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Introduction 

The United States has created an elaborate system to combat crime known as the criminal 

justice system. While popular opinion has deemed this system effective for decades, citizens and 

scholars alike are beginning to push back against the notion that this system and its punitive 

bodies function efficiently or fairly. Considerable discourse between scholars and activists has 

given specific focus to the criminal justice system of late, specifically in its tendency to 

incarcerate at higher rates than necessary and in racially and economically disproportionate 

ways. The term “mass incarceration” has become popular in describing the tendency of the 

United States’ criminal justice system of relying heavily on incarceration and other punitive 

measures to enforce its rule of law. This is evidenced by the fact that the United States has the 

highest incarceration rate on earth, and drastically outnumbers that of any developed democracy 

in the world (Radu, 2019).  

In a new era of investigating and uncovering mass incarceration, which has come to 

fruition and been given considerably more national attention in the early 21st century, various 

organizations, movements, and social media trends have called out the often racially lopsided 

statistics and realities of the criminal system. The data shows that 1 in 3 black men will 

experience prison time in their lives, along with 1 in 6 Hispanic men compared to a 1 in 17 rate 

for white men. This has a lot to do with drug-related arrests, which were found to specifically 

target black and brown communities and disproportionately incarcerate such areas despite 

evidence that white youths are more likely to abuse drugs (Knafo, 2013). Highly incarcerated 

communities will be a focus of this thesis, and provide critical information on the trends of our 

criminal justice system. More importantly, data from these communities will disclose evidence 
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of the participatory consequences, politically and civically, of mass incarceration on those highly 

incarcerated communities and their citizens.  

At this point, the consequences of mass incarceration are well documented. It has been 

established that incarceration contributes to the breakdown of family structures, severely harms 

economic outcomes for returning citizens and their families, stigmatizes communities and 

individuals that are most often incarcerated, and disenfranchises most people with felony 

convictions (Best MSW Programs, 2016). However, very little scholarly literature or research 

exists on how incarceration affects civic and political participation, two key indicators of 

citizenship and fundamental aspects of American life. Things like voting in elections, staying 

informed of political news and processes, involvement in community affairs, and general 

community and political advocacy are all directly indicative of economic well-being because 

they provide avenues of mobility and self-advocacy (Krauss, 2015). The importance of civic and 

political engagement is seldom addressed when discussing positive social mobility, so studying 

such phenomena may provide important implications for those interested in linking American 

criminal justice tendencies with lower rates of and greater barriers to voting or public 

involvement in poor minority neighborhoods and communities (Maxwell, 2018).  

This thesis will address this issue head on, and attempt to explain how and why both 

individuals and entire communities affected by mass incarceration suffer such participatory 

consequences. Moreover, this study will expand on the known and widespread voter 

disenfranchisement caused by mass incarceration by highlighting various mechanisms by which 

individuals and entire communities, over time, develop negative attitudes towards government 

and authoritative bodies in general, which greatly diminishes civic and political participation. 

This project will link incarceration with declines in voting, but more importantly with a larger 



 
 

6 
 

variety of disengagement that includes lower levels of local political engagement/interest and 

community involvement. These concepts are important in painting a holistic picture of the 

negative participatory consequences of mass incarceration that have been neglected in scholarly 

research. Individuals interested in long-term, systemic criminal justice reform would benefit 

from an understanding of the importance of political and civic engagement for upward social 

mobility and the detrimental consequences mass incarceration generates for this engagement.  

Beyond the expected ways in which mass incarceration functions to demobilize these 

populations, this thesis uncovered unforeseen data revealing rarely discussed facets and 

shortcomings of the criminal justice system, all of which contribute to lower levels of civic and 

political engagement. The primary finding of this nature was the massive role community 

corrections (probation and parole) plays in preventing returning citizens and highly incarcerated 

communities alike from participating in politics or community life. Additionally, this study 

highlights the need for education and training programs for incarcerated individuals while still in 

prison, as well as the need for relational and therapeutic post-prison supervision. Additionally, 

we see a need for civic political education in highly incarcerated communities to improve 

political participation among returning citizens, their families, and their communities.   
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Literature Review 
 
Sub-School A: 

“Staying out of Sight? Concentrated Policing and Local Political Action.” Amy Lerman and Vesla Weaver 

Lerman and Weaver (2013) set out to determine if concentrated policing in certain 

neighborhoods, specifically the frequency of stop-and-frisks, contributed to a decline in local 

political action and participation. The measured standard for local engagement and civic 

participation was the number of non-emergency “311” calls for government service made by 

citizens in New York City and its relation to policing trends in respective communities. 

Measuring local civic engagement is a useful and less-examined tool to approach my research 

question as it provides insight on how citizens view government and its effectiveness to provide 

fair treatment at a local level, which will naturally influence views on federal government and 

national politics.  

Lerman and Weaver found that the sheer number of police stops does not affect local 

political participation, but rather the nature of those stops is what is more important. They 

reported that “neighborhood-level outreach to local government” declined when police stops 

featured the following details: unwarranted or unnecessary searches, the use of force, the 

appearance of racial bias or motivation, or searches that did not result in arrest (202). The study 

actually found that concentrated policing, in some cases, increases citizens’ likelihood to call on 

local government services to deal with neighborhood problems. However, when that 

concentrated policing features “the use of force or searches of a person’s body, especially when 

the person is not found to be engaged in illicit activity,” there are clear negative effects for civic 

engagement (L&W, 204). Previous research done by Lerman and Weaver also explored citizen-

police engagement. They claim that that being stopped and questioned by police decreases trust 
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in government by 4 percent, being incarcerated at all is associated with a 10 percent decrease, 

and being incarcerated for more than a year decreases trust by a whopping 22 percent (206). 

Because Lerman and Weaver find that gradual negative interactions with police lead to 

lower levels of government trust as a whole, this distrust pertains directly to political 

socialization. Political socialization is the idea that people learn about government through their 

primary interactions with it, and, in this case, citizens perceive their interactions to be racially 

biased and thus illegitimate. These negative interactions, in turn, have adverse consequences 

regarding political participation. 

In another study, Lerman and Weaver (2010) examine the relationship between the 

criminal justice system and “custodial citizens,” or those whose primary interactions with the 

government come at the hands of police in more contentious and involuntary situations (4). Most 

people experience government through many different avenues; thus, police encounters should 

make up a relatively small proportion of government interactions. However, in neighborhoods 

with high crime rates, there are many custodial citizens who experience almost exclusively 

punitive interactions with the government, meaning such interactions resemble involuntary 

moments of punishment. Even though, while in high-crime neighborhoods, it makes sense that 

many people have punitive encounters with police, this study shows that black high school 

dropouts in these communities have dealt with the political system through law enforcement 

more so than any other form of the political system. Moreover, black high school dropouts in 

these communities deal with police more so than the military, higher education, unions, and the 

labor market combined (2). Because custodial citizens have so few positive encounters with 

government, an entity primarily intended to benefit citizenship, many “define the power of the 

state as a nemesis to be avoided rather than an ally to be cultivated” (3). This fosters deeply 
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negative perceptions towards the government which, this paper will show, decreases political 

participation. Additionally, Lerman and Weaver mention that returning citizens often feel 

“branded with an F for life,” meaning they view their political and social prospects as low and 

thus participate less (4). Lerman and Weaver employed a statistical analysis controlling for 

household income, employment, marital status, race and ethnicity, citizenship, region, poverty 

status and parental background to show that criminal justice contact decreases the likelihood of 

turning out to vote, involvement in civic groups, and trust in government.  

In Staying Out of Sight, Lerman and Weaver (2010) discuss the concept of political 

socialization in a way that links greater levels of criminal justice contact to lower, more 

individualized, levels of political participation. For example, a person with a substantial history 

of incarceration or more serious interactions with the police will be less likely to participate 

politically than someone who has merely been pulled over. This source contextualizes political 

socialization in a broader community context, describing the concept of custodial citizens and 

explaining that most people in highly incarcerated neighborhoods experience government in 

primarily punitive ways. Thus, it broadens political socialization to the neighborhood level and 

makes us consider the fact that citizens who have not served prison time may still harbor 

negative feelings towards government as a result of their prior experiences with it.  

A study done by the U.S. Program for the International Assessment of Adult 

Competencies (2017) finds that incarcerated individuals experience high levels of social and 

political isolation. This study shows that even those returning citizens who are not legally 

disenfranchised lose political power because of their incarceration. The study found that 

returning citizens were far more likely to agree with the following negative assertions about the 

government: “People like me don’t have any say about what the government does,” “there are 
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only a few people you can trust completely,” and “if you are not careful, other people will take 

advantage of you" (Widra). When there exists a deep mistrust of government’s institutions and 

one’s ability to impact them, political and civic engagement is likely to decrease. Along with 

disengagement, respondents showed a clear sense of alienation both politically and socially.  

Scholars like Rose & Clear (1998), Putnam (2016), and Shannon & Uggen (2012) all 

discuss the idea that returning citizens experience personal feelings of isolation that inhibit civic 

and political engagement, primarily because of their poor social and economic positioning. 

However, this specific study isolates the social alienation experienced while behind bars and 

makes it clear that returning citizens will suffer from social withdrawal and political alienation 

regardless of how they are treated upon release.  

While extensive research exists covering the participatory effects of incarceration on 

returning citizens, there is little scholarship on its impact on currently or formerly incarcerated 

people’s spouses or romantic partners. A study by Naomi Sugie (2015) finds, through a three-

year survey as part of the Fragile Families and Child Well-being Survey, that spouses of 

incarcerated individuals were less likely to have voted in the November 2000 election, were 

registered to vote at lower rates, and had more negative views about the importance of voting in 

elections. Sugie suggests that these results are due to a social withdrawal from the political 

process caused by negative political socialization.  

More specifically, the mechanisms by which romantic partners’ political participation is 

harmed by incarceration are increased financial burdens, withdrawal from civic spheres, negative 

political socialization, and inter-couple social influence. Sugie explains social influence as the 

“micro-level interactions [between couples] that subtly reward particular norms or through in-
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depth conversations and information sharing that sway attitudes.” In the context of this paper, 

Sugie is alluding to attitudes towards voting and government institutions (552). Financial 

burdens on families and couples have also been proven to reduce voting and other forms of 

political participation. Sugie notes that various “political scholarship documents a strong and 

consistent relationship between income and voting,” mainly because couples with fewer 

resources simply do not have time to prioritize political participation (552). Lastly, political 

socialization is described here similarly to Lerman and Weaver’s claim that consistently negative 

interactions with government and police result in negative feelings towards government 

institutions in general, which directly affects political salience. This source addresses a new 

aspect of the political socialization theory and explains the psychological importance of familial 

relationships. More precisely, it highlights the fact that when an individual is incarcerated, their 

spouses and family members are also susceptible to negative political socialization.  

The following section of this review focuses on sub-school of thought B, which I’ve 

designated as Community Disorganization. Community Disorganization illustrates the idea that 

highly incarcerated communities are unable to produce adequate social controls/institutions that 

facilitate shared norms and values which foster good community culture. This issue is a result of 

systemic bias and mistreatment in the  criminal justice system. Sub-school B varies from the 

previous sub-school and focuses on the broader, more systemic communal and cultural 

consequences of mass incarceration, rather than discussing individual level contact and 

interaction.  

Rose and Clear (1998) make the claim that successful, wealthy, and what the authors 

would call well-organized neighborhoods have certain local controls and social structures that 

poorer and more disorganized neighborhoods do not have. Moreover, such neighborhoods lack 
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said controls, in part, because of an overreliance on incarceration which exacerbates 

disorganization by hindering these communities’ ability to form three legitimate systems of 

neighborhood order: familial, economic, and political controls (457). Incarceration harms 

familial systems by disrupting family structure, increasing single-parent families and hardship on 

children with incarcerated parents (458). Incarceration harms neighborhood economic structures 

by removing both legitimate and illegitimate resources from neighborhoods and families who 

rely on the income of these incarcerated individuals (461). By removing resources from 

communities and disorganizing familial structures, incarceration forces people into states of 

political and economic isolation that would likely reduce salience to local and national political 

participation.  

Rose and Clear’s main claim in this article is that familial and economic hardship 

tangentially harm civic engagement and political participation through the social disorganization 

of neighborhood structures that, in otherwise more organized communities, encourage local and 

national political engagement. The final point of this article is that economic well-being, familial 

well-being, general trust in institutions, and low neighborhood crime rates all contribute to 

successful communities via “social capital.” Social capital is what determines a neighborhood’s 

ability to self-regulate, and directly correlates to political engagement. More specifically, 

“without a financially stable middle class, these communities have neither the residents who 

socialize their youngsters to conventional norms and values, nor the ability to sustain local 

institutions,” all of which facilitate political engagement in more organized communities (451).  

This source sets the foundation for the social disorganization arguments that are central to 

the Community Disorganization theory. Because incarceration harms so many aspects of 



 
 

13 
 

community life for both returning citizens and their neighbors, common values become hard to 

define as neighborhoods deteriorate and, in turn, become less engaged.  

In Trading Democracy for Justice: Criminal Convictions and the Decline of 

Neighborhood Political Participation, Traci Burch (2013) produces groundbreaking research on 

communities in Georgia and North Carolina that have particularly high prisoner-densities. Burch 

finds that un-incarcerated citizens living in highly incarcerated and supervised communities are 

less likely to vote, register to vote, and participate in various civic and political activities. The 

two specific mechanisms by which political suppression occurs is, first, the direct 

disenfranchisement of returning citizens and its impact on immediate family members and 

neighborhood voting trends as a whole. This manifests itself as laws and policies meant to 

prevent currently incarcerated or returning citizens from voting. The second mechanism is the 

rub-off effect of having high concentrations of prisoners in communities. Burch argues that these 

neighborhoods experience a decline in norms, institutions, and social controls that often 

encourage neighborhood participation (Burch, 37). These norms become blurred through cultural 

deviance, social disorganization, resource deprivation, and intentional political demobilization 

(34).  

Burch provides a diagram of this disorganization phenomenon that directly links 

individual contact with the criminal justice system to declines in neighborhood political 

participation. The broader negative consequences of criminal justice contact, as explained by 

Burch, are political exclusion, social exclusion, economic exclusion, and civil punishment. 

Political exclusion makes residents feel forgotten and generates negative community attitudes 

towards government. The social exclusion of incarceration creates family ostracism, fewer social 

networks, family disruption and fewer participatory role models. Economic exclusion leads to 
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poverty, less time to participate in politics, and fewer neighborhood organizations. And lastly, 

civil penalties facilitate less contact from political parties and other political organizations that 

do not target disenfranchised citizens (29). This book makes it clear that all of these byproducts 

decline neighborhood-level political participation, spelling out exactly how the social 

disorganization model functions.  

While much of Anthony Bradley’s book, Ending Overcriminalization and Mass 

Incarceration: Hope from Civil Society (2018), is intended to discuss the crippling economic 

effects of mass incarceration, certain parts are dedicated to the effects of criminalization on 

political participation and civic engagement. Bradley argues that the extent to which returning 

citizens may participate in civil society is limited either by laws and policies, or by psychological 

and societal stigmas that isolate former prisoners from participation. Spaces like churches, clubs, 

local politics, and other social circles both improve economic outcomes and promote 

engagement in more direct political spaces. Bradley contends that if returning citizens are not 

legally restricted from voting, “the social stigma that comes with a criminal record leads people 

to not finish their education, not participate in churches and other social circles, and draw away” 

from the kinds of institutions that encourage civic and political engagement (Bradley, 132).  

 Because this source describes a decline in political and civic participation as a result of 

mass incarceration, it falls squarely into my first school of thought. Bradley discusses the 

importance of participation in community institutions and political spheres as a means to 

promote community goals and ideologies. Civic institutions like churches, Boys and Girls Clubs, 

youth groups, and sports teams provide what Traci Burch describes as social controls. Bradley 

points to a unique set of findings to describe participatory decline: social stigma and personal 

alienation. Because the criminal justice system legally and socially isolates returning citizens and 
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their families, significant social disorganization ensues when institutions break down as fewer 

people rely on them.  

