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			Context

			Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness was first published in 2010, fifty-five years after the racial segregation laws known as “Jim Crow” were officially removed, two years after Barack Obama was elected as the first African American president, and in an age when diversity is notable on college campuses, in politics, and in business, entertainment, sports, and other highly visible areas of American life.

			However, as Alexander states in her introduction, “In the era of colorblindness, it is no longer socially permissible to use race, explicitly, as a justification for discrimination, exclusion, and social contempt.” As a proxy for race, society relies instead on brushes with the legal system to deny rights to those labeled as criminals—much in the way that basic civil rights were denied to African Americans since the days of slavery.

			High levels of poverty and imprisonment of people of color—in particular, black men—demonstrate that the Jim Crow laws of racial segregation are alive and well in twenty-first-century America. 

			In a 2012 interview with NPR’s Fresh Air, Alexander said, “Today there are more African-Americans under correctional control—in prison or jail, on probation or parole—than were enslaved in 1850, a decade before the Civil War began. There are millions of African Americans now cycling in and out of prisons and jails or under correctional control.”

			The so-called War on Drugs began in the age of Richard Nixon, but was accelerated by President Ronald Reagan in the 1980s, even though drug use was in decline. During his tenure, the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 was passed, setting the stage for mandatory minimum sentencing for a number of drug offenses.

			Now, some thirty years later, with strict sentencing guidelines and other law enforcement practices, such as “stop-and-frisk” and “zero-tolerance” policies, the number of people of color who are incarcerated eclipses that of white citizens—despite data that suggests drug usage among these groups is not so uneven.

			Not only are the statistics around mass incarceration staggering, but the institutionalized discrimination baked in to the American criminal justice system, she observes, perpetuates a caste system in place for generations. 

		

	
		
			Overview

			Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness explores history, mechanisms, and consequences of what she identifies as a new racial caste system in the United States of America. Mass incarceration, Alexander argues, is part of a legacy to control, dehumanize, and disenfranchise black people, following the practices of slavery and Jim Crow. She describes the cyclical pattern of the rise and fall of each system of racial control, and how when one system begins to crumble (e.g., segregation during the Civil Rights Movement), the political elites—typically wealthy white men—find ways to sow discord between blacks and poor whites, playing on racial fears and stereotypes to construct a new system of domination and separation.

			In recent years, through the War on Drugs, the white elite have crafted a system that is outwardly colorblind but methodically gathers, charges, and convicts primarily poor black men more harshly and at higher rates than white people committing the same drug-related crimes. Throughout the text, civil rights lawyer Michelle Alexander reiterates that the rates of incarceration—or numbers of people in prisons—do not actually reflect the crime rates in America. The growth of our nation’s prison system is not about crime, but about race.

			Alexander guides the reader through the history of racial subjugation in the United States, including Bacon’s Rebellion and the hardening of racial divisions, the Civil War and the progress of Reconstruction, the multiracial Populist party, Jim Crow laws, the Civil Right Movement, and, most recently, mass incarceration. In each era, Alexander argues, the white political or economic elite use what she calls “racial bribes” to galvanize poor whites’ beliefs in their racial superiority and to ignore poverty, playing on fears to break coalitions and establish the new system of oppression around black people. 

			After the Civil Rights Movement, politicians called for “law and order,” and Alexander argues that this laid the groundwork in the modern era for crime to be equated with race and criminals to be equated with blackness.

			Alexander’s The New Jim Crow explores how the US criminal justice system works to lock African Americans into second-class citizenship. While the War on Drugs claims to target drug lords, the primary arrests and convictions are of small-time dealers or one-time offenders. Alexander describes a series of Supreme Court cases that provided leeway for police to undermine Fourth Amendment rights and subject citizens—without warrant or probable cause—to searches and seizures of property, often under the guise of minor traffic offenses (broken taillight, failure to use a turn signal) or stops of interstate buses. 

			Police were given the freedom under the law to follow “hunches” about whether an individual carried drugs. These stops more often than not occurred in poor black communities even though similar crimes occurred as regularly, if not more often, in white neighborhoods. Many of those arrested were connected to marijuana use, not crack, which the government had deemed most dangerous.

			Federal incentives—such as money and military weaponry—encouraged police officers and law enforcement agencies to increase the number of drug-related arrests and continue the focus on black citizens in the hope of finding drugs. 

			Once in the system, mandatory minimum sentences for drug crimes—even first-time offenders—can ruin lives over the same mistake a white college freshman may make. Alexander argues that prosecutors have an inordinate amount of power while public defenders’ offices—which represent the poorest citizens—are largely underfunded. Prosecutors can decide to pile on additional or harsher charges to one-time offenders to scare them into pleading guilty. Innocent people often plead guilty simply out of fear of a long sentence. Additionally, due to the discretionary power of lawyers and the code of colorblindness, it is not difficult for lawyers to form all-white juries.

