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Since the “war on drugs,” the black community
has been disproportionately criminalized (Drug
Policy Alhance, 2017). When President Nixon '
declared the “war on drugs,” he was declaring a

war agamnst the black community. By

criminalizing the use of drugs, Nixon was able to
discriminate against black people without directly  Fjgure 1

and explicitly doing so.

Percentage of White Men Who Will Be
Imprisoned in Their Lifetime

When Reagan came into office, the “war on
drugs” continued, and the rates of incarceration
skyrocketed. Since this war on drugs, black
people have been highly criminalized and
convicted, simply due to the color of their skin.
Not only this, but those being convicted are also
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Percentage of State Prisoners Suffering From a
Mental Health Issue

those who are the least educated, those living 1n
poor communities, and those who are mentally
ill. (Refer to Figures 1-6 to see a graphical
demonstration of these disparities.)

Once a person has been i1ncarcerated and
released, the way in which our system 1s set up
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makes 1t difficult for those inmates to escape the
cycle of incarceration because they are being
released into the world with a criminal record, no
job, no source of income, no housing, and no
stable community in which to live. And that’s
where Defy Ventures and the Young Women’s
Freedom Center come 1n.
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DATA AND FINDINGS

RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES

The data presented 1n the charts below (Figures 7-15) 1s an amalgamation of the information compiled through the “Step to the line” activity from the visit
to the California State Prison at Solano. The figures 1n all black represent the EITs, while the figures with a tie represent the non-incarcerated volunteers of

the Defy Ventures program prison visit.

Step to the line if you ever contemplated
taking your own life.
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Step to the line if you have a college
degree.

Step to the line if you have a high school
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Step to the line if you grew up in a
household with over 50 books.
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Step to the line if your parents told you
they loved you as a kid and as you grew up.
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Step to the line if you murdered someone.
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Step to the line if you grew up with both
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Step to the line if you grew up with a
parent in prison.
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Figure 12

Step to the line if you ever committed any
offense for which you could have spent a
night in jaiI
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As part of the Dety Ventures entrepreneurship program, I engaged in
ethnographic research by visiting incarcerated and system-involved
communities. I observed the inmates, also known as the EITs (Entrepreneurs
In Training), as they worked to counter the challenges that lead to
incarceration and reincarceration. The core of my data comes from the “Step
to the line” activity that took place during the prison visit to the California
State Prison at Solano. The volunteers lined up on one side of the line that was
taped on the ground, and the EITs lined up on the other side. Before there was
any conversation, 1t was clear that the EITs were predominantly Latino and
African-American, while the volunteers were almost all white. A moderator
then proposed a set of scenarios to demonstrate the differences between the
two groups:

“Step to the line 1f you grew up in a two-parent household.”

“Step to the line 1f either of your parents have served time 1n prison.”
“Step to the line if you have a high school diploma.”

“Step to the line 1f you have ever had a substance abuse problem.”

During the course of this activity, I took careful note of the ethnic,
socioeconomic, educational, and mental health-related differences. The data
that I collected through this activity can be seen 1n Figures 7-15 1n the “Data
and Findings” section.
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CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND NEXT STEPS ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The results and findings from my day spent in Solano State Prison, and the
ongoing conversations I am having with Veronica Ensign and Jessica
Nowlan, amazingly (yet not surprisingly) were an accurate and direct
representation of the research I had done and collected at the beginning
stages of this project. Just as the statistics suggest, education, mental health,
race, police arrest bias, and income each play a major role in the likelihood of
incarceration. Experiencing and seeing these disparities in person and
firsthand made i1t even more clear that these statistics are frighteningly true
and that something in our society needs to be done to shrink these gaps. The
next steps to be taken to further this research are to focus in on each of the
individual factors that leads to incarceration and recidivism. Now that the
background and main research on the problem as a whole has been done,
there must be a concentration on each factor as 1ts own issue.
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Special thanks to Jessica Nowlan and Veronica Ensign for helping to make this project possible.
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