In Fear of Crime and Neighborhood Change, Wesley Skogan (1986) hypothesizes that a 

general fear of crime and neighborhood change among residents in high-crime communities can 

drastically deteriorate neighborhoods and reduce their upward mobility. Through various 

mechanisms like neighborhood disinvestment, demolition/construction prevalence, 

demagoguery, and deindustrialization, areas with high crime rates lose resources and experience 

higher rates of social deviance and disorganization. As previously mentioned, social 

disorganization theory postulates that communities which lack informal controls experience 

lower levels of political and local participation. These manifest, in the context of fear and crime, 

in two ways. The first is that fear forces people out of highly incarcerated neighborhoods, 

draining economic resources, political power and resource allocation. Secondly, for the residents 

who cannot leave for financial reasons, this fear drastically reduces their likelihood of 

participating in civic and local political activities. Skogan claims that a fear of crime leads to a 

“physical and psychological withdrawal from community life,” “a decline in organizational life 

and mobilization capacity of the neighborhood,” and even reduces fearful residents’ willingness 

to call on police when they see crime take place (215).  

Clearly, various aspects of highly incarcerated communities may deteriorate and be 

civically and politically de-mobilized as a result of over-incarceration and the fear of 

crime.  Mountains of research, not included for a lack of relevance to the overall topic, lead us to 

believe that incarceration recreates cycles of poverty and crime. Because of this cyclical reality, 

it is clear that a fear of crime, to some extent, is enhanced by incarceration itself. Skogan 
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provides a strong case for the social disorganization theory as he links mass incarceration to the 

deterioration of neighborhood standards and participation via fear of crime.  

Jeffrey Morenoff and David Harding (2014) simply reiterate what scholars like Rose and 

Clear (1998) have argued about community disorganization. However, Morenoff and Harding 

describe a facet of the disorganization process that I have not yet discussed. They claim that 

“high levels of prison cycling opens opportunities for the entrance of newcomers (with 

potentially different norms and values) into the neighborhood and increases opportunities to be 

socialized into prison subcultures” (419). These scholars also hypothesize that because newly 

released returning citizens come back to far worse living situations than before incarceration, 

they subsequently struggle to engage in communal institutions or civic duties. This study 

enhances the social disorganization theory because it introduces the concept of prison cycling as 

a mechanism that harms shared norms and values. As entire populations of people leave the 

community via incarceration, and entirely new populations of returning citizens emerge, 

communities struggle to establish social norms and controls.  

The next six sources in this literature review pertain to my third sub-school of thought. 

This sub-school addresses the participatory consequences of the resource demobilization and 

legal disenfranchisement of returning citizens upon re-entry. More specifically, it postulates that 

barriers to entry into the political process exist for returning citizens to the extent that they 

participate far less in political and civic life. This strays from the previous sub-schools of my 

first school of thought in that it discusses the more tangible and statistically proven 

disenfranchisement of returning citizens, rather than looking into phenomena like community 

disorganization that are less intentional and harder to lay out.  
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Uggen and Manza (2002) provide a critical analysis of the disenfranchisement of felons 

and its effect on political outcomes. The policies that enable this type of political 

disenfranchisement are essentially exclusive to the United States. Virtually no other nation 

disenfranchises returning citizens as an entire class and literally none limits the rights of 

individuals after jail time unless they have committed high treason or some sort of election 

fraud.  

Uggen and Manza use statistical models to predict how and at what frequency 

disenfranchised felons would have voted in recent state, congressional and presidential elections. 

The results of this study show that at least seven congressional or presidential elections 

(combined) in the last 40 years would have shifted from Republican to Democrat. This is 

because African-American and Hispanic populations tend to vote overwhelmingly Democratic 

and, because of the racially fueled policies of mass incarceration, also experience much higher 

levels of police surveillance and punishment. While this may seem somewhat insignificant, 

Uggen and Manza point out that the number of congressional, state, or presidential electoral 

victories (7) would likely be much higher considering the strong advantages incumbency creates. 

This means that the disenfranchisement of returning citizens by the criminal justice system is not 

only detrimental to these individuals and their communities, but has serious consequences for 

local and national politics. Even though there is a finite number of elections these policies may 

have influenced, “felon disenfranchisement has provided [Republicans] a small but clear 

advantage in every presidential election from 1972 to 2000” (787).  

This source should be considered part of my first school of thought, as Uggen and Manza 

explain that voter disenfranchisement laws drastically reduce the political clout of low-income 

communities of color. The authors address resource-deprivation and voter disenfranchisement 
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from a purely political perspective, and clearly point to the fact that the consequences of mass 

incarceration tangibly reduce the political participation and power of highly incarcerated 

communities. Various other scholars mention this study in their introductory sections, but Uggen 

and Manza are the only ones to prove this electoral claim in my literature review.  

Weaver, Hacker and Wildeman (2013) produced this volume to study the effects of mass 

incarceration in highly policed communities. The article specifically links high rates of 

incarceration and criminal justice contact with lower levels of citizenship and civic engagement. 

Incarceration reduces citizenship by harming the economic, psychological and social prospects 

of prisoners who may already deal with trouble in various social and psychological domains. By 

increasing the risk of poverty, reducing social safety nets, and reducing the likelihood of securing 

jobs, homes or cars, incarceration makes civic engagement far less likely and “creates a 

hereditary group of second-class social citizens” stuck in a revolving system (12) 

While each of these points have been discussed in other parts of this literature review, 

this source specifically ties the psychological harms of incarceration to losses in social, economic 

and political capital. The authors explain that “the incarceration experience and its attendant 

barriers make [mental] disorders more debilitating and amplify the stigma attached to them,” 

making it exponentially harder to obtain normalcy and engage civically or politically (12). While 

this may seem relevant to the political socialization theory, Weaver et al. do not discuss the 

creation of negative attitudes toward the state, and instead link societal and systemic barriers 

with lower levels of political engagement.  

Our Kids by Robert Putnam (2016) does not address incarceration in a way that directly 

relates to my research question, but it provides invaluable statistical data on some of the same 
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demobilizing consequences of mass incarceration that are described in other sources here. 

Putnam analyzes various conditions for poor social mobility like family deterioration, 

neighborhood cohesiveness, economic opportunity, crime, and civic engagement. While he only 

briefly addresses civic engagement, Putnam makes it clear that the aforementioned conditions 

lead to serious economic and political demobilization and reduce outcomes for entire 

communities. Though he does not link these conditions to incarceration specifically, we can 

assume that things like divorce, single-parenthood, family deterioration and neighborhood 

cohesiveness are all deeply affected by mass incarceration that targets already struggling 

communities. We can also assume that family and neighborhood deterioration are, to some 

extent, caused by incarceration and repetitive cycles of poverty. This source is helpful in 

identifying the root causes, and the clear consequences of mass incarceration and its relationship 

to decreased political and civic engagement.  

Shannon and Uggen (2012) offer a meta-analysis of many of my other sources regarding 

the negative relationship between mass incarceration and political and civic engagement. While 

they discuss most mechanisms by which incarceration hinders engagement, they provide unique 

insight on carceral effects on children, specifically that children with incarcerated parents 

experience “increased aggression and delinquency, decreased educational attainment, and 

increased social isolation and stigma,” all of which strongly correlate to low levels of civic and 

political participation (17). This source also draws on Anthony Thompson’s study on the “usual 

residence” rule and prison census gerrymandering. Shannon and Uggen assert that billions in 

federal grants are allocated based on this flawed census data, and that these grants “are used for 

programs such as Medicaid, foster care, adoption assistance, and social services block grants,” as 

well as “funding for community health services, transportation, public housing” (20). While this 
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source clearly falls under my first school of thought, it is helpful in clarifying the degree to 

which Thompson’s findings harm the communities of prisoners. Because of the significant loss 

of financial and social resources for highly incarcerated communities, this source falls into sub-

school C which links resource deprivation to a decline in civic and political engagement.  

Maschman (2018) analyzes two mechanisms by which mass incarceration targets the 

political power and salience of African-American communities. He first describes the chilling 

statistics of voter restriction laws for felons, noting that “the rate [of being disenfranchised] for 

African-Americans is 7.8 percent, more than four times higher” than that of non-black 

Americans (5). He then looks at the existence of prison gerrymandering and its consequences for 

entire communities. In addition to what Thompson (2011) and Uggen & Shannon (2012) 

conclude as the consequences of unfair prison census laws, Maschman highlights the fact that 

“prison gerrymandering effectively gives communities around prisons, which are 

disproportionately white and rural, additional representation while shortchanging the home 

communities –  which are generally in urban areas – of those in prison” (6). By plundering the 

political capital of both felons and their home communities, the policies of mass incarceration re-

create cycles of poverty and political non-participation.  

Anthony Thompson (2011) examines two ways in which mass incarceration facilitates 

the political disenfranchisement of black and brown communities. First, criminal justice policies 

harm the incarcerated and returning citizen’s right to vote. Thompson breaks down various 

studies and statistics to conclude that 13% of African-American men have lost the right to vote 

and many more are affected by various disenfranchisement laws across the U.S. (589). The 

second way political disenfranchisement occurs is through the “usual residence” rule of the U.S. 

Census Bureau, which officially lists residents in areas based on where they usually live and 
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sleep. This means prison populations are included in more rural areas’ census totals because of 

where prisons generally exist, whereas urban communities, where many prisoners come from, 

have significantly lower official populations. This Census rule will directly impact the 

“apportionment decisions and the resulting political resources that communities of color will 

have at their disposal” (590). While this may seem somewhat insignificant because prisoners 

don’t have the power to vote while behind bars, the census data alterations have serious 

consequences. By including prisoners to the population sizes of more rural communities, urban 

areas bare the blow. Urban areas where more prisoners originate have considerably lower census 

counts, which reduces monetary and political resources, informs political parties on where to 

focus energy during elections, determines levels of congressional representation and generally 

dilutes the political power of predominantly African-American communities while boosting the 

power of more rural white communities.  

While Maschman (2018) and Shannon & Uggen (2012) describe these unfair prison rules 

and disenfranchisement laws, Thompson addresses resource mobilization uniquely in his 

breakdown of the legal disenfranchisement of returning citizens as well as the resource-drain 

caused by “usual residence” prison policies. Thompson shows the systemic forces at work 

intended to demobilize and disenfranchise returning citizens, whom are more often African-

American.  

 
 As stated earlier, my second school of thought claims that mass incarceration in fact 

mobilizes people in highly incarcerated communities and returning citizens. The idea is that 

citizens are so outraged by continued mistreatment in the criminal justice system that they are 

eventually compelled to take action against the system, often in the form of political or social 
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activism. This school of thought differs entirely from the first, and offers an opposite explanation 

for the participatory consequences of mass incarceration. 

Hannah Walker (2014) looks at an aspect of criminal justice contact that is seldom 

discussed in scholarly literature; the effects of proximal contact on political involvement. 

Through various survey studies, Walker finds that those who “have not had personal contact, but 

are members of groups” that often experience contact with the system are mobilized by mass 

incarceration (Walker, 809). These “proximal” individuals are not held back by social stigma, 

reduced economic outcomes, and withdrawal that returning citizens experience and thus are 

more able/willing to politically mobilize against the carceral state. In addition to better economic 

and social positionality than former prisoners, the individuals in this study who experienced 

proximal contact and mobilization tended to be non-white. Walker theorizes that because non-

whites are more likely to view the carceral system as systemically racist and targeting of their 

home communities, proximal contact will be especially mobilizing for these groups.  

When I use the term mobilizing, it is important to understand that mobilization does not 

represent traditional avenues of engagement like voting in national elections or participation in 

partisan conflict. Rather, mobilization represents political activism and protest, targeted efforts 

towards local government, and specific engagement on issues of crime and mass incarceration. 

Walker’s primary argument here is that this type of mobilization is sparked by outrage. People 

see friends, family and other loved ones constantly harassed, wrongfully incarcerated, or harshly 

sentenced in a system that clearly targets black and brown communities. It should be easy to 

comprehend why proximal contact with this racially biased system compels those with the 

proper means to pursue justice for their neighbors.  
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Rickford (2015) gives a fairly brief summary of the birth of the Black Lives Matter 

movement and its original aims. Rickford makes it clear that the galvanizing issue that gave rise 

to the hashtag and eventual national movement was police misconduct and injustice within the 

American criminal justice system. He explains that many of the movement’s leaders and 

members “have had encounters with racialized policing or otherwise are personally affected by 

mass incarceration,” making this movement deeply personal and impassioned (35). This source 

suggests that inequities in the criminal justice system were the primary reason for the 

movement’s birth, specifically in the aftermath of Treyvon Martin’s murder and George 

Zimmerman’s acquittal. The motivation behind the movement forces it into my second school of 

thought, which posits mass incarceration as a mobilizing force for activism. Rickford also draws 

on Hannah Walker’s theory that proximal contact with mass incarceration sparks activism among 

those not incarcerated.  

Oliver (2008) considers the historical repression of the concept of mass incarceration and 

police misconduct within literature surrounding black civil rights and insurgency. Until recently, 

and likely due to the rise of social media and body camera technology, police misconduct and 

mass incarceration have been secondary issues, at least in literature describing black rights 

movements. Pamela Oliver shows evidence of this repression and describes the need for more 

literature elevating mass incarceration as one of the most significant aspects of America’s 

repression of African American mobility. The central claim of Oliver’s paper is that the 

government used narratives of drug epidemics and violent crime to distract from its tendency of 

over-incarcerating poor communities of color, as evidenced by the fact that “incarceration 

continued to climb even when crime went down in the early 1980s and the 1990s,” among other 
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things (2). Oliver believes that mass incarceration, if covered appropriately, would ignite a 

serious amount of social activism and is thus highlighting its historical repression.  

Oliver’s argument falls in line with Rickford’s claims that mass incarceration is the 

primary enemy of black insurgency. Mass incarceration is the main issue that led to the rise of 

Black Lives Matter and should remain the paramount motivator of black activism. However, 

Oliver differs in that her message operates more as an outcry for more activism in the face of her 

evidence that these unjust realities have been repressed for so long.  

Michael Owens (2013) provides a study examining the existence and effectiveness of 

organizations run primarily by returning citizens. In his analysis, Owens draws on data from 

Open Doors, a voting rights organization in Providence advocating for and with returning 

citizens and their families. Owens argues that when organizations like Open Doors effectively 

organize and mobilize in conjunction with returning citizens and their families, they show 

incredible results in creating policy change and pushing criminal justice reform efforts. The 

study looked at the role and success of Open Doors in changing Rhode Island’s voting laws via a 

state referendum “to identify implications for engaging and sustaining felons in political activity” 

(256). Owen’s central claim here is that, under the right circumstances, some of the most 

effective political organizations battling mass incarceration are “created by, with, and for ex-

offenders and their families that mass incarceration birthed” (258).  

The second school of thought in this review is substantially thinner than the first, and 

Owens acknowledges this directly. He contends that much of this activism and political work 

“goes unnoticed by scholars, leading them to conclude that the political “role of ex-offender 

groups is unclear,” whereas this study’s findings prove that may not be the case (257). 
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Specifically, Owens finds that “some of the most interesting political work around the country is 

happening among organizations trying to mobilize those segments of society too often deemed 

deviant” (257). That being said, it's important to understand that while this political work 

involving returning citizens can be and often is extremely effective, this data does not indicate 

the amount of political mobilization that takes place. Thus, it does not definitively clarify the 

validity of the second school of thought, but instead paints a picture of what activism sparked by 

mass incarceration looks like and how it can manifest.  

In his assessment of the effects of mass incarceration in the city of Philadelphia and the 

United States as a whole, Steve McGovern cites and explains two differing theories describing 

the connection between incarceration and political participation. The first theory is that through 

mechanisms of mistrust, discouragement, neighborhood decline, and social deviance highlighted 

by various scholars, incarceration serves to disenfranchise people living in communities with 

high rates of incarceration. When overly harsh and punitive policing policy made popular by the 

infamous Philadelphia Mayor Frank Rizzo became the norm, entire communities were 

demobilized politically. These areas were “stripped of powerful voices of dissent, inhibiting 

effective grassroots organizing,” and fostering a highly contentious relationship between 

police/government and the poorest neighborhoods in Philadelphia (3). Additionally, because so 

many people’s sole experience with government consists of especially punitive and seemingly 

racially biased encounters, they are far more likely to withdraw from local politics and civic 

activities. Experiencing political and social alienation from such an unfair and racially biased 

could be somewhat expected, but McGovern highlights specific studies that show substantial 

levels of this alienation.  
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The alternative and more important theory McGovern mentions is the idea, embraced by 

Walker, Oliver and Rickford, that mass incarceration sparks outrage in communities where it is 

experienced firsthand and actually increases political participation and activism. McGovern 

argues that in places like Philadelphia, where considerable incarceration and police surveillance 

persisted, community organizers and activists joined forces and expressed their anger through 

protest and grassroots organizing. This happened more recently, however, because of the 

emergence of body camera technology and social media platforms pushing evidence of police 

brutality and criminal justice mistreatment.  
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Research Design: 

I. Tentative Answer to Research Question and Brief Rationale: 

Research Question: How does interaction with the criminal justice system affect the political and 

civic engagement of both returning citizens and non-offenders living in highly-policed and 

incarcerated communities? 

