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Labelling the Inadequate* 
VERNON HOLLOWAY 

SOCIET 
t . Y seems to be making a 
ernble . k . . 

'Whic . mlsta e 10 the way 10 

So h It Wants to label people. and 
th tne of this it does through us in 
no~.penal system. It will have been 
attr~~d. how easily one slips from 
to I utmg something to someone, 

th abelling that person because of 
e att 'b 

P n ute. To take an example 
sYcho h' • 

ab) . pat IC behaviour is observ-
to ~t In many individuals; we start 
lind Udy Psychopathy of this kind 
a t SOOn the psychopath exists as 
'Wj(:~ of person. Similarly. we start 
area Inadequate behaviour in some 
stidd We focus on inadequacy and 
I 'W enly the inadequate is with us. 
'We onder how long it will be before 

are . 
a.nd' Usmg words like feckless 
cIa Immature as nouns to denote ;ses of people. 

elf he concern felt about these 
ects is b . . the pro ably very SImIlar to 

educ c~ncern being expressed in 
child ahon . about what we do to 
'c' ren 10 consigning them to 
SCho~l~eams in secondary modern 

~ II Based-:----::-------
orStal o~ a talk given to the 1966 

ence. Assistant Governors' Confer-

May I first of all express my own 
feelings of distaste for the concept 
of inadequacy. This kind of label
ling has. during the last few years. 
made me feel about this more than 
most socia-ethical problems that it 
is urgent that we clarify what people 
are doing and what they think they 
are doing in employing such terms. 

We must ask why we want to do 
this. Many of the words used in the 
Prison Service are half-descriptive. 
half-judgmental. Half the time we 
are saying something meaningful 
about the person and half the time 
we are betraying our OWn need to 
see those people as basically some
thing different from ourselves and 
the label perpetuates the distinc
tion. The nightmare prospect. 
belongs to Aldous Huxley in 
Brave New World. The mistake 
is to confuse something which is 
probably a continuum from most 
to least inadequate in various 
respects with some kind of 
disease entity like measles or more 
appropriately leprosy. The logical 
absurdity of this confusion was 
reached in a short letter to The 
Guardian-I think in July 1964. 
The writer had discovered that 
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many people in prisons had been 
described as incorrigibly inade
quate and advocated that all these 
should be put elsewhere. in order 
that the rest could clearly be re
garded as entirely responsible and 
presumably receive something 
more vigorously deterrent. within 
the prison system. Just as if we 
could divide our inmates in this 
way; just as if we could award 
permanent alphas and gammas for 
inadequacy. Yet perhaps we do try 
to do this. and what does it do to 
the inadequate to find that he has 
been so consigned. A simple answer 
in terms of social philosophy is that 
society must not be allowed to do 
these socially divisive things with
out at least being made aware that 
it is doing so and also considering 
what it must offer in return. 

This leads us out of the area of 
moral examination and disapproval 
into the more cautious area of 
establishing criteria for the justi
fiable labelling and segregating 
people in this way. I would suggest 
that these criteria are twofold. The 
first criterion concerns whether we 
are able to identify a clinical group 
with unambiguous symptoms which 
would lead to a distinguishable 
outcome: of course this criterion 
alone could still permit the un
fortunate social results I have out
lined. especially if the diagnosis 
was then used as a basis for social 
separation. The second criterion is 
much more specific: it requires 
us to measure a concept like inade
quacy in terms of the extent to 

which it facilitates meeting t~ 
needs of the people conccr~e .. 
By looking at inadequacy against 
these two criteria its usefulness maY 
become apparent. 

f the de Berker· has made one 0 . 

most significant contributions I~ 
this area. In examining the con~ePJ1 
of inadequacy for the PtlS0

jn 
Medical Officers' Conference he 
1959. he summarised much of t d 
work being done and discover~e 
that different theories us~d tnt 
concept of inadequacy in ddI~r~ed 
ways. He had previously circu a d 
a number of psychological a~g 
psychiatric colleagues seek., 
their views about "inadequacY' . for 
he discovered the repugnance dV 
the concept which I ha\e alre:hat 
expressed. but also the fact eS' 
most people still found it neC rY 
sary to retain the label for a ":ve. 
large residual group of pass re 
ineffectual offenders after rn~ad 
specific diagnostic groupS 
been separated out. 

