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Reforming Criminals: The 1980s Chinese Penal Model

The Philosophy of Reform

LOW RECIDIVISM RATES

OF NEW OFFENCES

2-4% AVERAGE RATE

Recidivism remained low during stable political
periods, contrasting sharply with Western trends.

1949-1966 2-3%
EXTERNAL CAUSES [/ 1967-1976
OF DEVIANCE ] (Cultural Revolution)
(NEGATIVE INFLUENCES)
3-4%

THE PHILOSOPHY OF REFORM \ 1977-1980

ENVIRONMENT AS THE
CAUSE OF DEVIANCE

Responsibility is attributed to negative
external influences rather than the individual's
internal personality dynamics.

PUNISHMENT WITH LENIENCY

DEFENDING
COMMUNITY VALUES

Justice aims to reform offenders through
a combination of ideological remoulding
and productive labour.

The Pillars of Rehabilitation

Industrial Production «

THE TRIPLE-FUNCTION PRISON

Vocational Training

Prisons operate as integrated institutions providing vocational
training, industrial production, and basic education.

PEER-DRIVEN ACCOUNTABILITY

CONTINUOUS
SOCIAL SCRUTINY

Inmates participate in “encounter groups”
where peers monitor, criticise, and
evaluate each other’s progress.
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RE-ENTRY AND FORGIVENESS

PAYING THE DEBT
TO SOCIETY

Former convicts often return to their
original work units with all rights and
privileges restored.



The 1986 Observational Footprint

In 1986, a criminal justice delegation evaluated the Chinese penal system to understand its approach to rehabilitation—a concept

then declining in the United States. The resulting analysis was based on unfettered access to three distinct state institutions.

The Tuan Hur Youth
Labor Camp (Beijing)

|

o/ ( ' The Beijing
S Municipal Prison
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The Guangzhou
Reformatory

Observations included inspecting live-in quarters, interviewing prisoners through interpreters, and speaking directly with prison officials.
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The Evolution of Chinese Justice

Ancient China:
The Theatre of Humiliation

1986 People’s Republic:
The Socialist Blueprint

 Guilt presumed; defendants had to
prove innocence.

e Driven by Marxism-Leninism and
Mao Zedong thought.

e Article 2 mandates: Combine
punishment with leniency.

e [nnocent individuals punished if
deemed 'influenced’ by wicked peers.

 Physical submission required
(kneeling below the judge).

* (Goal: Protect socialist property and
defend the dictatorship of the

proletariat.

e Whips used freely to extract
confessions. e Strict prohibition of corporal

punishment and maltreatment.
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The Bifurcated Architecture of Social Control

Non-Serious Crimes

Deviant

Behaviour

Serious Crimes

‘ Informal Control

* Mechanism: Local community control organisations.
 Nature: Compensatory, therapeutic, or conciliatory.
 Qutcome: Handled locally by family and mediation

groups without official enforcement.

Formal Sanction

» Mechanism: Official Courts and penal sanctions.
e Nature: Accusatory and punitive.

 Qutcome: Entry into the formal prison rehabilitation

system.




Locating the Disease: Philosophies of Deviance

The West

Marxist China

* Locus of blame: Internal
personality dynamics.

* View of offender:
Psychopathologically ill
or deficient.

 Remedy: Individualised
psychiatric treatment and
social services.

There are no

* Locus of blame: The
external environment and
negative societal influences.

psychiatrist/psycholog-
ists or social service

teams available in

* View of offender: A victim
of external realities or poor
perception of reality.

Chinese prisons.

 Remedy: Re-education to
respond properly to the
socialist environment.




Step One: The Mandate of Confession

In the Chinese system, defendants do not enjoy the Western luxury of a trial to force the
state to prove quilt. Insisting on innocence against evidence is heavily penalised.

B The Defence Counsel

Not an advocate for the
| offender, but strictly an »
officer of the court.

The Obligation

If counsel discovers the
client is guilty, they have
a legal obligation to
advise the court.

Outcome

The first requisite step
towards rehabilitation is §
the complete confession
and admission of guilt.




