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SUMMARY:
... Why the shift to preventive detention? Why the wish to keep the old criminal "punishment" facade?
These are the starting points of inquiry in this Commentary. ... At the same time, the basic features of the
criminal justice system make it a costly yet ineffective preventive detention system. ... The seeming
impossibility of such a return highlights how much we have lost to crime since the 1950s.the Criminal
Justice System for Preventive Detention ... A criminal justice system in the business of preventive
detention, rather than administration of justice, can expect no more moral authority than that afforded
doctors who determine whether a mentally ill person is sufficiently dangerous to be civilly committed. ...
In the long run, then, using the criminal justice system as a mechanism for preventive detention may
undercut the very crime prevention goal that is offered to justify such use. ... By obscuring the preventive
nature of the liability and sentence, by making it appear not so entirely different from a criminal justice
system of deserved punishment, the preventive detention controversy can be avoided entirely. ... Diverting
the criminal justice system from upholding justice to advancing preventive detention is not an entirely new
phenomenon. ... It is evident, then, that there are various ways in which the current criminal justice system
surreptitiously provides preventive detention at the expense of just punishment. ...
TEXT:
[*1429]
Laypersons have traditionally thought of the criminal justice system as being in the business of doing
justice: punishing offenders for the crimes they commit. n1 Yet during the past several decades, the justice
system's focus has shifted from punishing past crimes to preventing future violations through the
incarceration and control of dangerous offenders. Habitual-offender statutes, such as "three strikes" laws,
authorize life sentences for repeat offenders. n2 Jurisdictional reforms [*1430] have decreased the age at
which juveniles may be tried as adults. n3 Gang membership and recruitment are now punished. n4
"Megan's [*1431] Law" statutes require community notification of convicted sex offenders. n5 "Sexual
predator" statutes provide for the civil detention of sexual offenders who remain dangerous at the
conclusion of their criminal commitment. n6 New sentencing guidelines increase the sentence of offenders
with criminal histories because these offenders are seen as the most likely to commit future crimes. n7
These reforms boast as their common denominator greater official control over dangerous persons, a
rationale readily apparent from each reform's legislative history. n8

[*1432] Although the individual legislative histories make clear that a preventive rationale has motivated
each of these reforms, the system's general shift from punishment toward prevention has not been
accompanied by a corresponding shift in how the system presents itself. While increasingly designed to
prevent dangerous persons from committing future crimes, the system still alleges that it is doing criminal
"justice" and imposing "punishment." Yet it is impossible to "punish dangerousness." To "punish" is "to
cause (a person) to undergo pain, loss, or suffering for a crime or wrongdoing" n9 - therefore, punishment
can only exist in relation to a past wrong. "Dangerous" means "likely to cause injury, pain, etc." n10 - that
is, dangerousness describes a threat of future harm. One can "restrain," "detain," or "incapacitate" a
dangerous person, but one cannot logically "punish" dangerousness.
Why the shift to preventive detention? Why the wish to keep the old criminal "punishment" facade? These
are the starting points of inquiry in this Commentary. It concludes that the trend of the last decade - the
shifting of the criminal justice system toward the detention of dangerous offenders - is a move in the wrong
direction. The difficulty lies not in the laudable attempt to prevent future crime but rather in the use of the
criminal justice system as the vehicle to achieve that goal. The approach perverts the justice process and
undercuts the criminal justice system's long-term effectiveness in controlling crime. At the same time, the
basic features of the criminal justice system make it a costly yet ineffective preventive detention system.
Segregation of the punishment and prevention functions offers a superior alternative. Punishment and
prevention are fundamentally different; they rely on different criteria and call for different procedures. n11
Punishment, especially through imprisonment, happily produces a beneficial collateral effect of
incapacitation. If preventive detention is needed beyond the prison term of deserved punishment, it ought to
be provided by a system that is open about its preventive purpose and is specifically designed to perform
that function.
I. How Strong Is the Need for Increased Prevention?Strong Is the Need for Increased Prevention?
It is difficult to deny that a society ought to be able to defend itself against persons who will cause serious
harm. The goal of providing such protection underlies traditional civil commitment systems that detain
persons who are dangerously mentally ill or who have contagious [*1433] diseases or drug dependencies.
n12 In any case, political forces inevitably will press for protective measures if a perception of public
vulnerability exists.
