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Planning Beyond Mass Incarceration
Sheryl-Ann Simpson from Carleton University, Justin Steil from MIT, and Aditi Mehta from the

University of Toronto write about a recent article they co-authored in the Journal of Planning

Education and Research.
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In November 2015, the Stop Mass Incarcerations Network organized a children's march on the one year
anniversary of Tamir Rice's death.
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Mass incarceration is a de�ning condition of the United States today. More than 2 million people are
currently incarcerated in the U.S., a country with only 4 percent of the world’s population, but 20
percent of the people imprisoned worldwide. There are deep class and racial inequities and
injustices in terms of who ends up behind bars. The likelihood of being incarcerated over a lifetime
is currently one in three for Black men and one in six for Latino men, compared with one in 17 for
white men. While white folks are underrepresented in the incarcerated population of every state
except Hawai'i relative to their representation in the state population, Black folks are
overrepresented in every state except Montana, and some combination of Indigenous, Latina-x-o,
and Asian American folks are overrepresented in 36 states.

Mass incarceration is about more than jails and prisons. Whole systems of policing, of courts, and
of policy making together produce the racially and economically unequal structure of mass
imprisonment. The institutions at the heart of mass incarceration are intertwined with broader
structures of racial and economic control that maintain white supremacy and economic
exploitation.

Our article, "Planning beyond Mass Incarceration," provides the introduction to a special issue of the
Journal of Planning and Education Research that examines the relationships between planning and
this broader system of mass incarceration. We outline some of the key aspects of planning practice
that have supported and created conditions for the racial inequities in the system. For example, one
of the �rst U.S. land use or zoning regulations passed in 1910 in Baltimore made it a crime for any
‘colored person’ to take up residence with, or on a block where white people lived. The law did take
care to make a speci�c exception for domestic servants. Similar zoning ordinances spread
throughout the country, and created conditions where just the presence of Black people in white
space was criminalized.

While contemporary planning practice might not be as explicitly tied to white supremacist ideas as
early zoning ordinances, planning practice still enables conditions that criminalize Black,
Indigenous, and other people of color going about daily life and securing health and livelihood.
Planning practices that lead to disinvestment in communities of color, development that prioritizes
economic growth and white wealth accumulation ahead of all other concerns, and that ignores, or
is silent about the ways in which policing harms marginalized communities all create conditions for,
contribute to, and support systems of mass incarceration.

Articles in the collection lay out the mechanics of how planning practices led to over-policing,
including exclusion and surveillance of communities of color, as well as offer ideas and examples for
planning practice and education that lean into equity, advocacy, and racial justice traditions to
dismantle systems of mass incarceration and imagine new structures that truly create safety for all
of the public.
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This special issue presents ideas for planning practices that support the health and livelihoods of
people leaving jails and prisons, including through housing and employment, and examples of
planning education that highlight how bringing together incarcerated and non-incarcerated
students can help build new understandings of the city and identities in it. The articles also include
examples of what defunding systems of mass incarceration looks like and the opportunities for
safety,  sanctuary and community development that open up when the focus shifts away from
custody and control. Finally, the articles present ideas that move towards abolition and refusal,
drawing on Indigenous feminist practices that envision decolonial ideals of safety.

The articles in the special issue ask planners to consider their own role in this system of mass
incarceration: Does the solution you are proposing add resources to the system of mass
incarceration, funding for police body cameras or new prison development? Or rather does your
solution put resources and control back into community-centered de�nitions of safety through
restorative justice, through funding for community services, schools and affordable housing?

Globally, uprisings and protests are drawing attention to police violence, and the movement for
Black lives. We started work on this collection almost two years ago and it traces events and
community-based organizing that have been going on for decades. To truly honor the people who
have been killed and otherwise harmed by systems of mass incarceration we must commit to
continuing to pay attention even after the topic stops trending, commit to withdrawing our support
for this dehumanizing system, and commit to working towards real—material, bodily, spiritual—
forms of resistance, refusal, and re-creation.
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