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Abstract 

The rapid transition from manual bureaucracy to digital governance within the Indian penal ecosystem, 

accelerated by the Ministry of Home Affairs' Modernisation of Prisons Scheme and the procedural mandates 

of the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita (BNSS), has fundamentally transformed correctional 

administration. This paper provides a critical theoretical and socio-legal evaluation of this technological 

evolution, with specific focus on its implementation within the state of Uttar Pradesh and key institutional 

facilities like Lucknow Jail. 

While the digitization of inmate lifecycles via the e-Prisons project, the normalization of virtual court 

productions, and the deployment of remote healthcare via the e-Sanjeevani telemedicine platform offer 

significant advancements in administrative efficiency, resource optimization, and logistical cost 

containment, they introduce severe structural friction regarding the fundamental human rights of a captive 

population. Utilizing Michel Foucault’s theory of panopticism as an analytical lens, this study interrogates 

how the seamless integration of the Interoperable Criminal Justice System (ICJS) establishes an 

omnipresent, digital panopticon that compromises informational privacy, threatens the right to be forgotten, 

and extracts compliance without genuine rehabilitation. 
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Furthermore, the paper evaluates how the displacement of physical courtroom production results in the 

visual erasure of the prisoner, undercutting judicial oversight against custodial excesses and obstructing 

real-time, confidential access to legal counsel. By analyzing these shifts against the expansive jurisprudence 

of Article 21 of the Constitution of India—including landmark rulings such as Sunil Batra, Francis Coralie 

Mullin, and K.S. Puttaswamy—this article exposes the limits of technological determinism when applied to 

a disproportionately marginalized, digitally illiterate inmate population. The study concludes by proposing 

a "Human-Centric Digital Architecture" that integrates binding structural and procedural safeguards, 

ensuring that technological integration enhances, rather than diminishes, due process, health equity, and 

human dignity within correctional spaces. 

Keywords: Prison Modernization, Human Dignity, Article 21, e-Prisons, Virtual Courts, Telemedicine, 

Uttar Pradesh. 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Background: The Paradigm Shift in Indian Prison Administration 

The historical trajectory of prison administration in India represents a protracted, often contradictory, 

transition from institutionalized retribution to a theoretically progressive framework of rehabilitation and 

correctional justice. The foundational architecture of the contemporary Indian penal system was 

systematically constructed during the colonial era, heavily influenced by the Macaulay Committee of 1835 

and the Prisons Act of 1894. The primary objective of these colonial instruments was structural: 

containment, deterrence, and the subjugation of the captive population through rigorous, punitive discipline. 

Under this nineteenth-century paradigm, the prisoner was viewed not as a citizen possessing residual rights, 

but as an object of state discipline, where incarceration served as an instrument to extract compliance and 

isolate deviance from the social fabric. 

Following independence, this punitive philosophy increasingly clashed with the constitutional ethos 

enshrined in the Constitution of India, particularly the expansive interpretation of Article 21, which 

guarantees the right to life and personal liberty. Decades of judicial activism led by landmark Supreme Court 

rulings—most notably Sunil Batra v. Delhi Administration (1978), Charles Sobraj v. Superintendent, 

Central Jail (1978), and Francis Coralie Mullin v. Administrator, Union Territory of Delhi (1981)—

established the unassailable legal principle that a prisoner does not surrender their fundamental rights upon 

entering the prison gates. The apex court explicitly articulated that incarceration merely restricts physical 

locomotion, leaving all other constitutional protections, including the right to human dignity, bodily 

integrity, and access to justice, intact. This judicial pressure catalyzed a conceptual shift from a "punitive-

custodial" model to a "rehabilitative-correctional" model, recasting the prison not as a site of state-sponsored 

vengeance, but as an institutional space for reformation, social reintegration, and psychological correction. 

