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African-American Males in Prison: Are they
Doing Time or is the Time Doing Them?

ANTHONY E. 0. KING

Case Western Reserve University
Mandel School of Applied Social Sciences

African-American males comprise a disproportionate percentage of the
individuals imprisoned in State correctional institutions across the
United States. The purpose of this paper is to describe how incarceration
affects African-American males. The author recommends more rigorous
and systematic analysis of the prison experience, and how it affects the
mental, physical, and social well-being of African-American males. Given
this nation's commitment to using imprisonment as the principal means
for punishing convicted felons, it is imperative that society ascertain
the social, psychological, and economic effects of such confinement on
millions of African-American males.

I will never forget the strange feeling I experienced when I
first entered the yard of a large medium/maximum State prison
facility approximately four years ago. I had never seen so many
African-American men in one place in my entire life, which
includes over 18 years of military service. For the first time, I
truly understood why there is a shortage of males in the African-
American community.

After serving as a clinical social work consultant in a State
prison system in the Southeast, and working with hundreds of
African-American inmates, it became clear to me that thousands
of these young males were spending their late adolescent and
early adult years confined to State correctional institutions that
breed crime, despair, anger, and frustration. It also was obvious
that prisons are a threat to their psychological, social, economic,
and physical well-being. More importantly, I realized that most,
if not all of these men ultimately would be returned to their
communities more confused, angry, and frustrated than they
were before their incarceration. Furthermore, it became equally
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clear that the African-American communities to which these
men would eventually return suffer tremendously for the price
they paid for "doing time".

This paper examines the potentially lethal effects impris-
onment can have on African-American males. I describe how
social, psychological, and health-related problems that many
African-American males enter prison with are exacerbated by
the prison experience. Finally, I recommend a more rigorous
and systematic analysis of the prison experience, and how it
affects the mental, physical, psychological, and social well-being
of African-American males, particularly those who enter prison
with specific economic, social, and psychological problems.

The Problem

The United States of America has the highest incarceration
rate in the world, because it incarcerates more men of African
ancestry than any other country on the planet (Hawkins &
Jones, 1989). African-American males are incarcerated at a rate
(3,109 per 100,000) four times higher than the rate (729 per
100,000) for indigenous South African males (Brazaitis, 1991).
Over 48% of all males confined to State prisons in the United
States are African-American, even though these males comprise
less than 6% of the U.S. population (U.S. Department of Justice,
Correctional Populations in the United States, 1989, 1991).

African-American male adolescents and teenagers also are
over represented in correctional facilities. For example, African-
Americans comprise 15% of the 11 to 17 year old males in the
United States, but are approximately 40% of the 11 to 17 year-
old males incarcerated in State-operated, long-term juvenile fa-
cilities (Statistical Abstract of the U.S., 1990; U. S. Department
of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, 1988). African-American
male adolescents age 11 to 14 comprise 46.7% of the children
confined to State-operated long-term facilities even though Afri-
can-American males comprise approximately 16% of the males
in this age group nationally (U.S. Department of Justice, Office
of Justice Programs, 1988; Statistical Abstracts of the U.S., 1990).
There are more African-American men confined to jails, State or
Federal prisons than there are walking the college and univer-
sity campuses of this nation (King, 1992). It is not surprising,
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therefore, that 60% of all African-American college students are
females (Evangelauf, 1992).

Who really cares?

In the last decade, a significant amount of data have been
published and presented at conferences and workshops
throughout the United States in an attempt to raise public
awareness about the plight of a significant percentage of Afri-
can-American males (Gary, 1981; Gibbs, 1988; Madhubuti, 1990;
Staples, 1987, 1982). African-American scholars have warned
that "the Black man is an endangered species," (Gibbs, 1988)
and rapidly becoming "obsolete, single, and dangerous" (Mad-
hubuti, 1990). Yet, few social scientists have openly discussed
or examined the impact incarceration continues to have on
African-American males. Surprisingly, the nation has not heard
much protest from the African-American community regarding
the disproportionate incarceration of African-American males.