While conversations surrounding police brutality, mass incarceration and prison reform 

have always been prevalent in black and brown communities, due to the recent introduction of 

feasible body-camera technology and the rise of social media, we have seen a major growth in 

grassroots movements aiming to reform policing practices, prison policies, and mass 

incarceration as a phenomenon. These movements have created serious shifts in public attitudes 

and awareness of the flaws of the criminal justice system, specifically in its racially-biased 

tendencies. While it is clear that mass incarceration has given rise to various prominent 

grassroots movements and political reforms, the deeply harmful and de-mobilizing systemic 

consequences of mass incarceration for former prisoners and their surrounding communities 

vastly outweigh the levels of participation and activism it generates.  

The rationale behind this tentative answer is twofold. First, based on the body of research 

in my literature review, it seems clear that through the three mechanisms (sub-schools of 

thought) I have previously discussed, returning citizens and people in highly-incarcerated 

communities experience serious and statistically significant declines in civic and political 

participation. These declines are caused by a multitude of factors, all of which are related to the 

policies of mass incarceration and can be seen across the board as causal rather than correlatory. 

When combining studies across the three mechanisms of demobilization, the sheer scope of these 
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participatory declines are revealed as overwhelmingly crippling and indicative of the fact that the 

criminal justice system continues to facilitate cycles of poverty and non-participation today.  

The other claim behind this rationale is that even though many major movements have 

emerged to combat the criminal justice system, the majority of people who lead and partake in 

this activism are not returning citizens or from highly incarcerated areas themselves. These 

neighborhoods are specifically targeted because they are often our nation’s lowest-income 

communities. Thus, it seems fair to assume this lack of activism considering the fact that among 

our nation’s poorest people and communities, “only one-fifth planned to cast a ballot in that 

year’s midterm election,” and few even “follow politics very closely — [as] only a quarter knew 

which party controlled Congress, and only 14 percent had gotten in touch with an elected official 

in the last two years” (Light, 2017). While I am sure there exists a large population of activists 

with a strong relationship to incarceration, there are many movement members who are not 

black, are not residents of the types of highly-incarcerated neighborhoods I discuss, and have not 

been incarcerated themselves. This is mainly because, in these highly incarcerated communities, 

“the state fosters mistrust of political institutions and a weakened attachment to the political 

process,” thus making it unlikely that more of these kinds of individuals become involved in the 

movement than the amount who do not (Lerman and Weaver, 2010).  

 While the benefits brought about by these movements may be widespread and 

significant, it is important to think about how many returning citizens and residents of highly 

incarcerated neighborhoods actually participate compared to how many experience 

demobilization. It is reasonable to assume that the participatory declines caused by mass 

incarceration outweigh any increases in activism, especially considering that most criminal 

justice movements do not specifically address political participation or civic engagement. It 
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makes sense to channel my research towards this answer, specifically through the mechanism of 

political socialization, because I believe I will be able to directly attribute negative attitudes 

towards the state and sentiments of political isolation (which foster demobilization) to levels of 

contact with the criminal justice system.  

Political Socialization’s manifestation relies on consistent and unwelcomed police 

contact that, eventually, shapes citizen’s attitudes towards police and even the government. By 

connecting the deeply held, multi-generational attitudes toward police and subsequently the state, 

I will be able to better understand why highly incarcerated communities are overwhelmingly 

distant from the political process. Other theories like social disorganization merely account for 

community norms and standards created by mass incarceration policies, whereas I believe the 

strongest deterrent to participation comes from conscious and intentionally negative attitudes 

towards the state held by black people in these communities.  

II. Hypothesis Formulation 

 Because I am basing my research design on the political socialization theory, it is 

important to explain this concept in the form of a hypothesis containing multiple variables. In 

this case, my primary independent variable is a respondent's personal level of contact with the 

criminal justice system. Being able to gauge the number of and nature of these interactions was 

key in the application of my intervening variable, which is attitudes towards government. I 

hypothesize that higher levels of perceived unfair contact with the criminal justice system 

negatively influence popular attitudes towards government as a whole, which in turn inhibits 

political and civic engagement. This is consistent with many bodies of research within political 

socialization theory. A pictorial representation of this hypothesis is provided below: 

Personal level of contact with criminal justice system → Attitudes towards 
government→ Negative effects on civic engagement + political participation 
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III. Definition of Concepts 
 
Political Socialization: As I have briefly explained above, political socialization is the idea that 

citizens learn about government through their interactions with it. Most people experience 

government through various avenues, like bureaucracies, social services, postal services, local 

politics, and other government bodies that provide benefits. But citizens in highly incarcerated 

communities experience government almost entirely at the hands of police and other punitive 

bodies that enforce control rather than provide a service. Thus, as black and brown citizens in 

highly incarcerated areas experience harassment and unwarranted police contact far more than 

the average person, they are likely to define government as a threat rather than a beneficiary. 

Political socialization assumes that because these attitudes persist, people will be less inclined to 

engage civically or politically in a government that consistently oppresses them.  

Civic Engagement: Civic engagement is the act of being involved in local groups, organizations, 

networks or political spheres intended to either solve problems or strengthen social networks in 

one’s own community. Examples include membership in church youth groups, book clubs, 

sports teams/clubs, neighborhood associations and community development corporations (CDC). 

Technically, civic engagement also encompasses local political involvement, although for my 

research I will characterize that as political participation.  

Political Participation: Political participation is the ability and willingness of citizens to involve 

themselves in local or national politics to a somewhat significant degree. This term will include 

acts like voting in local and national elections, volunteering or contributing to political 

campaigns, posting political opinions on social media, being involved in forms of activism or 

politically minded organizations or even keeping up with political news stories. In poorer and 
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more incarcerated communities, this may simply refer to the discussion of politics with 

neighbors and friends, and developing communal attitudes/values.  

Respondent: While it may seem like I refer to respondents as individuals with actual contact with 

the criminal justice system, because of IRB approval complications my respondents are leaders 

or members of various organizations that either deal directly with returning citizens, focus on 

community development, or work on issues of mass incarceration. They are thus well-positioned 

to assess how aggressive policing and prosecution affect the civic and political engagement of 

residents in their communities.  

Returning citizens vs. Citizens: I use the term “returning citizens” to identify those who have 

previously been incarcerated but are no longer locked up in a jail. That being said, these citizens 

still may experience substantial surveillance via probation/parole. Additionally, I will use certain 

phrases like “citizens in these communities” or “these citizens” to refer specifically to residents 

of highly incarcerated communities who have never been convicted of a crime or completed any 

legal punishment.  

Political Isolation: The socially ostracizing effects of incarceration and carceral contact, 

combined with social stigmas and disenfranchisement policies often force returning and ordinary 

citizens in highly-incarcerated communities to completely withdraw from civic and political 

realms, usually out of embarrassment or lack of confidence.  

Criminal Justice Contact: This simply refers to the amount and nature of one’s interactions with 

the criminal justice system. A scale identifying various levels of contact with be given later, but 

interactions include anything from conversations with police to serving lengthy prison 

sentences.  
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Highly-incarcerated communities: Scholars define highly-incarcerated communities in different 

ways. However, all agree that they are communities where the average prisoner-density or 

number of incarcerated individuals per 100,000 people is abnormally high compared nationally. 

IV. Case Selection 

 I collected data in Washington, D.C. and Philadelphia, both of which are top-five cities in 

terms of incarceration rates per 100,000 people (Widra, 2019) (PPI, DC). Both are appropriate 

cities for this research because they have plenty of organizations and people within those 

organizations who are both familiar with the criminal justice system’s impact on vulnerable 

communities and have been exposed to and work with enough people with criminal justice 

contact to give detailed answers to my interview questions. These two cities provide the type of 

familiarity with incarcerated individuals and citizens in highly incarcerated communities that is 

needed to evaluate my hypothesis without actually interviewing returning citizens or others with 

carceral contact. This is mainly because both cities have many community organizations and re-

entry programs intended to combat high rates of incarceration. I will gauge how levels of contact 

with the system shape attitudes towards government and subsequently affect political and civic 

engagement without directly interviewing returning citizens and their neighbors, who would 

likely be considered vulnerable populations when asking questions about personal criminal 

justice experiences.  

 Additionally, these two case selections allowed me to control for my second school of 

thought as a viable answer to my research question. Because D.C. and Philadelphia are home to 

some of the most powerful activist networks in the country, I came across people who know 

others, or have personally experienced contact with the criminal justice system and have been 

compelled to activism because of that contact. That being said, I am wary of the fact that 
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increased activist networks and the presence of many political organizations may skew results 

towards my second school of thought more than I had anticipated.  

V. Measurement of Variables 

Criminal Justice Contact: 

To measure levels of criminal justice contact, I have created a scale to accurately weigh 

different kinds of punitive interactions. I will allocate 1 point for those having been stopped by 

police, 2 points for those who have been forcibly stopped and frisked, 3 points for those who 

have been handcuffed or detained without charges, 4 points for those who have been charged 

with community service or probation, 5 points for those who have been incarcerated at all, and 6 

points for those who have experienced incarceration for more than a year. I planned to add up 

these points to gauge varying levels of contact. Because my research now targets organizational 

and community leaders, I ask these leaders if they think increased levels of contact on this scale 

would likely correlate to increasingly negative attitudes toward government. I initially hoped to 

create a scale for the nature of these criminal justice interactions as well. However, because my 

research now targets both returning and non-returning organizational members, I simply plan to 

ask them to reflect on whether the individuals they know and work with have described these 

interactions as fair or unfair.  

Attitudes Towards Government: 

An important part of my interviews regarding this variable will be to read the language 

and tone of interviewees when describing how individuals tend to respond to higher levels of 

criminal justice contact. Beyond that, I ask about general attitudes toward government in highly 

incarcerated neighborhoods and, if negative, why exactly that is. Additionally, I ask exactly how 

interviewees think higher levels of contact influences how people view the state compared to 
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those with less contact. Finally, I ask if people they know who have experienced criminal justice 

contact discuss, perceive, and characterize government more dubiously than those not living in 

highly-incarcerated neighborhoods, because many in these communities may not experience 

direct contact but are instead exposed through people they know.  

Political Participation: 

I have identified the following behaviors as political participation: voting in local or 

national elections, volunteering or contributing to political campaigns, posting political opinions 

on social media, being involved in activism or politically minded organizations, discussing 

politics with family and friends, or even keeping up with political news stories. Contrary to 

levels of criminal justice contact, it is harder to determine which of these behaviors is a more 

significant level of participation so I will allocate one point for each behavior listed above and 

determine levels of political participation accordingly.  

Civic Engagement: 

Because civic engagement is much more loosely defined than other concepts in my 

hypothesis, I will provide several examples of civic engagement (i.e. joining a community 

organization) and read interviewees my definition of civic engagement. After that, I planned to 

ask them to report increases or decreases in this general community involvement based on their 

personal sentiments and whatever levels of criminal justice contact we have previously 

established among subjects.  

VI. Data Collection and Analysis 

I conducted multiple interviews with members and leaders of organizations who focus 

primarily on mass incarceration and directly interact with those who have experienced contact 

with the criminal justice system. I had hoped to target prisoner reentry programs, neighborhood 



 
 

35 
 

associations, civic associations, community development corporations, and churches located in 

highly-incarcerated areas. I have already mentioned some interview methods in the section 

above, but provide other sample questions below:  

1. How do people feel about police? How do they feel about government/the state? How do 

they feel about the city government and Mayor Kenney (or D.C. government and Mayor 

Bowser)? Do they feel that local or federal government bodies are responsive to their 

needs?  

2. [For neighborhood support organizations] Would you say folks (in this highly-

incarcerated neighborhood) call on organizations like yours for support before reaching 

out to the government? 

3. Is there a general sentiment of mistrust in the community towards police? Towards 

government? Are those two entities often conflated with each other in conversations you 

have had?  

4. If these attitudes towards government are consistently negative, would you say that is, at 

least partially, because of personal contact with the criminal justice system? Would you 

predict that the higher score one may receive on my “level of contact scale,” the more 

likely they are to perceive government negatively?  

5. Do you think returning and other citizens living in highly incarcerated neighborhoods, 

because of these negative attitudes towards government, are less inclined to participate 

politically or civically [clarify definitions and scales of both variables].  

6. How do you assess the validity of my other sub-schools of thought? [Explain social 

disorganization theory] How about my other school of thought, that mass incarceration 

sparks activism?  
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7. We’ve seen organizations like Black Lives Matter rise in the wake of body camera 

technology and social media coverage exposing the horrors of police brutality and mass 

incarceration. Would you say returning citizens are less likely than usual residents in 

highly incarcerated neighborhoods to become politically engaged? 
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Historical Overview: 

When people use the phrase “mass incarceration,” it is met with vastly differing 

interpretations, especially regarding its intent and end-goals. Simply put, mass incarceration 

refers to the fact that the United States incarcerates far more people per capita and overall than 

any other nation on earth (Radu, 2019). This is shocking given that the U.S. does not boast 

particularly alarming crime rates or struggle to maintain public order more than any other 

developed nation. Instead, the United States has relied heavily on incarceration as a solution to 

crime in the United States, especially in the nation’s major cities.  

Incarceration rates were somewhat proportional to other countries for a long period of 

time, specifically until the 1970s. Prison populations really began to grow in the 1970s in part 

because of President Richard Nixon’s introduction of the War on Drugs, which punished drug 

use as a dangerous crime deserving of considerable prison time. More specifically, Nixon 

“dramatically increased the size and presence of federal drug control agencies, and pushed 

through measures such as mandatory sentencing and no-knock warrants,” all of which were 

reciprocated in major city governments who felt pressure to follow suit and eliminate crime 

(Drug Policy Alliance). Beyond specific policies, Nixon and his administration made a concerted 

effort to shift national attitudes towards drug use, labeling left-wing whites and black people as 

dangerous criminals, when in reality, drug use is generally more indicative of economic class. 

Considerable media attention was and still is given to the dangerous drug abusers in black and 

brown communities, while white drug abuse was swept under the rug (Netherland & Hansen, 

2016).  

The rise, at least in press coverage and national hysteria, of drug addiction, especially in 

cities, created a political climate in which the national electorate generally favored a tough-on-
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crime approach to governance. The eventual election of Ronald Reagan, who continued and 

expanded upon the War on Drugs, would eventually lead to the passage of “Anti-Drug Abuse 

Act of 1986, which allocated $1.7 billion to the War on Drugs and established a series of 

“mandatory minimum” prison sentences for various drug offenses” (Britannica). The Reagan 

presidency is largely responsible for the national prison population essentially doubling from 

329,000 to 627,000 people, beginning an era of criminal justice policy tendencies that 

manufactured a total prison population that peaked in 2009 at 2,226,832 people (Lauren-Brooke, 

2018). This total represents around 24.7% of the world’s incarcerated population, despite 

America’s claim to only 4.25% of the world’s total population (WIKI). 

This spike is due in part to targeted efforts towards drug use, especially in poorer 

minority communities that were broadly characterized as more dangerous and drug-addicted. But 

another key player in the institution of mass incarceration was the prison industrial complex. By 

the 1970s, private corporations and other various for-profit entities pitched the concept of 

privatizing certain prison systems and facilities to make up for the government’s financial 

shortcomings, given the drastic rise in the incarcerated population. For-profit prisons, along with 

an increased national propensity towards politicians masquerading a tough-on-crime policy 

agenda has led to an astronomical rise in incarceration rates (Schlosser, 1998). All of a sudden, 

both federal and local elected officials were politically and economically incentivized to 

incarcerate, and mantras like the “War on Drugs” clearly reflect that.  