In recent years, this evolutionary process has entered a new phase driven by technological expansion. The 

transition from manual, paper-dependent bureaucracy to digital governance has been accelerated by central 

government interventions, primarily through the flagship Modernisation of Prisons Scheme initiated by the 

Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA), alongside directives embedded within the newer legislative frameworks 

like the Model Prisons and Correctional Services Act. This scheme seeks to overhaul the infrastructural 

realities of India’s overpopulated and resource-constrained correctional facilities. By allocating significant 

capital for technological integration, the state aims to transform prisons into hyper-connected, high-tech 

hubs. This ongoing modernization represents an administrative pivot, where the long-standing goal of 

humane rehabilitation is increasingly pursued through the deployment of digital infrastructure, surveillance 

technologies, and algorithmic workflows. 
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1.2 The Problem Statement: The Digital Architecture and the Inmate Welfare Friction 

While the state's push for digitization promises enhanced administrative transparency, substantial cost 

reduction, and streamlined logistics, it introduces a profound structural tension between technological 

efficiency and the preservation of human rights. The implementation of the e-Prisons project, the 

institutionalization of virtual court productions, and the reliance on remote telemedicine platforms are 

frequently framed by policymakers as unalloyed administrative advancements. From the perspective of state 

governance, automating inmate life-cycle data reduces bureaucratic delays, video-conferencing eliminates 

the immense security risks and high financial costs associated with physically transporting high-risk 

prisoners to distant courtrooms, and telemedicine addresses the chronic shortage of specialized medical 

professionals willing to serve within correctional facilities. 

 

However, a critical socio-legal analysis reveals that this techno-centric framework risks creating a detached, 

algorithmic environment that can fundamentally undermine inmate welfare. The primary critique lies in the 

uncritical imposition of digital interfaces upon a population that is disproportionately characterized by 

systemic socio-economic marginalization, high rates of illiteracy, and a complete lack of digital literacy. 

When traditional, human-centric processes are replaced by automated systems, the structural vulnerabilities 

of the prisoner are often exacerbated rather than mitigated. 

 

In the domain of legal aid and due process, the transition to virtual court productions risks alienating the 

prisoner from the very machinery of justice. The physical courtroom has historically operated as a critical 

public space where an accused can observe judicial proceedings, communicate confidentially with defense 

counsel, and directly present grievances to a magistrate. Replacing this physical presence with a pixelated 

video feed projected from a secure room inside a prison facility can create severe bottlenecks in real-time 

legal access. The prisoner is structurally isolated, unable to whisper instructions to their advocate, view 

evidence presented by the prosecution, or participate meaningfully in their own defense. Furthermore, this 

separation removes the prisoner from the direct, unmediated gaze of the judiciary, diminishing the 

magistrate's capacity to visually detect signs of custodial torture, physical abuse, or severe psychological 

trauma. 

 

Similarly, the digitization of correctional healthcare via platforms like e-Sanjeevani risks turning medical 

care into a remote, transactional encounter. Healthcare inside a prison environment is not merely a matter 

of diagnosing physical ailments; it is deeply intertwined with the state's constitutional obligation to preserve 

life under Article 21. By shifting from in-person medical examinations to remote telemedicine consultations, 

the state may satisfy its statistical and administrative targets, but it alters the clinical reality of the doctor-

patient relationship. A remote screen cannot easily replicate the thoroughness of a physical examination, nor 

can it adequately capture the subtle, non-verbal indicators of deep psychiatric distress, clinical depression, 

or institutional trauma that are highly prevalent among long-term inmates and undertrials. 

 

Finally, the comprehensive integration of inmate profiles into central databases raises critical concerns 

regarding data privacy, structural surveillance, and human dignity. Captive populations are inherently 

incapable of exercising free, informed consent regarding the collection, storage, and cross-referencing of 

their highly sensitive biometric and behavioral data. Consequently, the prison modernization paradigm 

stands at a critical crossroad: the pursuit of administrative optimization risks eroding the core human rights 

safeguards that decades of legal reform fought to establish, transforming the modern correctional facility 

into an opaque, digital panopticon. 
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1.3 Research Questions 

To systematically evaluate the socio-legal and constitutional implications of this technological transition, 

this theoretical paper addresses the following three core research questions: 

1. How do e-Prison frameworks and integrated data architectures alter the traditional concepts of 

inmate rights, informational privacy, and human dignity within a captive environment? 

2. Does the institutionalization of virtual court productions compromise the constitutional guarantees 

of a fair trial, due process, and immediate access to effective legal counsel for incarcerated 

individuals? 

