Overview of Mass Incarceration
When we talk about mass incarceration, we talk about a system with many interlocking components. A law, policy, or
institution that seems disconnected from mass incarceration may—upon closer examination—turn out to be deeply relevant
for a person caught up in the system or to his or her family.
It’s helpful to think of the system in three broad sections, divided chronologically.
BEFORE INCARCERATION refers to
everything that happens up until a
person lands behind bars. This includes:
1. Policing practices, including:
s $ECISIONS ABOUT WHICH
neighborhoods are patrolled heavily
and which lightly;
s &ORMAL POLICIES SUCH AS .EW 9ORK
#ITYS h3TOP AND &RISKv BEFORE IT WAS
OVERTURNED AND THE 7AR ON $RUGS
s )NFORMAL POLICIES LIKE HOW POLICE

DURING INCARCERATION
encompasses a person’s experience
from the moment s/he arrives in jail or
prison to the moment s/he leaves. This
includes:
s 4HE USE OF SOLITARY CONlNEMENT
s 4HE AVAILABILITY OF EDUCATIONAL
AFTER INCARCERATION—or, in many
cases, after avoiding incarceration
through accepting a plea bargain—
returning citizens face a host of
challenges. These include:
s 4HE DENIAL OF THE RIGHT TO VOTE IN
many states;
s 4HE DENIAL OF GOVERNMENT BENElTS
such as food stamps and affordable
housing;
s 0ROHIBITIONS AGAINST LIVING IN PUBLIC

decide whether to arrest a
teenager for possessing a small
amount of marijuana or just to give
a warning.
2. Judicial proceedings including:
s 7HEN A DISTRICT ATTORNEY CHOOSES
TO PROSECUTE AND WHAT KIND OF
plea bargains and bail or pre-trial
holding options might be offered;
s &UNDING FOR PUBLIC DEFENDERS OR
other legal assistance for indigent
defendants;

s 7HETHER YOUNGSTERS ARE TRIED
in juvenile or adult court;
s ! JUDGES DECISION TO IMPOSE A
certain sentence.
3. Laws that limit a judge’s
discretion or require long
incarcerations including:
s -ANDATORY MINIMUM
sentences;
s $RUG LAWS
s 4HREE STRIKES LAWS

substance abuse treatment, and other
rehabilitative programs;
s 4HE TREATMENT OF JUVENILES
s 0ROVISIONS FOR HOW FAMILY MEMBERS
ESPECIALLY CHILDREN CAN KEEP UP
relationships with their incarcerated
loved ones;
s 0REPARATION FOR RETURNING TO SOCIETY

Prison conditions affect not only
those incarcerated, but also
correction officers and other
support staff who earn a living
from prisons. Unsafe conditions
put everyone at both physical and
PSYCHOLOGICAL RISK

housing. This may mean not being
ALLOWED TO MOVE BACK IN WITH
parents or other family members;
s ,OSING ACCESS TO THE MEDICAL
care that the person was
receiving in prison.8 This can
have devastating consequences
for people struggling with drug
addictions, mental illness, or any
number of chronic health issues;
s ,ACK OF ACCESS TO JOBS AND OTHER
opportunities, especially since

MANY JOB APPLICATIONS ASK ABOUT
past felony convictions. Many
formerly incarcerated people
find themselves landing right
BACK IN THE CIRCUMSTANCES THAT
first led to incarceration;
s 3TRICT PAROLE RULES THAT CAN
lead to the re-incarceration of a
PERSON SOLELY FOR FAILING TO MAKE
an appointment or hew to other
conditions of parole.

SAMPLE PARTNER ORGANIZATIONS
Several of the major civil liberties organizations have
significant national and statewide campaigns related to all
aspects of mass incarceration:

s !DVANCEMENT 0ROJECT HTTPWWWADVANCEMENTPROJECT
org/pages/mission#
s !MERICAN #IVIL ,IBERTIES 5NION !#,5  HTTPSWWWACLU
org/feature/smart-justice-fair-justice
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T’RUAH: THE RABBINIC CALL FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

www.truah.org
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