Given the history of crime rates, the recent enthusiasm for protective reforms is predictable. Despite recent
declines, the violent crime rate remains more than three times higher than it was during the decade
following World War II, when the baby-boomers, now the civic and political leaders, were growing up. n13
Today's aggravated assault rate is nearly four times what it was almost forty years ago. n14 News reports
commonly celebrate that crime rates are back to the levels of the late 1970s, but fail to note that by that
time the long unbroken string of annual crime increases had already tripled the rates of the 1950s. n15
Given the widening epidemic of juvenile crime, the unknown future effects of a wave of crack babies, and
a host of other both predictable and unpredictable changes, the current decline in crime rates may not
continue. Even if it did, the declining crime rate of the last eight years would have to continue unbroken for
another three decades before crime levels returned to those enjoyed by baby-boomers as children. n16
Even a return to the low crime rates of the 1950s would leave Americans with reason to be dissatisfied. As
a result of the past decades of crime increases, people have seriously altered their lifestyles. We no longer
let our children walk home from school. We dead bolt our doors, use "The Club" in our cars, and live in
security-staffed apartment buildings and gated communities. n17 Current crime rates are high despite these
precautions and would be even higher without them. Recapturing the security of life we enjoyed a half
century ago would necessitate not only a return to the crime rates of the 1950s but [*1434] also the
freedom of action enjoyed during that period. The seeming impossibility of such a return highlights how
much we have lost to crime since the 1950s.the Criminal Justice System for Preventive Detention
II. The Justice Problems

From this perspective, it is understandable that today's citizens are demanding greater protection and that
legislators are seeking new ways to provide it. n18 But the use of the criminal justice system as the primary
mechanism for preventing future crimes seriously perverts the goals of our institutions of justice.
Lowering the age for adult prosecution, with its longer terms of imprisonment, is likely to increase societal
protection. Juveniles are committing an increasing number of serious crimes. n19 But decreasing the age at
which a juvenile can be prosecuted as an adult increases the number of cases in which a young offender
lacking the capacity for moral choice is nonetheless held criminally liable.
There is little dispute that many young offenders, especially those below the age of fifteen, lack the
cognitive and control capacities of normal adults. Some may not appreciate the enormity of the
consequences of their acts and others may lack normal behavior control mechanisms. n20 If an adult
offender is similarly dysfunctional, due to insanity or involuntary intoxication for example, an excuse
defense is generally available. n21 Yet a young offender impaired in a similar way [*1435] by immaturity
has no defense or mitigation, because adult courts traditionally have not recognized an immaturity excuse.
n22 Courts have had no need to make such an excuse available in the past for the obvious reason that
juvenile courts dealt with the cases involving youthful offenders. The recent trend toward trying youths in
adult courts has created the need for such an excuse defense, but none has been developed, perhaps because
the defense would interfere with the goal of gaining control over dangerous offenders without regard to
their blamelessness.
A more common and more damaging distortion of justice derives from the use of "three strikes" and other
habitual-offender statutes, and the use of prevention-oriented sentencing guidelines that dramatically
increase sentences for offenders with prior criminal records. These reforms affect nearly every case in
which an offender has a prior criminal record.
Shocking cases of long-term imprisonment for minor offenses are well known. In Rummel v. Estelle, n23
for example, the defendant took $ 129.75 from a bar owner to fix the bar's air conditioner with no intention
of actually doing so. His conviction for fraud was his third, qualifying him for a term of life imprisonment
without the possibility of parole under an early "three strikes" statute. n24
But problems are inherent not only in the shocking cases but in every case in which a habitual-offender
statute or prior-record-based sentencing guideline applies. In these cases, the sentence imposed exceeds the
deserved punishment, albeit to a less dramatic extent than life imprisonment for minor check fraud. The
imposition of that excess punishment is, of course, the motivating goal of such statutes: they significantly
increase the sentence beyond the level deserved for the crime because a prior record may predict future
offenses. But the effect of such a policy is that the criminal justice system regularly imposes sentences that
exceed the punishment deserved. Sentencing guidelines that give great weight to prior criminal records and
"three strikes" and related habitual-offender provisions commonly double, triple, or quadruple the
punishment imposed on repeat offenders. n25 An [*1436] initial portion of the sentence may well be
deserved, but what follows is a purely preventive detention portion that cannot be justified as deserved
punishment.
One can construct a theory that makes a prior criminal record relevant to deserved punishment, as Andrew
von Hirsch has done. n26 By committing an offense after a previous conviction, an offender might be seen
as "thumbing his nose" at the justice system. Such disregard may justify some incremental increase in
punishment over that deserved by a first-time offender, but it seems difficult to justify the doubling,
tripling, or quadrupling of punishment because of nose-thumbing. n27 The recidivist nature of a second
robbery is only one of [*1437] many characteristics that determine blameworthiness. n28 Lay intuitions
may see the nose-thumbing as making the second robbery more condemnable than the first but not more
condemnable than the second robbery itself, and certainly not twice as condemnable as the second robbery.
But note that, although nose-thumbing may justify a minor portion of the dramatic increases imposed for a
prior record, the theory allows proponents of preventive detention to implement their program
unobtrusively within a system of criminal punishment.