3. To what extent does a institutional reliance on telemedicine and digital health consultations satisfies 

the state's absolute constitutional obligation to provide adequate, humane, and comprehensive 

healthcare to captive populations? 

 

1.4 Scope of the Study 

This research is designed as a theoretical, doctrinal, and socio-legal evaluation, deliberately bounding its 

analytical focus to the institutional realities and policy implementations within the state of Uttar Pradesh, 

with specific reference to the administrative directives shaping major facilities such as Lucknow Jail. Uttar 

Pradesh presents a vital case study for evaluating prison modernization policies due to its unique position: 

it manages one of the largest and most densely populated prison systems in India, characterized by high 

occupancy rates and a significant proportion of undertrial prisoners. 

The scope of this paper encompasses a critical evaluation of national policy directives—including the 

Modernisation of Prisons Scheme promulgated by the Ministry of Home Affairs, the Model Prisons Act, 

and the procedural shifts mandated by the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita (BNSS) regarding electronic 

trial productions—and traces how these top-down mandates manifest within the state-level administrative 

frameworks of the Uttar Pradesh Prison Department. 

 

By employing a theoretical lens that synthesizes critical legal studies, constitutional jurisprudence, and 

surveillance theories (such as Foucault's analysis of panopticism), this study moves beyond a simple cost-

benefit analysis of technology in governance. Instead, it interrogates the structural impact of these digital 

systems on the most vulnerable stakeholders within the penal framework: the undertrials and convicts who 

must navigate an increasingly automated state apparatus from a position of total captivity. The geographic 

and administrative focus on Uttar Pradesh provides a concrete context to evaluate how global and national 

trends of digital governance interact with localized institutional challenges, bureaucratic cultures, and 

constitutional mandates. 

2. Theoretical & Conceptual Framework 

2.1 Foucault’s Panopticism and Digital Surveillance in Corrections 

To critically evaluate the modern technological shift within the correctional facilities of Uttar Pradesh, one 

must engage with Michel Foucault’s seminal architectural and philosophical critique of discipline: the 

Panopticon [1]. Originally conceptualized by Jeremy Bentham as a physical design for an ideal prison—

where a central tower allows a single watchman to observe any inmate at any given moment without the 

inmate knowing whether they are being watched—Foucault elevated the Panopticon into a broader 

metaphor for modern disciplinary societies. The core psychological mechanism of the panopticon relies on 

the asymmetry of information. Because the prisoner can never visually verify when they are under active 

observation, they must internalize the disciplinary gaze, permanently acting as if they are being watched. 
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This induces an automated state of compliance, functioning as an economic and highly efficient mechanism 

of absolute state control. 

The contemporary integration of digital infrastructure under the Modernisation of Prisons initiative 

effectively replaces physical walls and stone towers with an omnipresent, immaterial network of 

surveillance, establishing what contemporary socio-legal scholars term the Digital Panopticon [2]. In a 

modern facility like Lucknow Jail, this electronic web manifests through biometric authentication, real-time 

logging of movement, high-definition closed-circuit television (CCTV) cameras integrated with artificial 

intelligence (AI) facial recognition, and continuous algorithmic data mapping. Under Bentham’s physical 

design, the spatial configuration confined surveillance to the structural borders of the prison block. In 

contrast, the digital panopticon de-spatializes monitoring. Through the automated integration of data 

tracking, an inmate’s every biological identifier, conversational exchange, medical report, and procedural 

movement is converted into clean binary code, cataloged, and archived. 

This transition from physical oversight to algorithmic surveillance fundamentally impacts the inmate’s 

psychological state and personal dignity. Human dignity is structurally anchored to a baseline requirement 

of personal privacy—the autonomous boundary of the self that remains uncommodified and unscrutinized 

by authority [3]. When automated tracking systems eliminate the possibility of any unmonitored space, the 

captive subject is denied even the briefest moments of mental isolation. 

