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Abstract: Known as set point theory in psychology, humans possess the innate ability to 

emotionally adapt to any livable situation and eventually return to their natural level of 

cheerfulness. In my argument, I claim that when applied to criminals serving life in 

prison without parole, this ability to adapt creates only a temporary punishment. The 

intention of the sentence, meant originally as retribution severe enough to fit a 

horrendous crime, is lessened as the inmate adapts and finds a new home inside prison 

walls. Life in prison without parole is unsuccessful in continuing to realize the severity of 

the original sentence. The death penalty, therefore, is the only remaining option capable 

of rendering a fitting punishment for violent criminals. To solidify my claims, I 

acknowledge that while there are several purposes to prison, punishment is the most 

important when dealing with the violent criminals being discussed in my argument. In 

terms of this dissertation, violent criminals are individuals proven guilty of crimes brutal 

enough to only allow the possibility of life in prison without parole or the death penalty. 

Once this is accepted, I attest to the power and extent of human adaption by citing 

specific studies. To demonstrate adaption occurs specifically in prison, I focus on an 

inmate who witnesses and describes the adaption firsthand. Through my argument, I 

apply independently proven psychology ideas that have never before been partnered with 

criminal sentencing, shedding light on a new dimension of the death penalty argument.  
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Introduction 

The battle over the death penalty is one that America has been waging for quite 

some time now. Those in support claim individuals forfeit their right to life when they 

take it away from an innocent. They preach about deterrence and closure for the victim’s 

family. Opponents, on the other hand, cry brutality and instead suggest life in prison 

without parole. These opponents regard life in prison as a humane alternative to the death 

sentence; a merciful punishment but one that still gives violent criminals a fitting 

consequence to their crime.  

Very rarely is this alternative solution scrutinized during death penalty arguments. 

While the moral implications of governmental murder will always be a controversial 

subject, both sides seem to assume that regardless of whether the death penalty is right or 

wrong, life in prison without parole is the alternative punishment. Occasionally criticism 

may arise from the cost of keeping a murderer alive but the argument is quickly 

shutdown after statistics prove the death penalty to be much more expensive.1 

However, what if life in prison was not an equal alternative to the death penalty? 

Currently, it is the overwhelming belief that the longer the jail sentence, the more severe 

the punishment. American court systems and the general public clearly exemplify this 

conception through increasing time in prison with the increase in severity of crime.2 But 

what if these conceptions were mistaken? What if severity of punishment turned out to be 

inversely proportionate to time spent in prison? Clearly this would cause some to 

                                                        
1 Head, Civil Liberties, 2012 
2 Norman-Eady and Coppolo and Reinhart, Crimes and Their Maximum Penalties, 2006. 
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reconsider brushing off the death penalty in favor of fighting for a sentence that may not 

truly meet the retributive purpose of prison.  

In this argument, I apply the psychological concepts of human adaption to the 

criminal sentence of life in prison without parole. I have found no other previous research 

that has related these two ideas. I also analyze the death penalty versus life in prison 

without parole from a psychological standpoint of efficiency as opposed to a debate of 

morality, which is another original contribution.  

Human beings are resilient creatures; ones with built in defense mechanisms that 

give them the ability to adapt, adjust and find a comfortable medium in any livable 

situation. Prison, of course, falls under the category of a livable environment, meaning 

after a certain point, the inmate will adapt to prison life and cease truly being punished 

for their crimes. In fact, the longer the inmate survives in prison, the more time they are 

given to fully adapt. The presumed deleterious effects of life in prison are actually quite 

the opposite; the longer the time inside, the less prison is a punishment and the more 

prison is a home.  

While there are various reasons individuals are sentenced to prison, my argument 

focuses on a very specific type of violent criminal. In terms of this argument, a violent 

criminal will be described as an individual proven guilty of crimes brutal enough to only 

allow the possibility of life in prison without parole or the death penalty. For these types 

of violent criminals, I will argue that the punishment aspect is the most important purpose 

of prison.  
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If prison is meant to punish a violent criminal for a crime but the criminal can 

adapt to prison life and eventually create a tolerable atmosphere, then the main intention 

of the sentence is not fully realized. The original sentence, meant to serve as retribution 

severe enough to equally fit a horrendous crime, will be lessened as the prison becomes a 

home. Therefore, when deciding between life in prison without parole or the death 

penalty and focusing on prison’s retributive purpose, I argue that life in prison only 

temporary accomplishes the main intent of the original sentence. At this time, the death 

penalty is the only remaining sentence that will fully achieve the adequate level of 

severity when punishing violent and deserving criminals.  