Further, if such disrespect for law provided the impetus for these statutes, the aggravation of
blameworthiness and increased punishment would apply to all offenses. That is, if nose-thumbing is itself
condemnable, then it ought to be condemnable in every context, not just in selected contexts. Nosethumbing through a second violent offense might be more condemnable than nose-thumbing through a
second theft offense, but nose-thumbing through a second theft would hardly be irrelevant. Yet the three
strikes provisions typically apply only to a limited class of offenses - commonly violent offenses n29 - and
typically account for only certain kinds of criminal history - again, commonly a history of violent offenses.
n30 It seems difficult to construct a desert theory of nose-thumbing disrespect that allows for such selective
increases in punishment. But note that applying habitual-offender schemes only to violent offenses does
make sense under a prevention rationale, however, because these offenses most demand prevention.
The criminal justice system's focus on dangerousness also causes, albeit less frequently, distortions of the
reverse sort: failures of justice in which a person fails to receive the punishment he or she deserves. This
kind of error can occur both in the assignment of liability and in the assessment of the proper amount of
punishment. For example, the Model Penal Code provides a defense to inchoate liability if a person
"presents [no] public danger" and the person's attempt was "inherently unlikely" to succeed. n31 Such a
defense may make sense for a system designed to incapacitate the dangerous person because incarcerating
the nondangerous attempter is a waste of preventive resources. But if the person believes his conduct will
cause a criminal harm, the person deserves punishment whether or not the chosen method is likely to
succeed. For example, the HIV-positive son who attempts to kill his [*1438] long-hated father by spitting
on him n32 can escape liability if the killing method is impossible and he is not otherwise dangerous. n33
But if the son's intention to kill his father unjustifiably is real and he has shown a willingness to carry out
the intention fully, his blameworthiness is clear.
Such failures of justice are more common in sentencing, at least in the discretionary systems that abounded
two decades ago and that still exist in many jurisdictions. The judge who focuses on prevention instead of
desert n34 will give a minor sentence for a serious offense if the offender is no longer dangerous. Thus, the
recently discovered, elderly former Nazi concentration camp official can escape the punishment he
deserves. n35
These conflicts between pursuing justice and incapacitating dangerous persons should come as no surprise.
Dangerousness and desert are distinct criteria that commonly diverge. Desert arises from a past wrong,
whereas dangerousness arises from the prediction of a future wrong. A person may be dangerous but not
blameworthy, or vice versa. Consider, for example, a mentally ill offender. A desert distributive principle
acquits the dysfunctional person of all criminal liability because the person is not to blame for the offense;
he deserves no punishment. But an incapacitation principle would impose liability and require
incapacitation because the offender is dangerous. n36
In a reverse set of cases, an incapacitation principle does not call for punishment of an offender even
though the desert principle calls for conviction, as with the elderly Nazi official and the HIV-positive
[*1439] spitter. n37 Because the person's conduct is harmless and the person is not otherwise dangerous,
an incapacitation principle suggests that imposing criminal sanctions is a waste of resources. n38 The
desert principle, in contrast, takes the person's attempt to kill as evidence of blameworthiness deserving
punishment.
III. The Inevitable Conflict Between Desert and Dangerousness as Distributive Criteria
The inherent conflict between incapacitation and desert has practical implications, as in the difference in
the kinds of factors taken into account in assessing liability and determining sentences. If incapacitation of
the dangerous alone determined the distribution of criminal sanctions, prison terms would be set according
to those factors that best predicted future crime. The higher the likelihood of recidivism, the stronger the
case for imprisonment and, often, the longer the sentence. One of the best predictors of future criminality is
employment history. n39 Thus, unemployment for the two years preceding the crime could aggravate the
grade of an offense or increase the imposed sentence. An offender's age and family situation are also good

predictors of future criminality, n40 and thus could also determine the offender's liability and sentence:
younger offenders and offenders without fathers in the home would receive longer prison terms. Indeed, if
incapacitation of the dangerous were the only distributive principle, there would be little reason to wait
until an offense were committed to impose criminal liability and sanctions; it would be more effective to
screen [*1440] the general population and "convict" those found dangerous and in need of incapacitation.
n41
Yet openly relying on the factors relevant to an incapacitative principle would be offensive to a system of
just punishment. A person does not deserve more punishment for an offense because he has a poor
employment history, is young, or has no father in his household. n42 And certainly, no person deserves
punishment before committing an offense.