I believe that there are at least three reasons why most
African-Americans refuse to discuss this problem publicly. First,
some feel that their complaints would draw more negative
attention to the African-American community. The media and
mainstream social scientists focus so much attention on the
weaknesses, problems, and pathologies-real and imagined-of
the African-American community, that African-Americans are
often overwhelmed by the negative light cast upon their com-
munity. Thus, they frequently turn away from additional re-
ports of doom and gloom.

Secondly, African-American men have been overly repre-
sented in this nation's State correctional systems for so long
that it no longer appears to be unusual for an African-American
male teenager or young adult to go to prison. Malcom X once
stated that going to prison is what America means to African-
American men (Burns, 1971). George Jackson (1970), a former
inmate at Soledad prison, wrote that "Black men born in the
U.S. and fortunate to live past the age of eighteen are con-
ditioned to accept the inevitability of prison. For most of us,
it simply looms as the next phase in a sequence of humilia-
tions" (p. 9).
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Finally, many African-Americans do not complain about
the disproportionate incarceration of their males because the
African experience in this nation has taught them that their
complaints frequently fall on deaf ears. Their is a strong belief
among African-Americans that social problems have to affect
large segments of the non-African-American community before
the nation responds in any meaningful way.

Human service agencies and professionals also have ignored
the plight of incarcerated African-American males. Most social
service and mental health agencies do not offer services and
programs that address the unique needs of inmates, former
inmates, or their families (King, 1992). Even child welfare advo-
cates have been conspicuous in their silence about this matter,
even though a disproportionate number of the children whose
interests they claim to represent have fathers, brothers, uncles,
and cousins warehoused in State prisons from one end of this
nation to the other.

Few schools of social work offer courses or concentrations
on social work practice in correctional settings. Professional
human service associations also have failed to challenge the
necessity of incarcerating hundreds of thousands of African-
American males from the most impoverished cities and rural
communities in this nation. Social work researchers and schol-
ars have completely ignored this problem and its impact on
African-American males and their communities.

Nevertheless, there are several reasons why everyone in this
nation needs to be concerned about the impact of incarceration
on African-American males. First, the cost of incarcerating more
people per capita than any other nation in the world is stagger-
ing. The United States spends nearly 20 billion dollars a year
to incarcerate almost 800,000 citizens (Butterfield, 1992). These
funds could be better spent rebuilding the nation's infrastruc-
ture, improving education, and providing preventive health care
for those individuals who can't afford to purchase their own.

Secondly, social work practitioners and scholars who are
genuinely concerned about African-American children and se-
nior citizens must be equally concerned about this problem
because of its deleterious effect on African-American family
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life. The African-American family will never be able to improve
the environment in which it nurtures, educates, and raises it's
children, or cares for it's aged without the contributions of both
African-American women and men. If a significant percentage
of African-American males continue to be subjected to the emo-
tional, psychological, and health-related risks associated with
the prison environment then the supply of able-bodied African-
American males will continue to dwindle. In turn, the quality of
African-American family life also will continue to deteriorate.

Increases in public aid, child care services, or health pro-
grams are inadequate replacements for healthy and socially
functional males. No group of people can achieve and maintain
a relatively stable family life when a significant percentage of it's
citizenry is handicapped by the lingering and often devastating
effects of incarceration.

Most Americans, including professional social workers have
no idea what it is like to be in prison. Moreover, few understand
the dangers and difficulties that await individuals sentenced
to prison in the United States. In order to contribute to the
amelioration of this knowledge gap, this paper identifies and
describes some of the most obvious effects of imprisonment on
African-American males. It also argues the need for additional
research to ascertain a greater understanding of these effects on
the well-being of African-American males.

