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The statistics are sobering. The United States is 
the world’s leader in incarceration with 2.2 million 
people currently in the nation’s prisons or jails — 5 
times as many as there were 30 years ago. Most of 
this increase is due to changes in state and federal 
sentencing laws, not increases in crime. 

These laws, as applied, unequally burden people of 
color. One in three black men in the U.S. will be in-
carcerated at some point in his life. More black men 
are imprisoned in the U.S. today than were enslaved 
in 1850. Five decades after the Civil Rights move-
ment, black men are still disproportionately arrested, 
convicted and sentenced. 

The effects endure long after a prisoner is released. 
A prison sentence leaves a permanent scar, deny-
ing the ex-offender access to jobs, assistance with 
food and housing, and in some cases voting rights. 
Former prisoners and their families can become 
trapped in a permanent underclass. 

We all lose when we lock people away. Incarceration 
denies the opportunities for rehabilitation and heal-
ing that are necessary for a person to fulfill his or 
her potential. This is a loss not only to the individual 
and his or her family but to society as a whole. 

Incarceration in the U.S. has gone beyond a system 
of rehabilitation, retribution or even deterrence. It 
has become mass incarceration—a set of practices 
designed to exert control. 

How did we get here?

This system is a legacy of generations of discrimina-
tion. In her book The New Jim Crow, Michelle Alex-
ander shows how politicians have intentionally used 
incarceration to win votes from white Americans. 

This insidious approach associates crime with 
blackness through coded language: “law and or-
der,” “urban crime” and “drug users” have all been 

racialized. The crackdown on drug offenses through 
the so-called War on Drugs focused heavily on black 
drug users in cities, and sentencing policies resulted 
in more convictions and longer sentences for black 
men.

Mandatory minimum sentences

In the 1980s, Congress instated long sentences for 
nonviolent, particularly drug-related, crimes. The 
view—not based in fact—that African Americans 
are more likely to abuse drugs has consequences 
throughout the legal system. Black people comprise 

12 percent of drug users but 38 percent of those 
arrested for drug offenses. When the defendant 
is black, prosecutors are twice as likely to pursue 
charges that carry mandatory minimum sentences 
as when the defendant is white. African Americans 
serve nearly as much time in prison for non-violent 
drug offenses (58.7 months) as whites do for violent 
offenses (61.7 months).  

Locked up and locked out

Sentencing laws are just one factor behind mass in-
carceration. In some public schools, thanks to police 
presence and “zero tolerance” policies, students who 
misbehave are funneled directly into the juvenile 
and criminal justice systems. This school-to-prison 
pipeline disproportionately affects youth of color, as 
well as students who are poor or have been abused 
or neglected. Rather than providing the services that 
could help these children, schools isolate, punish 
and push them out. 

(continued on page 7)

More black men are imprisoned 
in the U.S. today than were 
enslaved in 1850.  

Mass Incarceration: Massively Wrong
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Mandatory minimum sentences—laws that require 
binding prison terms for certain crimes—are the 
reason so many people are behind bars in the U.S. 
today. The good news is that members of Congress 
are now recognizing the problem. In 2015, your ad-
vocacy on sentencing reform can help FCNL change 
these unfair and costly laws.

Where did mandatory minimums come from?

In 1986, Len Bias was a 22-year-old student and 
basketball player at the University of Maryland. He 
was drafted by the Boston Celtics but never played 
a game. In June, Bias died of a cocaine overdose. 
It was widely—but mistakenly—reported that he 
overdosed on crack cocaine.

His death sparked a media frenzy and caught the 
attention of Congress. The Senate’s Permanent Sub-
committee on Investigations held a hearing on crack 
cocaine in July. Media outlets wrote story after story 
about “the crack cocaine epidemic.” 

Members of Congress were motivated to act by 
political as well as public health concerns. Congres-

sional Democrats saw this as an opportunity to “get 
tough on drugs” and respond to Republican criti-
cism of being soft on crime. In October 1986, Con-
gress passed the Anti-Drug Abuse Act to expand the 
so-called War on Drugs.

The law imposed mandatory sentences for cocaine 
possession. It also introduced the sentencing dispar-
ity between powder and crack cocaine, actually two 
forms of the same drug. 

Under the new law, a person convicted of possess-
ing 5 grams of crack cocaine would receive the same 
penalty (a prison sentence of at least 5 years) as a 
person possessing 500 grams of powder cocaine. 
This 100:1 sentencing ratio stood for more than 20 
years. In 2010, Congress reduced the ratio to 18:1—a 
step in the right direction, but not far enough.

The legacy of mandatory minimums

Nearly 30 years later, mandatory minimums have 
exponentially increased the U.S. prison population. 
Drug offenders now comprise more than half of the 
people in federal prison. 

