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In this book Greg Eghigian analyses correctional rehabilitation in the
penal systems of three different regimes in twentieth-century Ger -
many. Eghigian’s study ‘is not a history of the prison. Nor it is a his-
tory of penology, criminology, or forensic psychiatry’ (p. 10). The
author points out that the history of twentieth-century correctional
rehabilitation was informed by multiple actors, institutions, and ways
of knowing and cannot be accurately represented in a conventional
institutional or disciplinary history. As a result, his study offers a his-
tory of the correctional imagination in Germany since 1933.
‘Correctional imagination’ is what Eghigian terms ‘the ensemble

of ideas, values, policies, practices, subjects, and objects associated
with public attempts to reform and rehabilitate criminals’ (p. 10). The
book’s primary aim is to understand how science, medicine, and crim-
inal justice interacted to shape new ways of analysing and managing
criminal behaviour and determine the fate of offenders. Eghigian is
interested in how states, experts, and the general public projected
ideals of good and bad, normal and pathological, corrigible and incor-
rigible on to correctional rehabilitation. In his study Eghigian follows
on from such scholars as Erving Goffman, Joseph Gusfield, Edwin
Sutherland, and Michel Foucault, who all studied the process of prob-
lematization.1 But the author neither engages with Foucauldian theo-
ries nor draws comparisons with Goffman’s ‘total institution’.
His approach is to examine both the correctional regime and the

treatment of a specific group of offenders in three different twentieth-
century German states: Nazi Germany, the German Democratic
Republic (GDR), and the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG). (Male)
sex offenders are the subject of examination because they ‘were wide-
ly considered by both the lay public and experts to be incorrigible’ (p.
14). This focus determines the structure of the book, which is divid-
ed into five chapters. The first deals with the National Socialist

1 See e.g. Joseph R. Gusfield, The Culture of Public Problems: Drinking-Driving
and the Symbolic Order (Chicago, 1980); Michel Foucault, Abnormal: Lectures at
the Collège de France, 1974–1975 (New York, 2003).
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regime and is followed by two each on the GDR and the FRG. Of the
pairs, one chapter provides an overview of the correctional system of
the regime in question while the second analyses the treatment of
individual sex offenders. The study draws on a wide range of
sources: Interior and Justice Ministry archives, prison records, foren-
sic patient files from the Charité in Berlin, and contemporary publi-
cations including journals.
After a concise introduction, the second chapter begins in 1933.

This starting point highlights a fundamental thesis of the book: that
a rehabilitative system was part of the Third Reich’s penal policy.
Passed in November 1933, the Law against Dangerous Habitual
Criminals and on Rehabilitative and Preventive Measures is consid-
ered by the author as ‘marking the start of the contemporary rehabil-
itative era in German penology’ (p. 9). This legislation established a
‘two track system of criminal sanctions’, differentiating between
criminal punishment (‘Strafrecht’) and executive measures (‘Maß -
regel’). Those deemed incorrigibles were excluded from the national
community through preventive detention, while those categorized as
corrigibles were reintegrated via therapeutic rehabilitation. Correc -
tional incarceration was understood as a ‘schooling in character build -
 ing’ (p. 38). The incorrigibles faced what an official from the Ministry
of the Interior described as ‘the sharpest weapon in the fight against
the sex offender’ (p. 42): castration. Experts across a wide range of dis-
ciplines (scientists, clinicians, and government officials) were united
in their view that this was not an extension of punishment but a pre-
ventive safety measure.
The German Democratic Republic’s determination to distance

itself from Nazi policies and rigorously apply correctional rehabilita-
tion forms the subject of the third chapter. The result, as Eghigian
emphasizes, was a huge disparity between ideal and practice. For
example, despite the claims of the SED (Socialist Unity Party of
Germany) that their nation had one of the world’s most advanced
rehabilitative penal systems, in reality, conditions in East German
prisons were grim. The GDR’s penal system also underwent a policy
U-turn. After an initial apparent return to Weimar reformist ideas of
correctional rehabilitation, in the 1950s legal scholars and party lead-
ers came to view crime as a political expression of class struggle. As
a result, ‘bourgeois’ sciences such as criminology and forensics were
abandoned.



