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One of the major issues that Acclivus’ members and partners will continue to organize 
students and community members for is an end to mass incarceration.  As a result of 
reckless and racist implementation of policy, unjust and unbalance prosecution and 
shameful sentencing Black males have become stigmatized as being criminal and violent.  
What is even worse is elected officials have ignored this issue.  Even Black elected 
officials have ignored this issue and bought in too “being tough on crime” policies. 
 
In his book, Imprisoning Communities: How Mass Incarceration Makes Disadvantaged 
Neighborhoods Worse, Professor Todd Clear of John Jay College makes four central 
points: 
 

- The extraordinary growth in the U.S. prison system, sustained for over 30 years, 
has had at best, a small impact on crime. 

- The growth in imprisonment has been concentrated among poor, minority males 
who live in impoverished neighborhoods. 

- Concentrated incarceration in those impoverished communities has broken 
families, weakened the social-control capacity of parents, eroded economic 
strength, soured attitudes toward society, and distorted politics; even, after 
reaching a certain level, it has increased rather than decreased crime. 

- Any attempts to overcome the problems of crime will have to encourage a 
combination of sentencing reforms and philosophical realignment. 

 
Dr. Michelle Alexander of Ohio State University refers to the disproportionate and unjust 
criminal justice policy of mass incarceration of Black men and women as The New Jim 
Crow.  Her characterization is based on the similarities of how it is legal to discriminate 
against ex-prisoners just as it was legal to discriminate against Black people with Jim 
Crow laws.   
 
As a result of policies and street level bureaucracy that has led to mass incarceration, 
huge disparities exist between the numbers of Black people locked up versus White 
people. The disproportional rate of incarceration Black Americans has been well 
documented. According to the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ), at the end of 2012, 
there were more than one and half million people incarcerated in America.  Although 
Black Americans represent only 13.6 percent of the total United States (U.S.) population, 
Black Americans now constitute nearly 40 percent of the total incarcerated population.   
Black Americans are incarcerated at nearly six times the rate of White Americans.  The 
national incarceration rate for White Americans is 412 per 100,000 residents, compared 
to 2,290 for Black Americans. There are more than one million American women under 
the supervision of the criminal justice system, with more than 200,000 confined in state 
and federal prisons or local jails.  Black women represent 30 percent of all females 
incarcerated under state or federal jurisdiction.  Black women are three times as likely as 
White women to be incarcerated in prison or jail.  Among prisoners ages 18 to 19, Black 
males were imprisoned at more than 9 times the rate of White males. One in nine (11.7%) 
Black males between ages of 25 and 29 are currently incarcerated in a prison or jail.  The 



 

 

national average rate of incarceration in the U.S. is 6.7 percent.  The state of Wisconsin’s 
rate is nearly double the national average at 12.8 percent.  Other states above the national 
average are: Oklahoma (9.7%), Iowa (9.4%), Pennsylvania (9.1%), California (8.6%), 
Indiana (8.4%), Louisiana (8.2%), Texas (8.1%), Colorado (7.7%), and Kansas (7.7%). 
The racial disparities of imprisonment are not exclusive to geographic areas where high 
concentrations of Black people reside.  The Washington-based research organization the 
Sentencing Project has examined racial disparities in incarceration on a state by state 
basis. According to the Sentencing Project, states in the Midwest and Northeast have the 
greatest black-to-white disparity in incarceration.  Iowa had the widest disparity ration in 
the nation at slightly more than 13-to 1, followed by Vermont, New Jersey, Connecticut, 
Wisconsin, North Dakota, and South Dakota which all had ratios greater than 10-to-1.  
The states with the lowest Black-to-White ratio of incarceration were Hawaii, Georgia, 
Mississippi, Alabama, and Arkansas with rates ranging from less than 2-1 (Hawaii) to 
nearly 4-1 (Arkansas).  
 
Nationally, the rates of juvenile incarceration are also disproportionate.  Black juveniles 
are over three times more likely than all other groups to be arrested for a violent offense. 
Black youth are more than four times as likely and Hispanic youth two times as likely as 
White youth to be in residential placement. Black youth represent only 17 percent of the 
overall youth population however, they make up 62 percent of youth prosecuted in adult 
court. 
 
According the Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) annual report Blacks 
comprised 56.7 percent of the total prisoner population of 48,978 while Whites were 29.5 
percent.  The Chicago area (Cook County) is a point of origin for 70 percent of the 
prisoners in IDOC and 83 percent of the Blacks sent to IDOC.  In 2011, Cook County Jail 
had 71,663 admissions; the majority (67%) was Black.   The unequal and unjust 
treatment of Black people in the criminal justice system is a major problem with major 
consequences.  Since the majority of prisoners who enter prison are released, the 
disproportionate involvement of Blacks in the criminal justice system creates an 
additional burden for Black communities, especially disadvantaged communities.  Of 
Chicago’s 77 communities, six communities absorb more than one-third of the prisoners 
returning to Chicago each year.    The six communities are Austin, Humboldt Park, North 
Lawndale, Englewood, West Englewood, and East Garfield Park.  Each of these 
communities has high rates of poverty and therefore scarce resources to provide former 
prisoners.  In addition, due to the elevated levels of violence as compared to other 
communities, these six communities have high levels of police surveillance.   The large 
police presence increases the odds of arrest and heightens the possibility of recidivism. 
The disparities caused by an unequal criminal justice system has is detrimental to   
communities at the individual level also.  The burden of a criminal record can affect the 
self-esteem and self-worth of a former prisoner who return to the community.  The 
progress to achieve the “American dream” is impeded for tens of thousands of Black 
individuals who find themselves caught in the web of the Illinois criminal justice system.  
The ability to find a good paying job, maintain a stable family, participate in civic and 
community activities is weakened for far too many of Illinois’ Black citizens due to the 
imbalanced distribution of justice. 



 

 

 
While the disproportionate sentencing of Black individuals is damaging to the individual, 
it is also injurious to the children of incarcerated parents.   Research shows that children 
with an incarcerated parent have problems adjusting that may result in poor academic 
performance, antisocial behavior, negative self-image, eating and sleeping disorders, and 
involvement with the criminal justice system.  Another outcome for children of 
incarcerated parents is that they enter the foster care system, which often means being 
separated from siblings and more difficult to reconnect with the parent after the sentence 
has been served. 
 