The psychological toll is deep: the constant awareness that every physiological metric and movement is 

permanently tracked causes severe anxiety, deep emotional flattening, and a loss of personal agency. Rather 

than facilitating genuine internal reformation, this invisible, unyielding electronic surveillance forces a 

performative, superficial compliance. It strips the inmate of their human status, reducing them to a highly 

manageable digital profile, a continuous stream of data points within the administrative matrix of the state. 

2.2 The Right to Dignity and Article 21 Jurisprudence 

The expansion of automated surveillance within Indian prisons directly challenges the jurisprudential 

boundaries of Article 21 of the Constitution of India, which guarantees that no person shall be deprived of 

their life or personal liberty except according to procedure established by law [4]. For decades, the Supreme 

Court of India has consistently rejected the colonial fiction that a prisoner is an outcast stripped of all 

constitutional protections. The evolution of Indian penal jurisprudence firmly establishes that the 

fundamental rights of a citizen do not evaporate at the threshold of a correctional institution. In the landmark 

case of Sunil Batra v. Delhi Administration, the apex court articulated that "the conviction of a person does 

not reduce him to a non-person whose rights are subject to the whim of the prison administration" [5]. The 

court affirmed that judicial oversight must actively pierce the veil of prison walls to protect inmates from 

institutional cruelty and degrading treatment. 

This protective jurisprudence was further developed in Charles Sobraj v. Superintendent, Central Jail, 

where the court ruled that while valid imprisonment necessarily restricts the right to free movement, all 

other fundamental freedoms remain enforceable, subject only to the restrictions inherent to a state of 

confinement [6]. The parameters of inmate welfare were explicitly linked to human dignity in Francis 

Coralie Mullin v. Administrator, Union Territory of Delhi, where Justice P.N. Bhagwati famously observed: 
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"The right to life includes the right to live with human dignity and all that goes along with it, namely, the 

bare necessities of life such as adequate nutrition, clothing and shelter and facilities for reading, writing and 

expressing oneself in diverse forms, freely moving about and mixing and commingling with fellow human 

beings." [7] 

The constitutional benchmark for assessing prison modernization is therefore not determined by 

administrative convenience or technological novelty, but by its alignment with human dignity. 

This legal standard was reinforced by the historic nine-judge bench decision in K.S. Puttaswamy v. Union 

of India, which recognized the right to privacy as an intrinsic component of the right to life and liberty under 

Article 21 [8]. The Puttaswamy judgment holds deep implications for the prison system, establishing that 

any state intrusion into informational privacy must satisfy a strict three-fold test: legality (backed by a clear 

legislative framework), necessity (aimed at a legitimate state objective), and proportionality (ensuring the 

mechanism chosen is the least intrusive means available). When the state deploys extensive data networks 

and biometric systems within prisons without robust, specific legislative safeguards, it threatens to breach 

these constitutional boundaries. It risks replacing the rule of law with an unregulated system of 

administrative overreach. 

2.3 Technological Determinism vs. Human-Centric Governance 

At the heart of the state’s current prison digitization drive lies the philosophy of Technological 

Determinism—an administrative bias that presumes social progress and institutional efficiency are 

automatically driven by technological innovation [9]. Within correctional policy, this manifests as an 

uncritical assumption that the deployment of digital platforms will seamlessly eliminate corruption, resolve 

judicial backlogs, and automate welfare. This worldview treats technology as an objective, neutral force, 

entirely separate from existing institutional biases, power dynamics, and the deep structural inequalities that 

characterize the criminal justice system. 

This determinist bias creates a severe systemic mismatch when applied to Indian prisons. The demographic 

profile of inmates in Uttar Pradesh is heavily dominated by individuals from economically marginalized 

backgrounds, historically disadvantaged groups, and populations facing high levels of illiteracy [10]. For 

these individuals, navigating a digital state apparatus from a position of total captivity is deeply alienating. 

By replacing human-centric processes—such as physical visits (e-Mulakat), paper-based legal petitions, and 

face-to-face medical triage—with digital interfaces, the state ignores the deep digital divide. 