Reforming federal sen-
tencing laws by reduc-
ing federal mandatory 
minimum sentences 
for non-violent drug 
offenders is critically 
important.

 » They are unfair: 
Mandatory minimums 
are “one size fits all” 
laws. They prevent 
judges from weighing 
individual circum-
stance in determining 
a consequence for the 
crime. 

 » They are unjust: 
African Americans are 
21 percent more likely 
to receive mandatory 

minimum sentences than 
white defendants and are 
20 percent more likely to be 
sentenced to prison.  

 » They are costly: Mandatory 
minimum sentences have 
exponentially increased the 
federal prison population. 
The federal Bureau of Pris-
ons is operating at 40 percent 
over capacity, and the prison 
system consumes nearly a 
fourth of the Department of 
Justice’s entire budget.

The Smarter Sentencing Act

Congress created this problem. 
Congress can fix it. The same bi-
partisan push that imposed these 
strict policies can undo them.

Members of Congress are begin-
ning to recognize the U.S. crimi-
nal justice system’s deficiencies. 
Lawmakers from both major 
political parties support reform, 
including the Smarter Sentencing 
Act (S.502/H.R.920).

This bipartisan bill is cospon-
sored by Sens. Mike Lee (R-UT) 
and Dick Durbin (D-IL) in the 
Senate and by Reps. Raul Lab-
rador (R-ID) and Bobby Scott 
(D- VA) in the House. It would 
reduce mandatory minimum sen-
tences for low-level drug offenses 
and rein in the growing costs of 
our federal prison system.

This legislation would:

Congress Can Break the Cycle of Mass Incarceration

 » Reduce mandatory mini-
mum sentences for certain 
non-violent drug offenses. 
It would also reduce the 
mandatory sentence of life 
without parole for those 
convicted of a third drug 
offense. These sentence 

reductions would apply only 
to non-violent drug offenses 
as defined in the bill and are 
not retroactive.

 » Make the Fair Sentencing 
Act retroactive, addressing a 
long-standing racial injustice 
in crack cocaine sentences. 
8,800 people are currently 
serving sentences that Con-
gress agreed were racially dis-
criminatory in 2010. Almost 
90 percent of those serving 
these sentences are black. 
Under this bill, these prison-
ers could petition to return to 
court to seek fairer sentences.

 » Increase transparency and 
accountability by requiring 
federal agencies to assemble 
and make public lists of all 
federal laws and regulations 
and the criminal penalties as-
sociated with them. 

Congress needs to 
hear from you!

The Smarter Sentencing Act is a 
commonsense solution that low-
ers the mandatory minimum sen-
tences for low-level drug offenses, 
modestly restores judges’ dis-
cretion and makes the Fair Sen-
tencing Act of 2010 retroactive. 
FCNL and partner organizations 
are working hard to ensure that 
Congress understands the im-
portance of this bill. Members of 
Congress need to hear that their 
constituents support sentencing 
reform and S.502/H.R. 920, the 
Smarter Sentencing Act.
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Take action now!
fcnl.org/breakthecycle
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Ending mass incarceration means working to close 
the front door of prisons, preventing nonviolent of-
fenders from being incarcerated in the first place. It 
also means opening doors for people after release.

Today, the effects of mass incarceration permeate 
and reverberate. This society’s choices about who 
is sent to prison, for what reason, and for how long 
affect people for years or even decades. It affects all 
of society as well. We will never know how much 
talent and potential our country has wasted because 
of unnecessarily long, destructive prison sentences.

People and communities of color particularly feel 
these effects. Although people of color do not com-
mit crimes or use drugs at any higher rate than 
whites, they are more likely to face prosecution, and 
they make up the majority of the prison population. 

No helping hand, few opportunities

Everyone in the United States should be able to live a 
life of dignity, with access to basic necessities. Rec-
ognizing this, advocates have worked hard to ensure 
that the U.S. government offers some assistance for 

people who have difficulty meeting these needs. 
Food, housing and income support can give people a 
platform from which they can escape from poverty.

But what if someone doesn’t have income because he 
or she has just been released from prison? Depend-
ing on the reason he or she was sent to prison, both 
the U.S. and many state governments may deny help.

For example, federal law permanently bans people 
with felony drug convictions from receiving welfare 
(TANF) or food stamps (SNAP). Some states have 
changed their laws to limit these bans, but the TANF 
restrictions are still fully or partially in effect in 38 
states and the District of Columbia, and 9 states 
have SNAP restrictions. Many released prisoners 
are banned from public housing, which can separate 
them from their families and lead to homelessness.   

There are also obstacles to personal advancement, 
such as finding work or going to school. Formerly 
incarcerated people can be automatically banned 
from driving or getting professional licenses, for 
example as accountants, nail technicians, hair 
stylists or barbers. Even though some inmates can 

receive specialized training in 
these fields while in prison,  they 
may be unable to use these skills 
upon release.