			Many black citizens charged with felonies are later found innocent of the crime; but the brand of “felon” still remains and they have a criminal record that presents an obstacle when it comes to employment and housing.

			The author explores how parole and probation—once a person has served time or has been labeled a felon—have created a second caste system of black and brown people. They are denied access to basic tenets of US society such as employment, public housing, education, driver’s licenses, food stamps, and voting rights and who are under constant surveillance, debt, and criticism by the justice system and given a “badge of inferiority” by the public at large. These individuals are frequently barred from public housing and may risk losing their children. 

			The similarities and the differences between mass incarceration and Jim Crow are also explored. Both systems are based on lawful discrimination, disenfranchisement, segregation, supposed race-neutral laws, negative definitions of blackness, and Supreme Court–supported invalidation of defendants’ rights to contest potential injustice under the law.

			Next, Alexander debunks or shows the nuances of the apparent differences between the two systems of control and how the differences actually make the system of mass incarceration stronger. These range from the use of colorblindness to breed racial indifference, the subjecting of a fraction of white people to harsh drug laws to uphold the veil of colorblindness, and the flawed argument that black communities support tough-on-crime policies.

			As she moves toward her argument’s conclusion, Alexander describes how the professionalization of civil rights activism as well as the politics of respectability may make many activists focus on affirmative action and afraid of advocating on behalf of labeled criminals. The factors may also play a part in activists’ failure to hold successful black public officials in the system accountable. 

			Alexander argues that the dismantling of the system cannot happen in bits and pieces, but instead must be a complete overhaul of the justice system. She identifies the current policies, practices, jobs, and attitudes that will need to be eliminated or changed to achieve this goal. To accomplish reform, Alexander asserts that Americans must admit that mass incarceration is a form of racial control; rebuild coalitions across race and class lines, including alliances with poor whites; and listen to the voices of those who have been most affected by mass incarceration.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Introduction 

			Generations of black men have been disenfranchised and locked out of the political system due to citizenship laws, racial intimidation and violence, voting laws, and, now, mass incarceration.

			While many activists who declare mass incarceration the “new Jim Crow” are dismissed as misguided or laughable, Alexander suggests that their claims are founded on some disturbing truths, such as the Central Intelligence Agency’s 1998 confession that, in order to protect US interests in the country, it supported and protected Nicaraguan drug cartels that also happened to be pumping crack cocaine into poor, urban African American communities. 

			To further introduce and support her central claim, Alexander offers the sociological theory that “… governments use punishment primarily as a tool of social control” even when the rates and categories of crimes do not warrant it. Crime rates in the United States were about the same as other developed countries before the War on Drugs—even below some of them—but the imprisoned population has increased exponentially and remains higher. The United States also imprisons more of its racial minorities than any other country. 

			Need to Know: Criminalization of black people is the new Jim Crow; the institutionalized mass incarceration of citizens creates a racial caste system just like discriminatory practices of the past.

			Chapter One

			Although there are successful African Americas today—most notably Barack Obama—the caste system has continued to grow and morph; even during slavery and Jim Crow there were exceptions, i.e., freemen and wealthy blacks.

			Throughout slavery and in the wake of Bacon’s Rebellion, Reconstruction and the rise of the multiracial Populist movement, and the Civil Rights Movement and the breakdown of segregation, the white elite sowed racial hostility and leveraged the financial anxieties of poor whites to break coalitions and sustain racial hierarchy. This was often accomplished through “racial bribes,” giving poor whites rewards and privileges based on their skin color to separate them from blacks, with whom they may have shared economic and political interests. 

			After the Civil Rights era, conservative whites needed a “race neutral” way to preserve the hierarchy, now that law prevented them from using race to do so. Led by Richard Nixon, they turned to the idea of “law and order,” failing to distinguish between civil disobedience and crime. New party lines were drawn with “crime” as the code word for “black.” Conservative Republicans intentionally sought to appeal to those white voters with deep fears of and hatred for African Americans, including whites who had been longtime Democrats.

			Due to high unemployment in the late seventies, crime rose among fifteen- to twenty-four-year-old men. But instead of exploring the complex demographic causes for crime, the media oversimplified the situation. Riots in urban areas in the ’60s in response to episodes of police brutality fed the narrative that civil rights for African American begot more crime. Even black activists called for severe punishment for crimes in order to prevent black communities and racial progress from being unraveled. Conservatives asserted that poverty was caused by culture (read: black culture) rather than structural inequities. 

			Despite the fact that drug crime was not seen as a priority to most Americans, the Reagan administration launched a War on Drugs, even before the introduction of crack cocaine into poor black communities. And by feeding exaggerated, fear-mongering stories to the media and the public, it began a new system for racial control. 