Human-centric governance requires that technology serve as an optional, emancipatory supplement to 

human interaction, rather than an exclusionary barrier. When a system automates processes without 

providing human intermediaries or digital literacy training, it distances the state from its core constitutional 

duties. The inmate is no longer an active participant in their own legal or rehabilitative path; they are reduced 

to a passive user trapped behind a digital interface. Instead of dismantling historical power imbalances, this 

dynamic automates and reinforces them, hiding institutional neglect behind a clean, digital facade. 
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3. e-Prisons & Data Governance: The Privacy-Dignity Matrix 

3.1 The Interoperable Criminal Justice System (ICJS) 

The core architecture driving data integration in India’s penal framework is the Interoperable Criminal 

Justice System (ICJS), an initiative designed to enable seamless, real-time data sharing across the five pillars 

of the criminal justice system: Police (via CCTNS), Courts (via e-Courts), Prisons (via e-Prisons), Forensics, 

and Prosecution [11]. In Uttar Pradesh, the implementation of e-Prisons binds local facilities like Lucknow 

Jail to this national grid. From an administrative perspective, the ICJS is a powerful tool of state efficiency. 

It eliminates the physical movement of case files, minimizes data entry errors across departments, and 

ensures that an inmate's detention records, bail orders, and release warrants are instantly accessible to judges 

and police officials. 

However, this absolute breakdown of institutional data barriers carries deep theoretical risks for the rights 

of the accused. Historically, the deliberate separation between the police apparatus, the judiciary, and the 

prison administration served as an important structural check against absolute state power. The prison 

operated as a distinct space under the judicial custody of the court, tasked with housing and reforming the 

individual, completely separate from the investigative and punitive goals of the police force. 

By merging these separate data systems into a single, unified database, the ICJS erases these institutional 

boundaries. The prison database is no longer a localized, protected ledger of corrections; it becomes an 

active node in a broader network of state surveillance. When a prisoner's daily behavior, disciplinary 

records, medical history, and family visit logs are instantly visible to investigative agencies, the institutional 

identity of the prison shifts. It shifts from a space of independent correctional custody to a permanent, 

extended arm of the state's security apparatus. 

3.2 The Risk of Persistent Labeling and the Right to be Forgotten 

A devastating consequence of this permanent digital integration is the phenomenon of Persistent Labeling 

[12]. In the manual era, the records of an individual's past encounters with the law—especially for 

undertrials who were later acquitted—gradually faded into paper archives. This physical decay of records 

provided a natural, structural path toward social reintegration. Once an individual stepped outside the prison 

gate, their past did not instantly follow them into every public or private space. 

In the digital era, however, data is functionally permanent. The e-Prisons database ensures that an 

individual's institutional records are immortalized in cloud storage, permanently tied to their biometric 

identifiers and unique national ID profiles. This creates a state of permanent criminality. Even if an 

undertrial is fully acquitted by a court of law, their digital shadow remains accessible across the ICJS 

network. 

This dynamic directly violates the evolving concept of the Right to be Forgotten, which the Supreme Court 

of India has recognized as an essential facet of personal liberty and dignity under Article 21 [13]. For a 

rehabilitated convict or an innocent undertrial, the inability to erase their digital prison footprint creates a 

permanent obstacle to employment, housing, and social reintegration. The state's digital memory becomes 

a permanent barrier to social mobility, stripping the individual of their right to self-reinvention. It turns a 

temporary sentence or period of detention into a lifelong digital stigma. 
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3.3 Data Vulnerability and the Problem of Coerced Consent 

The collection of extensive biometric and personal data within the e-Prisons network introduces severe 

vulnerabilities regarding data security and the legal concept of consent. Under standard data protection 

frameworks, the collection of sensitive personal data—including fingerprints, iris scans, medical records, 

and behavioral logs—is legally valid only if it is accompanied by free, informed, and revocable consent 

[14]. Yet, within a correctional facility, the concept of free consent is entirely an illusion. The power 

relationship between the prison administration and an inmate is absolute. A prisoner cannot refuse biometric 

enrollment, object to the digital logging of their family visits, or negotiate the terms of their data storage 

without risking disciplinary action, loss of privileges, or administrative retaliation. 

 This structural absence of choice creates an ethical and legal gap. The state becomes the sole custodian of 

a massive database containing the highly sensitive biological and personal details of a captive, vulnerable 

population. This vulnerability is deepened by the lack of independent data audits within the IT networks of 

state prisons. 