The repercussions of a criminal 
conviction make it harder for 
people to fully re-enter society 
upon release, which can increase 
recidivism. If people can’t work 
or obtain food and shelter legally, 
their options are severely limited. 
More than two-thirds of former 
prisoners will be arrested again 
within three years of release. 
More than half will re-enter the 
prison system. 

“Prison is the new poverty trap”

The so-called “collateral con-
sequences” of criminal convic-
tions affect the families and 

Mass Incarceration: Long-Term Effects
communities of offenders as well 
as the individuals themselves.

There is a cyclical relationship 
between poverty and mass 
incarceration. Villanova sociolo-
gists Robert DeFina and Lance 
Hannon estimate that, without 
the mass incarceration epidemic, 
five million fewer people would 
be living in poverty. Harvard 
sociologist Bruce Western calls 
prison “the new poverty trap.” 
He states that prison “has be-
come a routine event for poor 
African-American men and their 
families, creating an enduring 
disadvantage at the very bottom 
of American society.” 

Examining pre-existing social 
and economic conditions in 
black communities reveals an 
even bleaker picture of incarcer-
ation’s long-term effects. Today, 
1 in 28 children in the United 
States has a parent in prison. For 
African-American children, the 
statistics are 1 in 4. These chil-
dren are more likely to live in or 
fall into poverty. 

Once people leave prison, the 
combined stigma of race and a 
criminal record can keep for-
merly incarcerated individuals 
from contributing economically 
to their families. A criminal re-
cord reduces wages significantly. 
According to a January 2015 Na-
tional Employment Law Project 
report, almost 1 in 3 adults in 
the United States has a criminal 
record, and black men with a 
conviction are 40 percent less 
likely than whites to receive a 
job call-back, creating significant 
barriers that lead to poverty. 

Civic participation can also be 
denied to formerly incarcerated 
people. An estimated 5.85 mil-
lion people in the United States 

cannot vote because of a felony 
conviction. Because of racial 
disparities in the criminal justice 
system, this leaves 1 in 13 Afri-
can Americans unable to vote. 

Fulfilling potential

The U.S. criminal justice system 
has removed millions of people 
from their communities, often 
for non-violent offenses, and 
locked them away for signifi-
cant portions of their lives. Even 
when they are released, they 
find the door to opportunity and 
advancement barred at every 
turn. Mass incarceration goes far 
beyond a concern for community 
safety to create a soul-crushing 
system of hopelessness.

We can end mass incarceration 
and stop this cycle. Our com-
munities and families will be 
strengthened by a system that 
embraces restorative justice and 
seeks to return offenders to 
society with their full rights and 
obligations. Congress should 
exercise its ability to change laws, 
put fewer people in prison, and 
remove the barriers that prevent 
them from reclaiming a produc-
tive place in their community 
upon release. 

Meet Tila Neguse

Tila Neguse leads FCNL’s lob-
bying on mass incarceration as 
well as issues related to poverty. 
In addition to her advocacy on 
Capitol Hill, Tila is an active par-
ticipant in the Quaker Network 
to End Mass Incarceration. She 
came to FCNL from St. Louis, 
Missouri, where she served as 
the Executive Director of the 
Peace Economy Project.

 

Look for Tila at these upcoming 
events: 

»  Ending Mass Incarcera-
tion and the New Jim Crow, 
a workshop at Pendle Hill in 
Wallingford, Pennsylvania 
featuring author and profes-
sor Michelle Alexander. April 
29-May 3, 2015. 

»  Friends General Confer-
ence Gathering, West Caro-
lina University, Cullowhee, NC, 
July 5-11, 2015. 

»  Baltimore Yearly Meeting, 
Frostburg State University, 
Frostburg, MD, August 4-9, 
2015.
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Citations and 
additional resources 
can be found at:
fcnl.org/breakthecycle

Mandatory minimums: The backstory
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Gaps in the U.S. mental health system also drive up 
the prison population. As George Mason psychology 
professor June Tangney observes, “We have an enor-
mous number of people who are suffering from very 
treatable illnesses...who end up getting caught in the 
criminal justice system as opposed to the mental 
health system.” 

Mental health issues are more prevalent in prison 
than in the U.S. population as a whole. Incarcerated 
people are 2-3 times more likely than the general 
population to report mental health problems, and 
drug and alcohol abuse is also more common. Iso-
lating people in prison does little to address these 
underlying issues. 

Prisons for profit

Private interests are also a factor behind mass incar-
ceration. For-profit corporations operate many state 
and federal prisons. They are paid per day for each 
person in their facilities, giving them a strong finan-
cial incentive to support incarceration. Worse, some 
of their contracts (including with the federal govern-
ment) set quotas for how many people must be jailed 
each day. And private prisons have faced criticism 
for poor, sometimes dangerous, conditions.  