			The national incarcerated population soared from 350,000 to 2.3 million in a decade and a half due to policies, not crime rates. The Reagan administration ignored powder cocaine—mostly used by whites—and focused on the less expensive crack cocaine, used more often by poor blacks. In many states, more than ninety percent of prisoners were African American or Latino. Subsequent administrations on both sides of the political spectrum did not want to appear weak on crime and thus the war continued.

			Need to Know: Alexander lays out three cyclical efforts to disenfranchise and subjugate African Americans: slavery, Jim Crow, and mass incarceration. Whenever one of these was threatened or began to fail, anti-black political elite evolved these structures into new methods of maintaining power and blocking the majority of the black population’s meaningful engagement in the United States’ economic, political, and civic life.

			Chapter Two

			The War on Drugs did not take down powerful drug cartels; the majority of people arrested were not accused of serious offenses and were not selling drugs—they were only using or possessing them. In fact, the Supreme Court empowers law enforcement to disregard the Fourth Amendment, allowing them to ask pedestrians, drivers, and bus passengers if they can search their belongings without explicit directions that they can refuse or remain silent during these police interactions.

			Additionally, the federal government incentivizes drug arrests—but not for more serious crimes such as murder and rape—through funding and military equipment. This leads some districts to pressure their officers to meet quotas which in turn mean unnecessary and unethical shakedowns of individuals and communities based on mere assumptions. The Drug Enforcement Agency actually trains its officers on how to use unnecessary traffic stops to then conduct unwarranted searches for drugs. Most innocent civilians do not report these unlawful searches due to intimidation or fear of retaliation, so what gets the most media attention are the times when police officers’ “hunches” happen to be correct by chance.

			During unnecessary, aggressive searches and arrests, property is often destroyed and innocent bystanders and families are sometimes harmed when SWAT teams burst into homes to snatch minor offenders and take them to jail. Any possessions confiscated during these arrests must be forfeited—even if the person is later found innocent. Police officers have rights to claim the property. Only the few “kingpins” who have enough property worth anything can leverage it for their release, while those who are poor—most of the defendants arrested—have little with which to bargain. 

			Prosecutors have almost unchecked power to overcharge individuals with heavy sentences that scare them into pleading guilty, even if they are innocent. This is often done without a defense lawyer present. Even if released on probation or parole, the brand of “felon” remains; an individual will have a criminal record that stays with them. 

			Reducing the minimum jail time sentence for drug offenders does solve the problem of mass incarceration. However, once labeled a felon, a person is stripped of basic American rights, even if they didn’t spend time in prison.

			Need to Know: Under the banner of the “War on Drugs,” the system mass incarceration has created and legalized—from the Supreme Court down to police offers—the stopping, searching, arresting, taking possession of personal property, detaining, and prosecuting of innocent citizens or those who committed minor crimes—leaving them with the label of felon which blocks them from full participation in economic and civic life and renders them second-class citizens. 

			The government has condoned ineffective practices—not based on actual rise in crime—under the guise of eliminating major drug criminals, but these efforts mostly affect people innocent of any crime or those with minor drug offenses, who are, more often than not, poor and black. 

			Chapter Three

			Most of the arrests and tactics described in Chapter 2 occur in black, poor neighborhoods. Data reveals that blacks and Latinos make up seventy-five percent of those incarcerated for drug crimes, even though the majority of drug offenders are white. Although some may suggest that violence in poor black and brown communities may account for the incarceration rates of these populations, Alexander’s research reveals that cases involving murder and violent crimes tend to get more media attention which makes it appear as if violence is pervasive and increasing.

			But violent crime rates have been oscillating throughout the War on Drugs, and research shows that there is little connection between the increasing imprisonment rates and the crime rates. So violent crime—often attributed to black communities—simply does not account for the rise of mass incarceration. If that is the case, how does the American justice system imprison so many people of color without using explicit racial language or overtly discriminatory (i.e., colorblind) laws?

			The answer is that the Supreme Court has given power to police while stripping citizens of their agency to exercise basic constitutional rights. In Whren v. United States, the Court permitted police officers to use their discretion about whom to stop and search based simply on how a person looks, allowing implicit bias to interfere with judgment and lead to disproportionate targeting and undue suspicion of black people.

			In a series of other Supreme Court cases, including McCleskey v. Kemp and Armstrong v. United States, the Justices barred broader evidence of systemic racial bias from being considered in the arrests, charges, and sentencing of individual cases, thus hiding ingrained racial bias behind the veil of colorblindness. While the Court noted that evidence in these cases supported the idea that systemic biases existed, the justices again and again upheld that this information could not be applied to individual cases—namely racially targeted arrests, increased charges, and heavier sentencing—if no explicit and intentional racist language or action occurred in the defendant’s case. And the very information needed to prove racial prejudice—prosecutors’ charges against whites accused of the same crime—can only be given by prosecutors, who more often than not refuse to do so. 

