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Recent Historical Scholarship
on Mass Incarceration in the U.S.:
Toward Reconsideration of the Post-Civil Rights Era

Akiko OcHIAT

Since the turn of the twenty-first century, the U.S. has had the world’s
highest incarceration rate and incarcerated population, disproportionally
affecting the racial/ethnic poor. Not only the criminal justice system but the
entire systemically racist society contribute to the vicious cycle of mass
incarceration. While the abolition movement and other voices protested this
injustice, it was the Black Lives Movement that exposed and highlighted it.

When and why did the U.S. become a “carceral state,” and what will this
entail for its society in the Post-Civil Rights Era? In 2010, when academia
grew serious about these questions, historian Heather Ann Thompson
published a provocative article criticizing her fellow historians for having
largely “ignored” these questions. This historiographical essay traces how
historical scholarship has tried to fill the academic vacuum since then, and
articulates some remaining issues.

For the past decade, historical research advanced mainly over the following
five arguments: the origin and major factors causing the “incarcerate turn” to
mass incarceration; the importance of “race” in mass incarceration; the
continuities and discontinuities of past racism and its consequences; the
correlation between criminal control and other punitive controls such as
border/immigration control; and the complicity of punitive control in building
a “democratic” nation state. Japanese scholarship in these arguments rather
lags behind that conducted in the U.S., but it is gradually progressing.

The incarcerated American population peaked in the late 2000s, after which
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it slightly declined. However, this slow decline frustrates attempts for
de-carceration. Historians have a weighty responsibility to “historicize”
contemporary mass incarceration in the context of Post-Civil Rights Era. In
doing so, they are critically challenged not to callously contextualize but to
empathetically retell the stories of those who somehow became the
incarcerated, as well as of those who wittingly or unwittingly became

accomplices of today’s criminal justice and prison system.



