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   The Modern Prison  Paradox 

  In  The Modern Prison Paradox , Amy E. Lerman examines the shift 

from rehabilitation to punitivism that has taken place in the politics 

of American corrections and explores its consequences for both crime 

control and community life. Professor Lerman’s research shows that 

spending time in more violent and castigatory prisons strengthens 

inmates’ criminal networks and fosters social norms that increase  the 

likelihood of criminal activity following parole. Additionally, Professor 

Lerman assesses whether harsher prisons similarly shape the attitudes 

of correctional staff. Her analysis reveals that working in more punitive 

prisons causes offi cers to develop an “us against them” mentality while 

on the job, affecting their orientations toward inmates and support for 

rehabilitation. Moreover, the wariness and   stress offi cers develop at 

work carry over into their personal lives, straining relationships with 

partners, children, and friends  . These results make clear that time spent 

within the confi nes of a correctional institution is not a deep freeze, 

during which individuals remain unchanged. Rather, prisons are small 

communities unto themselves, and the context of life inside them deter-

mines the kinds of people they produce. 

 Amy E. Lerman is Assistant Professor of Politics and Public Affairs at 

Princeton University. She previously served as Vice President of Policy 

Studies for the consulting fi rm Attention America, worked as a free-

lance political speechwriter, and was a faculty member of the college 

program at San Quentin State Prison.   
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  Administrative segregation prisoners take part in a group therapy session at 
San Quentin State Prison, June 8, 2012.

Photo by Lucy Nicholson for Reuters. Reprinted with permission.   
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   He thought that in the history of the world it might even be 

that there was more punishment than crime but he took small 

comfort from it.  
 Cormack McCarthy,  The Road    (2006)  
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