The Rehabilitation Engine

J
The Tripartite Function of Prison

| |

Purpose: Teach offenders
to support themselves
through honest, manual
work. Provides experience
connecting hard work to
material goods.

Ideological
Remolding

The Re-orientation Center
(Ideology)

The
Factory / Farm The School Purpose: Academic ins-
(Labour) (Education) truction ranging from basic

literacy to middle-school

~ level, occasionally granting
diplomas. Cultural courses
taught by prisoners.

Purpose: One month of initial special
education to help inmates “turn over
a new leaf’ and understand why
they committed crimes.
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- The Crucible of Peer Scrutmy

Mechamsm

Encounter Group Sessions.
Offenders are placed on a
stage and openly criticised
by their peers.

The Evaluative Lock

Final rehabilitation status is
judged collectively by staff
and peers.

Leadershlp

Inmates making good
rehabilitative progress
assume leadership roles
over other prisoners.

Result

Because inmates sleep, eat,
and work together, the
system is impossible to
fake. Constant monitoring
ensures genuine ideological
change regarding their
relationship to the
community.




The Reintegration Guarantee

Once rehabilitation is collectively verified, the offender is forgiven and receives
a full pardon. All rights and privileges are restored with no official stigma.

Route 1 Route 2 Route 3
Return to their original Return to their village for Remain to work in the prison
pre-imprisonment work unit. placement by local labour factory as a staff member (for
departments. those with specialised skills).

Societal Reality: While traditional Chinese culture views criminality as a family disgrace, the formal socialist system

11dl IUIAdLE SSH ODDOTLuUr =S Al 4 — L ) = el0le NOT K I ) = (UJUOIIAS O eX=011211UE



The Empirical Output: China’s Recidivism Rate

1949-1966 2-3%

Note: Cultural Revolution
/ era lawlessness

1967-1976 1%

1977-1980 3-4%

% 1% 2% 3% 4% 5% 6% 7% 8% 9% 10% 11% 12% 13% 14% 15%
Percentage Rate of New Criminal Offences

Insight: Even at its peak during political instability, the recidivism rate remained radically lower than Western
equivalents, driven by informal community handling of minor deviance and the rigorous formal prison mechanics.




The Boundaries of Tolerance

The Reality Check

While the Chinese system is deeply
committed to rehabilitation, it operates with
a strictly implied tolerance level.

Limit of Tolerance

The Ultimate Sanction The Justification

The system will only go so far. Hundreds of Those executed were classified as ‘habitual

executions were documented for crimes criminals.’ If efforts bear no fruit, the system
ranging from murder to petty thievery. swiftly terminates further rehabilitative
attempts to defend the community.




Diagnosing the Western Demise

In the 1980s, rehabilitation as a pursued goal was actively being abandoned in the United States.

Individual Fixation

Focusing on individual deficiency
(the disease) rather than =
equipping the offender for their
environment (the cure).

The Individual vs.
The Collective

The West holds individual rights
as sacred, creating persistent
controversy over how far to weigh
them against the interests of

Turbulent Environment the community.

Western justice faces instability,
competing interest groups, and
unpredictable resources.



Bridging the Gap: A Blueprint for the West
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Eliminate
Reconceptualise Combotia Utilise the Expose
Rehabilitation pee Rehabilitated the Root
Theories
Move away from Build a unified Expand the use Openly address
psychiatric curing; procedure that of ex-offenders the systemic,
I T provide tangible merges the and indigenous environmental
means and skills useful non- reasons why
that relate directly elements of professionals to citizens turn to
to the harsh rehabilitation, introduce effective crime,
external deterrence, | guilt and rather than
environments punishment, and psychological pathologising the
offenders will the justice model. accountability. individual.
return to.
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The Ultimate Objective

The task of the Chinese criminal
justice system is to use criminal

punishment to defend the values of
the community.

Takeaway: In China, the operative goals of the prison and the
publicly acceptable goals of society are perfectly aligned. By
prioritising the community over the individual, they achieve
systemic integration that the West fundamentally lacks.
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