Paying the price

From the beginning, prisons in the United States were de-
signed to punish the incarcerated individual (Sellin, 1976), and
this philosophy has not changed much over the last 200 years.
Politicians, a wide variety of citizens groups, and even cor-
rectional administrators frequently claim that rehabilitation is
one of the principal goals of imprisonment. Few people in this
country either believe this or desire prisons to make rehabili-
tation their number one priority. A recent Gallop Report, for
example, revealed that less than half of the people polled felt
that the purpose of prisons was to rehabilitate the offender
(U.S. Department of Justice, Sourcebook of Criminal Statistics
1989, 1990).
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In the past, incarcerated individuals were often subjected to
brutal physical torture, such as whippings, paddlings, beatings,
long hours of meaningless physical labor, and hours running
on a treadmill. Even the gainful work inmates were forced to
perform in an effort to teach them valuable skills and trades
was structured in such a manner that the more obvious goal of
punishment seemed more important than any effort to equip a
poor illiterate individual with the resources necessary to thrive
in a competitive society (Adamson, 1983 & 1984; Sellin, 1976).

Although most forms of physical punishment, other than
capital punishment, have been ruled unconstitutional. The goal
of imprisonment is still to inflict punishment on the convicted
felon. During the latter half of the 20th century, the principal
penalty for being convicted of a felony in the United States
has been imprisonment for an indeterminate period of time.
African-American males have suffered disproportionately as a
result of this policy.

Separation from family and community

The abrogation of an African-American male's freedom, by
physically isolating him from familiar surroundings, primar-
ily family, friends, and community, is worse than the tread-
mill, lash or whip. Social scientists have argued that being
separated from family, friends, and community, is probably
the most devastating social and psychological experience an
African-American person can encounter (Gutman, 1976; Hous-
ton, 1990; Lester, 1968; Mellon, 1988; Nobles, 1976). In order
to understand this assertion, one has to first understand the
general world-view and ethos of African-American people. Al-
though the focus of this paper is not on African-American cul-
ture, a brief description of this cultural perspective is imperative
to fully comprehend the punishment African-American males
experience as a result of being separated from family, friends,
and community.

At the center of the African world-view is the group and in-
terpersonal relationships (Baldwin & Bell, 1985; Houston, 1990;
Nobles,, 1976, 1982; Mbiti, 1990; Richardson, 1989). In other
words, African-American people value, above all else, the social
relationships they enjoy with other human beings, particularly
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family members and friends. These relationships provide peo-
ple of African ancestry with the emotional, psychological, and
spiritual energy needed to maintain intrapersonal harmony and
balance, or what mainstream mental health professionals often
refer to as a healthy mental outlook.

African-American males have been taught to value and de-
pend upon their social, family, and community relationships
for sustenance and strength during good and bad times. More-
over, their identity within the community is tied to the family
and extended social relationships they share with a number of
African-Americans. This ethos is best expressed in the African
proverb, "I 'am, because we are; and since we are, therefore I
am,"(Mbiti, 1990: 106). Thus, when African-American males are
incarcerated, they are being separated from the source of their
identity and reason for being.

The intrapersonal stress generated from being separated
from family and community can, and often does, lead to
mental health difficulties such as depression and suicide among
African-American people (Moore, 1989; Houston, 1990). More-
over, it has been argued that much of the social disorganiza-
tion in the African-American community can be attributed to
those African-Americans, particularly males, "who have failed
to establish, maintain, or reestablish meaningful interpersonal
relationships" (Houston, 1990: 149). Anyone who has worked
closely with African-American men in and outside of juvenile
and adult correctional institutions would agree that African-
American males are particularly susceptable to feelings of
alienation.

The fact that African-American men have a suicide rate
six times higher than African-American women lends further
support to this contention (U.S. Statistical Abstract, 1990). Un-
fortunately, the U.S. Department of Justice does not report in-
mate suicide rates according to race, and therefore, one cannot
determine what percentage of the 100 or so suicides that take
place each year in State and Federal prisons are committed by
African-American males. Given their cultural orientation there
is a need to ascertain the relationship between incarceration and
suicide among African-American male inmates.
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In addition, incarcerated African-American males experi-
ence a great deal of stress related to the violence that fre-
quently permeates correctional institutions. The boredom, and
uncertainty regarding when their prison sentence will end also
contributes to the high level of stress that incarcerated African-
American males experience. Since prisons reflect the values and
attitudes of the larger society, African-American males also have
to cope with prejudice and institutional racism in correctional
settings, which increases and intensifies the level of stress they
experience.

