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“Neither slavery nor involuntary 
servitude, except as a 
punishment for crime whereof 
the party shall have been duly 
convicted, shall exist within the 
United States, or any place subject 
to their jurisdiction.”

- 13th  Am en dm ent  to  th e 
Uni ted  States  Const i tut ion 
( 1865)
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I N T R O D U C T I O N
The COVID-19 Pandemic revealed that, in times of 
crisis, many social issues fall through the cracks to 
prioritize national health. The mass incarceration 
system in the United States has become an even 
larger black box during the pandemic. The Impact 
Design Collaborative has set the goal of trying to 
reveal how mass incarceration proliferated, has been 
maintained, and what it means for a post-COVID 
future. This issue requires an intervention across all 
scales, all disciplines, and all areas of society. The 
reformation of the mass incarceration system stands 
as the greatest challenge to repairing the racial 
and amoral status quo of the United States, and its 
change cannot wait any longer.

How It Started: 
Deceptive 13th and 
Militaristic Policing

The current state of mass incarceration in the United 
States dates back to institutionalized slavery that 
predates the formation of the country. In 1865, the 
13th amendment to the United States Constitution 
enacted the abolition of slavery; however, the 
amendment intentionally created a loophole, 
granting certains exceptions— permitting slavery as 
punishment for a crime.1 The 13th amendment to 
the United States Constitution asserts:

“Neither slavery nor involuntary 
servitude, except as a punishment for 
crime whereof the party shall have 
been duly convicted, shall exist within 
the United States, or any place subject 
to their jurisdiction.”

The 13th amendment left out the specificity of a 
crime, causing the actions associated with newly 
emancipated Black Americans to be frequently 
criminalized, forcing them back into an institution of 
slavery. After the Civil War, many Black Americans 
were arrested for minor “crimes” such as loitering 
and homelessness, imprisoning them and utilizing 
their free labor to rebuild the South.2 From then on, 
the 13th amendment has been utilized as a ploy to 
fill prisons with Black bodies. 

In the 1980s, President Ronald Reagan’s stance 
on “The War on Drugs” elicited the transition 
from “community policing” to “military policing.” 
Following in his footselps, President George 
H.W. Bush and President Bill Clinton increased 
militarization of local law enforcement to crack 
down on illegal drugs.3

 
By the 1990s, the narrative of the “Black juvenile 
superpredator” emerged, describing a “new 
generation of street predators,” particularly 
young Black boys.4 This narrative was utilized by 
politicians to justify their tough-on-crime policies. 
What actually resulted was an enforced policing 
in Black neighborhoods, greater likelihoods that 
Black adolescents would be charged as adults, and 
ingrained societal perceptions and stigmas that 
young, Black, and male equals guilty.5 However, 
this sort of narrative and stereotyping of the Black 
man was far from new. Media and films such as the 
Birth of a Nation (1915) depicted and enforced the 
stereotypes of Black men as threats of violence to 
white women, in particular.6

This loophole became the foundation for the 
current prison system and ignited the rise in mass 
incarceration.
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Design, too,  plays a large role in mass incarceration. 
Most Western prisons inspired their conceptual 
designs to 18th century English philospher Jeremy 
Bentham’s concept of panopticism— intentional 
spatial organization that allows for an obstructed 
viewer to observe others. By utilizing space to 
subject and authorize individuals, panopticism 
created an environment to impact the psychological 
state of “inmates.”10 This design practice continued 
until a change in national sentiment on prisoner 
rehabilitation. Following World War II, the medical 
model of correction emerged as the national 
framework—the assumption that criminal behavior 
is caused by social, psychological, and biological 
deficiencies.11 Incarceration, for a brief period of 
time, focused on rehabilitating the factors that led to 
crime,12  instead of the focus on punitive punishment 
that exists today. 

