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Incarceration, Parole and Re-Entry on Society 

Introduction 

Since the existence of human society, man has relied on laws, both formal and informal 

in order to dictate how individuals and groups should interact with one another to maximize 

cohesion within the social structure. As a result of these laws, the need for punishment has also 

sprung up. Anyone who failed to follow these laws had to be punished. Those who failed to 

follow the laws were perceived as a threat to the overall stability of society, and punishing them 

would make them realize the gravity of their actions, while simultaneously acting as a deterrent 

to others. Historically, the form of the most common punishment to offenders who posed a 

serious threat to the societal hegemony was exile. In ancient times, society was a buffer between 

people and the forces of nature. Anyone who was exiled was forced to fend for him/her, apart 

from the protection of society. In modern times, exile from society is not a viable option, since 

the global society covers the entire planet and almost all the territories on earth fall under the 

domain of specific powers. Furthermore, technological advances in communication and 

transportation mean that the exile would not have the desired effect of completely alienating the 

offending individual. Society has had to create an artificial form of exile within itself. This is the 

basic premise behind incarceration. However, this form of punishment is proving to be too 

detrimental to society itself, and alternative means for punishing and rehabilitating offenders 

need to be devised. The research paper examines the concept of a prisoner-poisoned society from 

three perspectives, namely incarceration, parole and reentry, as well as the costs incurred by the 

society. Society needs to rethink its strategy in relation to correction and rehabilitation of 

offenders. Is the incarceration of offenders helping the prisoners and the society?  
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Incarceration and “Prisonization” 

Incarceration is the most common form of dealing with offenders in the United States. 

According to statistics, during the four-decade period between 1970 and 2010, the number of 

prisoners in the United States has increased by 700% (American Civil Liberties Union, 2011). 

Haney (2002) mentioned that the United States has held the dubious distinction of having the 

highest incarcerated individuals per capita than any other country in the world for over a decade. 

Almost 25% of the total prisoner population in the world is in the United States, despite having 

only 5% of the global population (American Civil Liberties Union, 2011). 

Statistically, the number of prisoners is increasing with each passing year, increased by 

700%, as the prison system is becoming a societal cancer that is sucking up resources without 

delivering any tangible benefits (American Civil Liberties Union, 2011). According to American 

Civil Liberties Union (2011), the crux of the problem is traceable to the high crime rates that 

were experienced in the 1970s, coupled with reform programs that were then hopelessly 

ineffective. In fact, this led to the implementation of new sentencing policies that aimed at 

locking up offenders for longer periods with little regard for reform and prison improvements 

(Warren, 2007). The overall effect on the prison system was and still is prison overcrowding, an 

increased expenditure on effective correction systems, as well as increased inequalities between 

different strata of society along with ethnic and socioeconomic lines (Pritikin, 2008). The 

process of incarceration exposes prisoners to a brutal environment that allows violence as a 

legitimate form of control. Violence can be prisoner-to-prisoner, staff- to- prisoner or even 

prisoner-to-staff. The net result of this is that prisoners grow numb to the negative effects of 

violence. They become prone to violence themselves, a psychological effect of prison that has 

been termed as “prisonization” (Haney, 2002). Overcrowding of prisons leads to scarce resources 
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among the convicts. There is also the lack of emphasis on reform and correction and the prison 

becomes a highly volatile environment, charged with intense, negative tensions and simmering 

conflicts.  

Indeed, a prisoner subculture is now deeply entrenched in society, with prisoner gangs, 

such as the Aryan brotherhoods, controlling prison activities from the inside. The rise of prisoner 

gangs is because of the desire for people with common attributes to band together, in order to 

better protect themselves in a harsh environment. These gangs are often based along ethnic lines. 

Prisoner gangs periodically wage war against rival prisoner groups, leading to even more prison 

violence. Prisoner gangs serve a functional threat to society as a whole, since they exert an undue 

influence on prisoners to engage in wanton acts of violence and destruction.  