If data leaks, hacks, or unauthorized access occur across the state data centers of Uttar Pradesh, inmates 

have no real administrative recourse or legal protection. Their most private biological markers are 

permanently stored on servers they cannot monitor, controlled by an authority they cannot challenge. This 

reality reduces the human body to a set of data points, directly undermining the foundational principles of 

bodily integrity and human dignity that form the core of Article 21. 

4. Virtual Court Production and the Dilution of Due Process 

4.1 The Procedural Shift under the New Statutory Framework 

The transition from physical production of prisoners to virtual court appearances via video-conferencing 

interfaces represents a profound procedural shift in the administration of criminal justice in India. This 

evolution has received explicit legislative backing under the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita (BNSS), 

which actively modernizes trials, inquiries, and proceedings through electronic means [15]. In states with 

dense prison populations like Uttar Pradesh, the state prison administration has aggressively 

institutionalized video-conferencing infrastructure linking facilities like Lucknow Jail directly to 

corresponding district and sessions courts. 

From an administrative standpoint, this shift is framed as an essential solution to chronic systemic delays. 

The state frequently cites severe shortages of police escorts, budgetary strain, and the security vulnerabilities 

inherent in transporting high-risk convicts or volatile undertrials through public spaces as justifications for 

making virtual production the default procedural standard. 

However, from a constitutional perspective, this administrative convenience directly collides with the 

procedural safeguards that form the backbone of a fair trial under Article 21. The physical courtroom is not 

merely an administrative office; it is a specialized, open space designed to guarantee transparency and 

balance the power between the state and the accused [16]. 

By dismantling the requirement of physical production, the state alters the spatial architecture of justice. 

The judicial process is removed from a public, transparent courtroom and squeezed into a small video-

conferencing room inside the prison. This procedural shift changes the trial from a public judicial inquiry 

into a closed, administrative routine handled by the state's custodial apparatus. 
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4.2 The Right to Effective Counsel and Communication Bottlenecks 

A core requirement of the right to a fair trial is the guarantee of real-time, confidential, and unmediated 

access to defense counsel. This principle is explicitly protected under Article 22(1) of the Constitution of 

India and reinforced by procedural statutes [4]. In a physical courtroom, this right is exercised through 

constant, direct proximity. An inmate can sit beside their advocate, whisper immediate instructions, react to 

changing witness testimonies, review documentary evidence as it is presented to the judge, and actively help 

shape their defense strategy. 

The virtual production model breaks this vital link. When an inmate is confined to a remote room inside a 

prison while their advocate stands in a distant courtroom, communication is reduced to a pixelated screen 

and a shared audio channel. This setup makes immediate, private conversations structurally impossible. An 

inmate cannot privately clarify a fact or correct a false claim made by a prosecution witness without 

interrupting the entire virtual proceeding before the judge. 

Furthermore, because the video link is managed and monitored by prison officials, the vital confidentiality 

of the attorney-client relationship is compromised. The inmate speaks from a position of total captivity 

under the direct gaze of their guards, creating a chilling effect that discourages them from speaking freely. 

This setup shifts the role of defense counsel from an active, collaborative protector of rights into an isolated 

actor on a screen, leaving the prisoner structurally silenced during their own trial [17]. 

4.3 The Visual Erasure of the Prisoner and Judicial Oversight 

Beyond communication barriers, the replacement of physical presence with virtual feeds leads to what socio-

legal scholars call the Visual Erasure of the Prisoner [18]. The physical presence of the accused before a 

magistrate serves as an essential constitutional check against custodial violence and unlawful detention. 

When an inmate stands directly before a judge, the court can visually inspect their physical condition, look 

for signs of custodial torture, observe marks of physical abuse, and evaluate their mental health and 

alertness. 

This immediate physical contact has historically been the primary mechanism for detecting and deterring 

human rights abuses during custody. 

A low-resolution video screen strips away this judicial protection. The camera lens offers a narrow, 

controlled view of the inmate, completely hiding the surrounding environment inside the prison room. It 

prevents the magistrate from seeing if guards are using subtle coercion just outside the frame, or if the 

inmate is under physical or psychological distress. 