Destabilization of family life and relationships

Given the overwhelming presence of African-American
males in U.S. prisons, it is not surprising that in 1990, only 35.8%
of all African-American households were married couples. The
excessive incarceration rates of these males is partially respon-
sible for the fact that in 1989, only 38% of all African-American
children under the age of 18 lived with both parents, and 51%
lived with their mothers only (U.S Bureau of the Census, Sta-
tistical Abstract of the United States: 1991, 1992). Similarly the
imprisonment of AfricanAmerican males contributes to large
numbers of poor female headed households in the African-
American community. Over the last two decades this problem
has reached epidemic proportions. In 1987, African-American
children under the age of six and living with their mother
represented 75% of the African-American children in poverty
(Statistical Abstracts of the U.S., 1991).

Incarceration exacerbates any existing family and social
problems these African-American male inmates and their fam-
ilies experienced prior to incarceration. The confinement of
fathers, sons, uncles, and brothers creates a host of new prob-
lems for the families they leave behind. Most notably economic
hardship, emotional distress, and strained interpersonal rela-
tionships (King, 1992).

There is a paucity of research, particularly longitudinal stud-
ies, concerning the impact incarceration has on the family life
and relationships of African-American inmates and their fami-
lies, despite the fact that for over a century their communities
have endured the havoc that imprisonment emanates on the
families and family relationships of these males (Christianson,
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1981). This inattention and "neglect represents an astonishing
admission on the part of the intellectual community and society
as a whole" (Christianson, 1981: 369).

Loss of personal autonomy

The abrogation of the African-American male's freedom also
undermines his right to choose the people with whom he wishes
to associate and when. The revocation of this basic human
entitlement further erodes what little sense of social and political
autonomy they enjoy in this country, and increases feelings of
personal desperation, helplessness, and dependence. Further-
more, the rigid, authoritarian, and emasculating organizational
structure and environment that characterizes State and Federal
correctional settings encourages and rewards inmates for as-
suming a dependent posture. This experience undermines the
incarcerated African-American male's capacity and willingness
to think and act independent of coercive or authoritarian influ-
ence (Lichtenstein & Kroll, 1990).

Studies have found that "model" inmates have a more dif-
ficult time adjusting to the outside world, while more rebel-
lious inmates have a less difficult time adjusting (Newton, 1980;
Goodstein, 1979). After years of being told when to get up, when
to eat, what to eat, and how to eat, "It is unrealistic to expect
[ex-prisoners] to function as autonomous and independent in-
dividuals in society after their release" (Lichtenstein & Kroll,
1990: 12).

Imprisonment and health status

In spite of laws that prohibit correctional staff from phys-
ically harming an inmate, the prison environment can pose a
significant threat to the physical health of incarcerated African-
American males. Imprisonment exposes inmates to dangerous
individuals and life-threatening conditions, such as violent as-
saults, drugs, rape, the HIV, and AIDS.

Prison violence
Correctional settings are often more violent than the streets.

In 1973, the national homicide victimization rate in State prisons
was 74.4 per 100,000 inmates, compared to 9.4 per 100,000 res-
idents in the general United States population (Newton, 1980).
Hence, the victimization rate in State prisons was over seven
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times that found in the general population. Even when the
homicide victimization rate in State prisons is compared with
the high African-American male homicide rate in the general
population the disparity remains. For example, in 1970 and
1975, the homicide rate for African-American males was 67.6
and 69.0, respectively, per 100,000 male residents (U.S. Bureau of
the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States:1991, 1992).
In 1988, the African-American male homicide rate was 58 per
100,000 male residents in the general population (U. S. Bureau of
the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1991, 1992).

Admittedly, the homicide rate for certain age cohorts of
African-American males surpasses the rate cited for State pris-
ons. In 1986, Twenty to twenty-four year old African-American
males had a homicide rate of 100 per 100,000, and the rate for
25-34 year old African-American males was 104.3 per 100,000
African-American males in the resident population (U. S. De-
partment of Justice, Black Victims, 1990). The point, however,
is that prisons-like urban blight, poverty, and unemployment-
breed anger, desperation, and frustration. These are all emotions
that frequently lead to interpersonal violence and unhealthy
social behavior.

