
Protection
Protection
Minimum
Medium
Medium
Medium
Medium
Medium
Maximum
Maximum
Maximum
Maximum
Medium
Medium
Medium
Medium
Maximum
Maximum
Maximum
Maximum
Minimum
Minimum
Minimum
Minimum

a

Diane and Debbie were interviewed together, as were Donna and Danielle,
because of constraints imposed by the prison management.

Analysis of the data followed the Clarke E. Moustakas (1990) phenomenological method to
ensure the ﬁndings identiﬁed were drawn from the experiences of those living with the phenomenon. As a heuristic method, Moustakas’s phenomenology seeks to understand the processes of discovery that leads to understanding (Kenny 2012). Moustakas described his method
of phenomenological discovery by creating an eight-step method of data analysis, and this process was followed to identify the “essence” of the prisoners’ experiences of using their prison
libraries. The eight steps in the Moustakas (1990) data analysis method, summarized, are:
1. The researcher gathers all data from one participant together, including the interview
transcript. In this study, the sole piece of data for each participant was a single transcript
of interview.
2. The researcher reads the material until it is understood. An understanding of the participant’s experience as a whole and its detail is sought.
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Table 2. Questions Asked at All Interviews
How often do you use the library?
What library resources and services do you use?
Please describe for me a typical visit to the library. What do you do when you get there?
How well do you think the library is able to satisfy your need for legal information?
How well do you think the library is able to support your education?
How well do you think the library is able to satisfy your need for recreational reading?
What are you reading at the moment?
What do you enjoy about using the library?
In what ways is the library important to you?
In what ways is reading important to you?
Do you think there is enough choice of materials available in your library at the moment? If not,
what sorts of items do you wish it had?
What do you think the library offers you? What are the beneﬁts to you in using the library?
Do you think that the library helps you stay connected with others, both inside and
outside the prison?
How did you use libraries before entering prison?
How does using the library make you feel?
What else could the library provide for you?

3. The researcher takes notes and identiﬁes the qualities and themes that can be derived
from the data. An individual depiction of the experience is constructed. This individual
depiction retains the language and examples given by the participant.
4. The researcher returns to the original data for the individual. The individual depiction
from step 3 is examined against the original data to ensure the qualities and themes
identiﬁed are essential to the experience.
5. When the previous steps are completed for one participant, the researcher undertakes
the same process for each of the other participants until an individual depiction of each
participant has been constructed.
6. All of the individual depictions are gathered together. The researcher studies them
again to fully understand the qualities and themes that are common to all depictions
of the experience. The researcher then develops a composite depiction that represents
the common qualities and themes identiﬁed in the data. The composite depiction reﬂects the individual experiences of the participants and can include exemplary narratives, descriptive accounts, and verbatim excerpts from the transcripts. The composite
depiction should be vivid and clear and include all of the main responses to the phenomenon as experienced by the individuals and the group as a whole.
7. The researcher returns to the original transcripts and the individual depictions to select
three to ﬁve participants who can represent the group as a whole. Individual portraits
of these participants are developed. The purpose of these portraits is to present the
phenomena and the individuals who have experienced the phenomena in a uniﬁed
and lively manner that exempliﬁes the experiences of the group.
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8. During the ﬁnal stage, the researcher draws on her own experiences and awareness of
the phenomenon that have developed over the preceding stages. The researcher develops an interpretation of the themes and essential meanings of the phenomenon and
presents the essences of the phenomenon. Moustakas (1990, 31) describes the ﬁnal
stage of analysis as a “creative synthesis of the experience.”
The analysis of the data gathered through interviews was undertaken using these eight
steps. NVIVO software was used to identify 23 common experiences described within the transcripts. Commonalities between these 23 experiences allowed a grouping into 5 themes of
experience:
1. Experiencing escape
2. Experiencing time
3. Experiencing responsibility for self
4. Experiencing community
5. Experiencing education
Fine detail of the analysis process undertaken to reach these themes can be found in Jane Garner’s 2017 work. The ﬁve themes summarize the experience of using Australian prison libraries
from the prisoners’ perspective. The ability of prison libraries to support the experience of
“escape” for prisoners has been explored in this article in detail. By focusing on this particular
theme, we are able to examine the association between libraries, reading, and escapism identiﬁed by Gaiman (2013), in one speciﬁc context: the prison library.