 It has become clear that gradual policies within the criminal justice system are not simply 

motivated by money and politics. A deep racial history in the United States points to the fact that 

our criminal justice system can often function as an evolved and more socially-acceptable 

version of slavery itself. From slavery, black codes, legally regulated segregation in the Jim 



 
 

39 
 

Crow south, unfair housing policies and unequal access to GI Bill grants, to the War on Drugs 

and police brutality, government systems have worked to disenfranchise and incarcerate black 

and brown people at higher rates than their white counterparts. This disenfranchisement has 

remained constant despite evidence claiming that drug use is actually higher among white people 

(McCabe et. al, 2007). Even today, in 2020, we see remnants of this over-reliance on 

incarceration as a means to surveil poor neighborhoods in the U.S.  

 Two cities with particularly high incarceration rates per capita are Philadelphia and 

Washington D.C. (Widra, 2019). Philadelphia has a particularly rich and interesting history 

relating to incarceration and government control. Many in the city know the name Frank Rizzo, 

but very few understand his legacy and the lasting impact of his reign as both police chief and 

eight-year mayor of Philadelphia. Rizzo’s support split essentially along racial lines, as the city’s 

white residents overwhelmingly supported his message of being tough-on-crime. This 

manifested in the targeting of neighborhoods portrayed by the media as crime-ridden and 

dangerous, specifically black and brown communities (Opportunity Agenda). Given the fact that 

his rise to police commissioner took place in the racially and politically tumultuous 1960s, Rizzo 

capitalized on white-fragility and fear with tactics that attacked all minority groups. Rizzo 

routinely raided gay hangouts and bars, and made a concentrated effort to not only over-police 

black communities, but even oversaw “the percentage of black police officers hired declined 

from 27.5% to 7.7%” from 1966 to 1970 (Brennan, 2017).  

 Rizzo’s influence continued beyond his days as police commissioner, as strong approval 

ratings and support for aggressive policing policies led to his eventual election as mayor in 1971, 

expanding his powers over city politics while remaining in complete control over the city’s 

police force. Throughout his time in Philadelphia, Rizzo was revered by police officers and was 
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responsible for more human deaths at the hands of cops than any other city in America 

(Blumgart, 2015). The final piece of Rizzo’s legacy, which continues to plague criminal justice 

reformers and activists today, was his efforts to create the Fraternal Order of Police, a police 

union that still protects cops from punishment for misconduct and racial profiling, more so than 

any other public-sector union could (McGovern, 2020).  

 In the fall of 1984, mayor Wilson Goode ordered police helicopters to drop a bomb on 

the black activist group MOVE’s Philadelphia row house. The fires resulted in 11 deaths and 

wiped out three city blocks of primarily black and brown residences, most of which had nothing 

to do with MOVE’s “radical” agenda promoting black power and equality (Hartman & Keene, 

2019). This provides a clear example of Rizzo’s legacy and the culture built by his ever-popular 

tactics of aggression, especially considering the fact that Mayor Goode himself was black and 

many other black politicians took on similarly harsh policies to combat crime. Although most 

black residents in Philadelphia despised Rizzo, he made popular the “kind of tough-on-crime 

politics that evoked a vision of society beset by shadowy figures of monstrous criminality and 

radicalism” (Blumgart, 2015). By turning his policing policies into a political agenda, Rizzo was 

able to garner widespread support among those turned off by the radically progressive agenda 

presented by black activist groups. In turn, this widespread support created a culture of tough-on-

crime policies, and became the standard of police tactics in Philadelphia. Countless black 

politicians during this time and in the future succumbed, likely because of political pressure, to 

promoting similarly harsh crime policies. Because Rizzo was so successful and revered by so 

many in the city, black politicians, even into the 2000s, routinely subscribed to Rizzo-esque 

crime policies. In 2007, newly elected mayor Michael Nutter “ordered his police department to 

substantially increase its reliance on pedestrian stops and searches,” a practice that 
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disproportionately harms residents in black and brown communities (McGovern, 2020). To this 

day “the pensions [Rizzo] negotiated with the police and firemen's unions remain a weight on the 

city's shaky finances. And a report from the Department of Justice released this year found that 

between 2007 and 2013, the Philly police force killed people at a rate six times greater than their 

counterparts in New York; 81 percent of those killed were black” (Blumgart, 2015). It’s clear 

that the city of Philadelphia has a long and somewhat tainted history surrounding police conduct 

and carceral policies. Frank Rizzo’s legacy is certainly strong and has played a large role in these 

continued trends, but Rizzo was merely a manifestation of his time. Philadelphia, and the nation 

as a whole in the 1960s and 70s, was largely reluctant to embrace movements like the Black 

Panthers, and instead heard a rhetoric of crime and drug abuse that demanded immediate and 

aggressive action. While Rizzo’s legacy in Philly is especially harsh, political pressure to fight 

crime with aggression quickly became the norm, and Rizzo capitalized on this shared sense of 

urgency.  

The recent election of Larry Krasner, a progressive running on a criminal justice reform 

agenda, as Philadelphia’s District Attorney has shifted the narrative and given Philadelphia a 

new reputation as a leader in the fight for criminal justice reform. For example, Krasner, along 

with reform-minded mayor Jim Kenney, has spoken out against pervasive policies like stop-and-

frisk and the death penalty (Krinsky & Owens, 2019). Additionally, over “the past several years, 

new bail policies sponsored by Krasner, the Defender Association of Philadelphia, and the 

judiciary, in conjunction with grants from the MacArthur Foundation, have reduced the jail 

population by more than 50%, to 4,800” (Rudovsky, 2019). While many critics would argue 

reducing the incarcerated population poses public safety risks, the city continues to see declines 

in crime rates, proving reform policies to be quite effective in curbing both crime and mass 
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incarceration. Philadelphia has also spearheaded widely controversial, yet effective, injection site 

programs intended to reduce drug usage and overdoses in a state-sanctioned and safe manner. 

While no facilities have officially opened yet, several “amicus briefs were filed, bringing an 

impressive breadth of perspectives, including religious leaders, public health officials, 

academicians, attorneys general, and other voices to the mix,” to urge the opening of Safehouse 

in South Philly (Cox, et al. 2019). And while “Research has shown that such sites prevent 

overdose deaths; reduce the transmission of infectious diseases, public injections, and discarded 

syringes; increase the number of people entering treatment programs,” and reduce drug-related 

incarcerations, Pennsylvania state attorneys continue to block its passage (Cox, et al. 2019).  

 The reluctance surrounding injection sites is indicative of a larger and less optimistic 

reality, that even progressive-tagged cities like Philadelphia have a long way to go in the fight 

against mass incarceration. Even though the city’s incarceration rates have declined, 

Pennsylvania’s probation and parole system continues to unnecessarily incarcerate people at 

alarmingly high rates. Not only does the state sanction “a system of ‘mass supervision’ that 

routinely punishes poverty, mental illness, and addiction,” but it keeps black and brown people 

on probation and parole at a rate 54% higher than their white counterparts (Memo, Inquirer). 

Oftentimes, returning citizens can be reincarcerated for offenses as small as failing a drug or 

alcohol test, missing a meeting with a parole officer, or traveling a few miles outside of a 

designated zone without reporting so. With the election of reform-minded DAs, mayors, and city 

council members, Philadelphia stands as an example of how cities can lead the way in criminal 

justice reform. But, Philadelphia is also an example of how state legislatures and other state 

bodies are lagging behind and continue to prohibit the kinds of systemic overhaul needed to fully 

curb mass incarceration in Philadelphia and Pennsylvania (Lacy & Grim, 2019).  
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 Another city that has experienced the serious consequences of mass incarceration but has 

a community of activists speaking for reform is our nation’s capital, Washington, D.C. 

Washington has a particularly interesting yet somewhat distinct history of criminal justice from 

Philadelphia. While both cities were hit hard by the national War on Drugs, Washington, D.C. 

seemingly became the epicenter of the crack-cocaine epidemic, symbolizing what George H.W. 

Bush deemed a national drug crisis. D.C. was labeled by Bush and other top federal drug 

enforcement officers as the test site for the harsh criminal justice policies associated with the 

War on Drugs for a few key reasons. In 1989, the District of Columbia solidified itself as the 

“murder capital” of the country with 434 homicides, a near record breaking number of violent 

deaths recorded in one city and far more than any other city in America. In the media, the 

underlying cause of this extraordinarily high murder rate was attributed solely to the city’s crack-

cocaine epidemic, as it was determined that “of the city's 575,000 residents, an estimated 60,000 

to 70,000 - 1 in every 10 - are drug abusers. Random killings, drive-by shootings and cold-

blooded executions have all become commonplace in Washington,” making it easy for members 

of the media and policymakers alike to link drug abuse to high murder rates and react 

accordingly through public policy (Massing, 1990).  

 I remarked earlier that Bush used DC as an example of America’s crack-cocaine 

epidemic, a label which came to fruition in September of 1989 when the Drug Enforcement 

Agency seized $2400 worth of crack-cocaine in Lafayette Park, across the street from the White 

House. A few days later President Bush addressed the nation, with that same bag of cocaine by 

his side, in his famous speech declaring a national War on Drugs (Blitz, 2018). He described a 

crisis that was bringing our systems of justice to a breaking point and sapping us of our soul as a 

nation, and it convinced many Americans and policymakers of a grim reality existing in our very 
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own capital city. Another key aspect of the harsh labeling given to the District was the 

effectiveness of its elected government officials, almost all of whom were black. Regardless of 

how race played into this dialogue, the narrative of the city being a failure holds somewhat true, 

as “the public schools were a disaster. The recreation centers were dilapidated. HIV was 

rampant. Drugs, crack, and guns were everywhere. And the city was going bankrupt” (Blitz, 

2018). The idea that the DC government was failing its citizens existed at the federal level as 

well, as “Republican Senator Phil Gramm of Texas going as far as to question the city’s ability to 

govern itself” at a time of extreme poverty, crime, and drug use (Fenston, 2014). Because this 

narrative was so frequently pushed by political elites and war-on-drugs advocates in Washington, 

it was easy to accept this reality considering the fact that the city’s own mayor, Marion Barry, 

was found to have had his own struggles with crack-cocaine despite his administration’s efforts 

to curtail drug abuse. It’s widely accepted that Barry’s “trial underscored Washington's 

reputation as a drug capital,” a label that would prove to create serious consequences regarding 

the city’s relationship with mass incarceration and racialized policing for years to come 

(Massing, 1990).  

 A combination of reality and exaggerated narratives pushed by Bush and various media 

outlets created somewhat of a national hysteria surrounding drugs in the United States. Bush’s 

address to the nation was viewed by millions of Americans, and when he “announced he was 

renewing the War on Drugs, and the opening salvo would be against Washington, D.C.’s crack 

addiction,” public policy to curtail this epidemic followed suit. In April of 1989, national drug 

policy director William J. Bennett, with permission from the president, announced that the city 

“was "out of control," denounced the "irresponsibility" of Mayor Marion Barry's government for 

failing to address it, and announced an "emergency" initiative” (Isikoff, 1990). Bennett was 
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given authority over Mayor Barry, a move that established the resemblance of an emergency 

state in the District that saw the federal government superseding the power of its locally elected 

officials. Included in Bennett’s initiative were calls for various and drastic increases in law 

enforcement programs, the creation of a federal anti-drug task force to target higher level dealers, 

increasing the amount of prosecutors and investigators, and the construction of a regional federal 

prison as well as a new jail in the city itself (Isikoff, 1990). Isaac Fulwood, the D.C. police chief 

during this time period, explained that police duties shifted almost entirely to going into poor 

neighborhoods and doing buy-busts where the force was “arresting, literally on the weekends, 

sometimes, 800 or 900 people” (Fenston, 2014). Naturally, with so many arrests targeted in poor, 

primarily black and brown neighborhoods, thousands of young black men were locked up and 

subjected to mandatory minimum and overly harsh sentencing laws, kickstarting the city’s 

struggles with mass incarceration.  

Bennett turned the District into a militarized police state, thinking that if he arrested 

everyone involved in the sale of drugs, the city’s problems would eventually decrease 

substantially. Unfortunately for Bennett, and the District’s residents, overly-punitive sentencing 

and increased police force tend not to solve crime problems. While Bennett was able to lock up 

thousands involved in drug-dealing operations in the city, arresting kingpins and street soldiers 

“didn’t seem to make a difference, [as] new dealers stepped in to take their places, and the 

killings continued” (Fenston, 2014). One year into Bennett’s federally imposed crime initiative, 

“most federal and city officials agree that the District is no more under control today than it was 

last year, and that the rate of drug-related murders and violence remains as high as ever” (Isikoff, 

1990). Despite his lack of success, Bennett remained in charge for several years and would go on 
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to establish various city and federal policies that remained in place for more than a decade, all of 

which contributed to the legacy of mass incarceration in Washington D.C. 

One must understand both the human consequences of these harsh policies, as well as the 

reality that much of the War on Drugs was more of a staged political play than it was an effective 

means to reduce drug-related crime in the United States. The Lafayette Park drug bust narrative 

Bush told on national television is a perfect example of this reality. Reports surfacing after the 

incident claimed the “dramatic story of a crack deal right outside of the White House was, at 

best, contrived” considering the DEA lured the suspect to the park, even giving him directions on 

how to get there because the park rarely saw any narcotic trade (Blitz, 2018). Furthermore, the 

suspect was widely viewed as a menace, despite the fact that he was an 18-year old high school 

student with no prior criminal record. During his trial and sentencing, “U.S. District Judge 

Stanley Sporkin, who presided over the case, said in court that he regretted having to hand down 

that sentence, and encouraged the young man to ask Bush for a commutation” because the 

President used him for a political speech (Blitz, 2018). The suspect was also found guilty for 

another small-scale deal, but because he was within 1000 feet of a school the crime carried a 

mandatory 10 year sentence without an opportunity for parole.  

This narrative provides a clear example of how vulnerable people in D.C. were unjustly 

punished with little room for redemption. But it also shines light on a federal policy created in 

this era giving Bennett and the federal government power over local officials to carry out drug-

bust operations and impose broader mandatory sentencing laws. Despite Judge Sporkin’s desires 

to give a troubled young man some leeway in sentencing, the federal government forced 

countless district judges to comply with brutal sentencing policies often against their best 

judgement (Massing, 1990). These harsh policies and federally imposed powers over locally 
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elected officials have maintained the District’s reliance on punitive policies and exacerbate it’s 

problems with mass incarceration.  

Nevertheless, the District’s residents are historically both pragmatic and progressive, 

which has led to important conversations and public policy shifts to counteract the city’s 

excessive incarceration rates. Various measures have been considered by “D.C. City Council as 

it followed the will of District residents in enacting safe and effective criminal- and juvenile-

justice reforms.” More specifically, in 2016 the city passed the Incarceration Reduction 

Amendment Act which “provided deserving men and women convicted as teenagers a chance to 

have a judge review their sentence after they served 15 years” (Allen & Racine, 2019). With the 

help of progressive council members and residents, the city has recently taken on a reformist 

approach to criminal justice policies that have been harsh for so long. In addition to the IRAA, 

the city unanimously passed the NEAR Act which “redefines how the District approaches public 

safety by focusing on community-based solutions that treat the root causes of crime” instead of 

criminalizing acts that are better solved through public health assistance (ACLU, 2018).  

Policies like these make it clear that the city is attempting to reckon with its ugly history 

of incarceration, but various problems still remain in the fight for a truly rehabilitative criminal 

justice system in our nation’s capital. First, while the NEAR Act and IRAA were initially 

approved by the city council, they have not received enough funding or support to be passed into 

law and remain tentative at this point in time. Beyond these specific policies, the legacy of Bush, 

Bennett, and the national War on Drugs still plagues various aspects of the city’s punitive 

policies and trends. Specifically, “D.C. incarcerates 1,153 per 100,000 D.C. residents'' 

considerably more than any other state or urban county in America (Austermuhle, 2019). Experts 

contend this is the case because the District “was as much a participant in tough on crime 
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policies” as anywhere in America, and its lasting policies and incarcerated population is 

reflective of that (Austermuhle, 2019). Another lasting impact of Bush’s decision to make D.C. 

ground zero for the War on Drugs is the dysfunctional power breakdown between local and 

federal government regarding criminal justice. To this day, “the prosecution of violent crime is 

handled by federal, not local prosecutors, which can result in criminal justice decisions that are 

removed from local policymakers'' (Austermuhle, 2019). The removal of local prosecutors 

challenges D.C.’s reform-minded leaders to pursue effective community policies, and instead 

gives a voice to those who are more likely to prescribe to decades-old approaches to fighting 

urban crime.  