			The power of prosecutors is also protected by the Supreme Court. All-white juries are easily crafted by eliminating black jurors for “race-neutral” reasons such as education, neighborhood, hair, clothing, economic and employment status, etc. 

			Alexander explores how race-neutral approaches and implicit bias can play a role in perpetuating the mass incarceration of black defendants. Meanwhile, the units tasked with eliminating drugs, guns, and other criminal resources from the streets were actually not effective or did not account for a high percentage of useful arrests. 

			Need to Know: Supreme Court decisions have given police officers, prosecutors, and other parties of the justice system wide channels to stop, arrest, charge, sentence, and convict black and brown citizens based on their races under guises of race-neutrality and also prevented citizens any real means to point out and challenge discriminatory practices in the justice system.

			Chapter Four

			Parole and probation—once a person has served time or has just been labeled a felon—have created a second caste of black and brown people. Criminal records bar poor people from public housing, which can lead to many parents losing their children to foster care. People can be booted from public housing even if they are unaware that illegal behaviors are happening in their homes. A number of states and licensing boards make it lawful for employers to deny employment based on previous felony charges, regardless of the ability for the prosecutor to successfully defend their case. 

			Even if they are able to find a job, many felons accrue massive debt from drug testing, child support, probation departments, monthly supervision fees, court fees, etc. Many must consistently pay into the system that imprisoned them—very much like a sharecropper during Jim Crow—making it hard to earn a living. Even feeding themselves becomes a challenge, as President Bill Clinton enacted a five-year limit to food stamp benefits and universally banned those with drug-related felony charges from using them. 

			Additionally, voting rights and the ability to perform jury service are stripped away. Even when they are granted, the bureaucratic red-tape this population must endure to re-earn their voting rights can be so daunting and intimidating, many never succeed in doing so. Ex-offenders are intimidated through police brutality, racial profiling, and the possibility of their parole being reversed. In many cases, parolees are so wary of governmental officials, and any attention they may bring to themselves, they choose not to vote. This fear aligns with the fears of those of color trying to vote under Jim Crow laws and with the Klan’s scare tactics.

			Alexander delves into the psychological and social effects of parolees and ex-offenders, including shame, family resentment, and struggling alone, and explores reasons why “gangsta” culture has surfaced, discussing the psychological and political reasons groups embrace the stigma that is consistently launched at them. 

			Need to Know: Even once out of prison or cleared as innocent, those with felony charges or convictions are legally ostracized politically, economically, and socially, leading to a cycle of debt, more prison time, and psychological depression. 

			Chapter Five

			Despite mass incarceration and the drug war being a central problem, people tend to call for more personal responsibility or point out issues such as unemployment and discrimination. In a state of denial, Americans rely on easy assumptions from the media and pop culture and the belief that these people “deserve” it. Alexander describes the system as a birdcage, with each aspect outlined in the previous chapters serving as one of many bars that blocks black people from full citizenship. While ostracizing lawbreakers is as old as civilization, previous systems only affected small portions of their populations, while the current system has become a prominent fixture of black communities and of America as a whole. 

			Here, Alexander demonstrates how various aspects of the system of mass incarceration parallel the previous system of oppression, Jim Crow. In both, conservative white elites pitted poor whites against blacks rather than offer reforms to solve economic inequities.  Here are other similarities:

			
					Both relied on lawful discrimination. 

					Both rendered blacks with the inability to vote or serve on a jury. 

					The Supreme Court, through cases such as Dred Scott v. Sanford, Plessy v. Ferguson, and McCleskey v. Kemp, upheld the racial caste system by invalidating black people’s ability to contest constitutional rights violations.

					Both use forms of segregation; in the case of mass incarceration, the system funnels black people into prisons and then to ghettos away from white people.

					Both involve the “the symbolic production of race” or define what it means to be black (i.e., blacks were slaves, then they were second-class citizens, now they are criminals)—which affects the entire race with the stigma.

					Both maintain “race-neutral” laws (poll taxes and literacy tests during Jim Crow and drug laws and sentencing technically applied to everyone but they were meant to specifically exclude black people). 

			

			The apparent differences between the two systems of control are actually rather minor and strengthen the new system.

			
					Jim Crow segregation helped to build black solidarity, mass incarceration undermines that cohesion, breaking community and family ties. 

					There is less “racial hostility” in the public arena—integration, diversity, and the idea that it is un-American to be racist—this leads to “racial indifference” because to many Americans feel “race doesn’t matter” and therefore it is easier to see mass incarceration as a colorblind, crime-focused system.

					While white people are not arrested and convicted as often, the new system directly affects them as they fall under the same hard drug laws as blacks. If only people of color were affected by mass incarceration, there would be more protests because whites and other Americans want to perceive their society as nonracist. Sacrificing some whites to mass incarceration demonstrates for many that it is a fair, colorblind system. 