Furthermore, Haney (2002) claimed that they expose low risk offenders to high-risk 

offenders; low risk offenders are “educated” on higher magnitudes of criminal activities. They 

also serve as linking points between prisoners and organized crime units outside the prison walls 

as a direct consequence of smuggling activities within prisons. Furthermore, the prisoner gangs 

could act as possible recruitment centers for organized crime units, terrorist groups and other 

violent or criminally oriented organizations. 

 

Prisoner Re-integration into Society 

Once an individual has been institutionalized, he/she has a 60% chance to recidivate if 

adequate reform measures are not put in place to prevent this (Leipold, 2006). Incarceration is 

meant to leave a sort of social stigma that is meant to act as a deterrent to would-be offenders. 

According to a literature on criminal law, the fact that the individual has been to prison “stamps a 

mark” on him that lasts for a lifetime. The same text states that it is desirable that society hates 

GOLDESS
AYS



INCARCERATION, PAROLE AND RE-ENTRY ON SOCIETY  5 

criminals, and the punishments laid upon them should be a manifestation of that hatred. This 

attitude towards offenders has led to increased socioeconomic ramifications for released 

convicts, whether on parole or after finishing their sentence.  

Pritikin (2008) contended that society clearly stigmatizes ex-convicts with certain 

measures, such as diminished chances of employment, curtailing of civil and political rights, 

such as voting, as well as being denied access to housing, welfare and other social programs 

(2008). Another consequence of the incarceration process is that the inmates are denied the 

chance to educate themselves, since prisons do not regularly incorporate professional skill 

building programs as a part of the correction experience. The result is that the ex-convict is at a 

disadvantage when it comes to seeking meaningful employment. Even if the ex-convict does get 

employed, his/her lack of readily marketable skills means that he/she remains at the lower rungs 

of the employment ladder. These are just some of the challenges that over 600,000 ex-convicts 

will face this year as they emerge from prison and enter the free world (Travis, Solomon, & 

Wall, 2001). 

The Cost of Incarceration 

The cost of incarceration to the United States is enormous. They include the direct costs 

of setting up, staffing, and running prison facilities, as well as the resources that are required for 

incarceration to take place. Current data indicates an increase in expenditure for correction 

(Schmitt, Warner, & Gupta, 2010). However, even the increased expenditure is not enough to 

handle the ever increasing prison population, leading to decreasing standards of living in prisons. 

Incarceration has other costs tied in to it, other than direct correction expenditure. For instance, 

prisoner sentencing is a lengthy and costly judicial process.  
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Schauffler, LaFountain, Strickland, and Raftery (2005) stated that felony cases make up 

the bulk of judicial activities, stating that in 2004, over 2.725 million of such cases were filed in 

state courts. Statistics from the national center of state courts indicate that such cases take up 

25% of the work hours of a typical trial judge (Schauffler et al., 2005). Other costs of 

incarceration cannot be quantified, although their impact on society and the economy can be felt. 

For instance, most prisoners are men aged between 18 and 64 (Pritikin, 2008). These individuals 

are at the prime of their lives, and locking them away may not be the best use of their most 

productive years despite their involvement in criminal activities. The entire society suffers from 

the imprisonment of men who tend to be the breadwinners in most families. Statistics show that 

children from families where one or both parents have been incarcerated have a higher chance to 

be delinquents.  

Recommendations 

Incarceration is an unnecessary strain on society, and should be reserved only for the 

worst offenders, with alternative solutions being pursued for lesser offenders. Alternative 

punishment programs with an aim to reform would be more cost effective. State governments 

should have means to ensure that the criminal policies and expenditures match their intended 

objectives. In order to de-congest prisons, pre-trial confinement should be minimized, while also 

downgrading petty drug offenses that make up a bulk of the prison population. Petty offences 

should be dealt with as civil infractions or misdemeanors with alternative punishment, such as 

community service or parole. 

In conclusion, Incarceration of prisoners creates imbalances in society leading to the 

likelihood that even more members of society will become prisoners who will further drain the 

system of its resources, further poisoning the system.  
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