Beyond Republican presidents of the 80s and 90s, Democrats like Bill Clinton only 

furthered these kinds of criminal justice policies, mainly because crime remained prevalent and 

aggressive police action remained a strong political play. It wasn’t until Barack Obama was 

elected in 2008 that considerable efforts to slow mass incarceration were taken, like his attempt 

to “guide judges to give more lenient sentences for drug crimes, both retroactively and in the 

future,” and issuing executive orders to reduce prison populations (Lopez, 2017). However, it 

should be clear that decades of harsh crime policies etched into federal and state law, many of 

which were viewed as successful by millions of Americans, have prevented serious reform from 

taking place and has enabled mass incarceration to continue in places like D.C. and Philadelphia.  

Clearly, the District faced challenges different than Philadelphia in nature but similar in 

outcome regarding policies of mass incarceration. Philadelphia’s legacy of criminal justice was 

more or less defined by the power and political popularity of harsh criminal justice policies, 

spearheaded by Frank Rizzo in conjunction with the nationwide War on Drugs. Washington 

D.C., however, was stripped of its local jurisdiction altogether and essentially operated as a 
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federally supervised police state for nearly a decade, setting the tone for criminal justice policy 

for years to come. While D.C. and Philadelphia have slightly varying histories with mass 

incarceration, both were hit hard by the overly-punitive criminal justice policies of the 80s and 

90s. While many other cities were certainly affected by mass incarceration, Washington D.C.’s 

proximity to the federal government and Philadelphia’s strong anti-government activist network, 

combined with two of the highest crime and incarceration rates in the nation make Philadelphia 

and Washington D.C. perfect case studies for this research. Both cities have slowly made 

progress in healing the wounds of mass incarceration, the deeply ingrained and federally 

established norms dealing with crime still impact the two cities’ residents today and will 

continue to challenge reform efforts moving forward.  
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Results & Findings: 

Intro 
 

As explained in my research design and historical overview sections, I focused my 

research in/around Washington, D.C. and Philadelphia. I was able to remain consistent with that 

goal, as all of my interviewees were based in those two cities. This gave me exactly the 

perspective I had hoped for, an informed, on-the-ground analysis of how mass incarceration was 

functioning in the lives of returning citizens and the communities they often come from. My 

original plan was to speak with “leaders or members of various organizations that either deal 

directly with returning citizens, focus on community development, or work on issues of mass 

incarceration.” This plan served as a valuable guide in finding interviewees, especially in the 

specific areas of work I highlighted. While my interviewees were not limited to being members 

or leaders of organizations, they all were active in and passionate about their various forms of 

criminal justice work. I was able to speak with two re-entry specialists working directly with 

returning citizens in Philadelphia on a daily basis, one Howard University professor with a 

lifetime of work, in various forms, on issues of mass incarceration, an executive director of re-

entry services for a large organization in Philadelphia, a former state corrections director and 

commissioner, an active parole officer and expert on community supervision in the United 

States, and a pastor of an African Methodist Church also working organizationally on re-entry 

and criminal justice reform.  

I was able to conduct three interviews in person and four over the phone, and learned far 

more than I could have through existing scholarship alone. As I explained in the research design, 

these interviews were not quantitative and thus did not produce concrete or statistically-backed 

results. Instead, the qualitative nature of my research allowed me to connect with respondents on 

a personal level, gather information on multiple theories and schools of thought, and more 
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importantly, explore a multitude of realities of our current criminal justice system. Rather than 

focusing on a specific phenomenon or area of study, the conversations I had revealed important 

information about the variances in the political socialization model (as initially planned), as well 

as some unexpected yet critical discoveries on community supervision, civic education, effective 

re-entry, and programs investing in prisoners before re-entry.  

Before I elaborate on the results/findings of this qualitative analysis, I want to briefly 

acknowledge the backgrounds/biographies of each interviewee to better understand how each 

added critical knowledge to this research.  

 
Respondent Biographies 

Shuja Moore: 

Shuja is a Reentry/Recovery Specialist and Workforce Advisor at JEVS Human Services, one of 

the largest social service organizations in all of Philadelphia. Shuja was incarcerated for over ten 

years, but has made it his life mission to better his community by assisting returning citizens in 

their reentry efforts. Shuja was able to provide a first-hand account of how both the returning 

citizens he works with and the community members he has grown up with might respond to my 

questions.  

LeBrian Brown: 

LeBrian is the re-entry specialist at Broad Street Ministries, another large social service non-

profit based in Philadelphia. Broad Street Ministries offers a massive variety of social services 

and support, but LeBrian works directly with the organization’s returning citizens on a daily 

basis. The relationships he built with so many returning citizens allowed him to speak directly to 

the sentiments and realities they have faced regarding their own re-entry as well as the criminal 

justice system at large.  
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Dr. Harold Trulear: 

Dr. Trulear is a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Morehouse College (1975) and earned his Ph.D. 

with distinction at Drew University in 1983. He has served as Associate Professor of Applied 

Theology at Howard University School of Divinity since 2003. Currently, he teaches courses on 

Prophetic Ministry, Ethics and Politics, Ministry and Criminal Justice, and Church and 

Community Studies. He has also been a pastor of churches in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and is 

currently a pastoral associate at Praise and Glory Tabernacle in Philadelphia. Dr. Trulear’s 

multitude of distinctions and titles are not fully included in this biography, but it should be clear 

that he has a lifetime of experience with mass incarceration. More importantly, this experience 

manifests in knowledge of the issue from community, academic, political, and religious 

perspectives. Dr. Trulear has also personally experienced incarceration, and thus can speak 

directly to the experiences of returning citizens.  

Devon Brown: 

Though retired, Mr. Brown was formerly the Director of Corrections for the Washington D.C. 

Government, as well as the former Commissioner of Corrections for the State of New Jersey. 

Essentially, Devon Brown oversaw prison operations and policies, and had personal authority 

over policies not set in stone by state or federal law. Brown is widely viewed as being reform-

minded, and took an active role in attempting to reduce mass incarceration from within the 

system itself. Mr. Brown’s perspective as both an employee and critic of the criminal justice 

system was extremely significant in this research.  

Jamie Hart: 

Jamie Hart is currently working as a parole officer at the Court Services and Offender 

Supervision Agency (CSOSA) in Washington, D.C. She has worked as a parole officer for five 
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years, and previously worked within the prison system itself. Hart, who has a background in 

clinical psychology, has worked hard to embrace her parole work from a social-worker’s 

perspective. She makes an intentional effort to recognize trauma and psychological damage in 

many of her clients, and treats them accordingly. Her experience in this field and her desires to 

create a more therapeutic client-officer relationship make her an expert on this particular topic.  

Jeffrey Abramowitz: 

Jeffrey Abramowitz, J.D., is currently the Executive Director of Reentry Services for JEVS 

Human Services. Jeff is also the founder and President of Looking Forward Community 

Engagement Partnership, a non-profit agency that works with individuals who have barriers to 

gainful employment and provides staff training and development in the area of workforce 

development. Although Jeff works in re-entry, and has worked directly with many returning 

citizens and community members, his perspective as an organizational leader and director was 

important in understanding the range of barriers to reentry faced by returning citizens and 

organizations themselves.  

Rev. Terrance McKinley: 

Rev. McKinley is the Racial Justice Mobilizing Director as Sojourners, a social justice non-profit 

in the D.C. area. His work there centers around racialized policing, immigration, and religious 

freedom. Rev. McKinley also served for 10 years as a member of the Ministerial Staff of The 

Greater Allen A.M.E. Cathedral of New York.  

Terrance was ordained in the A.M.E. Church at age 23 and currently pastors the Hosanna AME 

church in Maryland. He is an Alumnus of Cornell University, where he earned his Bachelor's 

Degree and holds Honors. He is also an alumnus of Princeton Theological Seminary in 

Princeton, N.J., where he earned his Master of Divinity Degree. Terrance’s perspective as a 
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minister of historically black churches provided critical insight into community sentiments and 

realities regarding mass incarceration and government relations.  

 

Establishing Mistrust/Fear 

While my results touch on a number of realities within the political socialization model, 

one of the key precursors to declines in civic and political participation is, as explained in my 

research design, the establishment of negative attitudes towards government among returning 

citizens and their surrounding (highly-incarcerated) communities. Negative attitudes towards the 

state were a major theme in every interview I conducted, although each respondent had their own 

answer to how and why these attitudes come to fruition. I was able to identify two specific 

negative attitudes that were most prevalent in interviews and thus most likely among my 

population of interest: feelings of fear and mistrust.  

Fear:  

 The first sentiment, fear, manifests at both the community and individual level. While it 

might be common knowledge to those familiar with issues of criminal justice, the black 

community in the United States has always grappled with its relationship to police and 

government. The long history of racially targeted police violence in the United States has 

cemented a fear of authority for many, and while these sentiments are firmly established in 

highly incarcerated communities, there exists an almost polar opposite response to police 

presence in wealthier and often whiter communities. LeBrian Brown explained to me that while 

he grew up in a poor part of Trenton, New Jersey, he went to a private boarding school and 

experienced two different realities when it came to police contact. In his suburban environment, 

“if there’s a group of guys on a basketball court and it gets a little wild and the police roll up, you 
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think, ‘Okay, I can relax.’  But in the black community, that same situation happens and it's the 

opposite. People understand that someone might get locked up or die” (Brown). This startling 

narrative is comparable to the vastly different conversations black and white parents have with 

their kids about how to behave or what to do in the presence of a police officer, and is indicative 

of the communal fear of police in highly incarcerated communities.  

 Beyond specific situations like these, a common belief in highly-incarcerated 

communities is that “the police are there as an occupying force,” who are sent by the government 

to unfairly target and incarcerate you, or your friends and family members (Trulear). Many 

times, people “automatically look at the police as somebody negative because they see their 

elders running away from the police, trying not to get locked up, or they see their parents being 

arrested or Child Protective Services coming in with police to check in on the house,” much of 

which is either targeted or overly punitive (Brown). Shuja Moore, the other re-entry specialist in 

my research, explains that he experiences constant anxiety around police, “even today as an 

upstanding citizen,” because many feel “police are predatory,” and “you’re a fish in a sea where 

police are the sharks.” He also explained that tactics like stop and frisk, where people are 

constantly “being pulled over for things they didn’t do, builds on this constant negative 

relationship” (Moore).  

 Beyond the negative relationships established through aggressive policing and harsh 

sentencing, our recent national political landscape has only bolstered these sentiments of fear and 

mistrust in government. Rev. Terrance McKinley, who both works in Washington D.C. on police 

policies and hears from his church members daily, says that the Trump era has been especially 

unique in that “many people in communities feel under threat. Whether it be Latinx communities 

or African-American communities, Trump has called on police to be more harsh and has created 
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a toxic embodiment of power.” This behavior, coming from the highest seat in our land, has 

given “people a sense of the sickness we face as a nation,” but more importantly as a community. 

While police brutality and mass incarceration have always existed and harmed highly 

incarcerated communities, hearing a president seemingly support these overly-punitive 

tendencies can only increase this communal fear of police and encourage conduct counter to the 

safety and best interests of residents in highly incarcerated communities.  

 The second and more important sentiment among returning citizens and their 

communities is a shared sense of mistrust toward police, which, more often than not, expands to 

a mistrust of government bodies and institutions. But there is an important distinction my 

research makes between fear and mistrust. Fear is the commonly held belief that police do not 

make people in these communities feel safer, whereas mistrust manifests in two distinctly 

separate ways. Mistrust, from what data I have gathered, manifests either when people conflate 

fearful attitudes towards police with their attitudes towards government itself, or when people 

realize the lack of municipal government and institutional support in their daily 

lives. Essentially, the second common sentiment found in these communities, mistrust, is aimed 

at police as well as government bodies and municipalities.  

 The entire concept of political socialization is that people experience government through 

their interactions with it. When those interactions are overwhelmingly punitive and unfairly 

target certain communities, people in those communities learn to fear the police and 

subsequently channel those fears into negative attitudes towards government itself. Jeff 

Abramowitz explains that people he works with are “afraid, and they don't see the difference 

between a police officer and a parole officer and a city official and a politician, because they all 

they're all government.” Devon Brown, the former state corrections director, believes that “there 
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absolutely exists a mistrust of police, and that mistrust is almost always conflated with 

government bodies and institutions.” In wealthier communities, people experience government 

through a number of different avenues, often making citizens feel comforted at the rare sight of a 

police officer arriving to de-escalate or resolve a potentially tense situation. But in highly 

incarcerated communities with intentionally harsh policing policies and an aforementioned 

tension between officers and civilians, police are among the few government actors they see on a 

daily basis.  

 The other, and far more primary driver of mistrust exists at the institutional level. My 

research found a seldom considered reality in highly incarcerated neighborhoods, that people 

“don't see government as an extension of them” (Truelar). Dr. Trulear introduced me to the 

concept of institutional mistrust, and every interviewee touched on this in various ways since 

Truler’s assertion. The main idea is that, like political socialization broadly, people notice how 

government operates in their lives. But beyond that, institutional mistrust alludes to the failures 

of municipal government in the lives of highly incarcerated communities. When thinking about 

how government is supposed to function, many define government as a body that serves as a 

mutually beneficial entity, delivering things like social and financial benefits, education, trash 

removal, public safety, and so on. When we agree to be upstanding citizens, the government’s 

role becomes service delivery, “so when you, when you ‘other’ the service delivery system, then 

people [in these communities] only engage with what doesn't work,” establishing “a certain level 

of distrust that comes from perceived indifference on the part of government institutions that are 

supposed to help” (Trulear). I want to emphasize Trulear’s point of indifference, as many of the 

other people I spoke to echoed this idea that the government operates in a way that is almost 

entirely indifferent to the needs of people in highly incarcerated communities. In reference to the 
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government, Jeff Abramowitz told me that the people he works with “feel that they are definitely 

not responsive to their needs. They feel that they don't understand what their needs are.” Shuja 

Moore told me that he and the re-entrants he works with “never feel like they are given respect, 

and are always treated like second class citizens,” and that “the government does not serve them. 

It’s out to get them.” Governmental ambivalence is felt throughout criminal trials, interactions 

with officers, judges, and juries, and while incarcerated. People also look around their 

community and see failing public schools, poorly maintained public parks and facilities, limited 

healthy food options, rampant crime and even more police abuse, all building on this notion that 

the government genuinely does not care about them because they have refused to invest.  

 A central question in my research aimed to probe these sentiments. I wondered do the 

returning citizens my interviewees knew generally seek out government bodies for social support 

upon re-entry. The answer was overwhelmingly no. The sincerity and breadth of this answer only 

bolsters the claim that re-entrants and those in highly incarcerated communities don’t see 

government as an avenue for support. They would rather seek help elsewhere or, in many cases, 

disengage altogether. Dr. Trulear points out that “it's been documented that in poor communities, 

historically, people have reached out to church organizations more readily than they have 

government,” likely because they tend to bring levels of familiarity and support, rather than 

whatever unknown and likely supervisory options exist at the government level. Rev. Terrance 

McKinley explains that people have often opted for these avenues because “historically black 

churches have always been NGOs in their communities. They’ve had all types of programs 

trying to respond to the impacts of mass incarceration,” which tend to be far more effective and 

safe options for returning citizens, mainly because mistrust and fear are less prevalent in these 

inter-community relationships. While churches have played an important role historically, their 
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role is “declining as institutional churches are becoming less relevant” (Trulear). McKinley 

believes, however, that even though churches may take on this role less often than in the past, 

“that may be shifting to social organizations, but it holds true that people don’t want to call on 

the government for support.” While it’s true that returning citizens often do not trust the 

government enough to call on it for support, many experience such high levels of general 

institutional mistrust that they don’t pursue any support at all. Shuja Moore told me that among 

the communities he works with, “the vast majority won’t reach out to either organizations or the 

government. They are too distrustful of authority. Those methods don’t seem achievable to many 

people, so they go back to crime.” Shuja touches on an important aspect of institutional distrust, 

which is that many have such a long history of being let down or punished by figures/entities of 

authority that trusting any kind of institution at all is nearly impossible.  