					Although there seems to be black support for mass incarceration, it may actually be that blacks are forced into a position between losing their young people or accepting tougher crime policies, when they would rather have better education systems and more employment opportunities. Alexander explores the long history of the “politics of respectability,” or the idea that black people must act well-mannered and well-behaved at all costs in order to “prove” to white people that they deserve equality. Alexander argues that the politics of respectability will always fail because it suggests that black people cannot be human or make mistakes—the same mistakes that whites make but are not punished as severely for (if they are punished at all). 

			

			Need to Know: Black men are missing from communities and public life due to mass incarceration, facts that are largely ignored. Jim Crow and mass incarceration have linked purposes and structures, and the differences between them are either not so vast or actually make mass incarceration the effective system of control and exclusion that it is. The author dismisses efforts to cast it as a system that one “chooses” as it ignores the broader picture of how the system focuses on the black community’s mistakes while overlooking white crime. 

			Chapter Six

			Since civil rights activism has become more of a professional career and the politics of respectability continues to play a role, many activists may be afraid of rallying around labeled criminals. For example, during the Civil Rights Movement, Rosa Parks was chosen as the face of bus desegregation, not because she was the first to defy the law, but because two other candidates had characteristics that may not have been seen as respectable. Moreover, civil rights advocates and anti-racist allies may be lulled by myths that black economic lives are improving.

			Statistics related to this topic can be misleading because poverty and employment data do not include prisoners. Most civil rights advocates have focused much attention on affirmative action out of fear that neglecting it may mean losing the surface gains the black community has made. However, focusing on affirmative action and other issues while ignoring mass incarceration will not lead to greater equality. The author suggests that fear of criticizing those black people who have found power and success in America—from President Obama to black police chiefs—is due to the feeling many black people have that the success or failures of one reflects on the entire race, preventing activists from holding people accountable.

			Alexander argues that the dismantling of the system cannot happen with a few new laws, but instead must be a complete overhaul of the justice system. This would mean releasing four-fifths of all prisoners as well as finding new jobs for prison employees, law enforcement officers, prosecutors, and legislative workers, gun and weapons manufacturers, healthcare staff, and others.

			Politicians would need to end the War on Drugs, racial profiling, and heavy surveillance of poor communities of color. All the money pouring into law enforcement agencies to reward arresting men of color must be cut off and the loose restrictions on policing repealed. Military equipment must be returned. Law enforcement must be trained to serve the local communities of color with cultural competence, compassionate understanding, and with a sense of partnership. 

			Removing the current system of control would also require investments in drug treatment programs rather than drug criminalization, professional development programs for former prisoners re-entering society, and better resources for public defenders’ offices to curb the power of prosecutors’ offices. 

			Just as the Emancipation Proclamation, laws, and new amendments alone were not enough to end slavery or Jim Crow, only a large movement to garner public support can achieve the end of mass incarceration.

			Alexander reminds the reader how poor whites have historically been told by the white elite to focus on race rather than class, and thus any progress for black people felt like an insult to or dismissal of their identity rather than an opportunity to progress economically with them. In an effort to reunite cross-racial coalitions for breaking down economic and racial hierarchies implemented by the white elites for centuries, whites must acknowledge their privilege and give up “racial bribes,” while civil rights advocates must place less emphasis on programs focused solely on race without regard to economic class. 

			Another system of racial control may arise if and when mass incarceration ends, and this collaboration will be necessary to stop it. Most importantly, Americans must hear out those who have been most abused by the current system of racial control, to allow their voices to be heard and to support their road to empowerment.

			Need to Know: Abundant challenges lay ahead for civil rights activists interested in dismantling the current racial caste system. We must dispose of the many financial and political incentives for continued mass incarceration; shed the idea of colorblindness and replace it with compassionate color consciousness; stop relying on affirmative action and tokenism as the main avenue for racial progress; and acknowledge the intricate role of race and racism historically and currently in modern American social, political, and economic structures. 

			Only once we seek to ensure progress includes all Americans will we be able to successfully end the current system of racial control. 

		

	
		
			Timeline

			1675: Bacon’s Rebellion 

			1787: United States Constitution ratified 

			1861: Start of the American Civil War

			1863: Release of the Emancipation Proclamation

			1865: End of American Civil War

			1865: Reconstruction begins

			1866: Civil Rights Act of 1866 declares black people citizens of the United States

			1877: Reconstruction ends

			1945: Americans begin to question the practice of Jim Crow in light of international human rights scrutiny of World War II

			1954: Brown v. Board of Education

			1964: Civil Rights Act of 1964 passed

			1665: Voting Rights Act of 1965 passed

			1968: Assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. and resulting riots; Nixon elected president, running on a platform of resuming “law and order”

			1972: No more than 350,000 people imprisoned in the United States

			1980: Election of Ronald Reagan 

			1982: Reagan officially declares “War on Drugs” 

			1986: Media highlights crack as the “biggest story since Vietnam/Watergate”

			1987: McCleskey v. Kemp verdict 

			1992: Election of Bill Clinton

			1998: CIA admits to supporting Nicaraguan guerilla armies involved in shipping crack cocaine across the US border, many of which landed in poor black communities, in order to further US interests in the war-torn country. 