This remote setup makes it difficult for a judge to accurately assess an inmate's true physical state or identify 

trauma, directly weakening the protective role of the judiciary. This visual separation can make the court 

less sensitive to the realities of confinement, reducing a human being facing a loss of liberty into a distant 

digital image on a screen. This directly undermines the principles of judicial accountability and human 

dignity established in Sunil Batra [5]. 
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5. Telemedicine (e-Sanjeevani) vs. The Right to Health 

5.1 The Constitutional Standard of Inmate Healthcare 

The right to health and medical care is an essential part of the right to life under Article 21 of the Indian 

Constitution. This obligation is absolute when it comes to incarcerated individuals [19]. Because the state 

deprives prisoners of their liberty and limits their independent access to livelihood and medical choices, it 

assumes total responsibility for their physical and mental well-being. This legal duty requires the prison 

administration to provide a standard of healthcare that matches the care available to the general public. 

In State of Andhra Pradesh v. Challa Ramakrishna Reddy, the Supreme Court confirmed that a prisoner's 

right to life does not end at the prison wall, and the state remains liable for medical negligence or failure to 

provide timely medical attention within its facilities [20]. 

To meet this standard amid chronic shortages of prison doctors, Uttar Pradesh has integrated the e-

Sanjeevani national telemedicine platform into its prison manuals. This system connects prison infirmaries 

with specialized doctors at civil hospitals. While this digital connection helps address the lack of on-site 

medical specialists, its deployment as a primary care model introduces a serious conflict between 

technological efficiency and the state's constitutional healthcare obligations. 

5.2 The Limitations of Clinical Diagnostics via Digital Interfaces 

The core issue with relying heavily on telemedicine in a prison environment is the limitation of digital 

clinical diagnostics. A standard medical examination relies on direct physical contact—palpation, 

auscultation, and immediate observation—to form an accurate diagnosis. When these physical interactions 

are replaced by a digital screen, the quality of care changes. 

Prison populations suffer from high rates of complex, interconnected conditions, including chronic 

respiratory diseases, skin infections from overcrowding, and severe mental health disorders like clinical 

depression and anxiety [10]. 

A remote video link cannot replace a physical medical examination. A doctor looking at a screen cannot 

easily identify subtle signs of internal trauma, notice hidden indicators of self-harm, or pick up on the non-

verbal cues that point to deep psychological distress. 

Furthermore, telemedicine requires an effective local system where a trained assistant can use diagnostic 

tools on-site. In resource-strapped facilities, these local clinics are often understaffed or lack working 

equipment. As a result, complex medical issues can be misdiagnosed or missed entirely, turning healthcare 

into a superficial, check-the-box exercise that falls short of the comprehensive medical care mandated by 

the Supreme Court [7]. 

5.3 The Digital Divide and Systemic Exclusion in Medical Access 

The reliance on digital healthcare also introduces a clear digital divide that worsens institutional inequalities. 

Navigating a telemedicine system requires a level of agency and clear communication that many 

marginalized, illiterate inmates do not possess. An inmate cannot simply schedule an online appointment; 

they must rely on prison guards and staff to log their symptoms, arrange a virtual slot, and operate the digital 

equipment. This setup turns access to medical care into a privilege controlled by low-level prison staff. 
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Inmates who lack social capital or struggle to explain their symptoms to a computer screen are easily 

sidelined by the system. This structural barrier can lead to a dual-standard healthcare system within prisons: 

 Standard Care: Inmates with resources or influence get direct access to physical medical transfers 

and in-person consultations. 

 Automated Care: Marginalized, illiterate inmates are left with remote digital consultations. 

This division violates the principle of equality before the law. By implementing telemedicine without strong 

safeguards and human oversight, the state compromises its duty of care under Article 21, turning an essential 

right into an unreliable, tech-driven option. 

6. Policy Synthesis & The Path Forward 

6.1 Reconciling Efficiency with Empathy: The Human-Centric Digital Architecture 

The technological transformation of the prison administration in Uttar Pradesh cannot be reversed; however, 

its current path must be fundamentally altered. To prevent the e-Prisons project, virtual court productions, 

and telemedicine platforms from functioning as tools of institutional isolation, the state must transition from 

a model of technological determinism to a framework of Human-Centric Digital Architecture [21]. This 

approach requires that every digital policy intervention be thoroughly evaluated against its impact on human 

dignity and its compatibility with the constitutional protections of Article 21. Administrative speed and cost 

reduction must no longer serve as the sole metrics of institutional success. 