Where We Are Now: 
Profit & Punishment 

Over People  

From where it had started, the United States 
incarceration system has only expanded, both in size 
and punitiveness. In 2016, the United States held 
only approximately 5% of the world’s population, 
but approximately 25% of the world’s prisoners.7 In 
1972, before the rise of “The War on Drugs,” the U.S. 
prison population was 300,000, but by 2016, that 
number had skyrocketed to 2.3 million.8 

As the prison system is generating higher rates 
of incarceration, people who were formerly 
incarcerated also face high recidivism rates, or 
the likelihood of returning to prison after being 
convicted of an additional crime after their 
release. About 44% of people who were formerly 
incarcerated return to prison within a year of release. 
Sixty-eight percent of individuals were arrested 
within three years, 79% within six years, and 83% 
within nine years.9 This trend indicates the United 
States’ inadequacy in developing rehabilitative 
programs to reintegrate people who were formerly 
incarcerated, demonstrating their devotion to 
profiting off of punitive punishment rather than 
creating healthier societies.
 

While mass incarceration is a large-scale issue, there 
are specific groups within the United States who 
are impacted more severely than others. Black and 
Brown communities are consistently the biggest 
victims of the industry. Narratives like the “Black 
juvenile superpredator” create implicit biases 
that place adult expectations on Black youth and 
criminalize them for typical adolescent behaviors. 
Out of youth who have never been incarcerated 
before, “African Americans were more than six 
times as likely as whites to be sentenced to prison 
for identical crimes.” While accounting for only 
16% of all youth, Black adolescents make up 28% 
of all juvenile arrests, 35% of youth waived to adult 
criminal court, and 58% of youth admitted to adult 
state prisons.”13

Who Is Impacted: 
Identifying the 

Overcriminalized
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United States’ prison population in relation to world population.

The panopticon enables controlled surveillance over incarcerated 
individuals. 
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Low-income communities and schools also face 
the detrimental effects of mass incarceration, with a 
growing presence of police in schools perpetuating 
the school-to-prison pipeline. Despite there being 
no evidence that police increase the health or safety 
of students in schools, the funding for police within 
academic settings is rising while schools experience 
a shortage of counselors, nurses, psychologists, and 
social workers. When considering the implications 
of this, it is essential to note that “1.7 million students 
are in schools with police but no counselors. 3 
million students are in schools with police but no 
nurses. 6 million students are in schools with police 
but no school psychologists. 10 million students 
are in schools with police but no social workers. 14 
million students are in schools with police but no 
counselor, nurse, psychologist, or social worker.”14 
Police are trained to “detain, handcuff, and arrest,” 
which is exactly what is practiced on school children 
rather than de-escalating and supporting the 
situation, failing to improve the safety of students.15

School arrests and referrals to law enforcement 
have lifelong consequences on students, 
perpetuating the long-lasting history of inequalities 
that marginalized communities face. Overpolicing 
consumes resources of already under-funded 
schools, contributing to mass incarceration’s 
occurrance within the American school system. 
This “disproportionately impacts students of color 
and students with disabilities, both of whom are 
arrested at rates 10 times higher in some states 
compared with white students and students without 
disabilities,”16 proving this overabundance of school 
policing to be more detrimental than beneficial.

Why It Matters & Why 
You Should Care:
Moving Forward  

Poor prison infrastructure and lack of basic 
necessities to prisoners has been exacerbated by 
the COVID-19 pandemic, heightening the need 
for increased policy attention and a shift in the 
American rhetoric surrounding the incarcerated. 
There is a dire need to reexamine prison policy 
due to existing inequality, ineffectiveness, and 
increasingly alarming treatment of prisoners during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. “There is no historical 
correlation between incarceration and crime rates, 
and the idea that prisons solve crime and violence 
is a calculated myth,”19 which needs to be assessed 
now with more urgency because mass incarceration 
is transforming into a public health crisis as well. 
The government is burning through public funds to 
maintain costs for private prisons when it is far more 
cost effective to focus on alternatives to remediation 
of crime.20 This is no longer a fiscal liberal versus 
conservatice argument for public utility—it is a matter 
of benefitting a select few corporations and elected 
officials, and this must be reevaluated.