Dr. Trulear described a specific prisoner re-entry program that funnels people from a 

prison in East Jersey to Rutgers University for college courses and credit, and explains how 

institutional mistrust manifests in programs like this:  

The program was staffed by a professor and a social worker. And so the social worker’s job is to be an 
ombudsperson between the students and the university, because the students have developed such a distrust of 
institutional indifference that, if they get a note saying you need to go see the registrar, they don't want to go. So the 
social worker’s job is to go with them and to make sure that they navigate the structure of the institution. Because in 
theory, the people who are in administration at Rutgers really are there to help you. As opposed to the jail where I 
and many others were incarcerated, where none of the social workers are trained social workers. They're correctional 
officers. It just creates a deep mistrust that manifests when people are trying to help. 
  

In hearing this story, we get a good idea of how mistrust shows itself in different ways for so 

many people. Often, growing up being told to fear police, to not trust the government or people 

with power, and being physically incarcerated by those very systems can have overwhelming and 

permanent psychological effects. Returning citizens, especially, have been hardwired to be 

suspicious of those offering support or resources because they have been let down so often by 

systems and government bodies that were quite literally created to do the opposite. However, this 
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institutional mistrust exists beyond returning citizens, as citizens in highly incarcerated areas 

experience many similar moments of institutional indifference and failure.  

Before delving into my research on political and civic declines, it seems fair to simply 

assume that such deep levels of institutional mistrust, a fear of police, and widely negative 

attitudes towards government would result in declines in political participation. Voting, 

following politics, becoming involved in campaigns and various other participatory avenues 

mentioned in my research design require energy, resources, and most importantly a level of faith 

in the system. People thrust themselves into systems of political engagement because they 

believe it will make a collective difference. But for people who have been told so consistently 

that they do not matter and cannot make any difference, it makes sense to associate such levels of 

political and civic decline. As a result, it is important to lay out the various evidence for why I 

believe this hypothesis was confirmed, and what shortcomings it may have. 

 
Establishing the Political Socialization Model 

 
LeBrian Brown told me that many of the returning citizens he works with often raise the 

question of “[w]hy would I vote for somebody that’s probably not for me? You know, I don't see 

results. My community is still unsafe for me. Why would I try to involve myself politically in 

things like voting? I feel like my voice is already not being heard as it is.” This goes back to 

shared feelings of government indifference, as people feel “a major disconnect in poor 

communities” between their lives and government/political processes (Trulear). A key aspect of 

the political socialization model is the development of negative attitudes towards government, 

but this research has made it clear that general negative attitudes alone do not lead to 

participatory declines. Instead, it is a specific fear of police and mistrust in the ability of 
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government bodies and institutions to deliver on its promises that makes people alienated from 

political processes. For people with high levels of this mistrust, voting presents very few tangible 

benefits. The negatives, on the other hand, are losing valuable time to go to a place riddled with 

institutional characteristics, paperwork, and public officials asking for a vote that is unlikely to 

change the failing state of one’s own community. LeBrian Brown described this hesitancy 

towards political participation when he told me that many prescribe to the idea that “I'm just 

going to either vote Democrat because everybody else is doing it, or I'm not going to vote at all. 

Because these politicians don't look like me. I don't understand them. And from what I can see 

from my community, they're not doing anything to help me anyway.” Regardless of what local or 

national politicians promise for black communities, electoral capture by the Democratic Party 

has created a situation where highly incarcerated communities are forced to decide between 

voting for agendas providing no real change or not bothering to waste time in the first place.  

 When I asked Jeff Abramowitz if he agreed with the political socialization process 

presented in my hypothesis, he said “Oh, absolutely. This is something that's happened to so 

many people. No question. They have lived all their lives in a system where incarceration was 

the norm, not the exception. And people are just not to be trusted because that's the way they 

were raised.” Jeff highlights the reality that returning citizens, especially, face a very tough 

hurdle of institutional mistrust before they can even consider the pros and cons of taking voting 

seriously. Of course, these answers do not apply to every returning citizen or resident of a highly 

incarcerated neighborhood, but these answers suggest that the majority of such people that 

respondents have worked with feel this way. LeBrian nicely lays out what that mistrust looks like 

for returning citizens themselves, as they often think “I got beat up by a cop or, you know, 

recognize these groups of people [criminal justice officials] as the ones who took me away from 
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my family. My wife left me, my kids don't know where I'm at, my mother's passed away. My 

brothers and sisters don't want to deal with me anymore. I'm alone now. Why would I now get 

out and trust the government that took so much from me?” This narrative perfectly describes the 

political socialization model, as perceived unfair and overly punitive contact with the system can 

often lead to participatory decline. The real life political socialization model is illustrated through 

the negative relationships and attitudes developed in situations like the one LeBrian 

describes. Among returning citizens and individuals in highly incarcerated areas with stronger 

support systems, many would still likely experience some form of relational breakdown and feel 

alienated as a result of their own incarceration or that of a loved one.   

Reverend McKinley explained that “proximity also contributes to the negative 

sentiments. Your family is dealing with it because your uncle is in prison and trying to come 

home. When one of the community kids is locked up, young men on that street start having new 

conversations about the role of police and government in that area. These attitudes definitely 

increase with more encounters” with overly punitive versions of law enforcement. Devon Brown 

also agreed, saying that “more contact with the system is likely to be perceived as more and more 

unfair/racially targeted,” and thus will contribute to this sense of mistrust and distaste for 

government authorities. When we consider proximity to incarceration as an example of criminal 

justice contact, it’s easy to see why these levels of mistrust can manifest far beyond returning 

citizens themselves, as entire communities are deeply affected by mass incarceration. LeBrian 

Brown said that even among those not incarcerated themselves, “it’s easy to see police treat your 

friends and family poorly” and eventually develop resentment towards these “oppressors.” So, 

although these negative sentiments certainly exist at a fundamental level in many highly 

incarcerated communities, seeing people being treated poorly by the criminal justice system or 
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being on the receiving end of that poor treatment can only increase negative sentiments and 

exacerbate feelings of alienation and demobilization.  

Clearly, no matter how they manifest or what exactly they entail, there exists seriously 

negative attitudes towards government institutions that make political participation and civic 

engagement an afterthought. That being said, one interviewee I spoke with pushed back on the 

process of developing these negative attitudes mentioned in my hypothesis. Rather than 

developing these negative attitudes gradually with more and more criminal justice contact, 

LeBrian believes “most people start that negative connotation toward police and other 

government systems as children,”  claiming that it’s much “more of an environmental and 

cultural thing,” rather than simply based on personal levels of contact. Even if these attitudes do 

develop with individuals' levels of contact with the system, it’s very possible that because so 

many have developed these attitudes one way or another, the negative relationship with police 

and government institutions becomes somewhat emblematic of the overarching culture of highly 

incarcerated communities.  

 
 

Unexpected Findings 

 Through this research, I was able to adequately evaluate my original hypothesis while 

also uncovering two key findings that I had not initially planned to analyze. While my original 

thesis merely used personal and existing research to discuss participatory declines through 

political socialization, this portion of my findings reveals realities of the criminal justice system 

related to political demobilization that were not discussed among scholars in my literature review 

and sheds light on new shortcomings/failures of the current system. This section should also 
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highlight how the system could more effectively operate to reduce recidivism while increasing 

political and civic engagement.  

The first and slightly less significant finding refers to the need for education and training 

programs in prisons for incarcerated individuals, and civic education outside of prisons for 

returning citizens and those living in highly incarcerated communities. I also found that 

community supervision programs in the United States (probation/parole) play a massive role in 

the system of mass incarceration and greatly contribute to the fears and institutional mistrust I’ve 

already established, which only furthers political and civic demobilization. 

 
Need for Education/Training Programs 

 While all respondents agreed with the political socialization model to some degree, there 

was some variance in how/when those attitudes are established and in how demobilization 

occurs. Another message communicated by several of the experts stressed the need for civic 

education in highly incarcerated communities. The experts also said education and training 

programs is needed within prisons to better prepare citizens for re-entry. The two versions of this 

theory deal with what goes on behind bars before citizens return to society, and with what civic 

education looks like in highly incarcerated communities where returning citizens and established 

residents alike struggle with political engagement.  

 Regarding education and training programs within prisons geared to prepare citizens for 

re-entry, I heard, across the board, that the existence of such programs have a lot to do with the 

political participation and overall outcomes of returning citizens. LeBrian Brown told me “the 

two types of return to citizens that I usually see are people that are waiting to get out of prison 

and people that are ready to get out of prison. The people that are waiting to get out of prison are 

usually the types of people that come out and make excuses. They come out with no plan.” When 
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I attempted to investigate why there is such variance in attitudes and outcomes upon release, a 

small part of the answer lies in our natural human differences, specifically how people deal, 

psychologically, with hardship in their lives. But, a larger part of that answer should be 

understood from an anthropological perspective. Human beings are shaped by their experiences, 

and when entire groups of people are struggling deeply with re-entry despite millions being 

invested into our current criminal justice system, that answer reveals deep flaws in our treatment 

of incarcerated and returning citizens.  

 Jeff Abramowitz deals directly with prison policy, and told me that the prison system 

itself has to do a much better job, especially in preparing prisoners for release. Jeff believes the 

process of incarceration “should be, okay, you made these choices. Here is the punishment. But 

what happens next? How do you learn from those lessons? How do you prepare yourself for 

coming home? How do you prepare yourself for getting a career? I think our prison system 

should have a responsibility to do those things.” But what that looks like can often be somewhat 

unclear, because people with different viewpoints on rehabilitative justice, or criminal justice for 

that matter, often disagree on what investing in prisoners actually looks like. For Dr. Trulear, the 

idea of indifference comes into play here as well, as he explains that prisoner outcomes are so 

consistently negative because they developed the “idea that people don’t invest in them on the 

inside or out,” so why invest back? Devon Brown, the longtime state corrections director, told 

me that part of why he entered the corrections profession and was labeled a reformist was over 

this issue. Brown made prisoner education, investment, and preparation for re-entry an essential 

aspect of the prison systems he oversaw in his career, and believes it showed positive results. I 

directly asked Brown whether he thinks returning citizens participate less, and he responded that 

“it depends on what happens during incarceration. If local jurisdiction takes away the right to 
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vote, if certain institutions don’t encourage voting, participation, education, rehabilitation,” they 

have failed to prepare returning citizens, and the reality is, “most do not.” When people feel that 

they “matter, and have a sense of purpose, they’re more likely to be engaged after re-entry” 

(Brown). Brown made it clear that in his years of experience in corrections, and in monitoring 

the returning citizens he dealt with during incarceration, jurisdictions that better prepared 

prisoners for re-entry saw less recidivism and greater levels of political and community 

engagement. Brown speaks both to this need for investment in prisoners behind bars, usually in 

the form of education and vocational training programs, and the very real effects a lack of 

investment can have on political and civic participation.  

 Shuja Moore believes the timing of incarceration has something to do with such 

outcomes, as he claims that “people who spent more time in prison had more time to educate 

themselves, whereas the younger people who go in and out are less likely to participate, make a 

plan, educate themselves, and come out stronger.” This means that among those who have time 

to sit on their actions, effective education and training programs that make prisoners feel valued 

could produce positive results. I do not mean to say that Mr. Moore supports longer prison 

sentencing in general, but rather he clarifies that if this enthusiasm for growth holds true to some 

extent, it would make sense that the prisons, which do invest in prisoners, would likely see 

success in education and training programs. Unfortunately, many state prison systems have 

seriously neglected these needs and often put very few resources towards this kind of investment. 

Dr. Trulear appropriately points out that we as a society fail to consider the need for major 

investment in prisoners too. He explains that “for social work majors, none of that was training 

to be a social worker in a prison. I've been teaching seminary for 40 years and I haven't had 10 

seminarians who were preparing for correctional chaplaincy.” The reality is that our society, at 
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the very least, can claim to care for prisoners before and after their incarceration. But whether 

they feel invested-in and purpose-driven while behind bars is one of the most significant 

indicators of positive outcomes and increased civic and political participation, and we are failing 

to recognize that.  

 Another important part of these findings concerns the psychological effects of 

incarceration and the need for a psychologically informed approach to incarceration and re-entry. 

LeBrian provided an important perspective on this matter, saying “I feel like there is no way 

around the fact that there is a major crossover between mental health and incarceration. Even for 

me, as a married man with a child, a car, a house, living a decent life and even working as a re-

entry specialist with an MBA. I still, from time to time, wake up in the middle of the night just 

having those psychological breakdowns where, you know, I might see something that reminded 

me of prison.” If someone like LeBrian, who turned his life around after re-entry and willingly 

works with issues of mass incarceration every day, struggles with incarceration-related trauma, 

anyone previously incarcerated can.  

When I spoke with re-entry specialist Jamie Hart, she told me that lot of returning 

citizens she worked with “were misdiagnosed or undiagnosed by the system, and probably 95% 

of clients I’ve worked with have dealt with some form of sexual abuse, physical abuse, 

emotional abuse. Almost all are traumatized to a certain extent.” A claim like this sheds light 

onto the reality that personal propensities towards crime are often rooted in deep psychological 

trauma, and the best way to treat returning citizens and prevent recidivism is to treat re-entry 

with such trauma in mind. While not addressed or cited in this research, the psychological 

consequences of incarceration are well documented. I raise these points simply to highlight 
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another shortcoming of the system of mass incarceration and postulate that psychological trauma 

may very likely contribute to political and civic participatory declines.  

 The final part of this section refers to the need for civic education and political 

understanding in highly incarcerated communities, both for returning and established citizens. 

Shuja Moore told me that when it comes to lower political participation rates, “A lot has to do 

with knowing what you can and can’t do, and how you can get your needs addressed. People 

don’t understand how the political process works, so I’d say it's a mix of both that and mistrust 

and distaste in government.” The reality is that the vast majority of returning citizens are neither 

given the tools nor taught the value of civic and political engagement, mainly because the system 

itself gives them no reason to do otherwise. Despite the countless organizations trying to combat 

the lack of attention to these people, progress is still hard. LeBrian Brown provides an important 

anecdotal sentiment that speaks directly to this point: 

You're going to have a failing school system. You're not going to learn these fancy words. So when these politicians 
are coming and speaking to you, they're speaking to you on a level you can’t understand. Then you'll just fall out of 
the loop and say, well, I'm just going to either vote Democrat because everybody else is doing it or I'm not going to 
vote at all. Because politicians don't look like me, and I don't understand them. And from what I can see from my 
community, they're not doing anything to help me anyway.  
  

This statement makes evident the fact that even when highly incarcerated communities do 

mobilize around a candidate they like or turn up in high numbers for a politician promising 

change, they still are often let down. They are let down because political parties and systems take 

marginalized communities for granted, and they are let down by the criminal justice system that 

perpetuates cycles of poverty and disenfranchisement. The need for a multi-pronged and fully 

invested approach to improving the experience of incarceration and promoting civic education in 

highly incarcerated areas is clear and would be an important first step in improving political and 

civic engagement in such communities.  
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Role of Community Supervision  

 The other and more significant unexpected finding in this research addresses the role of 

the United States’ probation and parole system in facilitating the phenomenon of mass 

incarceration. While probation and parole are often conflated with one another, they have some 

important differences. Probation is an alternative form of rehabilitation that often takes place 

before, or in lieu of, a prison sentence. Parole is simply an early release program rewarded based 

on behavior, severity of initial crime, or simply the ability to convince a parole board of 

rehabilitation. Regardless of these distinctions, I will use the two terms somewhat 

interchangeably to represent the system of surveillance and non-carceral supervision of returning 

citizens or soon-to-be incarcerated individuals carried out by the U.S. government.  

 The primary aim of community corrections is to prevent recidivism among returning 

citizens and those guilty of petty crimes who have not yet served time. By putting various 

restrictions on the movement and activities of those with criminal histories, the government will 

more effectively reduce criminal recidivism all while monitoring the lives of returning citizens 

and their communities. The system itself functions through officers or agents who are assigned to 

a number of returning citizens, making sure they are refraining from both criminal activities and 

any kind of behavior that might lead to criminal activity.  

