
The Navigator: Excellent Student Writing Across the Disciplines                            83 

 

Mass Incarceration in the United States: A Theoretical Analysis through 

Conflict Theory and Symbolic Interactionism 

 

Nikki Q. Jenkins 

 

Abstract 

Mass incarceration in the United States is a pressing social issue that 

disproportionately affects marginalized communities, particularly Black and 

Latino populations. This paper explores mass incarceration through the lenses 

of conflict theory and symbolic interactionism, offering a multi-dimensional 

understanding of its causes and consequences. Conflict theory highlights the 

systemic nature of incarceration, arguing that it serves to maintain power 

structures, economic inequality, and racial hierarchies. In contrast, symbolic 

interactionism focuses on the micro-level impacts, such as the internalization 

of criminal labels, societal stigma, and the role of media narratives in shaping 

public perception. By applying both theories, this analysis reveals how 

structural reforms and cultural shifts are necessary to reduce incarceration 

rates and promote justice. A dual theoretical approach supports a 

comprehensive solution that addresses both the institutional and interpersonal 

dimensions of mass incarceration. 

The Social Problem: Mass Incarceration 

Mass incarceration in the United States is not simply a byproduct of 

criminal activity but a reflection of broader social, political, and economic 

forces. With approximately 2 million people currently incarcerated and 

millions more under probation or parole, the U.S. criminal justice system 

disproportionately impacts communities of color, particularly Black and 

Latino individuals (Alexander, 2020). According to the Bureau of Justice 

Statistics, Black men are incarcerated at a rate of 938 per 100,000 U.S. residents 

and Latino men at a rate of 446 per 100,000, compared to 183 per 100,000 for 

white men (Carson, 2021). Prior to the 1980s, incarceration rates were 

relatively stable, but the onset of the War on Drugs led to an exponential 

increase—especially for nonviolent offenses—causing the U.S. prison 

population to almost quadruple between 1980 and 2000 (Alexander, 2020; 

Carson, 2021). These disparities stem from historical legacies of discrimination, 

racial profiling, and institutional bias embedded in policing, sentencing, and 

parole practices.  

The second-class status imposed by mass incarceration on people of 

color, particularly Black individuals, has led scholars like Michelle Alexander 

to frame it as “the new Jim Crow”— a system of racialized social control that 

reinforces segregation and marginalization (Alexander, 2020). Policies such as 

"three-strikes" laws, mandatory minimums, and stop-and-frisk practices 

disproportionately target urban communities of color, despite similar rates of 
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drug use across racial lines. These policies contribute to the decimation of 

entire communities by removing large numbers of men and women from the 

workforce and family life.  

The social consequences extend far beyond the prison walls. Families 

are torn apart, communities are destabilized, and intergenerational poverty is 

perpetuated. Individuals with felony convictions face systemic barriers to 

employment, housing, and education, further entrenching socioeconomic 

disadvantages. The practice of felony disenfranchisement strips millions of 

Americans—disproportionately people of color—of their voting rights, 

effectively silencing entire segments of the population and undermining 

democratic participation (Schram, 2010). The cumulative effect is a cyclical 

trap that marginalizes entire communities and perpetuates inequality across 

generations.  

Conflict Theory Perspective 

From a conflict theory perspective, mass incarceration functions as a 

means of maintaining the status quo by preserving the interests of the elite. 

Rooted in the works of Karl Marx, this theoretical framework views society as 

a battlefield for power and resources, where dominant groups use laws, 

institutions, and social norms to control marginalized populations. The 

criminal justice system, in this view, is not neutral but deliberately constructed 

to benefit the ruling class (Eason et al., 2024). This is evident in how laws are 

crafted and enforced. Mandatory minimum sentencing laws, for instance, 

impose harsh penalties for nonviolent drug offenses, crimes more frequently 

policed in lower-income, minority neighborhoods. In contrast, white-collar 

crimes committed by affluent individuals often result in lenient penalties or 

are under-policed altogether. The prison-industrial complex—a term 

describing the intertwining of government and private industry in the 

expansion of incarceration—further illustrates this dynamic. For-profit prison 

companies such as CoreCivic and GEO Group generated over $3.5 million in 

combined revenue since 2018 (McCleskey & Rose, 2020). These companies 

lobby heavily at the state and federal levels, often advocating for policies that 

increase incarceration, such as anti-immigration laws or tougher sentencing 

guidelines. This profit-driven motive reinforces a system in which 

incarceration is not just a consequence of crime but a source of economic gain.  

There is a reciprocal relationship between those who create and 

enforce laws and those who build, support, and profit from prisons. 