Experiencing Escape
As can be seen from this list of ﬁve themes of experience, one major ﬁnding of the study was
that prisoners are able to experience a form of escape by using their libraries and through
reading books supplied by these libraries. It is this experience that is discussed further in this
article. Experiencing escape was made possible through two distinct but related means: by physically visiting the prison library and through reading materials sourced from prison libraries.
The experience of “library as escape” was assigned to participant comments that indicated they
experienced their library as a place they could remove themselves to, in an attempt to escape
from other places within the prison environment, and to spend time there away from aspects of
prison life. The experience of “reading as escape” was assigned to participant comments that
indicated the prisoner was using the act of reading the books they accessed through the library
to transport themselves away from the prison and into the worlds they found in the books.
This form of escape differs from the escape offered by the library space in that this escape is
a cognitive one, not a physical one. Experiencing escape through reading library books is

This content downloaded from 137.166.004.123 on January 30, 2020 17:49:41 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).

10

•

The Library Quarterly

not dependent on being physically within the library space. Having access to library books is
sufﬁcient to allow prisoners to experience this form of escape.
“Library as escape” and “reading as escape” together represent the experience of a sense of
removal from a situation or reality. Both experiences, either visiting the library or reading
books from the library, are an attempt by prisoners to experience an escape from a reality that
is difﬁcult and undesirable to them. The following discussion commences with an exploration
of the experiences of prisoners when talking about their libraries and reading, as heard from
the prisoners themselves. Some of the prisoner comments quoted are somewhat lengthy, but
they have been included in full to ensure their voices are heard clearly when describing their
experiences. These are voices that have not been heard in previous studies of prison libraries
and are central to our understanding of the phenomenon studied. The names of the prisoners
have been changed to ensure anonymity; however, the names of the facilities in which the
prisoners are housed have not been redacted. This treatment of data complies with all relevant
ethics and human research requirements and standards. Following the description of experiences as expressed by the prisoners themselves, the discussion continues with a comparison
between these experiences and the current understanding of the role of libraries and reading
in facilitating experiences of escape, as taken from the extant literature. Areas of concurrence
and inconsistency between prisoners’ experiences and our existing knowledge of libraries and
reading as facilitators of escape are identiﬁed.

Library as Escape
Donna (interview 6) is a minimum security prisoner living in the Learning Skills Unit at the
Adelaide Women’s Prison, South Australia. At one point, a rumor went through Donna’s prison
that the library would be permanently closed. She described the response of the women she
lived with: “It blew me out on how much people do care [about the library]. It’s very important.
For some people, when they don’t have a job, this is their escape, from being in here [prison].”
She explained the experience of the library as a means of escape from the crowded conditions
in her prison: “Some people like the quiet time. It can get very hectic. Some girls live in 12-bed
units. It’s good to know that they can just come up here and sit and relax.”
Many prisoners described the experience of coming to the library to escape from the conversations and “jail talk” that occurs elsewhere in the prison. Mitchell (interview 11), a medium
security prisoner living in the Murray Bridge Mobilong Prison, South Australia, describes this:
“It’s normally pretty happy in here [in the library]. I like it in here. It’s a good place. Everywhere else you go, it’s ‘Eh, did you hear this? So-and-so’s done that. So-and-so got bashed,
so-and-so’s doing this on the outside.’ You come in here and everyone’s happy. I just come
in here and escape all the bullshit that goes on everywhere else. I can just come in and pick
what I want to do and not get told. The library is our place.” When asked how he beneﬁts from
the library, Mitchell’s reply was explicitly focused on the experience of physically escaping
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other parts and experiences of his prison: “Escape. That’s it. Happiness and escape. Yeah. Like
everyone, you come in here, they’re in here because they want to read a book. They like peace
and quiet and that’s why they’re here. They’re not here because they want to jump up and
down and yahoo, and ﬁght, and have music blaring 24-7 and that. They like it here because
they like time out.”
Greg (interview 16), a medium security prisoner living in Marngoneet Correctional Centre,
Victoria, described the experience of escape offered by his library. For him, the escape provided
by using the library extended beyond the provision of a place that is an alternative to other
sections of the prison. When Greg comes to his library, he feels that he has escaped the prison
itself. The library enables him to experience life as someone other than a prisoner:
I enjoy it because it’s quiet, and I personally, working here, step into a different world.
I’ve written to my friends quite a lot from the library, and said you know I’m looking
out one window and there’s an oval out there with units which could be an old folks
home, or . . . I mean this place looks like a campus, and then I look out the other window and there’s a beautiful rose garden, and it’s quiet, I see it as sort of mine. Even
though we’re all prisoners, it seems to be away from like, the prison proper. And
you don’t seem to have to be called a prisoner in it.
Peter (interview 20), who is a maximum security prisoner at Victoria’s Port Phillip Prison,
also experiences his library as a means of escaping his existence as a prisoner: “It’s almost like
freedom. I’m in there and it’s like I’m not in prison. It’s just like being in school when you go
to the library, and actually that’s how. . . . That whole building there is a refuge for me, because it’s out of the prison cells and it is a little touch of freedom. . . . It’s an escape and it’s, like
I said before, it’s a touch of freedom. You walk in there and it’s almost like you’re not in prison.
If you just channel your vision and your mind, you’re not in prison. You’re at a library.”

