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Even the way this aspect of the criminal justice system is ref-
erenced has changed. Initially, the term penology was used 
to describe the philosophy guiding how the nation punished 
criminal and immoral acts. This earlier period was marked by 
exposure of offenders to a variety of harsh and cruel corporal 
punishments. Public sentiment eventually turned against such 
cruelty, and the idea of reformation gained support. This change 
introduced the notion that criminals should be incarcerated as 
punishment for crimes they committed. Ultimately, reforma-
tion efforts were viewed as a failure as overcrowding hampered 
efforts and recidivism continued unchanged. Beginning in the 
early 1900s, emphasis turned back toward the use of harsher 
treatment to deal with inmates. When public opinion swung 
back away from increased punishment toward rehabilitation 
and reformation in the 1950s and 1960s, the term corrections 
was favored. This period focused on incarcerating offenders in 
hopes of rehabilitating them while at the same time punishing 
them for their criminal offenses. Since the 1980s, views about 
corrections have shifted back toward a get-tough-on-crime ori-
entation, with some emphasis on rehabilitation, which reflects 
a new philosophy termed the new penology. New penology 
focuses on the use of correctional technology and reliance on 
statistical models to assess recidivism risk in a time of decreas-
ing victimization and growth in incarceration. The discourse of 
institutional corrections now focuses more on management of 
warehoused humans and less on rehabilitation.

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES IN 
INSTITUTIONAL CORRECTIONS

The Brutal Early Years
From the earliest times in the American colonies, corrections was based on the philoso-

phy of lex talionis, which calls for retaliation in which the punishment should fit the crime 
committed. This “eye for an eye” approach requires that someone who injures or wrongs 
another individual should be punished in a commensurate way. During these early years, 
punishment was cruel, barbaric, and often dispensed in a public setting to maximize public 
humiliation of the offender. Sentences included death, fines, physical punishment, and 
public shaming. Hanging was used as a penalty for the worst offenses, including sexual 
offenses. In 1642, 17-year-old Thomas Granger was convicted of buggery with a female 
horse, a cow, goats, sheep, calves, and a turkey. Having been found guilty, Granger was 
hanged. The victims of these crimes—the farm animals—were also executed for their partic-
ipation in these acts. While hanging has been used in the United States for much of its his-
tory, in time, hangings stopped being public spectacles. In 1946, Rainey Bethea of Kentucky 
was the last offender to be publicly hanged, in this instance for having raped and murdered 
70-year-old Lischa Edwards. Twenty thousand people traveled to Kentucky to witness this 
hanging. Hanging was the preferred method of capital punishment in the United States. 
The electric chair was developed as a more efficient method of execution. Capital punish-
ment continued until the Supreme Court ruled it unconstitutional in 1972, resulting in a 
moratorium.1 When capital punishment was reinstated by many states in 1976, offenders 
often were given limited options about how they met their demise. This was the case for 
William “Billy” Bailey of Delaware. When given a choice of lethal punishment, he refused to 
choose between hanging or lethal injection (he was given this choice because his crime was  
committed in 1979, prior to the 1986 law mandating execution by lethal injection only). 

corporal punishment: 
Physical punishment in 
response to an offense 
designed to discipline 
and reform an offender.

penology: The study of 
principles of punishment 
for criminal (and in the 
past, immoral) acts.

new penology: The study 
of principles of punishment, 
often reflecting the 
contemporary turn toward 
the view that punishment is 
the primary role of prison.

hanging: A form of 
punishment used in the 
early days of the United 
States as a penalty for 
the worst offenses.

In the past, offenders were punished via public floggings. 

We abandoned the use of flogging due to its barbaric 

nature. Some call for the reinstatement of this sort of 

punishment. If you were running for political office, would 

you advocate the use of flogging? Why or why not?
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