Also, a lack of adequate resources and the 
overcriminalization of adolescents, typically Black 
adolescents, both in schools or overpoliced 
neighborhoods is responsible for perpetuating 
the school-to-prison pipeline and contributing 
to trends of mass incarceration. The destructive 
combination of the distorted perceptions of Black 
youths’ innocence along with implicit bias within 
the police and criminal justice system automatically 
marks Black youths as criminals, making them more 
likely to be treated as adults and criminalized for 
typical adolescent behavior. Black adolescents are 
essentially entering the system as guilty, with the 
combination of “young + Black + male” serving as 
grounds for reasonable suspicion and an excuse 
for their arrest, detention, and exclusion from 
opportunity. 

 “At its core, then, mass 
incarceration, like Jim Crow, is a 

‘race-making institution.’ It serves to 
define the meaning and significance 

of race in America.”21

Women are also found to be one of the most 
impacted demographics of mass incarceration. 
While only 4% of the world’s population of women 
are in the United States, “it is home to over 30% of the 
world’s total population of incarcerated women.”17 

While the U.S. prison population has increased 
500% over the last 40 years, the number of women 
in the system has grown at a rate twice that of men. 
Of these women, 80% are mothers, and the US 
prison system is not equipped to support women 
and provide them with the basic health care.18

School Arrests per 10,000 students 
Data Source: U.S. Department of Education, 2015-2016 Civil 
Rights Data Collection
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TAKE ACTION

Films: 
• 13th (2016) 
• Just Mercy (2019)
• When They See Us (2019) 

Books:
• The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in   

the Age of Colorblindeness by Michelle   
Alexander (2010)

• Policing the Black Man by Angela J. Davis
• So You Want To Talk About Race by Ijeoma Oluo

Policy: 
• Biden administration’s Prison Reform Plan
• AIA’s Code of Ethics banning “spaces  

for execution, torture and prolonged   
solitary confinement”

• Federal Agenda for Criminal Justice Reform

CONTACT
Michigan: 
• 1st congressional district: Jack Bergman
• 2nd congressional district: Bill Huizenga
• 3rd congressional district: Peter Meijer
• 4th congressional district: John Moolenaar
• 5th congressional district: Dan Kildee
• 6th congressional district: Fred Upton
• 7th congressional district: Tim Walberg
• 8th congressional district: Elissa Slotkin
• 9th congressional district: Andy Levin
• 10th congressional district: Lisa McClain
• 11th congressional district: Haley Stevens 
• 12th congressional district: Debbie Dingell
• 13th congressional district: Rashida Tlaib
• 14th congressional district: Brenda Lawrence

SUPPORT
Organizations: 
• Michigan Collaborative to End Mass  

Incarceration (MI-CEMI)
• Prison Project
• The Sentencing Project
• Prison Arts Project
• American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)
• Dark Matter University

CHALLENGE
Question yourself and talk about your current 
perceptions of individuals who are incarcerated or 
formerly incarcerated:
• What are your presumptions about race and 

incarceration?
• How do you or the institution you belong to fit 

into the cycle of mass incarceration?

Incorporate anti-racism material into daily life.
• Anti-racism work is essential to changing 

societal perceptions of incarceration; take time 
everyday to inform yourself and share with 
others. 

LEARN MORE

https://joebiden.com/justice/
https://www.aia.org/press-releases/6356669-aia-board-of-directors-commits-to-advancin
https://michigancollaborative.org/
https://michigancollaborative.org/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/
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IF YOU ARE A DESIGN PROFESSIONAL, A STUDENT, 
DEVELOPING A NEW PROJECT, OR PASSIONATE 

ABOUT DESIGN AS AN INTERVENTION, FEEL FREE 
TO CONTACT US AT 

I M P A C T 
D E S I G N 
C O L L A B O R A T I V E