Discussion
Prisoners spoke of using the library to escape from the crowded, noisy conditions in which
they live and the aggressive or violent behaviors they sometimes experience in their cellblocks.
This use of a library as a form of escape is familiar. Bruce E. Massis (2012, 398) describes the
“timeless notion of its [the library’s] image as a refuge for peace and quiet and a retreat from
the hectic nature of the everyday.” The experiences of escape that the library provides contribute to the prisoners’ sense of well-being and their mental health. One prisoner (interview
7) summed this up: “If we didn’t have a library I think that people would go a bit more stir
crazy a bit faster.” These ﬁndings conﬁrm research such as that by H. F. Guite, Charlotte Clark,
and Gill Ackrill (2006), who studied the well-being and mental health of public housing residents living in Greenwich, England. They identiﬁed poor well-being, high rates of depression,

This content downloaded from 137.166.004.123 on January 30, 2020 17:49:41 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).

12

•

The Library Quarterly

and other mental health conditions as common in residents of an environment having some
shared characteristics with a prison. Their ﬁndings identiﬁed a number of environmental factors
that were common to participants reporting poor states of mental health and well-being: neighbor noise, feeling overcrowded, dissatisfaction with the immediate outdoor environment, feeling unsafe, and dissatisfaction with community facilities. Each of these factors was a signiﬁcant
predictor of poor mental health and well-being, and each are commonplace in the prison environment (Wright 1993; Auty and Liebling 2019).
Although prisoners live very restricted lives, the presence of a library can give them a place
to go to escape their cells. Some avenue for moving away from an individual’s living environment has a positive correlation to good mental health and well-being, according to Giulia Melis
and colleagues (2015). Although some prisoners may have limited discretion about how they
move through their environment at certain times of the day, their movements are controlled
and tracked, and they are not able to leave the prison. Prisoners living in maximum security
prisons have no discretion about how and where they spend their time. Much of their day
is spent either in their cells or within their cellblocks, with time scheduled to access an outdoor yard and prison programs, such as education or visits to the library. Melis and colleagues
(2015) describe populations that are also unable to leave their environment because of lack of
public transport or physical mobility issues. They identify the negative effects on mental health
and well-being of this restriction of movement, and the importance of some form of escape as
a remedy. Melis and colleagues’ (2015) ﬁnding of the importance of a form of escape supports
the observation that prisoners can also beneﬁt from the presence of a library, to enable a form
of physical escape. Although the mental health and well-being of prisoners was not investigated by the author, comments from prisoners, such as the one mentioned earlier about going
“stir crazy” (interview 7) if he didn’t have access to a library, suggest that the experience of
escape by being in a library may have positive outcomes for prisoner mental health and wellbeing. This is signiﬁcant as problems with mental health are common among the Australian
prison population. On entry to prisons, 40% of prisoners present with a formal diagnosis of a
mental illness, and 23% have ongoing medication needs that allow their illness to be managed
(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2019).
The negative effects of restricted movement within a living environment has also been explored by David Shavit (1997). Shavit’s study of libraries and reading in European Jewish ghettos during the Nazi occupation describes an environment of imprisonment for Jews forced to
live in ghettos, and the importance of using literature and libraries as a means of escapism. The
libraries were so highly valued by their users that they were often housed in secret, and divided
into small subcollections to enable them to remain undetected, despite the risks these actions
placed on their guardians. Australian prisoners who use their libraries also value them highly
and use them to experience escape in a similar way to the people forced to live in Jewish ghettos.
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The theme of experiencing escape through the use of a prison library is supported by Shavit’s
study.
People who are forced to live away from their homes, either through imprisonment or for