			2008: Election of Barack Obama

			2016: More than 2 million people incarcerated in the United States

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			President Bill Clinton: Elected in 1992, Bill Clinton did not want to appear more lenient when it came to crime and thus continued and in some cases passed even stricter legislation on drug offenses, including blocking access to public housing and food stamps for those with felonies on their records.

			Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan: Elected to the US Senate representing the state of New York in 1976, Moynihan was an outspoken advocate for policies that affected families and the disadvantaged. In 1965, he published “The Negro Family: The Case for National Action.” The statistics and commentary in this report argued that the effects of slavery and Jim Crow were still having a negative impact on black families, especially profound in single-mother households.

			President Richard Nixon: Elected in 1968, President Nixon leveraged the racial fears of white Southerners, claiming that civil rights and “Negro–Puerto Rican groups” were the real problem behind crime. Using racially coded language, he ran on a platform of restoring law and order and initiated what would become a “war” on crime and later, drugs specifically.

			President Barack Obama: Elected in 2008, and the first black US president, Barack Obama allotted more money to law enforcement programs as part of a job stimulus package, which in turn contributed to the ongoing war against poor black communities and helped to fuel mass incarceration.

			President Ronald Reagan: Elected in 1980, Reagan declared a “War on Drugs,” focusing on crack, more prominent in black neighborhoods and mostly ignoring powdered cocaine, which was more prominent in white communities. His administration fed the media stories of the epidemic of crack cocaine, which led to frenzy and fear of the public.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“Sociologists have frequently observed that governments use punishment primarily as a tool of social control, and thus the extent or severity of punishment is often unrelated to actual crime patterns.”

			The United States had the same crime rates as other Western countries, and yet incarceration has increased and punishes its citizenry rather than provide treatment and support. Additionally, the quote leads into a consideration of the historical trends in the popular belief in the early 1970s that not only were prisons ineffective, but it was an institution that would fade away. It also is key to note, when comparing how prisoners are treated once released, as Alexander reveals, that about fifty percent of European nations allow prisoners to vote or only ban certain kinds of lawbreakers from participating in elections.

			“Deliberately and strategically, the planter class extended special privileges to poor whites in an effort to drive a wedge between them and black slaves.”

			This captures what Alexander claims is one of the strategies white political elite have used over the centuries to isolate black people from other citizens and distract poor whites from real causes of poverty: the socioeconomic hierarchy that solely benefits wealthy whites while doing very little to change the system that relies on white poverty and black subjugation.

			“In October 1982, President Reagan officially announced his administration’s War on Drugs. At the time he declared this new war, less than 2 percent of the American public viewed drugs as the most important issue facing the nation.” 

			This demonstrates the arbitrary nature of the War on Drugs in the context of actual crime or the concerns of American citizens. In other words, as Alexander argues, this had little to do with crime rates or controlling crime but rather was a strategy aimed at identifying and then controlling a perceived enemy, namely black men.

			“In fact, if only 1 percent of America’s prisoners are actually innocent of crimes for which they have been convicted, that would mean tens of thousands of innocent people are currently languishing behind bars in the United States.” 

			Urged by powerful prosecutors, defendants are taking plea deals and confessing to crimes they didn’t commit or to minor crimes out of fear of facing a mandatory sentence. This statement also demonstrates the sheer immensity of how many people are incarcerated in the United States. 

			“The system depends on the prison label, not the prison time.” 

			Alexander succinctly captures how easily the current system can mark some 65 million Americans for second-class citizenship for minor offenses or even with no convictions at all. Once an individual is associated with the criminal justice system, they are forever marked; and once marked, their civil rights can legally be denied.

			“Although the majority of illegal drug users and dealers nationwide are white, three-fourths of all people prisoned for drug offenses have been black or Latino.”

			This statement reiterates Alexander’s assertions that there is a clear inequality in how the justice system approaches people of color and a clear targeting of black and brown communities. The racial bias, even if unspoken, is clearly there.

			“Racial discrimination, the Court seemed to suggest, was something that simply must be tolerated in the criminal justice system, provided no one admits to racial bias.” 

			The Supreme Court, as Alexander asserts, has acknowledged that racial bias appears to exist in the criminal justice system, but refuses to apply this knowledge to decisions about individual cases and prohibits defendants and attorneys to use this knowledge to question whether racism has led to inequitable treatment in their own arrests and charges. 

			“A similar question can be posed with respect to shaming those trapped in ghettos: are we willing to demonize a population, declare a war against them, and then stand back and heap shame and contempt upon them for failing to behave like model citizens while under attack?” 

