Scottish prisoners allowed to watch violent and X-rated films despite safety concerns
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In the heart of Scotland's penal system, inmates at HMP Barlinnie are reportedly enjoying access to an extensive library of X-rated films and violent television series that raise significant concerns among prison officials and the public alike. The films available include graphic depictions of serial killers, extreme violence, and drug use—a stark contrast to the restrictions imposed in English prisons, where such content has been banned since 2013.
The list of films available to prisoners is troubling, showcasing titles like "Saw," "Silence of the Lambs," and the American television series "Dexter," which centres around a forensic officer who moonlights as a vigilante serial killer. This access to extreme content, documented through Freedom of Information requests, has sparked a debate about the appropriateness of such a policy in a rehabilitation-focused environment.
A concerning backdrop is the state of violence within Scottish prisons, especially at Barlinnie, which has recorded an average of over 250 assaults on prison staff annually over the past decade. Recent incidents, including a plot by convicted murderer Robert Paterson to seriously assault a guard, highlight the volatile atmosphere within these facilities. In this light, prison officers have voiced urgent calls for the Scottish Prison Service (SPS) to reevaluate the accessibility of violent and sexually explicit films, suggesting that they could exacerbate existing tensions among inmates.
Prison officers argue that the nature of these films—as violent as they are sexual—only serves to fuel an already combustible environment marked by overcrowding and rampant drug use. A spokesperson for the Prison Officer’s Association underscored the need for the SPS to act swiftly, stating that consideration must be given to what films contribute to the overall climate within the prison and the potential risks they pose.
Compounding the concern is a wider political response led by the Scottish Conservatives, who have urged the Scottish National Party to step in and mandate the removal of these films from prisoner access. Justice spokesman Liam Kerr expressed disbelief that such material remains available in Scottish prisons, particularly given the violent histories of many inmates. He contended that exposure to graphic content does not aid in rehabilitation and offers little support to those attempting to overcome substance abuse challenges.
The availability of violent films is not isolated to HMP Barlinnie. For instance, HMP Shotts houses a similar range of 370 DVDs, including titles renowned for their extreme brutality like "Black Death" and "Kill Bill." Reports indicate that across the Scottish prison system, over 4,100 DVDs and 470 computer games are accessible to inmates, fostering an unsettling culture in what should be a rehabilitative setting.
The SPS has defended its policies by asserting that access to DVDs is a privilege and not a right, determined at the discretion of the prison governor. However, the appropriateness of this approach is increasingly being called into question as experts and advocacy groups argue that exposure to such content undermines reformative efforts and takes a toll on inmate rehabilitation.
Similar controversies have arisen in other prisons, such as HMP Glenochil, where convicted sex offenders were allowed access to pornographic material, raising alarm bells among sexual violence charities and reform advocates. With policies varying significantly not just across the UK but within Scotland's own penal system, the debate over what constitutes reasonable access to media in prisons continues to unfold, reflecting broader societal concerns over crime, punishment, and rehabilitation.
As calls for action grow louder, the future of inmate access to violent and sexually explicit films remains uncertain, bound by the intricate dynamics of prison culture, rehabilitation, and public safety.
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