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After Moynihan. . .

I The problems of joblessness, social disorder, addiction, and
serious violence worsened in poor neighborhoods.

I A political backlash against Civil Rights propelled punitive
responses to urban social problems.

I Criminal codes expanded the use of custodial sentences, drug
policing escalated, and prisons grew.

I The core social problem was not family breakdown; it was
chronic idleness among young men in neighborhoods of
concentrated poverty
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Our Argument

I We are living in an era of mass imprisonment. . .

I that has transformed a generation of young black men. . .

I who form the core of a permanently disadvantaged population

I The prison is now important not chiefly for its effects on
crime, but for its effects on social and economic inequality
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* 2.1 million prison and jail inmates, 2004
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* 765,000 on parole, 2004
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* 2.1 million prison and jail inmates, 2004

* 765,000 on parole, 2004

* 4.1 million on probation, 2004

* 7 million under supervision, 2004



● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000

0
5

10
15

20

Men Aged 22−30 in Prison or Jail, 1980−2004

P
er

ce
nt

 In
ca

rc
er

at
ed

●

●

Whites
Blacks

● ● ● ● ●
● ● ●

●

●
●

● ● ● ●
●

●
●

● ● ●
●

●
● ●



● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000

0
5

10
15

20

Men Aged 22−30 in Prison or Jail, 1980−2004

P
er

ce
nt

 In
ca

rc
er

at
ed

●

●

●

●

Whites
Blacks
Non−college Whites
Non−College Blacks

● ● ● ● ●
● ● ●

●

●
●

● ● ● ●
●

●
●

● ● ●
●

●
● ●

● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

● ●
● ● ●

● ●
●

●

●
●

●
●

●

●

●
●

●

● ● ● ●

●
● ●



0
10

20
30

40
50

60
C

um
ul

at
iv

e 
R

is
k 

of
 Im

pr
is

on
m

en
t (

%
)

0
10

20
30

40
50

60

Men's Risk of Imprisonment by 30-34

1.4 2.1
4

10.5
12

17.1

All Noncollege Dropouts All Noncollege Dropouts

Whites Blacks

1979
 



0
10

20
30

40
50

60
C

um
ul

at
iv

e 
R

is
k 

of
 Im

pr
is

on
m

en
t (

%
)

0
10

20
30

40
50

60

Men's Risk of Imprisonment by 30-34

1.4
2.9 2.1

5.3
4

11.2 10.5

20.5

12

30.2

17.1

58.9

All Noncollege Dropouts All Noncollege Dropouts

Whites Blacks

1979
1999



●

●
●

45 50 55 60 65 70

5
10

15
20

25
30

Lifetime Risk of Imprisonment, Black Men

5−Year Birth Cohort

Li
fe

tim
e 

Im
pr

is
on

m
en

t R
is

k

●

●

●

●

●

Non−College
College



●

●
●

●

●

●

45 50 55 60 65 70

5
10

15
20

25
30

Lifetime Risk of Imprisonment, Black Men

5−Year Birth Cohort

Li
fe

tim
e 

Im
pr

is
on

m
en

t R
is

k

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Non−College
College



Imprisonment and the Life Course

White and black men, born 1965–1969 experiencing a life event by
1999 (percent).

Whites Blacks

Marriage 72% 59%

Bachelor’s Degree 32 13

Military Service 14 17

Imprisonment 3 22
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Prisoners as Fathers

I About 70 percent of prisoners are fathers (same as the general
population, given age and race)

I 44 percent of state prisoners lived with the children at the
time of their incarceration

I 62 percent of imprisoned fathers report at least monthly
contact with their children while incarcerated, either by phone
(42%), mail (50%), visits (21%)
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Father Imprisoned for Children by Age 14
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What Are the Consequences for Families?

I Safety? Perhaps, though not certainly.

I Economic insecurity? Probably, but how much?

I The family supervision and socialization of children?

I Social stigma, labelling of children?

I Prisonization of children?
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Four Hypotheses About Prisons and Families

I Prisons remove men from households.

I Prisons assign stigma, not just to prisoners, but to their
families too.

I Prisons absorb family resources.

I Prisons draw families into the process of official supervision.
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The Novel Normality of Prison

I Prison has become a normal life for recent cohorts of
low-education black men

I Parental imprisonment has become a normal part of the social
experience of the children of these men

I If economic insecurity, prisonization and stigma produce a
pathway to incarceration for children, mass incarceration
becomes self-sustaining

I And the prison would form part of a system of inequality of
the kind Moynihan envisioned
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