			This reinforces Alexander’s argument that mass incarceration—and the systems of control that preceded it—all rely on the idea that African Americans are less than human, cannot act in ways that are profoundly human, and must be held to different standards than their white counterparts. The author posits that when blackness is associated with criminality, and black people—particularly black youth—are told again and again that they are criminals, psychologically, how are some of them not expected to internalize and adjust their mindset to these low and terrible expectations. 

			“What a growing number of sociologists have found ought to be common sense: by locking millions of people out of the mainstream legal economy, by making it difficult or impossible for people to find housing or feed themselves, and by destroying familial bonds by warehousing millions for minor crimes, we make crime more—not less—likely in the most vulnerable communities.”

			The War on Drugs, according to considerable research, is a massive failure in terms of crime reduction and prevention, but if considered a means of racial control, it is a success in that it places poor black communities in a cycle of incarceration, stigmatization, and poverty.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					During Reconstruction, a short-lived time of new freedom and opportunity for black Americans after slavery, Hiram Rhodes Revels was the first African American to serve as a US senator.

					Jim Crow was a minstrel character developed by Thomas Dartmouth “Daddy” Rice, who performed for white audiences in blackface and embodied longstanding, racist stereotypes of black slaves as foolish, lazy, and childish.  Popular in both the United States and in Britain, “Jim Crow” became embedded in the lingo of the time as another pejorative name for black people. Only later, after the Civil War and Reconstruction, was it used in reference to the strict, inhumane segregationist laws the South implemented well into the 1960s.

					The critically acclaimed show The Wire (2002–2008) grapples with the repercussions of the War on Drugs from the perspectives of police officers, drug dealers, the media, and the education system. The show and its characters embody much of what Alexander discusses in her book by giving a face to the people involved in all facets of the criminal justice system. David Simon, writer and producer of The Wire, is an outspoken critic of mass incarceration and the effect it has on our communities. He suggests that the war on drugs is really a war on the poor.

					In the summer of 2016, the US Department of Justice announced that all of its law enforcement, prosecutors, and other criminal justice staff would engage in mandatory implicit bias training in order to help these individuals understand how biases—even those of which they may be unaware—can influence key decisions when interacting with diverse individuals. The trainings are based on current sociological research and will be implemented for the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Drug Enforcement Agency, and other key branches of the law enforcement at the federal level.

					In September 2016, rapper Shawn Carter (best known as Jay Z) narrated and released a short video with powerful images by illustrator Molly Crabapple that effectively summarizes much of Alexander’s history of and problems with the War on Drugs. Jay Z calls the drug war “an epic fail.”

					Inspired by reading The New Jim Crow, Facebook CEO and philanthropist, Mark Zuckerberg, visited San Quentin prison to see “first hand what prison conditions are like for people—and we got a chance to speak with inmates and staff.” 

					Author Michelle Alexander first encountered the term “new Jim Crow” on a flyer stapled to a telephone pole. The poster’s headline was: The War on Drugs Is the New Jim Crow” and the meeting was scheduled for members of her community to discuss matters of police brutality.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			ACLU: The American Civil Liberties Union is an organization that stands up for individuals whose civil rights have been denied, including matters of freedom of expression, freedom to practice religion, and a woman’s right to choose. Michelle Alexander was the director of the Racial Justice Project for the ACLU of Northern California.

			“Birdcage” metaphor: Coined by the scholar Iris Marion Young, this metaphor describes how racism is created through multiple bars that join together to form a cage. If a person only looks at one bar, it does not seem to be much of a problem or a threat. But when considering each bar as a whole it becomes clearer that they create a trap. 

			Byrne Program: A federal grant program created to provide further incentives for recipients to wage the War on Drugs. The program has expanded the use of narcotic-focused taskforces and contributed to the rising numbers of traffic stops used to fish out potential drug offenders.

			Caste: In the context of this book, racial caste is “a stigmatized racial group locked into an inferior position by law and custom.”

			Civil Rights Act of 1964: Signed into law by Lyndon B. Johnson, this landmark legislation made discrimination based on race, gender, religion, or nation of origin illegal. This act applied to housing, employment, education, voting, and all spheres of public life.

			Colorblindness: In the context of social science, the belief in or practice of overlooking or ignoring a person or community’s race with the hope of achieving strong social and political equality. Alexander suggests this can lead to “racial indifference” since colorblindness asserts that “race does not matter,” and thus inequality is perceived as a person simply getting “what they deserve.”

			Implicit bias: The prejudices people may carry about particular demographics of which they may not be aware. In turn, these implicit biases may lead to behaviors or actions that perpetuate harmful practices against a specific group.

			McCleskey v. Kemp: A 1987 case in which the Supreme Court ruled that evidence of system-wide statistical prejudice is not enough to be taken into account on individual cases when explicit examples of racial bias are not documented or proven. This case set a precedent throughout the following decades that eliminated black defendants’ abilities to question racism’s role in their cases. 