Instead, productive work increasingly became the focal point of
correctional efforts. By the mid 1950s almost every East German
inmate was given work. As Eghigian points out, the aim was not to
rehabilitate, but to meet economic targets. While his focus is on
Germany, it might have been interesting for the author to explore
possible parallels here with contemporary communist penal labour
systems in the GDR’s political master, the Soviet Union, or the
People’s Republic of China. The mid 1950s also saw a conceptual
swing in the GDR back to the importance of nurture in the formation
of the criminal offender. Correctional rehabilitation was now under-
stood as ‘Correcting the Disoriented Socialist Personality’. All con-
victs therefore had to be evaluated, which, in turn, restored the im -
portance of forensic science. Hans Szewczyk, director of the Depart -
ment of Forensic Psychiatry and Psychology at the Charité in Berlin,
was the most influential figure throughout the 1960s and 1970s. He
institutionalized forensic psychiatry and psychology as empirical sci-
ences and clinical tools in the GDR. Through case studies Eghigian
convincingly demonstrates that in the GDR ‘[c]orrectional rehabilita-
tion within prison walls existed in name only’ (p. 86).
Sex offenders in the GDR, the subject of the fourth chapter, were

seen by authorities and researchers as primitive relics both of a bio-
logical evolutionary past and a more recent historical one. It was
believed that male offenders required civilization in the form of mod-
ern, scientifically based treatment and therapy. Legal scholar
Gerhard Feix predicted that child molestation would ‘increasingly
disappear from the life of our society in the process of an ever-grow-
ing socialist consciousness and the realization of the social lifestyle’
(p. 101). This chapter is ground-breaking because of the fascinating
insights it provides into medical discourse and practice concerning
sex offenders in the GDR. The latter is based on the author’s analysis
of previously unused forensic files from one of the GDR’s prime psy-
chiatric centres, Berlin’s Charité, where the ‘new psychopathology of
sex offenders’ was developed. Szewczyk and other scholars expressed
frustration with the institutional limits of East German confinement
and saw the need to build special indefinite detention centres to hold
and treat sex offenders. But such facilities, like the social therapeutic
facilities discussed in the FRG (see below), were never constructed.
This led to what the author terms ‘workarounds’ and shortcuts:
chronic offenders were preventively detained in mental hospitals.
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The FRG had an equally ambitious correctional rehabilitation pro-
gramme, which forms the subject of the fifth chapter. Following Cold
War logic, West German reformers drew their models from the
United States rather than the Soviet Union. Despite some continuities
from the Third Reich in relation to personnel and experts, correction-
al rehabilitation in the Federal Republic was reformed. Academics,
federal administrators, and politicians combined to create the thera-
peutic prison despite public opposition. An important part of this
more ‘social’ concept of criminality was the emergence of a new ther-
apeutic invention: social training. This was billed as an economic,
non-stigmatizing form of group learning with the aim of allowing
offenders better to perform the functions expected of them in the out-
side world. As the subject of correctional rehabilitation, the West
German convict was given the idealized goal of becoming ‘a respon-
sible member of a liberal, pluralistic, consumer society’ (p. 158).
Punishment operated as a form of participatory counselling in dem-
ocratic and capitalist citizenship, and rehabilitation was renamed
resocialization.
The sixth chapter focuses on West Germany’s attempt to medical-

ize sex offenders through the creation of a new institution. They were
to be patients in so-called ‘social therapeutic facilities’, of which
eleven were established in the 1970s. These facilities were the fourth
possible form of indefinite confinement, alongside psychiatric hospi-
tals, centres for substance abuse treatment, and preventive detention
units. According to Eghigian, many inmates considered the facility
an improvement on conventional incarceration. Some even spent up
to five years trying to gain admission. Unlike castration, which was
legalized in 1969, the transfer to a social therapeutic facility was
never institutionalized. Like other approaches, social therapy divid-
ed offenders into the corrigible and the incorrigible. Thus West
Germany’s social therapeutic facilities ‘helped provide a steady sup-
ply of “incorrigible” sex offenders for the preventive detention sys-
tem’ (p. 198).
The author’s conclusion is that while the ideals and rhetoric on

correctional rehabilitation in each of the three German regimes were
very different, in practice there were striking continuities. This also
applies to the treatment of sex offenders. Although East Germany
banned preventive detention and forcible castration in its constitu-
tion, incorrigibles were held by a back-door method in psychiatric
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facilities and voluntary castration was allowed. Both outcomes also
existed in the FRG. Neither state managed to live up to its rehabilita-
tional ideals. Nevertheless, correctional rehabilitation found a place
in all three German regimes and still does so today.
Eghigian is to be lauded for his pioneering use of East German

forensic patient files. It is a pity that the relevant section is so brief
(only ten pages) and that there is no comparative use of patient files
from the FRG. It would also have been interesting for the author to
place his pioneering study into the context of the history of East
German medicine. Attempts to correct the disoriented socialist per-
sonality of sex offenders in the 1950s, for example, coincided with the
application of Lysenko’s theories of modifying heredity dispositions
through environmental factors in East German genetics.
This well-written and vivid book covers the history of German

penal systems in a longue durée perspective, something that has never
been done before. Eghigian draws the conclusion that there was no
German Sonderweg in the history of correctional rehabilitation. This
could be a stimulus for research on the history of penal correction in
other countries. His study not only enriches the history of medicine
and science but, it is hoped, will also be discussed beyond the disci-
plinary bounds of history.
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