Drugs and prisons
The consumption of drugs and the drug trade flourish

within prison walls (Bowker, 1977). With the massive incarcer-
ation of younger inmates who have grown up within a more
permissive drug using society, drugs in the prison system has
become a more serious problem (Bowker, 1977). Moreover, a sig-
nificant percentage of the individuals sentenced to State prisons
either have serious drug use problems or were using a drug
(alcohol, marijuana, cocaine, or crack) when they committed
their crime.

Some studies indicate that maximum security institutions
have more serious drug problems than less restricted correc-
tional institutions (Bowker, 1977; Akers, Hayner, Gruninger,
1974). Inmates have told me that drugs in prison are better
(more powerful or pure) than drugs on the streets. It has also
been reported that some correctional staff ignore the use of
some drugs such as marijuana because it tends to "mellow-out"
inmates and reduce prison violence. In addition, social workers
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in correctional institutions frequently lament how difficult it is
to provide drug treatment to inmates, because the prevalence
of illegal drugs in prisons makes maintaining a "drug free"
environment difficult at best, and impossible in most cases.

The prison drug trade often leads to violence among in-
mates. Disagreements over drug turf within the prison, the ab-
sence of sufficient drugs to meet the demand, and outstanding
debts incurred for the purchase of drugs fuels inmate conflicts
that frequently result in violence. Violence also erupts when
intoxicated inmates argue over daily living conditions or viola-
tions of personal codes of conduct. Ironically, the same types of
drug related activities and violence that results in the deaths
of thousands of African-American males in the U. S. every
year also threaten the lives of African-American men inside
of prisons.

Homosexual assaults
Homosexuality has long been a major feature of prison life.

Some men were involved in homosexual relationships prior to
being incarcerated, others engage in consensual homosexual
relations only while incarcerated. Many, incarcerated inmates
do not engage in homosexual sex. Nevertheless, homosexual
assault or rape is a problem that endangers the physical health
and well-being of incarcerated African-American males. Ac-
cording to a United States Prisons Bureau investigation, "five
of eight homicides that occurred (in one prison) between March
1974 and May 1976, were motivated by homosexual activity"
Newton (1980: 140). Moreover, random surveys of State pris-
ons have discovered that over 25% of inmates were targets
of sexual attacks at least once during incarceration (Newton,
1980). Usually, smaller (in size) and less aggressive inmates are
singled out for sexual attacks (Bowker, 1977; Heffernan, 1972;
Newton, 1980).

Since age is somewhat correlated with physical size, the
younger the inmate, the greater the probability of a sexual
assault. Over the last decade more youthful offenders, including
teenagers, and young, adults between the ages of 17 and 25,
were incarcerated in adult institutions than in previous years.
A significant percentage of these younger and smaller inmates
are African-Americans.
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Without studies that routinely measure the incidence of ho-
mosexual assaults in State prisons, it is difficult to determine
with any precision the number of young African-American
males who are victims of homosexual assaults. Nevertheless,
it is clear that they are at risk for this type of violent attack. It
is imperative that social scientists and correctional institutions
study this problem. In addition to being a direct threat to the
immediate physical and emotional health of young African-
American male inmates, homosexual assaults also pose a sig-
nificant long-term threat to the health of this population and the
entire African-American community.

Increased exposure to the HIV and AIDS
Another threat to the physical health and well-being of

incarcerated African-American males is the HIV and AIDS. The
recent increase in the incarceration rate of intravenous drug
abusers, and the tendency of many male inmates to engage
in homosexual acts, exposes a significant portion of African-
American males to HIV positive individuals (Dubler-Neveloff
& Sidel, 1989). African-American males are already dispropor-
tionately represented among AIDS cases and deaths from AIDS,
and AIDS related diseases (Health Status of the Disadvantaged
CHARTBOOK, 1990).