other reasons, are also likely to use libraries for escape, in a similar way as the prisoners interviewed for this current study. Donna M. Braquet (2010) studied people who were rehoused
after their own homes were destroyed by Hurricane Katrina in the United States, and identiﬁes the participants’ use of a library to experience escape. She writes of survivors of the hurricane choosing to use libraries during the months of displacement from their homes, ﬁnding
that the survivors’ use of libraries was related not only to seeking information but also as a
refuge and for mental escape. As with the prisoners in the current study and the Jews during
the Holocaust (Shavit 1997; Intrator 2005), the hurricane survivors experienced libraries as a
source of hope and escape from undesirable aspects of their lives at the time (Braquet 2010).
Greg (interview 16) described not feeling like a prisoner when he was in his library. He valued this feeling of escape from his reality. Similar observations were made by prisoners taking
part in a New Zealand prison program in which prisoners who were nearing the end of their
sentence were taken on supervised visits to their local library. Franco Vaccarino and Margie
Comrie (2010) describe the program and the beneﬁts to the prisoners, stating that the ability
to interact with people outside prison is an important step in rehabilitation and reintegration.
Vaccarino and Comrie include some comments from the prisoners themselves, including those
from a man who has a similar experience to that described by Greg (interview 16). When explaining how he beneﬁts from the program, he states: “It sort of reassures you that you are
normal, not just a prisoner” (Vaccarino and Comrie 2010, 173). The experiences of another prisoner in the same New Zealand program are described as similarly valuable. This prisoner valued the fact that when he visited the public library, he was there for the same purpose as everyone else: to look for books to read. It was this shared activity that enabled him to see
himself as someone like them, not just a prisoner. Like Greg (interview 16), the prisoners in
this program experience a library as a way to feel normal and to escape from the reality of
being a prisoner.
An alternative view to the library as a place of sanctuary, safety, and refuge comes from Rachel Wexelbaum (2016), who contends that although libraries may provide safe spaces for items
within their collections, they do not provide safe spaces for library visitors. Wexelbaum states
that libraries are rarely safe spaces because of the lack of distinction of spaces for children and
adults, poor access through library buildings for patrons with low mobility, the intimidating
nature of library spaces that leads to “library anxiety,” and the perception by users that library
staff are judgmental and more knowledgeable than library users. She describes library spaces,
such as book stacks that are remote from library staff, as being dangerous because they are open
to users whose behavior is unmonitored, and further states that libraries are sites of frequent
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theft and vandalism. This argument is not supported by the ﬁndings of the current research. In
complete contrast, participants identiﬁed their libraries as safe, welcoming, nonjudgmental
spaces. The physical conditions of the libraries included in the current study were often very
basic, but always well maintained, tidy, and clean, with no evidence of vandalism. In terms
of theft, some participants spoke of pages having been torn from legal resources, but these
comments resulted from frustration with the actions of other prisoners, rather than from fear
or feelings of vulnerability. The prisoners interviewed for this study chose to come to their
library to achieve escape, sanctuary, and safety. For them, the library was seen as less dangerous than other parts of the prison. Therefore, the ﬁndings of the current study do not support
Wexelbaum’s (2016) argument.
In addition to providing a physical escape from restricted and overcrowded living conditions, participants also spoke of feeling as if they were not in a prison at all when they were
in the library. Others spoke of experiencing the library as a link to their previous lives before
prison, when they would also visit libraries and spend time reading. When Miriam Intrator
(2005) wrote about Jews restricted to living in the ghettos of Nazi Germany, she too made this
link. She stated that not only did the secret libraries and their books provide intellectual stimulation and hope, they also enabled a connection with life before the Nazi occupation, through
this familiar activity. This observation is echoed in the words of Australian prisoners who experience their prison libraries as a link to the outside world and the life they used to live.