PREMISE 1: PRISON IS MEANT FOR PUNISHMENT 

In order to delve into this argument, prison for the sake of punishment must be 

established as the most important consideration in sentencing violent criminals. It is 

generally accepted that prisons have four main purposes: rehabilitation, public safety, 

deterrence, and punishment.3 However, I will prove that in terms of violent criminals, 

punishment should be the main and exclusive concern.   

1. Rehabilitation: Rehabilitation can be described as the process of restoring an 

individual’s useful place in society. Prisons have recently begun to focus on 

this aspect heavily in order to lower the rate of repeat offenders and release 

productive members of society, as opposed to ex-convicts. Rehabilitation is a 

very important part of prison for those inmates who will be released back into 

                                                        
3 Kehoe, Prison History, 2013 
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society. However, the violent criminals being discussed in this argument, 

sentenced to life in prison without parole have no possibility of being released 

back into society. Life in prison without parole means it was determined the 

criminal was a permanent menace to society, unable to ever rejoin the outside 

world. Life in prison without parole means no second chances. It means no 

rehabilitation. Therefore this purpose cannot apply to this particular argument.  

2. Public Safety: Public safety refers to removing criminals from the streets so 

they can no longer harm others. While this purpose could apply to inmates 

serving a life sentence, prison in terms of public safety often does more harm 

than good and could easily be encompassed by punishment. Thinking in terms 

of removing criminals from the streets is one of the causes leading to prison 

overcrowding. Similarly, an increase in inmates will lead to an increase in 

inmate violence, prompting the very action that it was trying to stop.4 

However, proper punishment for violent criminals, such as through the death 

penalty, would successfully remove criminals from the streets while 

decreasing prison overcrowding.  

3. Deterrence: Deterrence refers to the belief that the possibility of going to 

prison will discourage criminal activity. However, this is a mistaken belief. 

Proving that prison deterred crimes would be almost impossible, due to the 

inability to know which crimes may have occurred if prison did not exist. 

However, many studies have suggested that prison has no deterrent impact at 

                                                        
4 Levitt, The Effect of Prison Population Size on Crime Rates: Evidence from Prison 

Overcrowding Litigation, 1996 
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all, including one reported by New York Times, stating that prison failed to 

deter repeat crime in 41 states.5 

4. Punishment: In terms of violent criminals, it is clear that the punishment 

aspect in prisons is the most relevant and should be the guiding factor in 

determining criminal sentences. A crime was committed and there should be a 

consequence of equal level repercussions. With this premise proven, any 

criminal sentence that failed to fully achieve adequate punishment would be a 

useless and concernedly lenient verdict.  

PREMISE TWO: HUMANS CAN ADAPT TO ANY LIVABLE SITUATION  

I will now prove that through adaption, humans are able to ease immense 

suffering to the point of toleration or even satisfaction, significantly lessening any 

inflicted form of punishment.   

In psychology, there is an idea called set point theory. This theory states that 

people can adapt to anything, such as bad health, emotional distress, extreme poverty, 

stressful living environments, and return to their natural level of cheerfulness. In terms of 

this argument, we can think of set point theory as the psychological explanation of how 

inmates will eventually adapt to prison life and ultimately find happiness, resulting in life 

in prison as only a temporary punishment. 6 

Adaption is a natural defense mechanism against unfavorable circumstances, 

available consciously and subconsciously to every human being. Healthy ways of 

                                                        
5 Johnson, Study: Prisons failing to deter repeat criminals in 41 states, 2011 

6 Graham, Adaption amidst Prosperity and Adversity: Insights from Happiness Studies 

from around the World, 2010 
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adaption are shown in everyday actions, oftentimes not acknowledged as a coping 

mechanism. For example, one of the most commonly used healthy defense mechanisms, 

humor, can be used when poking fun at an undesirable situation in order to relieve stress 

or shame. Individuals who laugh off break ups, debt, or even being put into jail, are 

actually just using adaption as a defense mechanism. There are “normal” neurotic ways to 

adapt as well. These adaption techniques include memory lapses or dissociation; both 

ways to make a horrible situation more bearable. Unhealthy ways of adapting include 

paranoia, schizophrenia, or megalomia may also be adapted. Regardless of being 

considered unhealthy, these methods are developed and succeed in bringing a certain 

form of contentment and further illustrate the extent human minds will go to make 

circumstances endurable. 7 In most cases, the ability to make life tolerable even in 

horrible situations is an incredible feat of the human mind. However, when the purpose of 

incarceration is punishment, the ability to make prison time enjoyable is defeating.  