A human-centric digital architecture requires that technology operate as an assistive tool to improve human 

rights, rather than an exclusionary barrier. This means state prison manuals, including the Uttar Pradesh 

Prison Manual, must be updated to clearly define the limits of automation. 

Digitization must never be used as an excuse by the state to reduce its human presence, downsize specialized 

on-site personnel, or withdraw from its direct custodial duties. Instead, the efficiencies gained from 

automated administration—such as lower logistics costs and faster processing of files—should be explicitly 

reinvested into enhancing the human aspects of correctional justice: expanding mental health counseling, 

improving legal aid representation, and upgrading the physical conditions of confinement. 

6.2 Structural Safeguards for Virtual Courts and Telemedicine 

To protect the core elements of due process and the right to health within a highly digitized prison 

environment, the state must implement strict, binding structural safeguards. 

Mandatory Proximity of Counsel: To address communication barriers during virtual hearings, the state must 

guarantee that when an inmate appears via video-conferencing, their legal aid counsel or private advocate 

is physically present in the room with them inside the prison, or a dedicated, unmonitored, encrypted 

telephone line is provided to allow private communication during the live court session [17]. 

 Independent Judiciary-Led Inspections: To counter the visual erasure of prisoners, magistrates must 

be legally required to conduct unannounced physical visits to prison video rooms. These visits ensure 

the inmate is speaking without behind-the-camera coercion from guards and allow the judge to 

physically inspect the individual's bodily condition [18]. 
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 Hybrid Healthcare Protocols: Telemedicine under the e-Sanjeevani platform must be legally 

reclassified as a secondary, supplemental tool rather than a primary care solution. Prison regulations 

must mandate that every inmate receive an in-person physical assessment by a qualified, resident 

medical officer before any virtual consultation is scheduled. This guarantees that digital diagnostics 

enhance, rather than replace, direct clinical evaluation [19]. 

 Independent Data Protection Audits: A specialized, independent digital data protection body must 

be formed to audit the e-Prisons and Interoperable Criminal Justice System (ICJS) networks across 

Uttar Pradesh. This body will monitor how inmate biometric and personal data are handled, enforce 

strict data access limits for police agencies, and guarantee an individual's right to clear their record 

following an acquittal, protecting their right to be forgotten [13]. 

7. Conclusion 

This theoretical and socio-legal evaluation has examined the profound friction between the rapid digitization 

of prison administration and the preservation of human dignity within the correctional ecosystem of Uttar 

Pradesh. While initiatives driven by the Modernisation of Prisons scheme—such as e-Prisons, automated 

biometric databases, virtual court appearances, and telemedicine platforms—offer undeniable benefits for 

administrative efficiency and cost containment, they also risk establishing an invisible digital panopticon. 

Left unchecked by strong legal frameworks, this electronic web distances the prisoner from direct human 

contact, creates serious communication barriers that hamper access to legal counsel, dilutes the protection 

of judicial oversight, and turns the constitutional right to health into a remote, detached transaction. This 

transition falls disproportionately hard on an inmate population already characterized by systemic socio-

economic marginalization and widespread digital illiteracy. 

The central finding of this study is that a prisoner’s fundamental rights, protected under Article 21 of the 

Constitution of India, cannot be set aside for administrative convenience or technological experimentation. 

True prison modernization cannot be measured merely by the speed of automated workflows, the size of 

integrated databases, or the reduction in physical transport costs. It must be evaluated by the system's 

capacity to uphold human dignity, enforce due process, and foster genuine rehabilitation within a captive 

environment. 

Technology must serve as a bridge to justice, not an instrument of institutional neglect. Only by firmly 

grounding digital tools within human-centric policies and explicit judicial safeguards can the state ensure 

that the upgrade of its prison infrastructure matches its absolute constitutional duty to protect human rights. 
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