The incapacitative principle not only focuses on different criteria than the desert principle, but also wholly
neglects factors central to the desert principle. Even the nature of the crime committed may be of little
relevance if the goal is prevention. Consider, for example, the Model Sentencing Act, which was drafted in
the early 1960s and considers [*1441] only the purposes of rehabilitation and incapacitation of the
dangerous. The Report of Model Act proudly points out:
The [Act] diminishes [differences in] sentencing according to the particular offense. Under [the Act] the
dangerous offender may be committed to a lengthy term; the non dangerous defendant may not. It makes
available, for the first time, a plan that allows the sentence to be determined by the defendant's make-up, his
potential threat in the future, and other similar factors, with a minimum of variation according to the
offense. n43
The point is that the traditional principles of incapacitation and desert conflict; they inevitably distribute
liability and punishment differently. To advance one, the system must sacrifice the other. The irreconcilable
differences reflect the fact that prevention and desert seek to achieve different goals. Incapacitation
concerns itself with the future - avoiding future crimes. Desert concerns itself with the past - allocating
punishment for past offenses.
IV. Denying the Conflict
One of the most troublesome aspects of the conflict between incapacitation and desert is the denial that it
exists. People commonly believe that incapacitation and desert somehow can combine or reconcile in a way
that allows both to achieve their objectives. The Model Penal Code of the American Law Institute, for
example, lists all of the traditional purposes of sentencing, including incapacitation and desert, and then
directs judges to fashion sentences that most effectively further all of the purposes. n44 The Code's
commentary explains that if the purposes conflict in a particular case they should be "justly harmonized."
n45 Other writers have suggested that these competing interests [*1442] are to be "balanced," n46 or
"blended," n47 or "accommodated." n48
But how can this be done? When incapacitation and desert conflict, the principles suggest different
sentences, and a judge or sentencing commission must choose between purposes. Furthering one aim
necessitates sacrificing the other. Or, if a judge averages the sentences advocated by the two conflicting
purposes, the resulting sentence may serve neither function effectively. n49
Norval Morris and others offer another argument to deny the existence of the conflict - a system may set
sentences according to dangerousness without violating desert principles simply by avoiding any extreme
disparity between levels of punishment and blameworthiness. n50 This view conceives of desert as having
only vague requirements, which operate at the extremes of disproportionality. Under this view, desert
requires no particular sentence; it merely sets the outer limits of a range of just punishments.

But to those who study the demands of desert, its requirements are not so vague or flexible. Von Hirsch, for
example, notes that the principle of desert necessitates an ordinal ranking of cases n51 - justice requires that
offenders of lesser blameworthiness receive less punishment than offenders of greater blameworthiness.
Given the finite range over which the amount of punishment can vary and the large number of distinctions
commonly recognized between degrees of blameworthiness, the punishment deserved in a particular case
falls into a narrow range. The range is determined not by some special connection between that degree of
blameworthiness and that amount of punishment, but by the need to distinguish a given case from the large
number of other cases of distinguishable blameworthiness. Empirical research [*1443] supports this view.
n52 Small differences in facts often create a significant shift in shared lay perceptions of the punishment
deserved. (Note that it is the amount of punishment, not the means of punishment, that is constrained by
desert. Thus, preventive concerns may properly guide the selection of a sentencing method without
offending desert. n53)
V. The Utility of Desert
The justice problems resulting from the conflict between incapacitation and desert are significant not only
because doing justice is an important value in its own right - the nonconsequentialist, retributivist view but also because doing justice can have important crime-prevention effects - the consequentialist, utilitarian
argument. As I have argued elsewhere, n54 the moral credibility of the criminal law, built on community
perceptions that the criminal justice system distributes liability and punishment justly, gives the criminal
law crime-control power. If the criminal law has moral authority, it can stigmatize offenders and, for some,
the fear of stigma will deter prohibited conduct. More importantly, moral authority gives the criminal law
persuasive power to label as morally condemnable conduct that was not previously seen as such. That is, a
criminal law with moral credibility can facilitate the internalization of norms that counsel against
prohibited conduct. It is this internalization of norms by individuals and their family and acquaintances that
has the greatest effect in controlling conduct, more than threats of official liability and punishment. Finally,
a criminal law with moral authority can influence conduct by helping to shape community norms. Norms
relating to drunk driving and domestic violence, for example, have evolved in part because more severe
criminal penalties and related reforms painted such conduct as more morally condemnable than previously
thought.
[*1444] The strength of these crime-control powers of criminal law is a function of the criminal law's
moral credibility. A criminal justice system in the business of preventive detention, rather than
administration of justice, can expect no more moral authority than that afforded doctors who determine
whether a mentally ill person is sufficiently dangerous to be civilly committed. Requiring the criminal
justice system to distribute punishment according to predictions of future dangerousness rather than
blameworthiness for past crimes can only undercut the system's moral credibility. Citizens initially pleased
by the added protection that preventive detention reforms provide, nonetheless may accurately perceive that
the system is no longer in the business of doing justice. As criminal liability is increasingly disconnected
from moral blameworthiness, the criminal law can exercise less moral authority to change norms or to
cause the internalization of norms. In the long run, then, using the criminal justice system as a mechanism
for preventive detention may undercut the very crime prevention goal that is offered to justify such use.