It is easy to theorize the idea of human adaption, but harder to understand just 

how far this phenomenon goes. To prove the extent that human adaption can go, provided 

are a few examples.  

EXAMPLES OF HUMAN ADAPTION 

1. Adapting to Crime  

In a study completed by Carol Graham and Soumya Chattopadhyay, it was found 

that as crime rates go up, citizens usually adapt. They change their mindset and 

adjust to an adverse circumstance, eventually becoming accepting and contented 

                                                        
7 Wolf, What Makes Us Happier? 2009 
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with their reality. This is evidenced in lower reporting rates and less stigma 

attached to being a victim in areas with high crime. Another study in this area 

predicted that “being a crime victim will have negative effects on happiness in 

any event, but that they will be lower when the unexplained victimization is 

higher.” In layman’s terms, once an individual becomes used to something, even 

if it is a negative situation, it will not affect their overall wellbeing8. This 

prediction was proven true and the study can be used to support adaption to crime, 

as well as adaption to prison life.  

2. Adapting to Illness 

Human adaption goes even further than just adjusting to adverse traits in a 

community. Humans are able to adjust to crippling illness and see little decrease 

in well being. In fact, the worse the health and health system, the more individuals 

are forced to adapt and the happier they appear. In a study completed in 2009, it 

was found that responders in very poor countries, such as Guatemala, actually 

have higher levels of satisfaction with their health and health systems, as do those 

in wealthier countries, such as Chile, who have much better health systems.9. 

Even more surprising were the findings from a survey of members of the French 

Association of Lock-In Syndrome in 2002. These individuals are in a state of 

paralysis, stuck in a vegetative form and unable to function as human beings. 

Most of us could never imagine coming to terms with this existence. We could 

                                                        
8 Graham, Adaption amidst Prosperity and Adversity: Insights from Happiness Studies 

from around the World, 2010 
9 Graham and Lorda, Paradox and Perception: Measuring Quality of Life in Latin 

America, 2009 
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not see such life as one worth living. However, members of this association rated 

their mental health as no worse than the general population.10. They adapted to 

what most of us could not even consider a life, and found happiness. Thus is the 

unimaginable extent of human adaption.  

ADAPTION TO PRISON LIFE  

A. Real Life Example:  

It has been proven that human beings have the ability to adapt to various and 

specific situations and find ways to ease their suffering. However, my argument is 

not talking about the ability to adapt to illness or crime. For this argument to be 

concrete, it must be proven that humans can adapt to prison life. 

To pretend to know or understand what goes through an inmate’s mind in prison 

is impossible for anyone who has been in that situation. This eliminates myself, as 

the author, and many researchers and psychologists. To fully prove that an 

individual can adapt to prison life a first-hand account is crucial. Luckily, Ryan 

Martin fulfills this requirement. Martin is a 35-year-old inmate, serving a year and 

a half sentence at Macomb Correctional Facility. He had the idea to ask his friend 

to start a blog consisting of letters Martin writes during his jail time, detailing his 

experiences and observances. In an entry written in January 2012, Martin outlines 

the sensation of adjusting to prison. He writes of prison:   

                                                        
10 Spinney, Humans can adapt to almost anything, including paralysis, 2007 
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“ It takes you through the pain and anger, the shame and depression.  It then 

gently guides you through the five to twenty more years of acceptance.” 11 

Martin acknowledges that the initial adjustment to jail is a difficult one. However, 

he reinforces my initial claim, that the struggle is a temporary one. The longer you 

remain in prison, the longer you have to become accepting and accommodate. He 

continues, even acknowledging the early question of rehabilitation in prison:  

“I meant to wrap that up with the fact that we come to accept our life of 

incarceration and then become comfortable in it.  That is what makes 

rehabilitation impossible.  After a couple of years you don't "hate" prison, you 

accept it.  And just like any other situation you adapt and make the most of 

it.  In fact, the majority of men in here actually like it.” 12 

B. General Studies Regarding Long-Term Confinement: 

 While Ryan Martin is one of the most willing inmates to talk openly and publicly 

about adaption in prison, many studies back up his observations. Goffman coined 

a term for this prison adaption as “colonization”, when the inmate becomes so 

contented and comfortable with his new life in the institution that he structures his 

existence around his new ‘home’. 13 

The Prison Community study also found evidence that the length of the sentence 

is the main factor in the extent that the inmate adapts. There are certain factors 

                                                        
11 Martin, Ask a Jailbird, 2012 
12 Martin, Ask a Jailbird, 2012 
13 Goffman, Asylums, 1961 
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that led to a universal “prisonization” and because long-term inmates are exposed 

to these factors for a sustained amount of time, they take on most fully “the 

customs, folkways, and mores of the penitentiary.” 14 

More and more studies are coming out to refute the original belief that the longer 

time in prison, the more deleterious the effect.15 Contrary to popular belief, 

inmates convicted of life in prison are the luckiest of the bunch.  