Imprisonment only exacerbates a very serious public health
problem among African-American males. In 1990, the national
AIDS incidence rate was 17 cases per 100,000 residents (CDC,
HIV/AIDS Surveillance Report, November 1990). The AIDS
incidence rate among State and Federal prisons during that
same year was 181 per 100,000 inmates (Hammett & Daugherty,
1991). As of 1990, 2,125 inmates in State and Federal Prisons had
died of AIDS (Hammett & Daugherty, 1991). Since 1987, AIDS
has been the leading cause of death among male inmates in
the Maryland correctional system, a correctional system where
approximately 74% of the inmates are African-American males
(U.S. Department of Justice, Correctional Populations in the
United States, 1989, 1991). Moreover, AIDS among inmates in
State correctional institutions has yet to level off. Eighty-eight
percent and 38%, respectively, of the incoming inmates in the
North Carolina and New York State prison systems who tested
seropositive for the HIV were African-American males (Eales,
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1990; New York State Department of Health, Bureau of Com-
municable Diseases, 1990).

The imprisonment of African-American males also exposes
more African-American women to the HIV. African-American
women are already overrepresented among HIV and AIDS vic-
tims. For example, African and Hispanic-American women
comprise only 19% of all women in the United States, but they
are 72% of the females diagnosed with AIDS (Center for Dis-
ease Control, 1990). Furthermore, the overwhelming majority of
incarcerated African-American males will eventually return to
their communities. If they are infected with the HIV while in
prison, they will become a major source for the spread of AIDS
in their communities, particularly among heterosexual and in-
travenous drug using women. Eight-three percent of all women
who have the HIV were exposed through intravenous drug
use (32%) or heterosexual contact (51%) (Centers for Disease
Control, 1990).

Correctional institutions have begun to recognize the seri-
ousness of AIDS and the HIV (Dubler-Neveloff & Sidel, 1989).
Five correctional systems (Mississippi, Vermont, New York City,
San Francisco, and Philadelphia) now make condoms avail-
able to inmates (Hammett & Daugherty, 1989). In addition,
" ... inmates in several correctional systems are given explicit
education on methods for cleaning needles" (U.S. Department
of Justice, National Institute of Justice, 1989: 4).

Stigmatized for life

In addition, to the aforementioned problems, prison records
stigmatize African-American males for the duration of their
lives. The stigma begins to affect the future of African-American
inmates before they leave prison by limiting their chances of
obtaining parole or release. In most State correctional systems
inmates being considered for parole must have a job before
parole will be granted. I knew African-American inmates'who
were not paroled or allowed to participate in early or pre-release
programs because they were unable to secure a job before being
released from prison.

Obviously, being in prison reduces the inmates' job hunting
effectiveness. As a result, many inmates must depend upon
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friends and family members to find jobs for them in order to
meet pre-release or parole requirements. African-American male
inmates and their families are disproportionately poor and lack
the social networks and resources required to locate employ-
ment. Consequently, such job requirements reduce the likeli-
hood that these inmates will gain access to early and pre-release
programs, and parole. Statistics that describe who receives pa-
role from State prisons support my clinical observations.

African-American males are not paroled from State prisons
at the same rate that they are incarcerated. In 1989, there were
435,385 adults on parole under State jurisdiction (U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice, Correctional Populations in the United States,
1989, 1990). Only 39% of these State parolees were African-
Americans, despite the fact that during the same year over
48% of all State inmates were African-American males (U.S.
Department of Justice, Correctional Populations in the United
States, 1989, 1991).

In addition, policies that require inmates to find employ-
ment as a condition of admission into pre-release or work
release programs or parole, also discriminate against African-
American male inmates on the basis of their educational and
employment backgrounds. State 'prisons across this nation
house almost 800,000 of the poorest, least educated, and un-
skilled individuals of this society. The median years of educa-
tion for State inmates in 1986 was 10, and 35% had less than a
10th grade education (U.S. Department of Justice, Correctional
Populations in the United States, 1986, 1989).

