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Mass Imprisonment

Long-"Term Harm versus Short-Term Good

Most people, even most critics of mass-incarceration policies, seem to believe
that prisons prevent crime. The notion that building more prisons makes us
safer is sometimes called a “ruthless truth” since prisoners cannot commit
crimes when locked away.!

Commentator James Q. Wilson once put it in terms of good and evil, “Wicked
people exist. Nothing avails except to set them apart from innocent people.”™
And when others argue that incarceration is not the most effective way to fight
crime, they imply that prisons reduce crime to some extent.



Many observers contend that mass
imprisonment as a way to control crime is
both inefficient and uncivilized, especially
when applied to crimes such as nonviolent
drug offenses. As most research shows, there
is only a modest crime-reducing benefit from
the quadrupling of the national incarceration
rate over the last 35 years, a trend mirrored in
New England. (See “New England’s Impris-
onment Rate.”) Even that benefit has prob-
ably been overestimated, given that measure-
ment efforts have historically ignored prison’s
potentially criminogenic effect. The popular
press has not ignored such possibilities, how-
ever. As journalist John Rentoul writes:

Prison only works in the crude sense
that criminals cannot commit crimes—
against the rest of us, at least—while
they are in jail. When they come out,
they are more likely to commit crimes
than they were before they went in. So,
unless sentences are so long that they
cancel out the effect of prison in pre-
paring criminals for a life of crime,
prison does the opposite of working.?

The problem, Rentoul suggests, is not
simply that the experience of incarceration
may increase recidivism. The larger issue is
that incapacitation works only for the time
that people are behind bars. The majority
of prisoners go on to spend most of their
lives on the outside. Thus at any point in
time, the number of ex-convicts living in so-
ciety will be much larger than the number
of prisoners incapacitated behind bars. This
large and growing population of ex-offend-
ers gives rise to three concerns.

First, although the prison system claims
success for incapacitating dangerous indi-
viduals, its harsh conditions might make the
prisoners more likely to offend once released.
Second, the mass reentry associated with
mass imprisonment can destabilize the com-
munities that absorb the influx of reentrants,
setting the stage for crime in the broader
community. Third, prison’s incapacitation
effect is limited to people currently behind
bars, whereas the crime-causing effects will
reflect the much larger population of people
who were ever incarcerated. So, any full as-
sessment of prisons effects on crime must
account for the detrimental impacts of past

incarcerations. A handful of very recent
empirical social science studies, having taken
those three issues into account, conclude that
the high incarceration rate has caused more
crime than it prevented.

Crime Colleges

Good policies solve problems without cre-
ating problems. If the public knew, for ex-
ample, that a software company created and
spread a virus while selling products to dis-
infect computers, it would demand free an-
tivirus software and put the company out
of business. But if uninformed about the
source of the virus, people might purchase
and praise the company’s product while la-
menting the need for it.

Ousside the criminal justice system, the
importance of solving self-created problems
has long been recognized—for instance, in
determining the effectiveness of military in-
terventions.* Only recently have social sci-
entists started examining whether prisons
partially create the problems they exist to
solve.> Formerly, data showing that many
of those entering prison have been there be-
fore—or that crime rates are associated with
the number of ex-inmates reentering soci-
ety—were interpreted to prove that offend-
ers should be incarcerated longer.

An alternative interpretation is that
being incarcerated hardens offenders,
enhances their criminal skills, and further
stigmatizes and alienates them. In other
words, prisons can cause crime.

To address this complexity, researchers
have started to use statistical modeling tech-
niques that look at the crime-reducing ef-
fects of prison and isolate those effects from
prison’s criminogenic effects. They increas-
ingly focus on subtracting out the crime
problems caused and then suppressed by
prison from incarceration’s total incapaci-
tation benefits. Sophisticated analyses indi-
cate that much of what was previously seen
as a crime-reducing benefit was actually evi-
dence of crime-inducing conditions.

Increased Supply
of Ex-Convicts
Putting more people behind bars means
that eventually more ex-convicts enter so-
ciety. Because about 95 percent of those
currently incarcerated will return to their
communities, recent work on the potential
crime-increasing effects of mass incarcera-
tion has focused on barriers to successful re-
integration.®

The scatlet letter associated with a pris-
on record usually means lower wages and
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Until now, measurements of the value
of prisons to society have ignored prison’s
potentially criminogenic effects.

less long-term employment. Ex-inmates are
further alienated from mainstream society
through laws that block their right to vote
and to access social-safety-net programs,
such as food stamps and Temporary Assis-
tance for Needy Families (TANF).” All this
increases ex-inmates offending rate, as they
are more likely to find some measure of ac-
ceptance in criminal subcultures.

High reentry rates and recidivism are
one source of higher crime rates, but so is
the population churning that results when
large numbers of people are removed from
and ultimately sent back to communities.
That can disrupt institutions important for
social control, making crime more likely.
When a neighborhood is in constant flux, it
is harder for people to know and trust one
another—and to collectively mobilize for
the common good. Without a sense of col-
lective identity and efficacy, people are less
likely to help one another and more likely to
focus on self-interest.?

Furthermore, evidence suggests that
neighbors who have never experienced pris-
on directly are significantly affected by the
population turnover. Particularly in areas
with high incarceration and reentry rates,
residents generally exhibit diminished re-
spect for government authority and police.
The lessened legitimacy of law also leads to
higher crime rates—often through lack of
cooperation with policing efforts.”?

Doing the Math

Theoretically, the crime-reducing effects of
incarceration and the crime-promoting ef-
fects of incarceration have different timing.
The crime-reducing effect largely hinges on
the number of people incapacitated in the
current year. Its criminogenic impact via re-
entry, in contrast, depends on the number
of people released from prison in the cur-
rent year and all past years. Until recently,
researchers focused only on how current-
year incarceration practices are related to
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current-year crime rates, biasing the results
toward finding an overall crime-reducing
impact, although of a relatively small
magnitude.

Our own research has concluded that,
when the statistical models include past-
year effects, any property-crime-reducing
benefits of increased incarceration are wiped
out by the crime-promoting effects of more
ex-inmates in society.!® Worse still, when
past-year effects are appropriately account-
ed for, the mass incarceration of the last few
decades has increased the type of crime the
public fears most—violent crime.

Thus, a look at the whole picture
makes clear that high incarceration rates are
a greater part of the problem than the solu-
tion. On a positive note, that means we can
significantly reduce violent crime through
reform of the criminal justice system. Such
reform may include alternatives to incarcer-
ation for certain crimes and circumstanc-
es. The use of drug courts and associated
drug treatment programs is an example of a
harm-reduction strategy that is increasingly
gaining favor among policy analysts. By us-
ing incarceration more judiciously, we can
make things better simply by not continu-
ing to make things worse.

Robert DeFina is a professor of sociology at
Villanova University, where Lance Hannon
is an associate professor of sociology.
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