VI. Cloaking Preventive Detention as Criminal Justice
It is ironic that the perversions of justice suffered in the name of prevention actually produce a seriously
flawed prevention system. These prevention difficulties arise primarily because of the perceived need to
cloak preventive measures as doctrines of criminal punishment to make them appear consistent with a
criminal justice system that imposes punishment.
Why should this be so? If reformers want to detain dangerous offenders, why not adopt a system that is
open about its preventive detention nature and its intention to fill any preventive need remaining after
criminal justice incarceration? Most jurisdictions allow civil commitment of persons who are dangerous
because of mental illness, drug dependency, or contagious disease. n55 Why is there reluctance to detain

preventively offenders who remain dangerous at the conclusion of their deserved criminal terms of
imprisonment?
The intense controversy surrounding the preventive detention legislation of the 1960s may help to explain
this reluctance. n56 Critics denounced [*1445] the legislation as "Clockwork Orange" n57 and ""Alice in
Wonderland' justice" in which the punishment precedes the offense n58 and as introducing a "police state"
n59 and "fostering tyranny." n60 Opponents described it as "intellectually dishonest," n61 characterized it
as "one of the most tragic mistakes we as a society could make," n62 and feared that it "would change the
complexion of American justice." n63 Preventive detention was "simply not the American way." n64
A large part of the perceived problem with the 1960s preventive detention legislation was that it provided
pretrial preventive detention. In contrast, most current reforms provide preventive detention only after trial
and conviction, an important difference. n65
[*1446] Yet the primary criticism of pretrial preventive detention - that the sentence precedes the trial can also be applied to the postconviction preventive detention reforms. Detention for longer than the
deserved term of imprisonment is justified as preventing predicted future crimes. Such detention not only
punishes an offense for which the detainee has not yet been convicted, but also punishes an offense that he
has not yet committed.
But the ability to punish the uncommitted crime, and thereby prevent it, is the genius of the current system's
cloaking of preventive detention as criminal justice. By obscuring the preventive nature of the liability and
sentence, by making it appear not so entirely different from a criminal justice system of deserved
punishment, the preventive detention controversy can be avoided entirely.
VII. The Practical Value of Creating Desert-Dangerousness Ambiguity
The practical advantage of cloaking preventive detention as criminal justice lies in the opportunity it
provides to bypass the logical restrictions on preventive detention. First, if the justification for detention is
dangerousness, then logically the government ought to be required periodically to prove the detainee's
continuing dangerousness. If the dangerousness disappears, so does the justification for detention.
However, if the detention is characterized as deserved punishment for a past offense, there is little reason to
revisit the justification for the detention. The factors relevant to determining deserved punishment may be
weighed at the time of sentencing: the offender's conduct, state of mind, and capacities at the time of the
offense and the resulting harm or evil. Thus, characterizing preventive detention as deserved punishment
obscures the need for periodic review.
Second, if a person is detained for society's benefit rather than as deserved punishment, the conditions of
detention should not be punitive. The preventive detainee is not being punished but rather is suffering an
intrusion of liberty for the benefit of society. The mentally ill, drug-dependent, or contagious disease
detainee logically ought to and often does enjoy better conditions than the person suffering punishment.
n66 In contrast, if confinement serves to impose deserved punishment, the offender has little justification
for complaining about punitive conditions. One of the points of imprisonment is, within the bounds of
human dignity, to induce suffering. By cloaking preventive [*1447] detention as deserved punishment, the
system avoids having to justify its failure to provide nonpunitive conditions of preventive detention.
Third, prevention-justified restraint should logically be limited to the minimum required to ensure the
community's safety. If house arrest, an ankle bracelet, drug therapy, or other alternatives to incarceration
provide adequate protection, then greater levels of restraint cannot be justified. n67 No such minimumrestraint principle applies to deserved punishment. Indeed, Dan Kahan and others argue that imprisonment
is a preferred form of punishment because of its expressive power of condemnation. n68 Cloaking
preventive detention as criminal justice, then, permits authorities to avoid demonstrating that detention is
the least intrusive restraint adequate for protection.

Finally, consistent with the preventive detention principle of minimum restraint, a detainee should be
entitled to treatment if it can reduce the length or intrusiveness of the restraint. No similar claim to
treatment is available if the justification for incarceration is retributive. The person incarcerated as deserved
punishment has no greater claim to government-provided treatment than any other citizen.
Thus, reformers benefit from all of these practical implications by cloaking preventive detention as criminal
justice. By continuing to present itself as "doing justice" - by obscuring the preventive nature of reforms
with ambiguity as to their purpose - the system can provide preventive detention without the constraints
that logically would attend an explicit preventive detention system.