Some of the typical mandates under community supervision require one to report to a 

probation officer, pay court costs and restitution fees, pursue drug treatment and other 

counseling, report any interaction with law enforcement, not change their residence or leave the 

country/state without written permission, and of course not commit any new crimes (Criminal 

Lawyer, 2015). Some mandates are much more restrictive and intrusive, based on crime severity 
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or state-specific laws. Many individuals must allow “their parole officer to inspect their home 

and visit their employment site, and [must] refrain from contact with persons with criminal 

records.” Certain jurisdictions even allow for “an additional set of ‘special conditions,’ which 

could include abiding by a curfew and enrolling in a substance abuse program” (Columbia 

Justice Lab, 2020). There are clearly a number of small-scale and seemingly petty violations that 

parolees are subject to, as missing or being late to a meeting with a parole officer could get 

someone re-incarcerated.  

Given the fact that many re-incarcerations are decided at the discretion of the surveillance 

officers themselves, one would assume that our system could not possibly re-incarcerate so many 

people for petty violations. However, those assumptions would be misguided, as the number of 

people who are reincarcerated by parole officers often rivals those incarcerated by the system in 

the first place. One study suggests that “about 95,000 people are locked up because of technical 

violations on any given day,” and “in 20 states, those minor infractions account for more than 

half of prison admissions” (CSG Justice Center, 2019). These numbers are staggering, and reflect 

the trends seen in our criminal justice system nationally, which over-incarcerates our population 

and targets at-risk and poorly positioned individuals.  

Other troubling data on parole officers’ discretion by Kerbs, Jones, and Jolley (2009) 

suggest that when considering reporting rule violators to parole boards or recommending re-

incarceration, it is often true “that extralegal factors played a role in such decisions.” More 

specifically, “the sociodemographic background, occupational characteristics, and organizational 

environments” of officers all influenced the entirely discretionary decision-making process for 

parole officers regarding re-incarceration and parole board write-ups (436). In addition to this 

clear discrepancy in the decision-making process, parole officers, nationally, were found to have 
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an average of 124 returning citizens per officer, whereas the recommended and most effective 

average caseload is 30 returning citizens per officer (436). This study suggests that parole 

officers are overworked and somewhat biased in their decision-making processes, which may 

have serious ramifications for returning citizens subject to the discretion of individual parole 

officers.   

The high amount of reincarcerations for rule violations also interferes with alleged 

desires of state and federal officials to reduce our nation’s prison population for social and 

economic reasons. In New York City, “people detained for alleged non-criminal parole rule 

violations comprise the only population growing in New York City jails, threatening plans to 

close the notorious Rikers Island jails complex” (Columbia Justice Lab, 2020). The fact that 

most people reincarcerated by parole officers simply committed a petty violation is concerning in 

itself, but the large amount of taxpayer money going flooding the system to fund these people’s 

incarceration and supervision is an equally serious facet to this conversation. The Vera Institute 

estimates that it costs $31,000 to incarcerate one individual per year, so one can only imagine 

how much total money is spent jailing individuals with low-level parole violations (Vera 

Institute). Understanding this number within the context of our national probation/parole stats is 

daunting yet necessary. Of the 5.1 million people under community supervision (a number that 

more than doubles prison and jail populations), a considerable percentage of them were 

reincarcerated for petty violations, per previously mentioned data. These trends only emphasize 

the fact that “mass supervision has functioned as a net widener and a driver of mass 

incarceration, rather than serving as a true alternative to incarceration” (Williams, et al. 2019). 

While community supervision programs are widely considered an integral part of law 
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enforcement in the United States, the fact of the matter is that Americans are paying billions to 

imprison people for being late to meetings, failing alcohol tests, and breaking curfew.  

Another vital flaw of our community surveillance system lies in its racially biased 

tendencies. A report from the Columbia University Justice Lab highlights this reality, claiming 

that, in the state of New York, the three points where racial inequalities in community 

supervision practices become evident are “in the likelihood of experiencing parole supervision, 

in the likelihood of being charged with a violation, and in the likelihood of incarceration for a 

violation.” Unfortunately, these disparities exist nationally too, as the report highlights a study 

done “across 24 states over the twenty-year period from 1990 to 2009 [which] found that the 

likelihood of parole revocation is significantly greater for Black people, controlling for 

individual and state characteristics” (Columbia Justice Lab, 2020). This is no surprise 

considering the mountains of research that exists confirming the racial disparities within the 

criminal justice system at large. When broken down by category, two of these three disparity 

points highlight a massive flaw of community surveillance. The higher likelihood of being 

charged and incarcerated for violations as black and brown individuals can be directly attributed 

to the fact that parole and probation officers are given discretion in whether to cite or report 

violations to a parole board. Furthermore, the same board makes decisions about incarceration 

with personal discretion as well. My point being, we too often give inherently biased people 

decision-making power in the lives of returning citizens, many of whom are black and brown. 

This allows the system of probation and parole to, instead of alleviate convictions and better 

prepare individuals for reentry, exacerbate the realities of mass incarceration in a way that 

continues to target minorities.  
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 By now it should be understood that the United States’ community surveillance programs 

over-punish for petty violations and do so in a way that targets people in highly incarcerated 

areas and specifically people of color. What very few people realize is that regardless of these 

systemic flaws, the system itself may not even work. Various scholars have looked into whether 

returning citizens, in terms of recidivism, actually benefit from probation or parole at all. A 1993 

study by Petersilia and Turner suggests that “intensive supervision probation did not decrease the 

frequency or seriousness of new arrests but did increase the incidence of technical violations and 

jail terms,” meaning increased surveillance and more frequent meetings/drug tests simply drove 

up court fees and did little to reduce recidivism. More specifically, the nine-state randomized 

study found little difference in re-arrest rates between “offenders assigned to standard 

supervision compared with those in the ISP group,” despite the fact that intensive surveillance 

drastically increased the number of technical violations across the board (Petersilia & Turner, 

1993). This data suggests that, while community surveillance is not inherently detrimental to the 

outcomes of returning citizens, when supervision is considered intensive or overly-punitive it 

struggles to prevent recidivism as intended.  

 A more recent 2015 study looks at a similar concept, focusing on the nature of 

relationships between returning citizens and their parole officers, and how that relationship 

subsequently influences recidivism. Of the two groups, one was assigned to an officer-therapist-

client collaborative intervention program aimed at improving the relationship quality between 

officers and parolees. The other group received regular parole experiences. Results of this study 

“showed parolees assigned to the intervention endorsed significantly higher relationship ratings 

and demonstrated a lower violation rate than those assigned to the control group,” as higher 

quality relationships were associated with less drug use and fewer violations overall (Blasko, et 
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al. 2015). While we should already expect there to be efforts by the system to build relationships 

with returning citizens throughout their re-entry, the fact that this study even exists highlights a 

serious flaw. These two studies makes clear two realities; that returning citizens can respond well 

to community supervision if carried out properly, but also that our community supervision 

programs are overly punitive and non-relational across the board.  

While the harsh and unforgiving tendencies of many jurisdictions' probation/parole 

systems may be perceived as unusual, the tough-on-crime tendencies of our sentencing sectors 

carry over to realms of community supervision more often than not. One Columbia University 

case study, that specifically analyzes trends at the state level in Wisconsin, is worth noting when 

looking at community supervision standards across the country (Williams, et al. 2019). Some of 

the general requirements include a strict compliance with 18 rules like “reporting to a 

supervision agent at regularly scheduled times, a blanket-consent to have person and property 

searched, and a prohibition from voting if convicted of a felony.” Blanket-consent for personal 

and property searches, as well as regularly scheduled required meetings are blatantly invasive 

and intense, as they provide little room for independence or space from the system they’ve just 

been freed of. Another common, yet troubling, tendency of state community supervision policies 

resemble that of ambiguity and discretion. For example, “another common condition specified by 

probation and parole departments across the country is to “[a]void persons and places of 

disreputable or harmful character,” but what exactly is meant by disreputable or harmful 

character is undefined and often left to the discretion of parole officers. Another rule states that 

one must “avoid all conduct which is in violation of federal or state statute, municipal or county 

ordinances, tribal law or which is not in the best interest of the public welfare or your 

rehabilitation” (Wisconsin Division of Community Corrections, 2018). These ambiguous and 
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pointless policies appear in place simply to confuse and over-punish returning citizens who are 

less likely, or at least worse positioned to fully understand and take ownership of these various 

clauses.  

The final area of concern highlighted by this study is the ability of community 

supervision programs to charge various and somewhat expensive fees for those on parole. Across 

the nation, “many jurisdictions impose a monthly fee for being under community corrections 

supervision, with additional conditions such as drug and alcohol tests or electronic monitoring 

carrying their own monthly fees.” Community supervision programs should serve as a supportive 

resource for prisoner reentry, but they instead “drive a wedge between probation and parole 

officers and people under supervision.” The government charges fees for services that should be 

provided at no cost to our most vulnerable population, and does so in a way that quite literally 

discourages compliance with supervision when considering people pay extra fees for drug tests 

and other monitoring. It should be abundantly clear that community corrections, and more 

specifically the fees associated with such programs, may actually promote recidivism, all while 

sapping money from those who need it the most.  

While it is helpful to learn about the seemingly intentional flaws in our community 

corrections programs from various scholars and peer reviewed studies, my own qualitative 

research highlights these flaws in a new light. I had not initially planned on addressing issues of 

probation and parole in my research design, but after my first few interviewees mentioned 

community supervision as an important facet of mass incarceration and a driver of political 

demobilization, I decided to focus a part of each remaining interview on this topic.  

Because the people I spoke with have first-hand experience with either returning citizens 

or those living in highly incarcerated communities, this portion of my findings section gives 
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personal insight into the lives of those who actually live under community supervision. In 

conversations with re-entry officers, formerly incarcerated professionals in the field, community 

activists, and high-ranking corrections officials, I was able to better understand how our system 

functions and from various different perspectives. Re-entry officers especially were able to 

provide some of the community sentiments and consequences of community supervision. 

LeBrian Brown told me that there is still a lot of fear of parole officers, saying that people are 

often “calling me from the nearest payphone, begging me to call the parole officer to make sure 

that they don't get a write up because they don't want to go back to jail.” He attributes this to the 

overarching structure of the system, which facilitates a form of community supervision that is 

overly punitive and harsh. Brown explains that the relationship between re-entrants and PO’s can 

be characterized by a “do this or else” type of mentality, not a “do this, and how can I help you 

get there?” His statement sheds light onto what we’ve established, that the system itself is 

punitive when it should instead focus on rehabilitation.  

Because probation officers in particular promote a transactional and punitive, rather than 

responsive relationship, serious mistrust and hesitation frequents the minds of returning citizens. 

Shuja Moore, a re-entry specialist in Philadelphia, gave this daunting narrative describing these 

fears in his own community: 

As a black man coming from a black community, parole officers feel like slave catchers. Big guns on their 
hip, big white men, can come into your house and start looking around, making you fill out all these 
confusing forms. Parole offices particularly are not inviting, they are scary places representative of a 
process people really dread. [Personally], they didn’t connect me to anything, made me figure it out on my 
own. I needed most help with psychological issues, and they don’t know how to deal with that or trained in 
that at all. To summarize, officers are not trained to answer the needs of what their job requires.  
 
 Moore continued to focus on areas where the system was lacking, in areas of drug abuse 

and psychological support. He made it clear that many who have served their prison sentence 

return to the real world with the serious psychological baggage of being subject to unforgiving 
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prison conditions. Once they realize how strictly surveilled they are, after justice has technically 

been served, a whole “new set of psychological difficulties come up dealing with community 

corrections.” Many people, according to Moore, turn to substances to cope with such psychiatric 

harms, which of course are strictly banned and often result in re-incarceration. All the while, 

“nothing was invested into their psychological well-being and so they’re put back into this 

cycle.” This is a system created to punish rather than tackle the psychological byproducts of 

incarceration, which are often severe.  

 When I spoke with parole officer Jamie Hart about this lack of investment by parole 

officers into the psychological health of returning citizens, she confirmed the realities brought up 

by Moore. Hart said that many of her clients’ former PO’s she had interacted with, generally, 

either “don’t care [about client mental health], or do not have the tools or educational 

background to actually assist with these psychological harms.” Hart explained that many parole 

officers are not trained to deal with mental health, and are instead trained more similarly to cops. 

But training to be a therapist or social worker is what “this work more often requires.”  

 When I talked to Jeff Abramowitz, an Executive Director of Reentry at JEVS human 

services, he echoed the problematic nature of drug testing our most vulnerable population. When 

individuals are struggling with addiction, “are you going to go to your parole officer and say, I 

got an addiction issue. You gotta get me some treatment? Um, not likely to happen.” That’s 

because if most probation officers learned of a parolee’s substance abuses, they would quickly 

cite them to a parole board with re-sentencing powers.  

Abramowitz also agreed that our community supervision policies are far too harsh, citing 

what he called the Meek Mill syndrome as an example. Meek Mill, the famous rapper, has 

experienced multiple re-arrests as a result of low-level violations of his parole, and many deem 
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the too harsh for Mill’s lifestyle and job description. He says that “Meek Mill was cited every 

time he crossed the bridge to take his child to school in New Jersey, which is a violation because 

he left the state.” These types of impractical policies were explained by re-entry specialists 

Brown and Moore, as well. They frequently mentioned how inconvenient it was to schedule 

appointments with POs as early at 7am while trying to navigate societal re-entry. Policies 

requiring mandatory meeting times and stories like Meek Mill’s highlight just how out-of-touch 

our community supervision programs are with the real needs of returning citizens.  

 Dr. Harold Trulear of Howard University brought up the fascinating point that “the only 

reason that you have reentry programs is that probation and parole don't work, right? I mean, 

probation and parole, in theory, are the government's reentry programs.” When put simply, we 

realize just how far community surveillance has strayed from its primary goal, to help usher 

citizens from prison to a normal livelihood. Part of these shortcoming in parole directly relate to 

Trulear’s previous claims about institutional mistrust. Jamie Hart explained that even she, as an 

officer trained in psychology and someone who seeks to build therapeutic relationships with her 

clients, has a hard time establishing trust among her re-entrants. Hart explained that “if people 

could not trust their parents, or have had seven parole officers before me who’ve got them in 

trouble, who am I to ask for their trust?” Among every client she has successfully built strong 

relationships with, there were several barriers to gaining that trust because of this deeply rooted 

institutional distrust.  

Long-time corrections official, Devon Brown, was on the inside and tasked with 

overseeing several aspects of community corrections in some form or another. He told me that, 

not only does a “fear of probation and parole officers absolutely exist,” but that he was 

personally assigned to dealing with a somewhat extraordinary recurring problem. Brown 
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explained that “there emerged a trend of people opting for longer prison sentences, or asking to 

stay in prison because they feared dealing with probation and parole,” mainly because of how 

harsh these officers are perceived to operate. Brown believes that is because officers can go “into 

your home, are armed, less accountable than police to certain procedural guidelines, and have 

more wiggle room in what is allowed.” The fact that we have people in our system who would 

rather remain in prison than be subject to rules of community supervision is eye-opening, and 

nicely summarizes what I have already laid out on this matter.  

This new information revealed in my interviews pertains to political participation and 

civic engagement, and is two-fold. Because returning citizens and their communities so deeply 

fear and dread how probation and parole functions in their lives, they are extremely likely to be 

politically socialized against the state. In fact, Jeff Abramowitz even discusses this phenomenon 

when he argues that people “don't see the difference between a police officer and a parole officer 

and a city official and a politician, because they all they're all government.” When citizens 

eventually conflate their interactions with law enforcement, and specifically community 

supervision enforcement with government itself, the political socialization theory will assume 

that these people are likely to feel alienated from many political processes. Of course, in addition 

to the political socialization theory, it’s fair to assume that resource mobilization and 

community/social disorganization come into play here as well. Community supervision finds 

ways to re-incarcerate millions and disenfranchise many more, all while perpetuating cycles of 

family separation and income loss inherent to community organization.  

