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Retributive Justice vs. Rehabilitative Justice: Two

Frameworks for Criminal Se

Introduction

Retributive justice and rehabili

ive present two fundamentally different answers

to the question of why societ es criminals, and those differences produce distinct

sentencing practices, institutiona s, and long term outcomes. Retributive justice

holds that punishment is des i

whether it changes the off avior. Rehabilitative justice holds that the purpose of
punishment is to reduce %?nd‘ing by addressing the conditions that led to the crime.
p

proportion to the severity of the offense, regardless of

This essay compares bot s across three dimensions: their underlying purpose,

the sentencing practi ce, and the recidivism outcomes associated with each.

Underlying \

On the questio se, retribution and rehabilitation diverge at the philosophical
foundation. % justice, rooted in Kantian ethics, holds that punishment is a moral
oblig e offender as a rational agent who chose to violate a social contract.
The o er rves punishment in proportion to the offense, and the justice of the

punishme pendent of its consequences. Rehabilitative justice, by contrast, draws
fr ilitarian ethics and social psychology. It holds that punishment is only justified to the
oduces better outcomes for society, measured primarily by reduced

here retribution looks backward at the offense committed, rehabilitation

looks fo d at the behavior likely to follow.

Sentencing Practices

These philosophical differences produce different sentencing systems in practice.
Retributive frameworks tend toward fixed or determinate sentences proportional to offense
severity, mandatory minimums, and restrictions on early release. The truth in sentencing
laws passed in multiple US states during the 1990s are a direct expression of retributive
logic: the sentence imposed should match the severity of the offense and should be served
in full. Rehabilitative frameworks produce indeterminate sentences that can be shortened
based on demonstrated behavioral change, parole systems with educational and
vocational programming requirements, and diversion programs for first time or low-level



offenders. Norway's prison system, widely cited as a rehabilitative model, focuses on
education, job training, and mental health treatment within open facilities, producing

conditions designed to prepare offenders for rei ation rather than simply contain them.

Recidivism Outcomes

The recidivism data favor rehabilitative roa Norway reports a recidivism rate of
approximately 20 percent within two ye ase, compared to 43 percent in the United
States at the same interval. Resear om.t AND Corporation on US-based

at prisoners who participated in educational
return to prison within three years than those

who did not. Retributive systems ar
data reflect that design choi
acceptable cost if the punish ed was proportional, a position that rehabilitative
criminologists argue failsit asicitest of what a justice system is for.

esigned to produce these outcomes, and the
ibutive framework would accept high recidivism as an

justice are not simply philosophical alternatives; they produce
es in the real world. Retributive sentencing prioritizes
proportional and offers a clear moral rationale but shows limited effectiveness
in reduci . Rehabilitative sentencing is harder to implement consistently and
nce, but the evidence from Scandinavian prison models and

ation programs shows substantially lower recidivism rates where it is

y. Neither framework is sufficient on its own, and most functioning justice

applied tho
S end elements of both. The meaningful question for criminologists and

po not which framework is philosophically correct but which combination of
educes harm most effectively.
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