. 1 . ts nota' Other pnson psycho ogls '. a1 
bly Marcust in his dimensl~;otl 
study of the Wakefield pn dY 
population. and Taylor~ in a s~u tie 
of the P .D. population. ha ve , oJ. 
significant work in this area. I? al 
West§ in his book The uabltllse 
Offender, refers to all thrt'e of the~t 
papers in developing the argulll~h~ 
that one can probably contrast 've 
two groups. the active aggres:es. 
versus the passive inadequa be 
The general opinion seems to 've 
that the first group. the actlbC aggressives. is more likely to 
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~egarded as psychopaths and 
o~mand ~ disproportionate amount 

111 attentIon. whilst the latter group 
o~y well be the more persistent 
th enders. Lest it should be thought 
e~t ~ny terminological clarity is 
So ergmg yet. it is pointed out that 
ps me people reserve the term 
aci-chopath for the aggressive. 
gar~e. preying individual and re
gr the madequates as another 
ra~UP. whilst others merely sepa
ina~ aggressive psychopaths from 
anot~quate psychopaths. Also. 
l1lai er problem among many r~
'" ns unresolved. namely. whether ··,anl/· 
te ~ madequates are in fact long-
h:~ neurotics. whose conflicts 
tha: gone unresolved for so long 
em a surface of indifference has 
an:.rg~. concealing the underlying 

"rehes. 
l'h' fa IS need not be pursued too 

p:~ SUffice it to say that some 
cha pie have found very important 
th racteristics which distinguish 
in:d&roup they have described as 
th equates and it is likely that 

ere a 
oUs re a number of heterogene-
\Vhafroups mixed up in this some
I1lUCh rag-bag classification. Too 
her Certainty cannot be expected 

e and the label "inadequate" 
cannOt b 
diagno . e regarded as being a 
schi~ SIS such as scarlet fever or 

ophrenia 
~ . 

bersecently. at FeItham. some mem
Of thOf staff carried out a survey 
refer e papulation with specific 
l1lan ence to the boys' needs. Among 
"l/wother questions we asked: 

hat extent have they suffered 

from inadequate personality or 
inadequate relationships"? and the 
answer was obtained that this 
heading affected three-quarters of 
the population and in half of those 
.cases it was the prime diagnostic 
oonsideration. We tried to break 
this down in a number of ways. 
particularly by examining how the 
relationships fell short. for instance 
-with regard to affectionlessness. 
deprivation and passivity. However. 
the important point is that the term 
"inadequate" in the lay sense gets 
used very extensively in describing 
some of our most problematic and 
persistent populations. The clinical 
picture of inadequacy is confused 
through lack of precision whilst the 
lay concept of inadequacy seems 
somewhat wider than the clinician 
would use. Its prime purpose has 
been to draw the attention of 
people generally to the pathetic 
state of large numbers of people 
in our charge. It is a sad comment 
on the functioning of our society 
that when it designed a long-term 
sentence. largely in order to prevent 
chronic offenders from preying on 
society. it actually managed to 
attract to this sentence many who 
regarded it as a protection against 
society preying on them. 

Let us now consider the more 
important criterion from the point 
of view of allocation. This suggests 
that we are only justified in segre
gating one group of people from 
another if thereby we are enabled 
better to meet that group's needs 



20 PRISON SERVICE JOURNAL 

to an extent which overcomes the 
damage caused by the segregation. 
For example. if everyone suffering 
from various fevers were isolated 
from the general population in 
order to safeguard the general 
population and this was all that 
was done in the way of classifica
tion. the sufferers might well feel 
that they had been ostracised and 
condemned to catch each other's 
fevers without the non-sufferers 
caring. If. on the other hand. we 
further sub-divided the fevers 
down to the specific groups so that 
each got the appropriate treatment. 
this would be more profitable and 
more socially acceptable. I believe 
that the allocation problem is 
analogous with regard to inade
quacy and other similar concepts. 
although we may not expect the 
same kind of clear-cut divisions 
between diagnostic groups. 