VIII. Surreptitiously Discounting the Significance of Resulting Harm
Diverting the criminal justice system from upholding justice to advancing preventive detention is not an
entirely new phenomenon. The seeds of this shift from desert to dangerousness were planted at least as
early as the 1950s with the rehabilitation movement. For example, the Model Penal Code, promulgated in
1962, generally grades inchoate offenses [*1448] the same as substantive ones. n69 Attempted rape has
the same grade as rape, attempted arson the same as arson. The judgment implicit in such grading clearly
conflicts with the strongly held lay belief that resulting harm aggravates an offender's blameworthiness and
calls for greater punishment. n70 But the Code's grading approach makes sense if the goal is to maximize
societal control over dangerous people. The offender who fails to cause harm because police are able to
interrupt him may be as dangerous as the offender who completes the offense. The two are thus equal
candidates for rehabilitation or, failing that, incapacitation. n71 This approach is consistent with the
[*1449] Model Sentencing Act, which minimizes the significance of offense seriousness. n72
This approach - discounting the significance of resulting harm and offense seriousness in assessing
punishment - became somewhat less attractive in the mid-1970s, when the limited ability of social and
medical science to rehabilitate offenders became clear. n73 Crime and the consequent need for criminal
justice would not disappear through the power of clinical advances, as had been hoped. n74 But an
important step had been taken: the disconnect between criminal punishment and desert had been formally
legitimized.
Reformers soon realized that even if rehabilitation was unrealistic, at the very least incapacitation would
prevent future crimes. Hence, the modern ideas for reform developed - three strikes, lowering the age of
eligibility for prosecution as an adult, and others. If desert does not constrain the criminal justice system,
then liability and punishment can be distributed in any way that the current crime-control utilitarian
calculus suggests may reduce crime.
Rather than openly recharacterize the system to reveal its nature as preventive detention, the reformers,
then as now, appeared anxious to maintain the false image of a system of criminal punishment. If the
drafters believed that resulting harm should be irrelevant to grading, they could have simply eliminated all
result elements from the Model Penal Code's offense definitions and defined all offenses in terms of
conduct and accompanying mental state: "Engaging in conduct by which one intends to ..." burn a building,
falsify an official document, or injure another. Why retain the result elements, implying that the Code
considers resulting harm, only to negate the effect of the result elements by grading inchoate conduct the
same as the completed offense? One might speculate that the drafters saw value in maintaining the
appearance, although not the spirit, of a criminal punishment system.
[*1450]
IX. The Preventive Detention Problems
It is evident, then, that there are various ways in which the current criminal justice system surreptitiously
provides preventive detention at the expense of just punishment. Ironically, such cloaked preventive
detention also seriously impedes the system's preventive effectiveness. For example, instead of examining

each offender to determine the person's actual present dangerousness, the current system uses prior criminal
record as a proxy for dangerousness. Prior record has some correlation with dangerousness and, with the
assertion of the "nose-thumbing" theory, has plausible deniability as to its perverting justice. n75 But prior
record is only a rough approximation of actual dangerousness, and its use in preventive detention
guarantees errors of both inclusion and exclusion.
A scientist's ability to predict future criminality using all available data is poor; n76 using just the proxy of
prior criminal history, a scientist's prediction is even less accurate. It is often true that a person who has
committed an offense will do so again. But it is also frequently false - many offenders do not commit
another offense. n77 An explicit assessment of dangerousness would reveal that many second-time
offenders are no longer dangerous, yet these offenders receive long preventive terms under three strikes
statutes and criminal-history-based guidelines. At the same time, an explicit assessment of dangerousness
would reveal that many first-time offenders are dangerous; yet these offenders are not preventively
detained under three strikes statutes and criminal-history-based guidelines. n78
[*1451] Indeed, this particular cloaking device stands good prevention on its head. Evidence suggests that
criminality is highly age-related. n79 Whether due to changes in testosterone levels or something else, the
offending rate drops off steadily for individuals beyond their twenties. The prior-record cloak leads us to
ignore younger offenders' future crimes when they are running wild, and to begin long-term imprisonment,
often life imprisonment under "three strikes," just when the natural forces of aging would often rein in the
offenders. Offenders with their criminal careers before them are not detained because they have not yet
compiled their criminal resumes, whereas offenders with their criminal careers behind them are detained
because they have the requisite criminal records. Such a scheme produces a costly prevention system of
prisons full of geriatric life-termers. Simultaneously, the scheme leads to ineffective prevention, because
the system does little during the period in a criminal's life when the need for preventive detention is
greatest. A rational and cost-effective preventive detention system would more readily detain young
offenders during their crime-prone years and release them for their crime-free older years. Yet the need to
cloak preventive detention with deserved punishment prompts the use of prior record as a substitute for
actual dangerousness.