 

LIFE IN PRISON IS ONLY A TEMPORARY PUNISHMENT AND THERFORE 

NOT EFFECTIVE  

After analyzing of evidence, I feel it is justified to present the facts through this 

argument.  

1. Individuals are sentenced to life in prison to be PUNISHED. 

2. After a certain length of time, individuals will implement their natural defense 

mechanism against suffering and adapt to prison life, making it tolerable, 

comfortable, and familiar.  

3. If individuals can eventually adapt in such ways, life in prison is only a 

temporary punishment and then ceases to be the punishment of suitable 

severity that was intended during sentencing.  

4. Therefore, when deciding between life in prison without parole or death 

sentence, life in prison is NOT an efficient sentence for violent criminals. 

                                                        
14 Clemmer, The Prison Community, 1958 
15 Flanagan, Dealing with Long-Terms Confinement, 1981 
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5. If life in prison is not an efficient sentence, today’s alternative for deserving 

individuals is the death penalty. 

I am aware there will be objections to this conclusion, and I am prepared to acknowledge 

and refute them.  

OBJECTIONS  

Objection 1: Inmates will be held in maximum-security prisons where it is impossible for 

them to find any trace of happiness. They are not held in state prisons or holding 

facilities that allow for recreation. They will be miserable the rest of their lives.  

Response 1:  Every human being is able to adapt in his or her own way. While it might be 

more difficult to find solace in a maximum-security prison than it would be to find in 

minimum-security prison, eventually the human brain will implement defense 

mechanisms. Even in maximum-security prisons, inmates are given meals, time in the 

yard for physical activity, and allowed correspondence with the outside via letters. Some 

invent activities to keep themselves occupied, such as using a blunt edge of a toothbrush 

to create wall art. Prison may not be enjoyable but the brain is meant to adapt to these 

exact situations and as soon this adaption occurs, the original severity of the sentence will 

cease being achieved. Furthermore, maximum-security prisons are meant mostly for 

inmates who show evidence of wanting to cause more violence. A mass murder who 

shows signs of good behavior will almost always be moved to a less secure prison, 

making the adjustment to prison life even easier.  

Objection 2: There are hundreds of instances of inmates being released from prison and 

speaking of the terrors and misery they endured. They claim they will never go back and 
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wouldn’t wish prison upon their worst enemy. Clearly these inmates did not adapt to 

prison.  

Response 2: A key part of adaption is acceptance. Psychological research shows that 

there are five stages of adapting to emotional distress: denial, anger, bargaining, 

depression, and finally acceptance. Its not until one reaches the last stage of acceptance 

that adaption can occur. However, it is possible that some inmates never reach the 

acceptance phase. In fact, inmates who are serving only temporary sentences actually 

have a much harder time than those serving life sentences. While lifers will quickly move 

through the five stages and reach adaption, inmates with temporary sentences can become 

stuck on the bargaining phase. Bargaining is defined as falsely trying to change your 

circumstances. Lifers without parole clearly do not have this chance, so they move past it. 

However, temporary sentences can be shortened and eventually will have a release date. 

Their hope is not false. They do not need to move into the next phase and therefore they 

do not as easily reach adaption.16 

It is possible that some inmates sentenced to life in prison without parole do not adapt. 

However, these cases cannot guide our decision-making. All human beings have the 

ability to adapt; it is hardwired in our brain. This fact should be empowering over all 

others. There will be instances of inmates who chose to wallow in their despair but most 

will want a tolerable life and therefore will adapt. In the case of death penalty versus life 

in prison, it would be impossible to mentally evaluate each individual’s capacity for 

adaption and then only send those inmates to prison. We must assume that because every 

                                                        
16 Axelrod, The 5 Stages of Loss and Grief, 2006 
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human being has the mental ability to adapt to any livable circumstance, that they will 

adapt to any livable circumstance.  