The argument for present prac
tice. as I understand it. is that 
those who cannot cope are segre
gated in order to protect them to 
some extent. perhaps to apply more 
gentle pressure when necessary and 
perhaps not to slow the pace of 
those in other units. But the in
mates concerned seldom feel it in 
this way; they are conscious of the 
ostracism. are not often aware of 
measures to help their specific 
inadequacies and. indeed. may 
suffer from the artificiality of such 
a social climate. It may well be 
that by dealing with the problem 
at this level we are coping more 
with our own inadequacy in tack
ling the problem properly than 

with the needs of the inadequates 

themselves. 
Now let us subdivide further. 

Consider what kind of people the7 
are and the nature of some of theIr 
needs. 

(a) AfJectionless people are o~e~ 
classed as inadequates. l' el

d 
emotional growth is stunted an 

de
frequently they are unable !o . if 
velop satisfactory relationshIPs. 'n 
they do they are vulnerable If 
giving way to others' demands °e 
them. More often they beco~ 
isolated. Their need is for secur~th 
and something permanent WI)\ 
few demands-if anything at .~? 
works. How do we provide thIS: 

(b) The over-institutionalised IS 
'on

closely related to the "affectt se 
less" inadequate. Some of the 1 
may never have known the normad 
outside world. Perhaps their nee y 
is to introduce them to it v~~e 
gradually with plenty of practl n 
whilst support is slowly withdraW . 

(c) The intellectually dull. ~a~~ 
intellectuaIly dull may be descrtb y 
as inadequates. although there Jllas 
be other complicating featu~e ~ 
Here the need may be to fin et 
role in which the inmate c~n f'~(l 
that he is making a contn~U~~ed 
with the best use of his hJllI 
talents. 

/I 'ciS. 
(d) Unresolved neurotic COn,,1 tic 

It is suspected that the neur~tlc 
with unresolved conflicts may sd r
into a state of apathetic, un ~iS 
achievement to deal WIth, ur
anxieties. Today's raging dlS\.e 
bance may be next year's pass I 



PRISON SERVICE JOURNAL 21 

inadequacy if the disturbance is 
not dealt with in time. 
s (e) The over-anxious. Almost the 
~rne ~roup is the large number of 

cronic, diffused anxiety-ridden 
reoPle who have withdrawn in the tee of too many all-round prob
t~rns. Some of these are among 
w~.se We notice as having potential 
h lch they have never used. Per
haps this is the group of whom it 
c~s been said: they forego the 
th ance.of Success in order to avoid 
n e pam of possible failure. The 
;eds of both of those allied groups 
th a~ be in the short term, to have 
I elr anxieties allayed. and in the 
aong term to be brought back to 
h ny specific conflicts which might 
~ye been better resolved before 

109 covered by long-term defences. 

w~f) Post-mental illness. A group 
qu om lay people regard as inade
lheate . ~e~haps more often than 
si ~hnlclans do. is the small but 
gl~nlficant number of those strug
seIng to regain proper balance after 
ab~ere mental illness. These prob
en ~ need an undistorted social 
d Vlronment, without threats and 
idang~~s of acquiring unfortunate 
th entitles whilst recovering, which 
di~r did not have before. (By un
wa Ort~d I refer essentially to the 
Pc y 10 which other disturbed 
in~Ple around them may unduly 
ancu~nce their precariously bal-

( e personalities.) 
are

g
) Specific inadequacies. There 

the lTJany other groups, particularly 
sUchones with specific inadequacies 

as an inadequate marriage or 

an inadequate adjustment to a 
deformity, alcoholism etc .• each of 
which has specific as well as general 
recommendations which can prob
ably be made. 

This is not intended to be an 
exhaustive list but rather to indi
cate that it is the proper function 
of allocation to break down its 
operational concepts until it arrives 
at some fairly clear-cut needs of 
inmates which it can then try to 
match with the available facilities 
in the field. There is not much sign 
that allocation has been very suc
cessful in doing this, and this may 
be one of the reasons why it has not 
been possible to discern the specific 
opportunities which have to be 
provided in the training field to 
meet these needs. 

In summarising the concept of 
inadequacy it appears that first of 
all there are some fairly repugnant 
and socially destructive features 
about using a fairly crude global 
concept on this kind in a way which 
is more related to segregation than 
to meeting specific needs. Secondly, 
if one concentrates on discerning 
these specific needs then one will 
probably find that the term becomes 
redundant for most practical pur
poses. 
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