An equally counterproductive aspect of the cloaked system is its mandating of fixed ("determinate")
sentences immediately following a guilty verdict. In determining the length of a deserved sentence, all of
the relevant information is known at the time of sentencing - the nature of the offense and the personal
culpability and capacities of the offender. Thus, sentencing judges determining deserved punishment have
little reason to impose any sentence other than a fully determinate one (that is, one that sets the actual
release date) immediately after trial. A system that instead allows a subsequent reduction of sentence, as by
a parole board, undercuts deserved punishment. Citizens become cynical that a just sentence will be
undermined by early release. n80 [*1452] It is this cynicism that gives rise to demands for "truth in
sentencing" and to the legislative response of establishing determinate terms and abolishing early release on
parole. n81
Therefore, to maintain its justice cloak, the preventive system must follow this practice of imposing
determinate sentences soon after trial. But this practice is highly inappropriate for effective prevention. It is
difficult enough to determine a person's present dangerousness - whether he would commit an offense if
released today. It is much more difficult to predict an offender's future dangerousness - whether he would
commit an offense if released at the end of the deserved punishment term in the future. It is still more
difficult, if not impossible, to predict today precisely how long the future preventive detention will need to
last. Yet that is what determinate sentencing demands: the imposition now of a fixed term that predicts
preventive needs far in the future.
A sentencing judge or guideline drafter is left to the grossest sort of speculation, inevitably doomed to
setting either a term too long - thus unfairly detaining a nondangerous offender and wasting preventive
resources - or a term too short - thus failing to provide adequate prevention. In deciding between these two
bad choices, decisionmakers commonly opt for errors of the first sort rather than the second, resulting in the
recent increases in the terms of imprisonment.

A rational preventive detention system would do what current civil commitment systems do: make a
determination of present dangerousness in setting detention for a limited period, commonly six [*1453]
months, and then periodically revisit the decision to determine whether the need for detention continues.
n82
Other inefficiencies resulting from the use of the cloak are found in the method of restraint. A rational
preventive detention system would follow a principle of minimum intrusion: a detainee would be held at
the minimum level of restraint necessary for community safety. If house arrest or regular medication would
provide the same level of community safety as imprisonment, then the former choices would be preferred
as less intrusive to the offender and less costly to society. Implementing deserved punishment, in contrast,
may often require a prison term to reaffirm the community's strong condemnation of the offense. House
arrest or regular medication may be unacceptable substitutes if they are perceived as trivializing the
offense. If preventive detention must operate under the cloak of criminal justice, it too often must follow
the punishment preference for imprisonment even in situations in which prevention would be satisfied with
less intrusive restraint.
The preventive detention system hidden behind the cloak of criminal justice not only fails to protect the
community efficiently but also fails to deal fairly with those being preventively detained. As noted above,
the inaccuracies created by the use of prior record as a substitute for actual dangerousness result in the
unnecessary detention of a greater number of nondangerous offenders. The inaccuracies created by the use
of determinate sentences can have the same effect. In cases in which a nonincarcerative sentence would
provide adequate protection, the use of a prison term provides one more example of needless restraint.
But the unfairness generated by the cloak of criminal justice extends to other aspects of the preventive
detention system, such as the conditions of detention. Punitive conditions are entirely consistent with a
punishment rationale for the incarceration. But if an offender has served the portion of his sentence justified
by deserved punishment and continues to be detained for entirely preventive reasons, punitive conditions
become inappropriate.
Similarly, an offender being preventively detained should logically have a right to treatment, especially if
such treatment can reduce the length or intrusiveness of the preventive detention - this constitutes a
[*1454] specialized application of the principle of minimum restraint. If treatment can reduce the
necessary individual sacrifice, n83 the offender ought to receive it.
X. Segregating Justice and Protection
Real world problems commonly present us with conflicting interests that cannot be reconciled but can only
be compromised. The natural conflict between fair trials and a free press, for example, cannot be resolved;
these competing interests must be balanced. Each must be sacrificed to some extent to accommodate the
other. Society's interest in effective investigation of crime competes with individuals' interest in privacy,
and Fourth Amendment analysis, the standard mechanism for resolving this competition, strikes a complex
balance between the two.
Fortunately, however, there is no need to compromise either justice or prevention to advance the other, for
the conflict between justice and prevention can be avoided by simply segregating the two functions into
two systems. The first would be a criminal justice system that focused exclusively on imposing the
punishment deserved for the past offense, and the second would be a post-sentence civil commitment
system that considered only the protection of society from future offenses by a dangerous offender.
The sticking point in this proposal is not in having a criminal justice system that is guided only by justice.