African-American males are the least educated, least skilled,
and have the highest unemployment rate among major minority
groups in the United States (U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statis-
tical Abstract of the United States: 1991). Their participation
in the illegal drug trade and other property offenses, and their
subsequent incarceration for committing these crimes, can be at-
tributed to their marginal economic status (Lichtenstein & Kroll,
1990). Yet, once they are incarcerated, African-American male
inmates find it exceedingly difficult to secure their release from
prison because they are poorly educated and lack marketable
job skills. This is a cruel Catch 22 situation for African-American
male inmates.
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A term in prison stigmatizes African-American males to the
extent that they find it more difficult to support themselves
once they are released from prison. Their "ex-convict" status
makes it more difficult for them to obtain credit, jobs, training
opportunities, and education. Consequently, African-American
"ex-convicts" are practically forced to engage in criminal activ-
ities in order to support themselves and their families. Since
90% of the crimes African-American males commit are against
other African-Americans, the entire African-American commu-
nity suffers when their males go to prison and are released no
more prepared to function in a highly competitive economy
than they were before they were incarcerated (U.S. Department
of Justice, Black Victims, 1991).

Effect on self-worth

It is not clear what effect being an "ex-convict" has on
the self-concept of African-American males. It doesn't appear,
however, that going to prison improves one's social status in
the eyes of the general African-American community or the
larger society. Nevertheless, some people argue that the status
and respect accorded young African-American males who have
served time in prison by gangs and delinquent youth offsets
any negative sanctions levied by the larger African-American
community. This may be the case for a small percentage of
incarcerated African-American males, especially those who are
extremely young and involved in gangs, but one would be hard
pressed to demonstrate that this is the case for the majority of
African-American males who serve time in prison. Most of the
African-American males who are presently incarcerated in state
prisons across this nation are not members of gangs. Hence,
their personal reference groups tend to be located within the
larger African-American community which abhors violence and
criminal behavior.

I worked intimately with African-American male inmates
age 17-60, for over 2 years, and not one ever stated or suggested
to me that going to prison was going to enhance his life chances
and make him a hit in the neighborhood. As a matter of fact,
the exact opposite was typically the case. Since the doors of
opportunity and advancement in the labor market do not open
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as easily (or maybe at all) when one has served a sentence in
prison, and one is labled a deviant for the rest of his life, it can
be surmised that serving time in prison can and does under-
mine the self-worth of incarcerated and formerly incarcerated
African-American males.

Conclusions

African-American males have comprised a disproportionate
percentage of the inmates in State correctional institutions for
over 100 years. I was unable to locate any studies that attempted
to discern the impact of imprisonment on these males. Al-
though some scholars have identified African-American males
as a vulnerable population, few social scientists have discussed
or investigated the impact of incarceration on millions of Afri-
can-American males and their communities. This neglect lends
credence to Scott Christianson's (1981) statement: "The public
wastes little sympathy on prisoners, particularly black prison-
ers" (p. 370).

Based upon the data presented in this paper and my clinical
experiences, imprisonment has a negative effect on the mental
and physical health and well-being of African-American males.
Moreover, the emotional and psychological hazards of prison
life exacerbate the social, health, and economic problems that
accompany many African-American males to prison.

Upon their release from prison African-American males re-
turn to their communities a caldron of emotional, health, and
psychological turmoil. Their emotional, economic, and health
problems and concerns contribute to the high rates of drug
abuse, and violence in the African-American community. This,
in turn, contributes to the extremely high recidivism rate among
formerly incarcerated African-American males.

This nation's policy of incarcerating convicted felons, partic-
ularly African-American males, at record rates requires a greater
understanding of the effects this experience has on these in-
dividuals and the communities and neighborhoods to which
they ultimately return. No social policy, no matter how well
intentioned should be allowed to consume so much of the na-
tion's resources and affect the lives of so many people without
a relatively clear understanding of its latent effects.



African-Americans in Prison 25

To continue to ignore the apparent relationship between im-
prisonment, future criminal behavior, community unrest and vi-
olence, is unforgivable, and based upon my observations forces
the African-American community to pay a terrible price for the
time African-American males serve in prisons.
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