The promise of profit affects their policy advocacy; 
private prisons corporations have supported “three 
strikes” and “truth in sentencing” laws, both of 
which increase prison populations. 

Where are we going?

Solving a problem this big takes work at many levels. 
Formerly incarcerated individuals and many people 
of faith and good will—including many Quakers—
are doing critical work at the state and local level 
to change laws and serve communities affected by 
incarceration. 

Federal laws need to change, too—and, right now, 
there are openings to do just that. Members of Con-
gress are particularly open to changes in federal sen-
tencing laws. Some see it as a way to cut costs, others 
as a moral imperative. Regardless of the motivation, 
there’s a growing bipartisan consensus that sentenc-
ing laws must change.

Every law that changes means more people who 
won’t enter prison in the first place or who can be 
released to return to their lives. Those are things 
worth working for. 

Change at Home
Reforming the criminal justice system means changing state as well as federal laws. While FCNL focuses on 
federal legislation, we take inspiration and hope from the work many are doing in their own states. 

Bay Area Healing Justice Program (CA)

This project of the American Friends Service Com-
mittee works to reduce reliance on incarceration 
and other punitive approaches and replace them 
with restorative and healing practices. It works 
closely with a statewide coalition, Californians Unit-
ed for a Responsible Budget, on efforts to reduce 
the prison population. curbprisonspending.org

Friends Committee on Legislation of California

Guided by Quaker values, this group advocates 
for state laws that are just, compassionate and 
respectful of the inherent worth of every person. It 
has a particular focus and expertise on criminal jus-
tice reform issues and works to promote responsi-
ble reform of the prison and criminal justice system 
in California. fclca.org

Muscogee (Creek) Nation (OK)

The Muscogee (Creek) Nation’s reintegration pro-
gram helps tribal citizens return to their community 
after prison. The program uses best practices in 
justice work while also embracing Native American 
cultural values. It has successfully reintegrated 90 
percent of the people who have gone through it. 
mcnrip.com

Norman Friends Meeting (OK)

In 2009, meeting members began educating people 
about Oklahoma’s high incarceration rates. They 
stage teach-in booths at civic events, talking with 
and listening to people’s experiences with the crimi-
nal justice system. normanquakers.org  

Maryland Alliance for Justice Reform

This bipartisan statewide alliance works for legisla-
tive change to advance evidence-based, humane 
and effective corrections policies. Founded in 2014 
under the auspices of the Annapolis Friends Peace 
and Justice Center, the group provides lobby train-
ing and encourages advocacy at the state level. 
ma4jr.org

Friends Committee on Washington Public Policy

This group supports and coordinates Quaker efforts 
to influence Washington state policies on criminal 
justice and other issues. Current work includes 
a focus on restorative justice, sentencing reform 
and monitoring efforts to repeal the death penalty. 
fcwpp.org

Massively Wrong  from page 1

We are like little tug boats nudging the big 
ocean liner to get it to go in the right direction.

—FCNL Supporter  

Your contribution to FCNL matters. Visit fcnl.org/donate to make your donation today! 
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Mass Incarceration: Congress Can Make a Difference Now

Make it easier for former prisoners to find a 
place in their communities after release.
Once people leave prison, their punishment isn’t 
over. It can be difficult or impossible to find a job or 
receive food or housing assistance with a criminal 
record.

REDEEM Act (S.675/H.R.1672) sets up a process to 
seal or expunge the record for nonviolent crimes in 
certain cases. It also makes it possible for non-violent 
drug offenders to receive SNAP (food stamps) and 
TANF (short-term welfare) if they otherwise qualify 
for the assistance.

Second Chance Reauthorization Act helps people 
leaving prison to find housing, employment, sub-
stance abuse treatment and education opportunities.

Friends Committee on 
National Legislation
A Quaker Lobby in the Public Interest

245 2ND STREET NE » WASHINGTON, DC 20002 

Congress could act this year. Here are some of 
the proposals being considered to address mass 
incarceration.

Reduce lengthy, unjust sentences

Mandatory minimum sentences are a poor crime 
deterrent and have only led to more people behind 
bars, often for nonviolent drug crimes. 

Smarter Sentencing Act (S.502/H.R.920) would cut 
mandatory minimum sentences for drug offenses in 
half, give judges more sentencing discretion and al-
low thousands of federal prisoners to seek fairer sen-
tences. It would also reduce the disparity between 
crack and powder cocaine sentences. (More on p. 2)

Justice Safety Valve Act (S.353/H.R.706) would give 
judges discretion to issue sentences shorter than the 
mandatory minimums currently required by law.  

Take action: fcnl.org/breakthecycle