There are clear problems with how the United States has structured and currently 

operates its community supervision programs across the board, and until it embraces a more 

comprehensive and understanding approach to re-entry, it will continue to fuel mass 
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incarceration. As Dr. Trulear puts it, “you have to go out into the community and become a part 

of the community,” or else there will remain levels of fear and mistrust that hold the entire 

system back. Trulear calls for a more holistic approach to community corrections that focuses on 

relationships and trust-building, drawing on Blasko (et al)’s study about the importance of 

relationships in parole outcomes. The major takeaway of this section should be such: probation 

and parole policies are too harsh, over-incarcerate people, instill fear in communities who must 

deal with them most, do not effectively reduce criminal recidivism, and are likely to promote 

political dissociation and demobilization. 

 
Second School of Thought: 

 As highlighted in my literature review, my second school of thought postulates that 

“incarceration, while on the surface may seem demobilizing, actually sparks outrage and 

eventual activism by people within or aware of highly incarcerated communities, leading to 

positive reform efforts.” Because this theory of mobilization was essential to my paper, I made 

sure to ask respondents if they thought mass incarceration had the tendency to engage rather than 

disengage the people they have worked with. While I was not able to reach any activists working 

specifically for a social movement organization, many of the people I discussed this with are 

returning citizens, organizational members, and scholars who consider themselves activists in the 

struggle against mass incarceration. They have dedicated their lives to improving re-entry for 

others, studying and highlighting problems with our criminal justice system, or working within 

the system to combat injustice. It is fair to assume that my respondents consider themselves just 

as active in the fight against mass incarceration as those involved in activist organizations. 

Despite their best intentions, response bias plays a role in my study, as these respondents 
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generally interact with more people who have been mobilized and are active against mass 

incarceration than is typical for returning citizens.  

Regardless, the answers were somewhat mixed, as a few agreed that the theory was 

entirely feasible, a few thought it was possible under certain circumstances, a few thought it 

those who were engaged by mass incarceration are outliers in a mass of demobilized individuals, 

and a few did not know how true or untrue this hypothesis may be. Based on the overall nature of 

each interview and the responses to this question in particular, it became clear that most, if not 

all respondents alluded to the reality that the demobilizing effects of incarceration outweigh the 

activism it sparks.  

 Jeff Abramowitz and LeBrian Brown were the two respondents most receptive to this 

theory, and argued that with the recent influx of media attention on issues of police brutality and 

mass incarceration more broadly, organizations and individuals have sprung up from highly 

incarcerated communities to combat these injustices. Jeff told me that from what he sees, “you're 

starting to see a movement where people are starting to care more and they're starting to be 

active,” in the wake of more coverage. He also said that movements “like Black Lives Matter 

and other movements don’t happen from the top down, they happen from the ground up.” When 

such movements develop from the very places where harm occurs, those movements are more 

likely to directly combat injustice. LeBrian feels that mass incarceration “lit a fire in our 

community, and it really propelled a lot of people to take action rather than just talk. A lot of 

mothers and wives and children have lost men or women to the criminal justice system,” and that 

proximity plays a big role in a community’s response to this crisis. LeBrian implies that many 

people with this proximal contact, like mothers, spouses, and children of incarcerated 
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individuals, often lead the fight against mass incarceration. We see this in grassroots 

organizations like Mothers Against Mass Incarceration (MAMI), among others.  

 Beyond this enthusiasm for my second school of thought, other experts were more 

reluctant to claim mass incarceration has wholly positive effects on participation. Dr. Trulear 

cites the example of recent elections in Philadelphia, where many people in poor areas of 

Philadelphia mobilized around Mayor Kenney and DA Krasner. Even though there were two 

white candidates running against black elected officials, they mobilized people around the issue 

of mass incarceration because people cared about it. Trulear explains “that there are people that I 

know that I talk to who can be mobilized if they think that you really care.” This builds on 

Trulear’s earlier point about institutional indifference, implying that if people in highly 

incarcerated communities feel invested in, and the issues important to them are adequately 

addressed, they might just begin to mobilize politically. Nevertheless, he was hesitant to agree 

that such moments are taking hold nationwide because the same systems and political processes 

continue to demobilize people who are not effectively organized or mobilized. Another 

dependent factor in being mobilized by mass incarceration is re-entrant status. LeBrian has seen 

“that many people are not getting properly educated or inspired, and that the community is 

probably mobilizing more so that returning citizens themselves.” This directly connects to the 

lack of education and training programs for incarcerated and returning citizens, and is telling of 

the reality that many returning citizens are not given the tools or motivation to become activists 

in this work. It seems likely that only when highly incarcerated communities and the returning 

citizens within them are properly invested in economically, socially, and politically, we will 

begin to see more folks well-equipped to combat mass incarceration through activism.  
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 Re-entry specialist Shuja Moore and corrections official Devon Brown believe that those 

who are motivated or educated enough to become active against the criminal justice system are 

merely outliers among the millions who experience the deeply demobilizing effects of 

incarceration. Shuja Moore spent every day of his incarceration planning and preparing to make 

his community a better place when he got out, but even he said he was among “a small minority 

of people getting involved, because I’m inspired.” Whereas he reported that many of the people 

he was incarcerated with were not mobilized at all, but instead felt feelings of political and social 

alienation. When asked about people being motivated to activism by their incarceration or 

contact with the system, Devon Brown said simply, “while that is happening, millions have had 

contact with the system to devastating effects,” both politically, socially and economically. 

While some respondents agreed, some were skeptical, and some doubted the theory that mass 

incarceration sparks activism, it was clear that far more evidence was presented by these experts 

pointing to the demobilization theory as more powerful and widespread among those dealing 

with incarceration or criminal justice contact on a personal or proximal level.  
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Conclusion: 

Despite the emergence of organizations and social movements calling out the systems 

which facilitate mass incarceration, when considering the overarching effects of mass 

incarceration on both returning citizens and their communities, many often do not consider 

political and civic engagement. They should, however, because the implications for citizenship 

and economic/social mobility are sizeable. This thesis sought to answer the question “How does 

interaction with the criminal justice system affect the political and civic engagement of both 

returning citizens and non-offenders living in highly policed and incarcerated communities in the 

United States?” In the collection of qualitative data from reputable and well-versed individuals, 

with varying expertise of both the criminal justice system and experiences of returning citizens 

and their communities, this thesis was able to uncover a multidimensional account of the 

relationship between authoritative bodies and highly incarcerated populations. The initial 

hypothesis of this study, as is stated in the research design section, was that “higher levels of 

contact with the criminal justice system will negatively influence popular attitudes towards 

government as a whole, which will in turn inhibit political and civic engagement,” as is 

consistent with many bodies of research within political socialization theory.  

 This hypothesis was confirmed, although the data pointed to both schools of thought as 

viable realities within highly incarcerated communities. However, the evidence presented in this 

project highlights the fact that political socialization, and more broadly the aggregate effects of 

the demobilization theory (school 1) drastically outweigh the participatory benefits considered in 

the second school of thought; that mass incarceration sparks activism in highly incarcerated 

communities.  



 
 

85 
 

 My research focused specifically on the first sub-school of thought, within the larger 

demobilization theory, called the political socialization theory. This theory postulates that as 

individuals’ interactions with government become primarily punitive in nature and are most 

often overseen by some branch of the criminal justice system, they will likely perceive those 

interactions negatively. In turn, these negatively perceived interactions lead, at the individual and 

community level, to wholly negative attitudes towards government itself and subsequent declines 

in civic and political participation.  

 That being said, these negative attitudes and declines in participation do not happen 

overnight and are instead developed over years of personal experience and decades of 

generational harm. The first piece in establishing this conclusion was understanding the fear and 

mistrust of police in highly incarcerated communities. To begin with, black and brown 

communities’ historical experiences with racism have cemented a fear of authority, and 

specifically a fear of the police that has become ingrained in the black experience (Brown & 

Moore). Much of my data revealed that residents in highly incarcerated communities respond to 

police presence with fear instead of security, mainly because police are viewed as an occupying 

force rather than public safety officers (Trulear).  

 Once this sense of fear was established, my research suggested that residents of highly 

incarcerated communities, more often than not, conflate these attitudes toward police with 

broader negative attitudes towards government itself (Abramowitz). A major factor in that 

conflation was the broadly perceived government indifference by returning citizens and members 

of highly incarcerated communities. We know that the government-citizen relationship, in a 

perfect world, should function as a mutually beneficial one where municipal services and goods 

are provided in exchange for taxes and upstanding citizenship. However, as Dr. Trulear 
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eloquently put it, “when you ‘other’ the service delivery system,” that relationship is hardly 

mutually beneficial. This research highlights the reality that, in highly incarcerated communities, 

municipal government is failing to deliver adequate services. Public schools are failing, streets 

are dirty and unsafe, rec centers and public parks are underfunded, clean air and water are not 

prioritized, and food deserts persist. Because of these harsh realities, people in highly 

incarcerated areas feel the government is not responsive to their needs, and thus they develop a 

mistrust of that government (Trulear).  

 This mistrust can be seen among returning citizens as well, as the data suggested that 

most returning citizens do not trust the government enough to seek support from it, and instead 

turn to organizations or churches for re-entry support (McKinley). This brings us to the concept 

of institutional mistrust, which is the idea that returning citizens and others in highly incarcerated 

communities have been mistreated or let down by government and criminal justice systems so 

frequently that they develop a mistrust in all forms of institutions, including those actually 

designed to help.  

 Given these established levels of fear and mistrust, it became clear that there likely would 

exist declines in political and civic engagement among these populations. Voting in elections, 

keeping up with political news, involving oneself in campaigns and social movements, and 

following other participatory avenues require resources, energy, and a basic level of faith in the 

system that facilitates those participatory avenues. People engage in political systems because 

they believe it will make a collective difference in their lives and communities. But for those 

who harbor mistrust and perceive high levels of government indifference, it’s fair to assume 

political and civic engagement would be an afterthought. This reality represents a manifestation 

of the political socialization process.  
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 Beyond assuming such political socialization, this study sought out to directly inquire as 

to whether this process seemed viable to the experts. Across the board, respondents agreed that, 

to varying extents, these levels of fear and mistrust are likely to directly contribute to lower 

levels of political and civic engagement. Re-entry specialist LeBrian Brown summed up this data 

by offering the following hypothetical similar to what he hears from re-entrants frequently: “why 

would I trust the government to the extent that I involve myself politically? Why would I involve 

myself in a system that has taken so much from me?” Each expert agreed with the political 

socialization model to differing extents, but all agreed that declines in participation were more 

likely among returning citizens and residents in highly incarcerated communities because of 

direct or proximal punitive contact with the criminal justice system.  

 While confirming the political socialization theory, this research brought two critical 

unexpected findings that bolster the political socialization theory and reveal shortcomings of the 

criminal justice system itself. The first and most important discovery of this research was the 

undervalued yet critical role community supervision (probation and parole) play in post-release 

participation for returning citizens in particular. My research highlighted the reality that parole 

officers are often even more threatening and intimidating than police officers. Among returning 

citizens, qualitative and quantitative data reveals that community corrections play a major role in 

facilitating institutional mistrust. The role parole officers play in mass incarceration is 

significantly undervalued in scholarly literature and is seemingly more harmful for civic and 

political engagement than initial criminal justice contact for many returning citizens. This 

research suggests that much of the institutional mistrust formed by returning citizens comes from 

community supervision programs that re-incarcerate millions for low-level parole violations. 

Experts suggested that while it is certainly difficult to commit a crime and serve prison time for 
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that crime, to complete that prison sentence and then get sent back for something as minor as 

failing an alcohol test or being late to a meeting often creates insurmountable institutional 

mistrust. Beyond its contribution to the political socialization theory, this data highlights the 

concerning racial disparities and systemic flaws of the United States community corrections 

system.  

The other major discovery of this research was the clear need for education/training 

programs within prisons, as well as increased civic education for residents in highly incarcerated 

communities. Regarding programs in prisons themselves, several experts mentioned this need 

unprompted. Shuja Moore, LeBrian Brown, Dr. Trulear, and others all explained that people 

need to feel valued by society in order to consider participating in it. Programs that provide 

career training, education, personal rehabilitation, and a sense of purpose to incarcerated 

individuals often see a greater percentage of people engaging in participatory citizenship after 

their sentences. Additionally, a need for civic education among non-offenders in highly 

incarcerated communities would, according to multiple respondents, raise awareness of the 

importance of political and civic engagement and provide important avenues for improving the 

political power of these neighborhoods. These findings relate to the second school of thought in 

that they offer solutions to the realities of demobilization, and, if carried out effectively, could 

provide more avenues for engagement around issues of mass incarceration and criminal justice 

reform.  

The second school of thought of this thesis theorized that personal or proximal contact 

with the criminal justice system would in fact spark activism and political engagement, 

specifically against mass incarceration and the criminal justice system more broadly. My 

research into this question produced more mixed results than the demobilization theory. It was 
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confirmed to the extent that every respondent agreed that mass incarceration has the ability to 

spark activism, and this was evidenced by the fact that some interviewees are returning citizens 

themselves who have chosen to engage in criminal justice reform to varying degrees. However, 

even among those most enthusiastic about this theory, it was clear that the systemic 

demobilization of mass incarceration was more prevalent.  

Most respondents agreed that mass incarceration sparks activism, but all were hesitant to 

claim that this activism outweighed the incredibly demobilizing effects of incarceration for 

returning citizens and their communities. This data did provide important insight into what leads 

people to engage in activism compared to those who are disengaged. One potential answer 

regarded proximal vs. personal contact with the system. Evidence suggested that returning 

citizens have a harder time engaging in activism than those members of highly incarcerated 

communities with proximal contact to the injustices of mass incarceration. This is because 

returning citizens experience greater levels of resource loss, voter disenfranchisement, social 

stigma, and psychological trauma than those who do not experience incarceration.  

Among returning citizens, research on the need for education and training programs in 

prisons directly relates to the second school of thought. The majority experts believed that the 

returning citizens who are motivated and purpose driven are often exposed to some programs or 

education in prison that motivates this post-release engagement. Devon Brown made it clear that 

in his experience as a corrections official, jurisdictions with increased training and education 

programs saw less recidivism and higher levels of civic and political engagement upon release. 

In summary, those who feel valued and empowered during their incarceration are much more 

likely to become involved after the fact, but the reality is that our system fails to provide that 

empowerment and more often demobilizes returning citizens every step of the way.  
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Implication for Criminal Justice Reform 

 
 This research has several implications for criminal justice reform and the need for 

nuanced public policies to combat crime in the United States. It should be clear that tough on 

crime policies of mass incarceration do not decrease crime nor encourage upstanding citizenship. 

In fact, these harsh policies often recreate cycles of poverty and encourage recidivism among 

those in highly policed and incarcerated communities. Moreover, this study highlights the 

importance of considering political and civic engagement in conversations with upward social 

mobility and citizenship.   

 Additionally, this research highlights the fractured relationship between highly 

incarcerated, often black and brown, communities and police/government bodies. This negative 

relationship is primarily caused by residents’ consistent exposure to overly-punitive and racially 

influenced policing and government conduct. Whether intentional or not, the targeting of highly 

incarcerated communities by police and the poor distribution of effective goods and services 

from municipal government all build on this negative relationship.  

 Community corrections programs also need major overhaul, beginning with the retraining 

of parole officers and recreation of policy guidelines. Overly punitive and racially imbalanced 

trends in parole board recommendations and rule violations make it clear that United States 

community corrections programs approach re-entry from a punitive stance. This thesis has made 

clear that re-entrants should be treated as therapeutic patients who have dealt with trauma rather 

than dangerous criminals who need strict and constant supervision.  

 Lastly, this research highlights the need for resources and money aiding programs within 

prisons. Such programs are likely to decrease recidivism and encourage citizenship upon release. 

In addition, there is a clear need to civic education in highly incarcerated communities. This 
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education would increase participation and encourage citizenship in communities that are often 

criticized and punished for lacking exactly that. This research makes clear that investing in 

incarcerated individuals, returning citizens, and highly incarcerated communities would show 

promising results in reducing crime and poverty while improving community relationships with 

the government and its political systems.  

 A major takeaway from this thesis is that we must fundamentally rethink how we view 

incarcerated populations. There are no fundamentally “bad people.” Human beings are shaped by 

their experiences and psychological trauma, and if we work to actually rehabilitate, rather than 

punish those who have made mistakes, our criminal justice system will see reward. As Dr. 

Trulear said in our conversation, “living out our theological convictions means that all people are 

human, and they should not be defined by their worst mistake.”  
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