Objection 3: Killing a human is unethical and barbaric in any circumstance. Even if life 

in prison isn’t a fitting penalty, I do not condone the death penalty.  

Response 3: There will always be differing opinions when it comes to morality in this 

particular issue. However, for this paper I am not discussing if murder is right or wrong. 

What I am discussing is the efficiency of life in prison without parole as a sentence for 

violent criminals. I am discussing the importance of upholding the original intent and 

level of severity that the judge had in mind at the time of sentencing. From my arguments, 

I have decided that life in prison without parole is not effective in these categories due to 

human adaption. Currently, the only other sentencing we have in place for violent 

criminals is the death penalty. Until alternatives to these sentencing options become 

available, the death penalty is the only option that fits the aforementioned requirements of 

an efficient sentence.  

Objection 4: Lethal injection is fast, relatively painless, and allows the innate to escape 

their crimes and guilt. Putting inmates away in prison life will force them to confront 

their crimes, even if they adapt, and ultimately be a more efficient punishment.  

Objection 4: This objection is based on the assumption that prison will force the inmate 

to confront their crimes, however this idea is not based on fact. While most moral 

humans cannot comprehend being put away in prison for a crime and not being consumed 

by guilt, moral humans could also not comprehend the crimes that put inmates away in 

prison or on death row in the first place. These individuals have already proven that in at 
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least one instance, they did not experience life, emotions, or guilt as we do. We cannot 

then assume they will repent and regret. To spare their life and allow them to bypass the 

system based on our own assumption that they may possibly feel guilt is irresponsible. 

There is, of course, a possibility that they will feel remorse. This is just that, a possibility. 

We cannot risk making any assumptions that are not based in fact. What we CAN assume 

is that psychologically their adaption defense mechanisms will kick in and they will adapt 

to prison life, as this is a proven natural instinct.  

CONCLUSION  

 Let’s consider the real-life case of Angela Simpson to solidly all points.  

 On August 5, 2009, in Phoenix, Arizona, Angela Simpson tortured, killed, and 

dismembered Terry Neely in her apartment. Promising sex and drugs, Simpson enticed 

Neely into her apartment where she proceeded to entrap him to his wheelchair and face 

him towards a mirror. Simpson made Terry watch as, for three days straight, she beat him, 

stabbed him, and pulled out his teeth. He was found in a burning trashcan, left for dead, 

with a 3-inch nail driven into his brain and his skin slices and dismembered. 17 

 Once convicted, Simpson was happy to answer questions about the murder, 

proudly stating “I’m a little upset that I won’t be able to, you know, kill more snitches, 

but I have no remorse about killing him.” 18 

 Simpson was charged with first-degree murder and sentenced to natural life in 

prison. When asked how she felt about her conviction, she stated, “You know I’ve got a 

                                                        
17 Holland, Woman gets natural life in prison, 2012 
18 Simpson, Interviews with Watkiss, 2012 
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lot of family in prison… I’m okay with that. I can’t wait to see ‘em. It’s really not that 

much of a punishment to be sentenced to spend my life with my family.”19 

 Angela Simpson has been in prison for around five years now. She has yet to 

show any signs of remorse and has proudly admitted that if the opportunity were to arise, 

she would kill again. Her way of adaption to prison was the belief she would be with her 

family, in a new home. She feels satisfaction. Terry Neely is wasting in his grave.   

 Simpson’s case is an extremely disturbing, yet not uncommon, example of evil 

criminals sentenced to prison and enjoying their new lifestyle, while showing no regret 

for the victim’s they destroyed.  

 Punishment from life in prison is an illusion. Individuals spend a limited amount 

of time adjusting to prison, exact amount of time differing between each unique inmate, 

but almost all will eventually adapt. Instead of suffering from life in prison, inmates will 

experience life in a new home. If we cannot justify Angela Simpson’s situation, we 

cannot then justify that life in prison is an efficient sentence to punish violent criminals 

such as Simpson.   

 Despite qualms with the death penalty, it is the best option that we currently have 

for punishing malicious individuals. In terms of efficiency and justness, life in prison 

without parole can no longer be considered an alternative. By bypassing the death penalty, 

we are protecting the most hardened criminals in our world from our own justice system 

and allowing them to escape from heinous crimes without a fitting punishment. If we 

                                                        
19 Simpson, Interviews with Watkiss, 2012 
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consider the extent that humans are able to adapt to horrifying situations, we must also 

accept that the death penalty is the only suitable punishment to nefarious crimes. 
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