Reading as Escape
Prisoners also experience escape through reading the books supplied by their libraries. This is
a cognitive escape, rather than a physical escape, and as such, this experience is possible without visiting the library. Access to the library books is sufﬁcient to enable a sense of escape
through reading. For example, Oscar (interview 13), a maximum security prisoner living in Port
Augusta Prison, South Australia, has no physical access to his library, as the library at Port Augusta does not accommodate prisoner visits. He must choose library books he wants to read
from a printed list of titles. These books are then delivered to his cellblock once a week. Despite not being able to experience the escape of being in a physical library, Oscar is still able to
experience escape when he reads. Reading library books allows him to experience an activity
in the same way that he would if he were not in prison, and to have the same feelings about
reading. This helps him to feel, temporarily, that he is not actually in prison and allows him to
experience an activity that is common to his life outside prison: “I enjoy reading, mainly for
escape, mainly for entertainment. Basically, I enjoy reading for entertainment. So, the library’s
very important obviously, because if I’m reading in jail, I could be outside reading. It’s something that I could be doing outside, that time that I’m reading, it’s like I’m not really in jail,
because if I was outside I’d be reading too. I’d enjoy reading just as much as I would sitting
here as I would sitting outside” (interview 13).
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Like Oscar, Alan (interview 1), a minimum security prisoner living in the Alexander Maconochie Centre in the Australian Capital Territory, also experiences the reading of library
books as a familiar activity from his life before he entered prison: “It takes me away. Like, even,
like outside, every morning I wake up, have a coffee, sit outside and read for a couple of hours.
But here, like, I sit down with a book, I start reading and then like, I look at the clock and like 3
or 4 hours have passed and I’m like ‘What the hell?’” Alan also describes this form of escape
when asked what the library offers him: “Books! You know, get your mind out of the whole
place.”
Reading books from the library also allows Mitchell (interview 11) to similarly experience
escape: “Any level, any shelf, any story, you can go anywhere in the world. You open up a book
and there you go. You just get lost in a book. You just open it up and you’re miles away . . . It
gets your mind acting straight away and you’ve got to concentrate on your book, and what
you’re reading, and how it’s written, and you can’t take in anything from the outside, if
you know what I mean. You just open your book and you’re there. It just sort of shuts everything else down, so I love it.”

