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harsh corporal punishment, required convict uniforms (e.g., stripes), and even enforced a 
code of silence. Other facilities offered more options in terms of rehabilitation and reform, 
such as opportunities for education, work, and socializing. During the mid-1930s, some of 
the harshest conditions in correctional facilities were again abandoned, and while institu-
tional corrections were still severe, they were greatly improved from pre-reformation times. 
Nonetheless, it has been recognized that rehabilitation or reformation of inmates does not 
work well if the measure of success is recidivism. Many of these inmates reoffend upon 
release. Further, it is equally clear that merely warehousing inmates with a focus on pun-
ishment brings its own set of thorny issues. Widespread warehousing of inmates not only 
is expensive but also has social ramifications that are detrimental to the inmate and the 
community. In addition, many of these inmates also reoffend upon release. Regardless of 
the specific approach used, in their 200-year history, institutional corrections have served as 
little more than facilities used to warehouse dangerous individuals with varying degrees of 
reformation opportunities.

JUST DESERTS
Since about the 1980s, institutional corrections has been guided by the principle  

of just deserts, which focuses on punishment. Today, inmates have limited privileges  
and conditions are harsh, including the use of chain gangs, even for nonviolent offenders. 
Striped prison uniforms have reemerged and determinate, longer, and harsher sentenc-
ing is common. Parole has been abolished in almost half of the states and at the federal  
level. These and other get-tough initiatives have resulted in the growth in the popu-
lation of inmates, little rehabilitation of those incarcerated, and crushing expense to  
the taxpayer.

CONTEMPORARY PRISONS
Prisons today are utilized to incapacitate offenders who have been sentenced to  

1 year or more for a felony offense. Once an offender has been sentenced, an initial  

POLICY ISSUES

Punishment Versus Rehabilitation
A historical examination of the purposes of prison 

indicates periods of severe punishment and harsh 
treatment as well as times when great efforts toward 
rehabilitation and reformation were made. Considering 
only recidivism rates, it appears neither approach 
results in a large percentage of inmates who live a 
crime-free life post-incarceration. 

Think About It
1.	 Given this information and the knowledge learned 

from this text, if you were a policymaker, which type of 
approach would you prefer and why?

2.	 We know that housing an ever-increasing population of 
inmates is costly to taxpayers at the expense of other 
social programs such as education and transportation. 
What would you recommend to remedy this problem?

3.	 How could you save money for taxpayers without jeop-
ardizing their safety?

4.	 Why would attempts made in the past work today?

5.	 Are there really only two approaches (punishment 
or reformation)? Or is there another novel approach 
you’d take? How might your new approach be better?

just deserts: Perspective 
that has dominated the 

purpose of incarceration 
since about the 1980s. 
It is focused foremost 

on punishment.
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