			NAACP: Founded in 1909, when public lynchings were all too common, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People is an organization that advocates for civil rights for all people around the world.

			Politics of respectability: The idea held by some African American communities and individuals that the best route to achieving equality is to behave in such an admirable, dignified, and blameless way—according to white American middle-class ideals— that white people will realize that black people are indeed deserving of equality and respect. Alexander says this approach failed historically and continues to fail because it only works for black elite, frequently leads to divisions and resentment between poor black people and well-off black communities, and denies black people the freedom to embrace their full, flawed humanity the way that white people can.

			Racial bribe: Specific benefits for one racial group in order to distract from serious challenges and to divide that group from allying or empathizing with another. In particular, the white elite used racial bribes throughout history to foster hostility and distrust between poor whites and black in order to prevent them collaborating to potentially undermine or overthrow the current economic and racial hierarchy, at which wealthy white males remained on top.

			War on Drugs: Sowed by Nixon in 1968, launched and escalated by Reagan in 1980, and carried on by every president of either political party since, this is a nationwide initiative that on the surface attempts to stop drug-related crime—particularly in low-income communities of color—but in reality it is not connected to crime rates and study after study has indicated that it is not only ineffective at curbing crime, but may actually increase it due to the connected system of mass incarceration that leaves many poor citizens of color without legal means to survive.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					Association of Humanist Sociology Book Award, 2010

					Constitution Project’s 2010 Constitutional Commentary Award

					IPPY Award: Silver Medal in Current Events II (Social Issues/Public Affairs/Ecological/Humanitarian) category, 2010

					NAACP Image Awards (Outstanding Nonfiction, 2011)

					National Council on Crime and Delinquency’s Prevention for a Safer Society (PASS) Award

					New York Times bestseller

			

			“Alexander looks in detail at what economists usually miss, namely the entire legal structure of courts, parole, probation and laws that effectively turn a perpetrator of crime into a moral outlaw who is unworthy of rehabilitation.” —Forbes

			“I can’t remember a book that’s brought more attention to a particular societal injustice in recent years…. Alexander is direct and frank about the influence of white supremacy in our history and in our society, and refuses to hem and haw in the name of an empty ‘moderation.’” —Ta-Nehisi Coates, The Atlantic

			“Alexander’s book offers a timely and original framework for understanding mass incarceration, its roots to Jim Crow, our modern caste system, and what must be done to eliminate it. This book is a call to action.” —Benjamin Todd Jealous, president and CEO, NAACP

			“After reading The New Jim Crow, Michelle Alexander’s stunning work of scholarship, one gains the terrible realization that, for people of color, the American criminal justice system resembles the Soviet Union’s gulag—the latter punished ideas, the former punishes a condition.” —David Levering Lewis, Pulitzer Prize-winning author and professor of history at New York University

			“[Alexander] reveals how both the move toward colorblindness and affirmative action may blur our vision of injustice: ‘most Americans know and don’t know the truth about mass incarceration’—but her carefully researched, deeply engaging, and thoroughly readable book should change that.” —Publishers Weekly, starred review

			“Her thesis pushes disparate-impact logic to an extreme, ascribing deeply racist motives to a society that has traveled a very long way since the system of legal and cultural discrimination known as Jim Crow stained the land.” —Forbes

			“For many African-Americans, [The New Jim Crow] … gives eloquent and urgent expression to deep feelings that the criminal justice system is stacked against them…. The book is also galvanizing white readers, including some who might question its portrayal of the war on drugs as a continuation of race war by other means.” —The New York Times

		

	
		
			About Michelle Alexander

			A graduate of Vanderbilt University and Stanford Law School, Michelle Alexander is a civil rights attorney, an associate professor of law at Ohio State University, and a scholar who works at the Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity. Previously, she was the director of the American Civil Liberties Union’s Racial Justice Project in northern California, where she launched the Driving While Black or Brown campaign, with the goal of ending racial profiling by police officers. 

			She has earned a number of honors and awards, including the Soros Justice Fellowship and a 2011 NAACP Image Award for best nonfiction for The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness. She also worked in the private sector for Saperstein, Goldstein, Demchak, and Baller where she focused on cases related to gender and racial discrimination. She has served as the clerk for Justice Harry A. Blackmun on the US Supreme Court and for Chief Judge Abner Mikva at the US Court of Appeals for the DC Circuit. 

			A mother of three children, she continues to speak on and write about issues related to racial injustice and mass incarceration. 
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			“Mapping the New Jim Crow.” The Atlantic. 

			“Michelle Alexander: ‘A System of Racial and Social Control.’” Frontline. 

			“Legal Scholar: Jim Crow Still Exists in America.” National Public Radio.

			“Drug Policy as Race Policy: Best Seller Galvanizes the Debate” The New York Times.

			“Bringing Down the New Jim Crow.” Radio Documentary Series.
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