Discussion
The second element of the theme of “experiencing escape” relates to the prisoners’ use of
reading to experience a cognitive escape in addition to, or instead of, using the library space
to experience a physical escape. Megan Sweeney (2010) sums this experience up well in the
title of her book Reading Is My Window: Books and the Art of Reading in Women’s Prisons, alluding
to the experience of reading to escape to worlds inside books and outside of the prison. Based
on interviews with 94 African American female prisoners, Sweeney’s book explores their response to reading ﬁction. She ﬁnds that reading “can provide a rare sense of peace, solitude,
fantasy, or escape in the midst of a life governed by constant struggle” (Sweeney 2010, 70). A
second example comes from an anonymous British prisoner who describes reading as an escape: “A good book can help you to use your imagination and put your mind somewhere other
than in your cell” (Inside Time 2016).
From the current study, Mitchell (interview 11), a prisoner in a medium security prison,
describes experiencing escape from the reality of prison life through reading: “You shut down.
If you’ve had enough of every idiot around here. With everyone enclosed in a little can. It gets
a bit hectic at times. Pick up a book, and you’re a mile away [sic].” Many of the prisoners (interviews 1, 2, 3, 4, 9, 12, 15, 16, 17, 20, and 27) in the current study mentioned that they liked to
read science ﬁction or fantasy ﬁction. They found the worlds created within these stories to be
the furthest removed from their real life and therefore the most satisfying, by enabling them
to experience a signiﬁcant cognitive escape.
The use of reading by disadvantaged communities to enable an experience of escape is well
recognized in research literature. For example, homeless citizens of many states of America
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can access magazines from collections in shelters through the ReREAD program (Ritsch 2001).
One goal of the program is to make it possible for the homeless to “escape their reality” (Ritsch
2001) through reading popular magazines. One user of the service puts it this way: “It gives us
something to take our minds off the troubles” (Ritsch 2001). As with prisoners, they are using
reading to provide an experience of escape.
To use reading as a form of escape from an environment that is unpleasant or difﬁcult to
live in has also been identiﬁed by Soheli Begum (2011). Begum’s study of the role of escapist
reading in the lives of Canadian public library users recognizes that reading literature can
“transport readers away from current situations” and can be used as a means of “maintaining
humanity and a sense of self in sometimes uncertain and dangerous settings” (Begum 2011,
740). Begum also identiﬁes other beneﬁts of experiencing escape through reading, such as alleviating boredom, reducing stress, distraction from monotony, and as a means of becoming
familiar with new realities (Begum 2011).
Liesl Schillinger (2009) also identiﬁes the tendency for people to read to escape the negative elements of their lives. She describes the importance of choosing to read to escape from
discontent and anxiety and ﬁnds that in doing so, readers are seeking to enter worlds “more
satisfying than the reality outside the printed page” (Schillinger 2009, 150). As far back as
World War I, there was an understanding that prisoners needed to be given opportunities
to read, to ﬁnd relief and escape from their situation. C. T. Hagberg Wright describes the Russian government’s requesting reading materials from the German government for Russian soldiers in German prison camps, stating that the need for books was “quite as urgent as the demand for physical comforts” (Hagberg Wright 1917, 276).
Victor Nell’s study of the experience of reading also identiﬁes the tendency for people to
experience reading as a form of escapism. When describing the role of reading in the lives of
his participants, he identiﬁes very frequent readers as having “a blighted life in which reading
is an island of delight” (Nell 1988, 43). Nell argues that reading to escape elements of life is
synonymous with reading to escape self-awareness, and that readers experience escape to remove themselves to a world within a book that is less threatening to them than their real
world (Nell 1988).
Stergios Botzakis (2009) identiﬁes an alternative outcome of reading to experience escape,
stating that the reader is not always trying to remove themselves from immediate negative
experiences or environments. In his discussion of reading comics, he makes the point that
reading can be undertaken to achieve an escape back to something positive, such as a childhood memory, or familiar characters whose stories have been enjoyed in the past. He describes
this practice as “reading as friendship” (Botzakis 2009), making the point that characters in
books can feel like friends when the reader spends time in the ﬁctitious world of a novel.
The experience of escape into something positive was also mentioned by a number of prisoners in the current study (interviews 3, 6, 8, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 18, 20, and 21), particularly those
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who had read books as children. Thus, reading as escape can be either an escape away from the
negative or toward the positive—a ﬁnding of the current study supported by the relevant
literature.
A perspective of reading to escape in prison that differs from those already discussed—escape from a negative situation or, back to a positive association—comes from Angela Davis,
quoted in Karla Holloway (2006). Davis writes of her time as a prisoner in a US prison and describes the importance to her of not experiencing escape through reading. She was determined to use her time in prison to further her political education and found that the books
in her prison library were almost exclusively those written to provide escape, such as romances
and mysteries. Her frustration at a collection dominated by escapist ﬁction led her to purchase
her own books to be delivered to her in prison. She then donated these books to her prison
library to provide alternative reading opportunities for prisoners who were also seeking education, rather than escape through reading. All prisoners interviewed for the current study also
expressed frustration at the lack of educational reading within their library collections. However, this frustration was independent of the desire for and appreciation of escapist ﬁction that
is well represented on Australian prison library shelves. Although also wanting educational resources, no prisoners in the current study criticized the presence of escapist ﬁction within
their library collections. In this way, the ﬁndings of the current study do not concur with Davis’s experiences (Holloway 2006).

Conclusion
Libraries and reading in prisons create opportunities for prisoners to experience “escape,” both
physically and cognitively. Being able to remove themselves from other parts of the prison to a
library gives them the opportunity to experience an escape from their physical surroundings,
which are often stressful and difﬁcult to experience. Having a library space available provides a
much-valued alternative location. Experiencing escape through the use of the library space is
powerful, allowing prisoners to feel removed from the prison and to imagine themselves in
their lives outside. Similarly, experiencing escape through reading books from the library provides prisoners with an opportunity to imagine themselves elsewhere—either within the story
they are reading, or outside the prison in their lives as they were before they were incarcerated.
These ﬁndings are largely supported by existing research literature. As suggested by Gaiman
(2013) and Sweeney (2010), libraries and reading can indeed open prison windows and doors
to allow those inside to escape to the sunlight and to see the places they can go, and the people
they can be.
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