Most lay persons assume that the criminal justice system has always sought this goal. The difficulty comes,
instead, with the open acknowledgment of a system of preventive detention.

There is some precedent for preventive detention. As noted, all states currently have some form of civil
commitment operating to protect society. n84 Additional direct precedent exists in that many states
currently have post-criminal-incarceration civil commitment of some criminal offenders, typically "sexual
predators." n85 Under these civil commitment systems, the government can attempt to detain an offender at
the conclusion of his criminal term if the government can show continuing dangerousness. n86
[*1455] Despite the precedent, there are understandable concerns about creating a broader system of
explicit preventive detention: n87 the Gulag Archipelago potential for governmental abuse is real. But if
the alternative is the present system of cloaked preventive detention, the risk is worth taking. An explicit
system of post-criminal commitment would better serve both the community and potential detainees.
To summarize the arguments above, under a segregated system, the community would be better off because
such a system offers both more justice and increased protection from dangerous offenders. Giving the
criminal justice system a better chance of doing justice is valuable for its own sake. It also creates greater
moral credibility for the system, and thus greater long-term crime-control power. An explicit preventive
detention system offers better protection, because it can directly consider a person's present dangerousness
and more accurately predict who is dangerous. Such a system also enhances accuracy by allowing for
periodic re-evaluations, in comparison with the present system's need to make a single prediction of
dangerousness years in advance. Greater accuracy leads to more detention of the dangerous, better
protection, and less detention of the nondangerous, thus saving resources.
A segregated system also benefits the potential detainees for many of the same reasons. Better accuracy in
prediction means less detention of nondangerous offenders. Periodic re-evaluation leads to detention
limited to periods of actual dangerousness. Acknowledging the preventive nature of the detention also
logically suggests a right to treatment, a right to nonpunitive conditions, and the application of the principle
of minimum restraint, meaning greater freedom among those who are detained.
Beyond the new limitations imposed on it, an open system of preventive detention ought to be preferred
precisely because it is open rather than cloaked. No one can guarantee that a legislature or court will not
attempt to abuse its power. But an open system makes it harder to abuse the system. The openly preventive
nature of the system makes it susceptible to closer scrutiny, which the present cloaked system escapes.
Instead of the current debates - which typically reduce to disagreements about, for example, whether "three
strikes" sentences are "too long" - the debate would shift to the many aspects of preventive detention that
cry out for debate: What is the reliability of [*1456] the predictions of dangerousness? Is the threatened
danger sufficient to justify the extent of intrusion on personal liberty? Are there less expensive or less
intrusive measures that would as effectively protect the community? Under the current cloaked system,
these issues escape examination and debate.
Imagine a legislature considering an explicit preventive detention statute that would provide life preventive
detention on a third conviction for a minor fraud offense, the disposition provided by the statute in
Rummel. Such legislation would be difficult to defend and would be unlikely to find support in any
political quarter. Indeed, imagine the Supreme Court's review of Rummel if Rummel were being
preventively detained. Life terms without the possibility of parole may be common and acceptable in a
criminal justice system, in which horrible crimes deserve severe punishment. But life commitment with no
further dangerousness review for a property offense would be preposterous on its face in a civil preventive
detention system.
Some people will argue that it is simply not politically feasible in the United States today to create an
explicit system of preventive detention, even one limited to dangerous felons about to be released from
prison. Less feasible, however, is political inaction in the face of recurring serious offenses that are
preventable. The inevitable pressure for protection will express itself in one form or another. If the only
choices are an open preventive detention system and a cloaked one, both the community and potential
detainees ought to prefer the open system. If there is a danger of governmental abuse of preventive
detention, that danger is greatest when preventive detention is cloaked as criminal justice.
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would have objections to policies based on the goal of optimal deterrence); Kevin M. Carlsmith,
John M. Darley & Paul H. Robinson, Why Do We Punish? Deterrence and Just Deserts as Motives
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adults. Melissa Sickmund, Howard N. Snyder & Eileen Poe-Yamagata, Nat'l Ctr. for Juvenile
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cases in adult criminal courts directly, and forty-six states allowed juvenile court judges to send
cases to adult courts at their discretion. Id. at 2. As a result of such changes, the number of young
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Ann. 10.95.070(8) (West Supp. 1999); Wyo. Stat. Ann. 6-2-102(h)(xi) (Michie 1999). Sometimes
lack of dangerousness is a mitigating factor in death penalty cases. See, e.g., Md. Code Ann.,
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time served in a state juvenile facility; drug use during the preceding two years; and employment
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A pure deterrence principle also would base liability on how widely the sanction is known. Just as
an advertising executive willingly pays more for an advertisement that will reach more people, the
cost of a higher criminal sanction is a good investment if its deterrent message will reach more
people. Thus, greater news coverage of a case would aggravate the grade of the offense,
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