Lawmakers—often influenced by campaign contributions and lobbying 

efforts—draft legislation that aligns with the financial interests of private 

prison operators and contractors. This connection reveals how the power to 

legislate becomes a mechanism for sustaining the profitability of incarceration. 
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Laws are shaped not only by public interest but also by economic incentives 

aligned with maintaining and expanding carceral systems.  

Furthermore, conflict theorists argue that incarceration serves to 

manage surplus labor in a capitalist economy. In times of economic downturn 

or technological displacement, prisons absorb unemployed and 

underemployed individuals, particularly from communities that have been 

historically excluded from wealth accumulation. Solutions informed by this 

perspective include the dismantling of privatized prison systems, investment 

in community development, the abolition of punitive drug policies, and 

broader structural reforms aimed at redistributing resources and power 

(Alexander, 2020).  

Symbolic Interactionism Perspective 

In contrast, symbolic interactionism offers a bottom-up approach that 

focuses on individual and small-group interactions and the social meanings 

created in those contexts. This theory is particularly useful for understanding 

how mass incarceration affects personal identity and social relationships. 

Central to this perspective is labeling theory, which posits that once a person 

is labeled a "criminal," that label can become a self-fulfilling prophecy, 

influencing not only how others perceive them but how they perceive 

themselves (Erikson, 1964). This process begins early, often during police 

encounters, court appearances, and incarceration, where individuals 

internalize the societal message that they are deviant. For example, a teenager 

arrested for a nonviolent offense may be labeled a troublemaker in school, 

leading to exclusion from academic support or extracurricular opportunities. 

Over time, these compounded exclusions can lead to disengagement, 

alienation, and recidivism.  

Media plays a powerful role in reinforcing criminal labels and 

shaping public perception. Numerous studies have found that Black and 

Latino individuals are more likely to be portrayed as violent criminals in the 

media, whereas white individuals involved in similar crimes are often 

depicted as troubled or mentally ill (Gilliam & Iyengar, 2000). During the 

height of the War on Drugs, racialized language such as "super-predator" was 

disproportionately applied to young Black men, fueling public fear and 

support for harsh sentencing laws. These racially coded narratives shape 

public opinion, which, in turn, influences policy decisions and community 

responses.  

The stigmatization does not end upon release. Formerly incarcerated 

individuals frequently face rejection in the job market, social alienation, and 

internalized shame. Solutions from a symbolic interactionist approach focus 

on rehabilitative practices that empower individuals to reconstruct their 

identities. This includes restorative justice programs, mentorship initiatives, 

trauma-informed counseling, and community-based reintegration strategies. 
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Public education campaigns that humanize formerly incarcerated individuals 

and challenge harmful stereotypes are also crucial in reshaping societal 

attitudes.  

Comparison of Theories 

Although conflict theory and symbolic interactionism differ in scope 

and emphasis, they are complementary in understanding the complex 

phenomenon of mass incarceration. Conflict theory highlights the structural 

forces—economic exploitation, racial hierarchy, and systemic oppression—

that underpin the justice system. It asks who benefits from the current system 

and demands transformative change at the institutional level. Conflict 

theorists would go so far as to advocate for the complete abolition of for-profit 

prisons as one critical aspect of dismantling the incarceration cycle. They also 

support eliminating excessive court and legal fees, particularly for minor 

offenses, which disproportionately affect low-income individuals and 

perpetuate cycles of debt and imprisonment.  

In contrast, symbolic interactionism reveals how these structures are lived and 

experienced. It explores the day-to-day realities of individuals navigating the 

consequences of incarceration, emphasizing the importance of identity, 

perception, and interpersonal relationships. While conflict theory critiques the 

system as a whole, symbolic interactionism addresses the ways in which 

individuals are socialized into that system and its narratives. Together, these 

theories create a fuller picture: mass incarceration is both a tool of societal 

control and a deeply personal experience shaped by stigma, labels, and human 

interactions. Addressing it, therefore, requires action on multiple fronts—

policy reform to alter the systems of power, and cultural change to shift how 

society views and treats those who have been incarcerated.  

Conclusion 

Mass incarceration remains one of the most significant social 

challenges facing the United States today, deeply rooted in systemic 

inequalities and sustained through both structural forces and everyday social 

interactions. Through the lens of conflict theory, it becomes clear that the 

criminal justice system functions as a mechanism of power, reinforcing 

economic and racial disparities for the benefit of the ruling class. Symbolic 

interactionism, on the other hand, reveals how individual lives are shaped by 

the stigmatizing effects of criminal labeling and media-driven narratives. 

Together, these theories show that addressing mass incarceration requires 

both broad structural changes, such as policy reform and economic justice 

initiatives, and localized efforts to shift public attitudes and support 

individual identity reconstruction. Acknowledging and addressing the 

complex layers of this issue is essential to creating a more equitable and 

humane society.  
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